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For Aunt Cindy,

The most courageous humanitarian adrenaline-junkie I've ever known.

I miss you every day.

 

[image:  ]

CHAPTER ONE

Angel

 

THE DAY BEFORE Halloween I paced my office, trying to figure out how to make a better bomb. I needed to widen the radius of its electromagnetic pulse blast without increasing its pocket-sized dimensions. I palmed the device, once again working through the equation in my head. I had to be missing something. 

A figure darkened my doorway. "Angel, we're gonna be late," Bones nagged. 

My best friend, bodyguard, and schedule keeper stood just under six feet tall, inches shorter than me, but with a build that dissuaded muggers and a scowl that forced hardened criminals to drop their gaze and haul ass to the other side of the street. Smartly dressed in a suit that screamed "funeral director" or some other occupation paid to put people six feet under, his real name was Franco Leone, but I'd nicknamed him Bones in fourth grade when he shattered the wrist of an aspiring bully who'd shoved me against my locker. The nickname stuck, and so did our friendship. Nobody had my back like Bones. 

"I know. I know. One more minute."

"The big man's gonna fuckin' ice us if we're late. You know how important this drop is."

"The drop's at three, right?"

He nodded.

I glanced at my watch. "Then don't worry about it. We got plenty of time." It was too early for rush hour, and little things like traffic weren't a big deal for my family. Our technical guru had the city wired and controlled the lights from the comfort of his hidden lair. 

"Plenty of time? Aren't you forgetting something?" Bones gestured toward my body. 

I followed his gaze and swore. T-shirt, jeans, sneakers; I needed to change and had forgotten to bring a suit. We'd have to stop by the condo, which would add another twenty minutes to our commute. Dropping the device on my desk, I ran for the exit.

"Angel." Bones's tone held laughter, causing me to stop and look at him. He grinned and whipped out a garment bag he'd been hiding behind his back. "Who the fuck's got your back?"

See? That's why he's the best. "You're the shit, Bones," I said, taking the suit. "Best goddamn butler I ever had."

Scowling at the backhanded compliment, he flipped me off. 

I hurried back into my office and changed. Once I'd donned the family-approved wiseguy apparel, Bones and I rode the elevator up to the ground floor, emerging into the busy plastics manufacturing plant that served as a front for my father's technical (weapons and war gear) development business. None of the legit employees so much as glanced our way as we jogged toward the garage.

"Keys?" I asked.

He tossed them to me. "She's all gassed up."

I climbed behind the wheel of my black and silver Hummer H5 with tinted bullet-resistant glass and tires designed to resist deflation when punctured, glancing over my shoulder into the backseat. Blankets hid the machine guns we'd be delivering. 

"Thanks for making the pickup. I'm close to figuring out a way to keep the--"

"You're close to making us fuckin' late, is what you're close to." Bones tapped the clock on the dashboard. "Twenty-three minutes. I'm calling Tech."

I nodded and slammed the Hummer into reverse. As we pulled away from the building, Bones spoke a code and the dashboard screen came to life. The screen blinked, requiring another password. Bones rattled off a series of numbers and then placed his thumb in the center of the box. 

The face of a man I'd known for years, but had never met in person, appeared. "We're secure, Bones, how can I help you?" Tech asked. Nobody but my father knew the real name of the head of the technical department. To the rest of us, Tech was the autonomous human version of a digital personal assistant and knowledge navigator. 

"We need a clear route from Plant A to Drop..." Bones pulled a piece of paper out of his pocket and scanned it before adding, "Charlie-four-niner-alpha."

Everyone who worked for my father spoke in codes that changed frequently, and were issued on an as-needed basis. Bones--for all his strengths--had one weakness... he couldn't memorize the damn codes. He was one of the few people Father allowed to write them down, and Bones guarded his codes like they were a matter of life and death, which, essentially, they were. 

"Got it," Tech replied. "I'm sending the navigation now. Everything's covered."

Confident Tech had control of the lights and eyes on the cops, I stomped on the gas and maneuvered through traffic. Lights turned green before we reached them and once we cleared the downtown congestion, the Hummer ate up the distance between us and the little blinking light marking our destination on the screen. We were less than a mile from the drop point when Tech's face reappeared on the screen. 

"You have incoming. Blue. Next light," he said, before disappearing. 

Startled, I took my foot off the gas and hit the brakes. 

Too late. A siren blared to life, and I'd only slowed to eighty in the sixty-mile-per-hour zone. 

"What the fuck, Tech?" Bones shouted. "You said we were clear."

The screen stayed blank, but Tech's voice came over the speakers. "You're supposed to be. He's off route. I'm calling it in."

"What do I do?" I wondered out loud. It had been years since I'd been stopped by a cop. The family shelled out millions to make sure we stayed well under their radar.

"Just keep driving," Bones said.

"And go where?" We couldn't lead him to the drop point. We could try to lose him, but if we engaged in a high-speed chase that ended badly, the pigs would search my ride, confiscate the goods, and with what we had in the back, we'd rot in the can. Father could only cover up so much, and there wasn't a rug big enough to hide a million dollars worth of modified illegal guns. 

"I gotta pull over. Maybe I can reason with him."

"What? No! That's a shitty idea," Bones objected.

"I'm working with my contacts at the station, but a team has been routed to your location just in case. Be careful, Angel," Tech said. 

I slowed the vehicle and veered to the outside lane, rolling to a stop just beyond an on-ramp. Bones reached for the gun in his jacket pocket. I also had a gun in my jacket and another under my seat, but didn't reach for either since I had no intention of using them. 

"This is a cop. He's just doing his job," I said, eyeing Bones's pocket.

Bones stiffened. "And I'm doing mine. Trade me seats." 

"No. I can handle this without violence." 

I looked into my rearview mirror, watching as the cop sat in his cruiser, radio in hand. 

"He's calling it in," Bones said. 

Tech's face materialized on the screen again. "You may have a problem, Angel. The officer has been ordered to return to the station, but refuses."

Damn. "Tech, I need information. Who am I dealing with here?"

"I'm pulling his file now. Roger Hill, typical beat cop, no marks in his file, married, two kids, a third on the way. His family just moved here from the Denver area. That's all I've got, but I'm still searching."

The door of the police cruiser swung open and Officer Roger Hill climbed out. He marched toward us, wearing a stern glower with the same efficiency that he wore the signature tan uniform of the Metropolitan Police Force. Lapel mic clipped to his shirt, radio at his hip, clipboard in hand, he tapped on my window like he meant business. I pasted on my friendliest smile and rolled down the window. Hot, dry Nevada air gushed in. 

Officer Hill leaned forward and looked me and Bones over. I could almost see the wheels turning in his head as he took in our nice suits and the tricked-out Hummer, weighing it all against the orders from his department to leave us alone. He had to be wondering who we were.

"You boys in a hurry?" he asked.

I nodded. "We're businessmen, Officer, always in a hurry. But I apologize, I didn't mean to speed."

His eyes hardened, telling me I'd get no mercy. "I clocked you at seventy-nine, and your brake lights were on. License and registration."

I glanced at Bones, and we both eyed the glove box. Even if registration paperwork existed, there was no way it was in my name. My father had taught me to officially own nothing, that way the IRS couldn't officially take it away. I hesitated, wondering if I should pretend to search the glove box or just go straight for the fake ID in my wallet. 

The officer's radio came to life with a burst of static, followed by a pleading female voice verging on hysterical. "Officer Hill, you are not on radar. Please report."

He frowned. "Excuse me for a moment," he said to us, before stepping back and answering. 

"Tech, what's going on?" I asked.

"I'm working on it, sir. Don't worry. The team is almost to you. Sit tight."

The team was why I worried. I needed to diffuse the situation before they showed up.

Officer Hill reappeared in my window. "License and registration," he repeated.

Desperate, I blurted out the first lie that came to mind. "We have this important meeting we're late to and my car broke down. I had to borrow my father's ride, and I can't find his registration. Can you just write me a ticket and we'll be on our way?"

"Officer Hill, we need you to check out a possible ten-seventy on Wedgewood Drive. What's your status?"

Keeping an eye on me and Bones, he pressed the button on his radio and said, "I'm still at the four-thirty-eight."

Static. Then, "Officer Hill, you are not authorized to proceed with that four-thirty-eight. You have been ordered back to the station by the chief."

He tilted his head to the side, eyes hardening. "Your father could be the devil himself, I don't care. Nobody's above the law."

"I told you, we're just a couple of businessmen trying to get to a meeting."

"Oh yeah? What type of business you into? Drugs? Trafficking?" 

"Officer Hill, report. What's your status?"

He didn't even blink. 

"You should probably get that." I nodded toward his radio.

"Don't tell me how to do my job." His hand slid to his holstered gun. Sweat glistened across his forehead. "Now, hand over your goddamn license."

I took a resigned breath and slid the ID from my wallet. Righteous anger radiated from the Colorado transfer. He was a good cop who didn't understand how we played the game here, but he was about to get a crash course.

He studied my fake license and chuckled. "John Frank, huh? They're not going to let me run this, are they?"

I didn't reply. Even if they did, he wouldn't find anything.

"You part of one of the families?" he asked. 

He knew about us. Hell, he was probably some wannabe savior who thought he could bring us down. Thought the good guys would win or some shit like that. In a last ditch effort I switched tactics and tried honesty. "I'm just a man trying to save another man from making a big mistake. Christmas is coming and you have two kids and one in the oven. Am I right, Roger?"

That surprised him. His eyes widened for a second before hardening again. Maybe he'd come around after all. 

"You're in a lot of danger right now, Officer, but not from me." 

He pulled his gun. "Don't threaten me, and don't talk about my family."

Bones shifted. I slowly held my hand up, silently begging my friend to trust me. 

I tried to pretend the Glock pointed at my face didn't piss me off and opened my wallet again, this time reaching for the bills in the back. I needed this dumbass to stand down and fall in line so he wouldn't create a scene. "You're a good cop, going above and beyond, so why don't you accept this token of our appreciation for your service and get back in your cruiser while you can still drive away."

"Officer Hill, do you read me? You are not authorized to proceed with that four-thirty-eight," the dispatcher said again. "We need you to return to the station. Now."

I slowly withdrew seven hundred dollars, and then added another three. "Last chance. Think of your kids, Roger. Don't you want to see their Halloween costumes? To spend Thanksgiving with them? And Christmas? They need their father. Your wife needs her husband. Nobody has to get hurt. Just take the money and walk away." 

His jaw clenched. He didn't even glance at the cash. "I'm an officer of the law and not interested in your chances. Now, hand over your real license and registration before I arrest you both and impound your car." 

I sighed. "You have no backup. Nobody's going to impound my car, and there's no way you're taking me in. In a few minutes a group of men will show up and they'll lose their shit over you pulling a gun on me."

Officer Hill's hand began to tremble. 

The screen on my dashboard lost its connection. I didn't have to look at my phone to know I had no bars. All electronics in the area were blocked. I was out of time.

"Incoming," Bones whispered. 

My rearview mirror showed a black SUV pulling up behind the cop car. Doors opened. Officer Hill turned toward the sound. 

Six shots rang out and Mrs. Hill became a widow. 

Pockets were rifled through, keys were tossed, and then the police cruiser started up and drove away. Suits blocked the body from the view of freeway drivers as the clean up crew bagged up the officer. Someone handed me back my fake ID.

What a fuckin' waste.

My dashboard screen lit up and Tech's face appeared. "Get out of there, Angel," he said. The map with our blinking drop point reappeared on the screen.  

"You tried," Bones said. "Stupid son-of-a-bitch should have listened."

My father's men were watching me, measuring my reaction, judging whether or not I was ruthless and apathetic enough to lead their merry band of murderers. Shit, this was what I'd been born to do. Nodding a thanks to them, I slid the Hummer into gear and merged back onto the freeway. In my rearview mirror, I watched them load the body bag into the SUV. 

He was a good guy--a good cop--and in Vegas, nice guys didn't just finish last... they didn't finish at all.
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CHAPTER TWO

Markie

 

WITH MY SUITCASE packed and set beside the door, I paced the small, dank room I had shared with eight orphans for the past eleven months. Empty, lumpy mattresses sat atop four sets of bunk beds, the absence of their occupants filling my stomach with lead.

The door opened, and I stopped in my tracks, hopeful. 

Tad stepped into the room, wringing his hands as he scanned the space. "They're still not back," he said, leaning against a bunk. 

Somewhere north of forty with skin darker than a starless night and heart larger than Texas, Tad had devoted his life and finances to running this orphanage in the impoverished, AIDS-ridden village of Mwembeshi, Zambia. He had patience for days, but I'd managed to wear it thin on more than one occasion. Today was no exception. 

He glanced at his watch. "If we don't leave in the next ten minutes, you'll miss your flight, Ms. Markie."

"I know. I just--" Having no idea how to finish the statement, I closed my mouth. Almost four hours ago the children--six girls and two boys ranging from ages three to ten--had set off to deliver fresh water to a family in the bush north of the village. We'd made the trek together dozens of times, but this time I stayed behind to pack and say my good-byes to the villagers. The delivery should have taken them two hours, round trip, and knowing I was on a schedule, the children had promised to hurry back. And with every minute they were late, my stomach tied in another knot. 

"I'm sure they'll be all right, Ms. Markie," Tad said. "They know the land. They will not get lost."

My worries had more to do with Zambia's Boko Haram infestation than with the children getting lost. If those psychos got their hands on the children... there'd be nothing I could do. We'd be lucky to ever see them again. Guilt gnawed at my insides, making me wish I'd just gone with them. A little voice in the back of my mind reminded me I was abandoning the children to head back to the States and they'd have to make deliveries without me from now on. Doubting my decision to leave for the millionth time, I checked my cheap, international cell phone again, hoping for a text from my sister. Nothing. It had been weeks since I'd heard from Ariana. 

And now I was about to break my promise and head back to the States. Hopefully nobody from Idaho would find out. 

The voices of children calling my name drew my attention from my phone. I looked up just in time to count heads as all eight rushed through the door and stopped short, breathing heavily as sweat dripped down their faces.

"What is it? What's wrong?" I asked, wondering if they were being chased.

"We didn't want to miss you," the oldest boy, Kael, breathed.

I didn't care how sweaty they were, I wrapped each in a hug and kissed their moist cheeks. "Where have you guys been? I was so worried!"

"Ms. Tanishia was having her baby, and Hadiya had to help," the five-year-old girl, Aboyomi, said.

"I had to learn," Hadiya, the eldest girl, defended. "I knew you'd understand, Ms. Markie."

I did understand, but Tad took that moment to remind me we were out of time. The children carried my bags to the jeep, we said hurried good-byes, and then Tad and I were off to the airport. Tad drove as fast as his broken-down jeep could, and we arrived only moments before I needed to board. I barely had time to thank him before being whisked onto the plane and strapping in. As Africa shrank beneath my feet, the reality of my departure hit me. I didn't cry--never been big on shedding tears, especially not in public--but my chest felt hollow. Even more so, since I doubted I'd ever return. 

 

*	*	*

 

After what seemed like a lifetime of flights and layovers, I finally landed in Las Vegas. I grabbed my bag from baggage claim and was headed for the exit when the aroma of pizza smacked me across the face, reminding my growling stomach that it took more than a handful of airline pretzels to make a meal. Temporarily tabling my search for my wayward sister, I followed my nose to Don's Pizzeria. The restaurant was packed, so I sighed and gave my name to the hostess before wheeling my luggage over to sit in the waiting area. 

I was in the middle of typing out text number two hundred and seventy-two to Ariana when a man approached, smiling. Barely older than me, and dressed in a slick tailored suit, it was clear that this was the man in charge. Definitely upper management. 

"Is my table ready?" I asked. 

He glanced from side to side and then cocked his head like he was trying to figure me out. Then he smirked and my breath hitched. Holy crap the man was hot. As in the next James Bond hot. Feeling like an idiot, I shook my head as heat rushed to my cheeks.

"You're not the manager, are you?" I asked.

"Uh, no." He held out his hand for me to shake. "I'm Angel. And although I can't get you your own table, there's room at mine if you're interested." 

I shook his hand. He had a firm grip. "I'm Markie. And that's okay. I don't want to impose."

"Nah, it's nothin'. Me and my buddy are right there." He pointed to a table where an even more muscular guy wearing a suit sat, watching us with a concerned scowl. "That's Bones. He's not nearly as scary as he looks."

"But his name is Bones?" I asked. 

Angel laughed, lighting up his face, which, in turn, made my stomach flip. The man was so far beyond handsome it was almost ridiculous. 

"Point. But I promise he'll be on his best behavior," he said.

I'd never been one to follow a sexy stranger, but we were in a crowded restaurant, and he was just offering me a seat at his table. No big deal. I'd eaten lunch with strangers before. Heck, I'd traveled across the world to work with strangers. I'd had a bad experience in the past, but I was older and wiser now. Promising myself I'd be careful and bail at the first sign of sleaziness, I followed him to the table.  

Sitting in the seat Angel pulled out for me--which was super sweet and immediately made me feel more confident in my decision to join him--I studied the handsome duo. Where Angel was lean and sexy with an aura that drew me in, Bones was like caged violence, almost hostile, making me want to scoot away. Keeping my chair right where it was, I looked him in the eyes like I wasn't affected by his posturing. 

"Angel and Bones, huh? Nice suits, code names... you're not secret government agents, are you?"

Bones had just taken a sip from his water, and he almost spit it all over the table, coughing and choking. Chuckling, Angel pounded his friend's back until he started breathing normally again.

"I'll take it that's a no, not government agents."

"Hell no," Angel replied, still laughing. "And they're nicknames, not code names." 

"Good to know. I'm just Markie, not short for anything, no nickname. My parents wanted a boy, but got two girls." Realizing they probably didn't care about my life story, I pointed at their wine glasses and changed the topic. "What are you drinking?" 

"Merlot. Would you like some?" Angel asked. Before I could answer he slid Bones's glass in front of me. "The waiter poured us two, but Bones isn't a wine drinker." 

"Thank you," I replied, reaching for the glass.

Bones stopped me. "Are you even old enough to drink?" 

Since, despite Angel's reaction, there was still a possibility the two mystery men could be cops, I pulled out my ID and handed it to Bones. "I'm twenty-three."

Bones glanced at the ID before handing it to Angel. "Knock yourself out," he said, gesturing toward the glass. 

"Thank you." Unsure whether or not I'd like it, I took a sip. Blackberries and currents danced over my taste buds, reminding me of other reasons it was good to be back in the States. "Mmm. This is delicious! I haven't had wine since before I went away. Of course, this is better than anything I drank before I left. Boones Farm was the drink of choice for my dorm."

"Went away? You get locked up or something?" Bones asked.

"Locked up?" I asked. As in jail? I knew I looked rough in my rumpled dress and sandals, but jail? "I've been traveling for days, literally... but..." And now I felt stupidly self-conscious. "Do I look that bad?"

"No," Angel hurried to say, flashing his friend a dark look. "You look great. Bones thinks he's funny sometimes. He's not." 

"I'm fuckin' hilarious," Bones deadpanned.

"See what I mean?" Angel asked with a smirk. 

An Asian man carrying a pizza almost as big as the table and piled with more toppings than I'd ever seen stopped and eyed me. "Is everything all right, Mr--"

"Angel," he snapped. "Please. And yes, everything is great, Ling. Can you get us an extra plate?"

"Of course, sir." Ling set the pizza down and flagged down a bus boy carrying clean table settings.  He dropped off the extra plate, asked if we needed anything else, and then hurried off. 

"That's the manager," Angel said.

My cheeks heated, but my mouth was watering too much to pay them any mind. 

Angel set my plate in front of me. "We can get you a menu. I didn't even think to ask if you'd want something else."

"No, this is amazing, and it's really sweet of you guys to share with me. I can't tell you how much I've missed pizza. I'm so glad to be back in the states," I said between bites. 

"You were out of the country?" Angel asked.

"Yep." I took a bite and basically died and went to Heaven. After I recovered and swallowed it down, I added, "Spent a little over a year in Zambia."

"Africa? Wow, what were you doing there?" Angel asked.

"Running drugs," Bones said, gesturing at me. "Obviously. I mean look at her."

"You see what I'm dealing with here?" Angel asked. "Not funny at all." 

But I was giggling uncontrollably at the absurdity of the idea. "He's a little funny."

Bones grinned. "See?" he asked Angel.

Angel hadn't touched his pizza. He loosened his tie and opened the top button of his shirt. 

"You should eat, it's good," I said. 

He looked to Bones, as if for confirmation, before digging in. Did he think I'd lie about the quality of the food? 

"I originally went to help build wells, but then the job ended and there was this orphanage with the most incredible kids. They needed an assistant, and I needed something to do with my life, so I stayed and helped out."

"Changed your plans just like that, huh?" Angel asked, shaking his head. "I can't even imagine."

He probably had a lot more going on than I did. Besides, I'd been running from reality. "Didn't have much to come back for, and besides, they were adorable kids. Just the sweetest, rottenest little brats on the planet. Oh the trouble they caused and the things they got into." I smiled at the memories.

"Sounds awful," Bones said.

Not for me. I'd always had a soft spot for bratty kids. "Nah. Where I grew up, everyone was kinda fake. I like working with kids--especially the bad ones--because they're real. You always know where you stand with them. Besides, I like the challenge," I admitted.   

"You went by yourself?" Angel asked. "I mean... no boyfriend or family or anything?"

Was he trying to see if I was attached? "Nope. I'd just gotten out of college and needed a little time to fly solo." 

"That's crazy," Angel said, but the respect in his eyes told me crazy was good, not bad. "But weren't you afraid? I thought all kinds of shit was going down in Africa."

"Yes. There were a couple of shootings in the village and we had to hide in the bush a few times. It's weird when you're protecting other people, though. Your instincts kick in and you don't think about being scared. You just do what you gotta do. You know? Then you freak out after."   

Angel watched me, his eyes dark. Brown? Black? I couldn't tell, but there was an intensity to them that made me feel like he was really listening. 

"What are you doing in Vegas?" Bones asked.

"Looking for my sister." I pulled my phone out of my pocket and scrolled through my pictures until I found one of her. "She's not returning my calls or texts, so I came to find her. I know Vegas is big and all, but will you look at this and tell me if you recognize her?" 

"Sure," Angel said, reaching for the phone. "Bones knows at least half the city, I swear." 

Angel looked at the photo and shook his head before passing it to Bones.

Bones's forehead scrunched up. "She looks familiar, but I can't place her. Where does she work?" 

"I don't know. Some restaurant, but she never told me the name of it. She's a singer and came hoping to get her big break." 

Bones passed me back the phone. "Sorry. I probably ran into her at a club or something." 

Bones's pocket buzzed. He pulled out his phone and eyed it. 

"They're here?" Angel asked.

"Yeah. They must have caught a tail wind, because their flight just landed."

"You have to leave?" I asked, suddenly sad to see them go. 

"Yeah." Angel stood. "Work calls." 

I stood as well. "It was nice to meet you guys. Sounds like you're in a hurry, so why don't you go ahead and head out and I'll grab the check. Thanks for letting me crash your lunch." 

They eyed each other. Angel's sexy smirk made another appearance. 

"There won't be a check. Everything's taken care of. Thanks anyway." He offered me his hand. "It was great meeting you."

A handshake seemed kind of formal since he'd been so nice, so I hugged him instead. "Thank you for your kindness. I needed this today."

Bones had tensed and closed in on us like I was some sort of danger to Angel. I laughed, because he really was funny. I hugged the big guy too, which seemed to really throw him off. He patted my back awkwardly before pulling back. 

"Thank you both. This was nice."

They muttered in agreement before heading toward the door. I needed to get going, but wasn't about to let the rest of the tasty pizza go to waste so I asked a passing server for a box, dropped a tip on the table and headed out, wishing I would have gotten their phone numbers. Vegas was a lot bigger than the village I'd come from, and I'd need all the friends I could get. Especially handsome ones. 
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CHAPTER THREE

Angel

 

"THAT GIRL'S A trip," Bones said as we left the restaurant. 

I was thinking more like gorgeous, sweet, and brave, but "a trip" described her pretty well, too. "Who the fuck goes to Africa by themselves? She could have been killed, or worse." The assholes down there don't have a code. They don't have someone like my father making sure lines aren't crossed. But Markie had survived over a year down there, and that was damn impressive. 

"I don't know, but that's some crazy shit. What made you invite her to our table?" he asked. 

I looked at him like he had lost his mind. "You did see her, right?" I'd always been a tits and ass guy, and Markie's curves worked her sundress in a way that made me want to wrap my arm around her narrow waist. "I stopped to check her out, and she thought I was the restaurant manager, come to let her know her table was ready."

"You're shitin' me?"

"I swear."

He threw back his head and laughed. 

"Yeah. Funniest thing I've heard in a while. She got all embarrassed and holy fuck! Did you see her dimples?"  

"She's hot, I'll give you that," Bones finally admitted. "But she's just a broad, and you're actin' crazy. Fix your shirt and tie. Are you taking these guys to a meeting or to a strip club?" 

"Huh?" I followed his gaze, and sure enough, my tie was loose, and my collar button undone.

When did that happen?

With no time to worry about it, I fixed my appearance and we hurried on our way. Before we turned the corner, I glanced over my shoulder to find Markie standing outside the restaurant with an open pizza box in her arms. An elderly couple talked to her as they each reached in and took a slice. Markie called a mother and two small children over. What was she doing? Did she plan to share with the entire airport?

Her long blonde curls cascaded down her back and, as she slipped a rogue lock behind her ear, I wanted to run my fingers through it.

What the hell's wrong with me?

Bones nudged me. "Never met anyone like her before."

Still transfixed by the natural girl-next-door beauty before me, I stole one more eyeful of her soft curves and her dimpled smile. 

"Nope. And we probably never will again." 

A little pang of regret pierced my chest.

 

*	*	*

 

Bones and I made it to the waiting area only minutes before my father's associates. The two Italians and one orange-haired Irishman dressed like wiseguys, complete with hard-ass attitudes, barely grunted in greeting. We collected their bags, and then the family limo took us on a tour of the strip before stopping in front of a five-story glass building, one of Father's office buildings. The driver let us out, and Bones checked in with the guards before leading us to Conference Room B. 

Six black high-backed ergonomic chairs surrounded a rectangular stone table. A fifty-two-inch flat-screen television hung on one wall, just above a built-in glass-door refrigerator stocked with bottled waters and sodas. Large tinted one-way windows looked out over the strip and gave us a scenic view of the hills beyond. I offered up refreshments and took a seat as Bones stood guard by the door. 

When my father entered the room, everyone rose to their feet like he was the goddamn president of the USA or something, rather than capo dei capi (or boss of bosses) of Vegas. Standing about six and a half feet tall, broad shouldered, with dark hair and features, his very presence demanded respect. Where Bones and the other bodyguards intimidated, my old man practically crackled with power. He was known for being a hardass who didn't suffer fools or put up with bullshit, but I couldn't blame him. He'd worked his ass off to rein in the crime syndicate of Vegas and the second he dropped the whip, the bastards would turn on him.   

He introduced himself to his guests and took his seat at the head of the table. "Angel, check the room."

I'd created a handheld device, about the size of a thick cell phone, that could pick up wires, taps, or pretty much anything with the ability to record or transmit audio or video files. I slid it out of my pocket and ran a quick scan of the room. According to the readout, everyone in the room had a cell phone and two people had tablets. I showed it to Father and he nodded and gestured for me to retake my seat seat. 

He turned his attention to the suits. "Did you bring the plans?" That was my old man... cut the shit, get right down to business.  

"Yes, of course," the Irishman replied. He pulled papers from his briefcase and held them up uncertainly. 

Father gestured for me to take them. Curious, I grabbed the pages and studied the design. 

"A bomb," I said. Not like the tricky little shit I was working on, but a bomb nonetheless. 

"Not just any bomb," the ginger replied, pointing to the plans. "Controlled impact. Small radius, so it takes out the victim without doing a lot of damage to the surroundings. These sensors here and here help it to activate when someone approaches, and we found a way to produce it cheaper and faster than anything on the market. If you take a look at the production schedule, I'm sure you'll see..." 

He droned on, but my focus remained on the implications behind the sensors. 

"Angel, what do you think?" Father asked, pulling me out of my thoughts.

Morally speaking, the bombs were fucked up, but this was business. "It is economical, and the design is simple; production would take no time at all."

"Exactly," the ginger said.

Father glanced at the paper in my hand. "Look at it again. Would we use it?" 

It was a bullshit question since he was the sole determiner of what we would and wouldn't use, but he must want my eyes on it for something. I studied the design once more, committing it to memory. 

"How precise are the sensors?" I asked.

The ginger's brow furrowed. "As you'll see in the bottom left hand corner, the range is--"

"I didn't ask about the range, I asked how precise the sensors are." 

He blinked.

Dumb ass. "Say I put this on a car and a child goes running by. Does it sense the movement and blow up the kid? Or is there a way to calibrate it for a specific size or even weight of a person?"

The ginger shared a look with the two Italian men before shaking his head. "We were determined to keep costs down, and what you're talking about would be much more innovative and expensive to create." 

I handed the papers back to the ginger. "No, we wouldn't use it. Our family is precise, and our hits are clean." 

The men looked at me like I was speaking fucking Greek, so I broke it down into terms they could understand. "We always get our man. With this bomb, there's no guarantee of that, whereas if I'm lookin' through the crosshairs of my sniper rifle when my bullet splits the skull of my target, I'm certain. If I'm starin' the son-of-a-bitch in the eye when my pistol pumps two rounds into his heart, I know the job's done. If I slide my knife into his throat and carve him a second smile, I can go home knowing the bastard isn't gonna recover to come lookin' for me. Personally, I'm a little too hands-on to place a bomb and hope it gets the job done."

"There you have it." Father stood, letting us know the conversation was coming to an end. "The Mariani family frowns on collateral damage, so that is a concern, but we also make sure our hits are dead. Still, we might have a use for your devices. Now that Angel has seen the specs, we'll discuss it and have an answer to you within the week. I have another meeting I must get to, and my security is calling the limo. They'll be waiting downstairs to take you wherever you need to go. Angel will walk you out."

And with that, Father shook hands and vacated the room. 

Open-mouthed, the trio stared after him. They'd flown across the country and were no doubt expecting more than a five-minute chat with the head of the Las Vegas families. To be honest, I'm surprised they even got that much of his time. After a moment of stunned silence, the ginger packed up his paperwork and the three wiseguys followed me and Bones down the hall, the tension radiating from them betraying their outrage. 

"Well, that was awkward," Bones said, as we watched them climb into the limo.

I chuckled, shaking my head. "I don't even know what that was."

My phone rang. Knowing the old man would be calling to debrief me, I clicked on my bluetooth and answered. 

"You'll recognize those devices if you see them?" Father asked.

Any new tech or weapons our guys picked up in the city found its way onto my desk. "Yessir."

"Good. Let me know the minute they surface." He disconnected. 

"Everything okay?" Bones asked.

"He wants me to be on the lookout for the bombs."

Bones's eyebrows rose. "You think one of the families will buy them?" 

"Father does." The certainty in his statement made that clear. Still, I couldn't imagine someone being stupid enough to purchase that shit. Why would any of the families need bombs? Was someone planning to overthrow my family? The crime families had been prospering under Father's rule. Why would someone want to challenge him? 

Bones shook his head, probably wondering the same things I was. "What the fuck is wrong with people?"

That was the million-dollar question I had no answer for. 

With the rest of the afternoon free, Bones and I headed to the gym in my condo building.

When I'd graduated from high school, Father had given me the keys to a two-bedroom condo (one room for me, one for my bodyguard), located in a high rise just off the strip. He owned the building and controlled the security, but having my own space at least gave me the illusion of freedom while making it clear he expected me to stay in Vegas. There'd be no escaping the future my blood had bought me, but Father had granted me a measure of independence... one he could control, surrounded with people he could trust. 

The building had its perks, one of which was the professionally-equipped gym. Bones took working out seriously, and the minute we stepped out of the locker room he morphed into some sort of fitness Nazi hell-bent on pushing me until I bled or coughed up a lung. But between the cop shooting and my father's shady business associates, I desperately needed to purge my brain, even at the expense of my body. I let him push me for almost two hours before I collapsed into the Jacuzzi, sore muscles sizzling as they hit the water. 

Bones--looking no worse for the wear--strutted toward the pool and dove in. I waved him off, giving him my blessing to swim laps like some demented Olympic hopeful while I recuperated. I wanted to head upstairs, crawl into bed, and sleep for a week, but I had obligations. The twins would never forgive me if I bailed on them, and Bones had plans for us to go club hopping afterward. 

Cold water splattered on my face, and then the level of the Jacuzzi raised over my chin. "You almost ready?" Bones asked, sitting across from me.

"Ready for what?" I asked, glancing at the clock on the wall. We had at least an hour and a half before we had to leave.

"Costume shopping."

I sure as hell wasn't wearing a costume. "Bones, today's Halloween. I doubt there's going to be anything left." 

He climbed out of the Jacuzzi and walked toward his bag. "That's a chickenshit answer if I ever heard one. You know I got connections. Matter of fact, my friend Angela runs a costume shop, and she's been sending me pictures of their remaining inventory for the past hour. They got all kinds of shit left." 

Bones had friends who did everything. The man was as connected as the goddamn Internet. He rustled through his bag, grabbed his phone, and headed back over. "Think I'll go as Sexy Zorro this year. What do you think?" 

He positioned his phone in front of my face, flooding my vision with the image of a man dressed in black, shirt unlaced down to his navel, spandex tights that showed way more than I wanted to see. His hat and mask covered more than his outfit did. I smacked the phone away.  

"You know I can't unsee that shit, right?"

He laughed.

"And we're taking the twins trick-or-treating first? I don't think they're old enough for Sexy Zorro. Hell, I'm not old enough."

"Yeah, yeah, I'll keep it G-rated for the kids, but after we drop them back home all bets are off."

"I got an idea. I can go as a responsible man taking his younger siblings out before babysitting his best friend all night," I suggested.

"That look is tired; you wear it all the time," Bones whined. "Live a little."

"I dressed up last year," I reminded him.

Bones and I had dressed as old school mobsters, complete with fedoras, cigars, and Tommy guns. My parents had both laughed at the sight and, to be honest, the getup had been kind of fun. 

"Those were some outfits." He smiled, tossing me a towel. "We gotta do even better this year." He cocked his head and a wide grin spread across his face. "I think I know just the thing." 

"Uh oh. That doesn't sound good," I said.

Bones threw back his head and laughed. "You're right, it's not good. It's great. We are going to look so badass!"

Since badass was much better than sexy, I swallowed back a grimace and followed Bones to the locker room, wondering what the hell he was up to.
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CHAPTER FOUR

Angel

 

SURPRISING MY FAMILY was no small feat since they lived in a goddamn gated fortress. First, I had to convince the gate guards to let me in without announcing me. They thoughtfully radioed ahead and asked the property guards not to shoot us on sight. There was a good chance that my old man was listening in on his radio, but that couldn't be helped. 

When we reached the door, I rang the bell and turned my back on the security cameras. Bones and I wore matching black outfits: pants tucked into combat boots, jackets with official crests on the arm under Kevlar vests that marked us as "Police" on the front and "SWAT" on the back. "SWAT" caps hid our faces, and realistic-looking squirt guns were holstered at our hips, and billy clubs were dangling at our hips. In addition, the numerous pockets of our pants were stuffed with handcuffs, rubber gloves, and enough silly string to cover the entire city of Las Vegas. I had no clue where Bones had gotten the costumes, but I was fairly certain they were authentic, and I couldn't wait to see my father's reaction. 

I spun around as the door opened, a little afraid I'd get shot if I didn't show my face immediately. The old man stood in the doorway with a security guard hot on his heels. His eyes widened as he looked from me to Bones, and then back to me. Then he slapped his leg, threw back his head, and laughed harder than I'd ever heard him laugh before. The security guard eyed Bones and me, with one hand on the gun in his pocket. Then he must have recognized us, because he chuckled and shook his head appreciatively. 

"Al! Come look at these pigs on my doorstep!" Father shouted, sliding aside and waving for Cousin Alberto. 

My grandmother's cousin, Alberto, hobbled over to the door, took one look at us, and practically spit out his dentures. 

"That's the best thing I've ever seen," he said, when he could finally breathe again. "You've gotta get a picture of this, Dom."

Still chuckling, Father disappeared for a few moments and then reappeared with a camera around his neck. 

"Those are some costumes," he said. "Looks like the real thing. Where'd you get them?"

I held my hands up. "Don't look at me. This was all Bones's idea."

"I know a guy," Bones said with a shrug.

"Those guns real?" Cousin Alberto asked, pointing at my holster. 

I drew my plastic weapon, spun it around my index finger, and then proceeded to water the potted plant next to the door. This only made them laugh harder. 

Cousin Alberto shook his head. "The guys aren't gonna believe this. Dom, you gotta get a picture of me with these clowns."

Father had his security guard snap a variety of pictures: Me and Bones arresting Cousin Alberto and Father, us about to beat them with our billy clubs, and them stealing our guns and squirting us. Father was still chuckling when my seven-year-old little sister, Luciana, came around the corner wearing a long, frilly purple dress. 

"Wow! Look at you!" Father scooped her up in his arms and kissed her forehead. "The most beautiful princess I've ever seen."

"Where's your wand?" I asked. 

She grinned, opening the little purse draped over her shoulder. "I don't have a wand. I have throwing stars." She flashed me a handful of plastic toy weapons. "Mamma says a princess needs to be able to protect herself and wands are stupid." 

I laughed. Yep, that sounded exactly like something Mamma would say. 

"I do have glass slippers, though," she said, showing me her feet. "Girls have to look good when they fight." 

"Better not lose them," I warned. "If some guy shows up on the doorstep with your shoe, he's gonna be eating it. You know that, right?"

She giggled. "Boys are gross, Angel."

"Damn right they are."

"Where's Georgie?" Father asked Luciana.

"Here, Daddy!" her twin, Georgio, said, strutting down the stairs, dressed in a breastplate over a tunic with chain mail sleeves and waving a long plastic sword. His black pants were tucked into fur-lined boots, and on his head he wore a helmet with what looked like a spear point coming out of the top and some sort of winged emblem on the front. 

"Angel!" He shouted, jumping the last few steps then running to greet me. "Can you guess who I am?"

My little brother was a history buff, who loved stories of old warriors and their battles. This was his second year dressing as Genghis Kahn. 

"Great costume, Georgie," I said. "You look even better than last year. Where's everyone else?" 

Last year my sisters Sonia and Sofia had dressed as storm troopers, and I couldn't wait to see what costumes they'd chosen this year. 

"Dante is out with friends, and Sonia and Sofia think they're goddamn grown." Father gave Luciana one last kiss on the cheek before passing her to me. "They're at some dance their school is putting on."

Sonia and Sofia were thirteen and eleven, and I wouldn't be surprised if my old man had locked them both up in chastity belts. "You let them go to a dance? With boys?"

He ran a hand through his hair, clearly stressed at the idea. "Hell no. They went with girlfriends, your mom, and four of my guards. Any of those little middle school perverts so much as lay a hand on them, they'll be pulling back a stump."

"Boys need to keep their hands to themselves," Luciana informed me.

"Beautiful and wise, just like your mother," Father said. "Now get the hell out of here. I've got work to do." 

Bones grabbed Georgio. Their booster seats had been loaded into my Hummer, so we strapped them in while a black SUV idled behind us. The driver--Georgio's bodyguard--rolled down his window and waved to let me know they were ready. I had Bones, and the twins each had their own bodyguards. Some would call my old man paranoid for all the security, but I'd seen enough shit to know it was necessary. Father would do anything for his family, and there were lots of sick mother-fuckers out there who would use that against him. 

Going door-to-door could potentially be dangerous, so instead we took the twins to the Halloween carnival at their private school. We chased them around as they tossed bean bags, hula hooped, jumped-rope, raced, and fished for prizes. Our costumes and the guards standing behind us earned us some strange looks, but for the most part, people left us alone. We were watching Georgio and Luciana compete in the cake walk when Bones nudged my arm and nodded at a pint-sized Batman and Spiderman who had their heads together, whispering and scoping us out. 

"Couple of wannabes?" Bones asked.

"Man, I hope not." 

A variety of stories had been spread about my family. Some of which glorified the mafia lifestyle, focusing on the shit we had rather than the shit we had to do to get and hold onto it. Sometimes disillusioned kids who lacked parental guidance caught whiff of these stories and decided they wanted to be mobsters. 

Batman saw us watching him and nodded like he knew us. Then, with Spidey in tow, he strutted over in his two-hundred-dollar sneakers. The duo stopped right in front of us and waited. I pretended not to notice them, returning my attention to my siblings on the cakewalk. 

"Hey," Batman said, leaning against the wall beside me. 

I wasn't about to encourage whatever visions of mob life grandeur the kid had, so I didn't respond. 

"Hey," he said again, inching closer. "Cool costume."

Bones cleared his throat and stepped forward, crossing his arms and standing with his feet apart. 

I glanced at the kid. He looked at Bones and swallowed, but didn't back down. Focusing back on me, he asked, "You Luci and Georgie's brother?"

"Yeah. Do I know you, kid?"

He nodded. "I'm Tanner. Tanner Michaels. My dad helps your dad out sometimes." 

Spiderman snickered.

I frowned. Some idiot associated with my father had been stupid enough to discuss business in front of his child. And like most children, Tanner clearly had a big mouth. Michaels. I couldn't place the name, but would have to mention it to the old man. Could be the kid was lying altogether, but I'd have to make sure. Focusing back on the problem at hand, I shrugged and asked, "So?" 

That seemed to burst Tanner's bubble a little. He took a step back and glanced around. "Just thought I'd say hi," he replied.

The last thing I needed was some punk kid following me around trying to be a wiseguy. I crossed my arms and looked down at him. "Yeah? Well, you said it. Now get lost." 

Tanner and his buddy stood stunned for a full ten seconds before scurrying off like they suddenly had someplace to be. 

"You know who his dad is?" I asked Bones.

Bones pulled out his phone and tapped the screen to life. "Nope. But I'm about to find out."

"Good." Any father who'd knowingly put his kid (and our family) in danger just to look cool deserved whatever punishment my old man decided to dish out.

After we took the twins home, we made a drop for my old man and headed home. My condo was a beautiful prison, complete with earthy tones of bamboo flooring, granite countertops, stainless steel appliances, custom leather furniture, bold crimson curtains framing floor-to-ceiling windows, all with a view facing the lights of the strip. Every inch of the space was designed and furnished to remind me of my position as heir, in line to reign over the city through force and wealth. 

Still, it was the only place I felt like I could really relax.

"Are you sure you wanna go out?" I asked Bones. "Shit's gonna be crazy out there tonight."

He poured himself a glass of water. "That's exactly why I want to go out. This city is your goddamn birthright. You gotta be out there protecting it." 

"Right." I couldn't help but chuckle. Ask a wiseguy a question and get a wise-ass answer. 

The envelope in my jacket pocket had cost thirty grand, and I had no idea what was in it. I stashed it in the safe in my closet and we headed out again. Bones navigated as I drove us to the club he'd selected. The line was halfway down the block by the time we arrived. 

"How do we want to play this," I asked. Being a Mariani did come with privileges, one of which being that lines were inconsequential. 

"I got it." Bones pulled out his cell phone and started dialing. "Just park in the back."

After I parked, Bones led us to a back door. He knocked out a tune and a short, sexy Catwoman let us in and escorted us to a table in the VIP section. She pulled two capped beer bottles from her apron, setting them before us. As she walked away, Bones inspected the bottles before opening them himself. He took a sip of my beer, and then waited a few seconds before passing it to me. 

I hated this ritual. It made me feel like wannabe royalty, but Father had enforced it the day my grandmother's cousin, Allessio, was poisoned in his own home. I was ten at the time, but I still remember the fear in my mom's eyes as she pulled me into her kitchen and began teaching me how to cook. Ever since, whatever I don't prepare myself is tasted by Bones. And he doesn't give a single fuck about whether or not it's bottled. 

As we settled in with our beers, a group of belly dancers drifted closer, rolling their bodies as they watched us over their colorful sheer veils. There were always beautiful girls in the VIP lounge, trying to snag a man of power and means. I'd taken several to a hotel, but never home, and never for more than a night. Bones elbowed me and pointed out a curvy redhead. She was pretty, but all I could think about was Markie, the courageous, dimpled blonde from the airport. I couldn't see her in a place like this, dancing to attract the eye of a potential sugar daddy.  

The dance floor was a mass of swaying bodies. A fight between a skeleton and a hippie broke out by the side door, but bouncers swooped in and carried off the offenders before it got out of hand. 

"Come on," Bones said, elbowing me again and gesturing at the girls. "Two for you, two for me, it could be one hell of a night." 

Trouble was, I'd had enough casual sex and wanted someone who didn't know a damn thing about my family and wasn't with me for what I could give them or do for them. Before I could tell Bones as much, a tall dark-skinned man approached our table and bid us a good evening. He wore a tight smile, a tailored suit, and the hair on his head looked like it was running away from his face. 

"I'm Greg Pines, the manager here, and I wanted to stop by and personally welcome you."

"Thank you, Mr. Pines," I replied, trying not to notice the way his presence drew even more attention to our table. Two sexy spandex-clad super heroines waved at us, smiling. "The service has been prompt. Your people are very attentive."

"Happy to hear it. Thank you." He pulled a six-by-two-inch gray box out of his inside pocket and offered it to me. "Please accept this gift as a token of our appreciation of the family, and all you do for the city."

Bones took the box and angled it away from me as he opened it. Since it didn't explode or start ticking, he angled it toward me so I could see the contents. A beautiful hand-carved pocket knife sat atop a dark velvet liner. According to the knife's label, the blade was forged of Damascus steel and the dragon-carved handle was fashioned from twenty-four-karat gold and platinum. It was more than a gift. It was a business offering. 

"My father will be pleased," I said, snapping the box closed. 

Mr. Pines smiled and tilted his head. "If you need anything at all, please let me know. My card with my personal cell number is under the knife."

"Noted," I replied, careful not to commit to anything. 

Mr. Pines thanked me for my time and left, and I went back to watching people on the dance floor as I sipped my beer.  

Moments later Bones jolted out of his seat, knocking the chair back. "That lying asshole!" he shouted, glaring at the dance floor.

I tried to see who he was looking at, but the place was packed. "Who?" I asked.

"Matt Deter. That little fuck right there. The one wearing the giant condom wrapper. That bastard owes me five g's. I called him yesterday and he was whining that his mom was in the hospital and he needed to go take care of her. Looks like I need to send him to the hospital. Come on."

Bones glanced my direction long enough to make sure I stood and followed before he jumped over the railing. 

I grabbed Mr. Pines's gift for my father and we took off, winding through the sea of bodies.  

Matt turned toward us. He spotted Bones and his eyes bugged out. He turned away and headed the opposite direction. We followed him out the side door and searched the street, but Matt was gone. 

Bones swore. "I did that dipshit a favor and he took advantage. I can't wait to get my hands around his scrawny neck."

"What are we gonna do now?" I asked. 

"I know where he lives," Bones said. "Feel like coming along?" 

I didn't have anything better to do, so I retrieved the Hummer and followed Bones's directions to a run-down apartment building off West Bonanza Road. We parked the car and crept up to apartment one-fourteen. 

Bones knocked. 

No answer.

He knocked again, harder this time. 

The door swung open. 

Nothing could have prepared me for the person who answered.
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CHAPTER FIVE

Markie

 

AFTER LUNCH WITH the nice guys at the pizzeria, I took a cab to my sister's last known address. Ariana had sent me pictures of the place, but the photos didn't do it justice. In person it looked more like a high-end resort than an apartment complex. As I walked past the landscaped common area and swimming pool toward the manager's office, I wondered how much the rent was. No doubt way more than I could pay. How could she afford it?

Well, apparently, she couldn't. Ariana had moved out months ago. 

It took begging, pleading, showing her texts, and my license to convince the apartment manager I wasn't a stalker or a bounty hunter, and was legitimately worried about my sister, but he finally caved and gave me her forwarding address. This time the cabbie deposited me in front of a dilapidated building without landscaping or swimming pools. The manager had never heard of Ariana Davis, and since I wasn't interested in renting an apartment, she promptly showed me to the door and went back to her soap opera. Disheartened and unsure of what to do next, I wheeled my luggage to the curb and sat down beside the apartment mailbox. 

I pulled out my phone and scrolled through our correspondence, searching for clues about where she could be. She'd mentioned a waitressing job, but didn't specify the name of the restaurant. I googled Las Vegas restaurants and the number of them was somewhere north of infinity. But out of other options, I started making calls. While I sat there, trying one restaurant after the next, the sun set, and costumed adults and children emerged from apartments, trick-or-treat bags in hand. 

I'd forgotten about Halloween. As if it wasn't going to be difficult enough to find Ariana, I would now have masks, wigs, and other disguises to contend with. Feeling frustrated and a little overwhelmed but unwilling to give up, I dialed restaurant number forty-two on the list. 

While I was waiting for someone to answer, my sister almost walked over me. 

"What the fuck?" Ariana asked, glaring at me as she fought to keep both her phone and her body from hitting the ground. "What kind of stupid idiot sits right in front of the--" Her gaze met mine, and she froze.

"The kind with a sister who isn't returning calls or texts?" I asked.

"Markie?" She stared at me like she couldn't believe her eyes. 

Not quite the reception I'd been going for, but that didn't matter. My little sister was alive and well. Relief washed over me, stripping away weeks of worry and stress. I stood and wrapped her in a hug. She smelled like pot and fruity shampoo. I pushed her an arm's length away and looked her over. She'd dyed her golden-brown hair almost black and she wore short shorts, revealing knobby knees and skinny legs. She must have lost twenty pounds since the last time I saw her, and my sister had never had twenty to spare. The dark circles around her bloodshot eyes were natural, not from smudged eyeliner like I'd originally thought. She looked older. Much older. Like five years had passed since I'd last seen her. 

"Are you okay? Why didn't you answer any of my calls or texts?" I asked. 

Her eyes cut to the side and she shrugged. "Yeah, about that... I forgot to pay the bill and my phone got shut off."

"Your phone got shut off?" 

My gaze cut to the phone in her hand... the one she'd been studying as she practically ran me over. As an aspiring singer, Ariana lived and breathed by the phone, waiting for "the call" that would give her her big break and launch her career into super stardom. No way would she forget to pay her bill and leave it off for weeks. If my baby sister needed money, she'd be selling plasma or a kidney before she let her phone go. Yet the state of this apartment building compared to her last one led me to believe there were cash flow issues.

"The phone doesn't have service. It's on the building's Wi-Fi," she said.

Which meant she had plenty of options for reaching me, and had chosen not to. 

"Ari, if you need money, all you have to do is ask."

"Thanks, but I don't need your money." She walked past me to get to the mailbox.

I stared after her, wondering what was going on. Sure, she'd been mad at me when I left for Africa with no plans to return, but we'd worked that out over several lengthy international calls. I had the phone bills to prove it. 

I ducked my head and tried again. "I'm sorry. That came out wrong. I know you can take care of yourself."

When she turned back around, she wore an apologetic smile. Grabbing my hands, she said, "I'm sorry, too. It's just such a shock to see you. I didn't know if I'd ever see... I can't believe you're here. How long are you staying?"

Her hands trembled in mine. No, not trembled; shook. In fact, her entire body shook. 

"I don't know yet. Ari, are you okay?"

"Yeah, of course." She pulled away and reached for my carry-on bag. "Come on, let's go inside." 

I had a bad feeling she was lying to me, but I grabbed the handle of my suitcase and followed her. 

Halfway to the complex she looked over her shoulder at me. Eyes pleading, she asked, "Promise me you'll be cool?"

With no idea what I was promising to be cool about, I nodded. "Okay."

"Say the words, Markie."

The last time Ariana had told me to 'be cool' she'd gotten nail polish all over my favorite sweater, which the brat did not have permission to wear. I could handle spilled nail polish--I could even handle her smoking pot, I was just glad to see her alive--so I followed her into a small apartment with mismatched furniture, dim lighting, and a haze of marijuana smoke

"Babe, you get the check yet?" a man's voice asked. 

I scanned the room, but couldn't see anyone there. 

Ariana frowned, shuffling through the mail before she set it on the counter. "Nope. Still didn't come."

"Damn. I was counting on that money. Well, hurry and get ready. We gotta bounce!"

Ariana gave me another apologetic smile. "Matt--my boyfriend--lives here. You promised you'd be cool."

So, she had a live-in boyfriend? No big deal. Ariana was almost twenty-one, and if this was what she chose to do with her life, who was I to stop her? Before I'd managed to get my I'm-okay-with-this game face on, Matt came around the corner dressed in a giant condom wrapper and holding a beer. My breath caught, and not in a good way. 

Ariana's smile turned to a grimace. "Matt, this is my sister, Markie."

He nodded at me. "Hey, babe." 

Circling Ariana's waist, he pulled her into him and tried to suck her lips off while his hands roamed all over her body. Shocked, I stood there like an idiot, wondering if I should slap him or if I still had to "be cool." She squirmed against his grasp, casting sideways glances at me. I was two seconds from ripping him off her when she finally pushed him away. 

"Whoa, what was that for?" Matt asked, his words slurring together. 

"My sister is right there." She gestured wildly at me.

"So?" He shrugged and smacked her on the butt. "Go get your costume on."

"Actually, I was hoping we could stay home. Markie just got here, and I don't feel good all of a sudden." 

She didn't look well either. Now that we were in the light, I could see the sweat beading across her forehead, her skin looked pale, and she still had the shakes.

"Are you fuckin' kidding me right now?" Matt asked. "After--" His eyes cut to me. "After what I just gave you, you're going to stay in? Tonight? We're supposed to party."

What he just gave her?

Ariana frowned. "No. I'm sorry. You're right. I'll go get dressed." She turned toward me and asked, "Do you have a costume?"

Her eyelids drooped, and she looked like she was about to pass out right there. I moved closer, just in case. 

"No, I forgot it was Halloween. And you..." I put my hand to her forehead. She didn't have a fever, but her skin felt clammy and cold. "You're sick. You can barely stand. What's going on?"

Matt, the condom wrapper, glared at me. Then he drained his beer and tossed the bottle on the counter. It didn't break, but the clatter made me wince.

"Matt, wait." Ariana reached for him.

He dodged her advance. "You're sick? Really fuckin' convenient. You know how important this night is to me, and you don't give a shit." He threw up his hands, storming out the door. "Fuckin' selfish, Ari."

The door slammed behind him. Wondering what had just happened, I stared at the spot he'd vacated. 

Ariana ran after him. Or tried to, at least. She barely made it out the door before tripping over her own feet and slamming her shoulder into a pole. She slid down and sat on the ground. 

Still stunned, I forced my feet into action and hurried to her side. "You okay?" I asked.

A little blue Honda burned rubber out of the parking lot. Matt rolled down the driver's window and shouted something that sounded like "Stupid fuckin' bitches" before driving out of sight.  

"Why did you do that?" Ariana asked, regaining my attention. Giant tears rolled down her cheeks.

I stared at her, at a complete loss for words. She couldn't possibly believe Matt's blowup was my fault. Regardless, I helped her up and back into the smoke cloud that still occupied her living room. My head felt weird--contact-high weird--and I groaned, because it seemed like an unfair complication when I really needed to think. 

Ariana groaned. "I'm gonna be sick."

We made it as far as the kitchen sink, and then I held her hair back while she barfed. My fuzzy brain struggled to process what was happening. The apartment now smelled like vomit and marijuana, something was clearly wrong with my little sister, and her boyfriend had just gotten pissed and bailed because she was sick? 

When Ariana stopped puking, I practically carried her through the small apartment until I found the bedroom. Shivers racked her body, so I helped her into bed and piled every blanket I could find on top of her. I put a giant bowl beside the bed before cleaning up the mess in the kitchen. Ariana threw up again, so I dumped her barf bowl and returned it to the side of her bed. With each passing minute she looked worse, and I felt too fuzzy to help her. Frustrated, I sprayed half a can of air freshener into the living room, trying to overpower the pot-cloud and hopefully prevent myself from getting contact higher. 

Jet-lagged and exhausted, I knew if I sat down, I'd pass out and Ariana would be on her own, so I drifted around the apartment, cleaning between trips to check on my sister. I was finishing up the dishes when a knock sounded on the door. Hoping it was Matt, returning to redeem himself and prove he wasn't the biggest loser on the planet, I hurried to answer. Two cops in SWAT uniforms greeted me.

I panicked and closed the door in their faces.

Then I sniffed the air. Flowers and marijuana. No doubt Ariana was coming down from something much worse than pot. Awesome. I'd been in Vegas for less than twenty-four hours, and was probably going to jail for drugs. 

Another knock on the door. 

My dad had been a state trooper, and I'd grown up surrounded by cops. Even wanted to be one so badly I went to school for criminal justice. I could handle this. I just had to play it cool. Opening the door, I smiled up at them.

"Sorry, I had to put on a bra."

Yep, that was playing it cool, all right.

It was all I could think of, but it seemed to work. Their scowls disappeared, revealing two hot men in uniform, both with olive skin and dark features. Kind of like the nice guys in the pizzeria. Wait. The more I looked at them the more I was certain of it.

"Markie?" the shorter body-builder-type cop asked. 

"Bones?" I asked.

"Yeah." He stared at me. They both did. No doubt they smelled the smoke, and were preparing to cuff me and read me my rights.

I looked up at the taller, much hotter cop. "And... I'm sorry. I can't remember your name."

He blinked.

Bones chuckled.

And I felt like an idiot.

"Angel," the hotter cop replied.

"Right, Angel. You're SWAT?" I shook my head at my own stupidity and went with a not-so-obvious question. "Of course you are. What are you two doing here?"

"We're looking for a suspect," Bones said. "A man, about five-eight, brown hair, medium build, goes by the name of Matthew Deter."  

"Matt? You're looking for Matt?"

"Yes. Is he here?" Bones asked. 

"No. He took off a while ago. He's a suspect? To what crime?"

"That's confidential," Bones replied.

"How do you know Ma-- the suspect?" Angel asked. "You said you were in town to see family. Are you a relative?" 

"He's my sister's boyfriend. Or at least he was. He got pissed and took off, so I'm not really sure about the status of their relationship right now."

I had no idea why I told them this, but couldn't seem to stop myself from blabbing. My brain felt like it had been filled with cotton. 

Retching sounds came from the bedroom. I leaned back and hollered, "Ari? You okay?"

What sounded like dry heaving answered. I waited for her to stop before turning back to the cops. They still hadn't said anything about the overwhelming smell of pot, and I didn't want to press my luck. Besides, my sister needed me. "Ariana's sick. I need to get back to her. If you have a card... I promise I'll call if he shows up."

The dry heaving started again.

"What's wrong with her?" Angel asked, surprising me. 

"I don't know. I got here right before Matt split, but it came on so quickly... shaking, cold sweats, throwing up. She can't even stand. Probably some sort of flu."

Most likely, she took some bad dope, but I wasn't about to narc on her. 

The two exchanged a look. 

"All right. Thanks for your help," Bones said. "Be sure to let us know if Matt returns."

When I closed the door, I realized neither of them had given me their business card. Oh well. I hurried in to check on Ariana. 
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CHAPTER SIX

Angel

 

SHAKING, COLD SWEATS, throwing up. She can't even stand.

The words assaulted me during the walk back to the Hummer. I made it to the door, even got my hand on the handle, but couldn't open it. I had a bad feeling about Markie's sister, and I needed to know if I was right. 

"Angel, get in the car," Bones said, opening the passenger's door. It wasn't a demand--Bones would never cross that line--more like a strong suggestion, softened when he added, "We'll talk inside."

I nodded and climbed in. Bones checked something on his phone. 

"Matt's one of your dealers, isn't he?" I asked. 

Bones's primary job was to ensure my security, but like all my father's employees, he was also an earner. We all were. I made weapons, and Bones was an upper management dealer. That's the way things worked. 

"Yeah. Or at least he was before the asshole stiffed me. Now I'm gonna have to make an example out of him."

I wasn't worried about Matt being made an example of. I looked back at the door, worried about the girl who was suffering through whatever he gave her. It wasn't any of my business, and the smart thing would be to drive away. Only my brain couldn't seem to settle on the smart decision. 

"What's she on?" I asked.

Bones shrugged. "Sounds like she got some bad shit."

I eyed him.

He held up his hands. "Don't look at me. You damn well know everything I touch is pure. We don't sell shit, Angel."

He was right. My old man would never allow it. Like all other illegal activities, Father ran the drug trade in Vegas to make money and keep it in check. He controlled the quality and quantity of everything he ran, increasing profits and keeping the authorities out of our business. 

My attention drifted back to the apartment door and stayed fixed there while I tried to force myself to put the key in the ignition, but couldn't. My memory kept flashing through images of a dead cop, schematics of a bomb, my father's armory, all the shit I couldn't do anything about. But Markie's sister... I could help her. I needed that, needed to feel like something other than a useless pawn in my family's ongoing battle to stay on top.

"If we're gonna save her, we need to do it soon," Bones said.

"Explain."

"Someone's been offloading this shit. I've heard rumors... It's not good, Angel. She needs a doctor."  

That settled it. I hurried back to the apartment with Bones right behind me. I beat on the door until Markie answered. 

"You're back? Matt's still not here and my sister is--"

"--the reason we're here," I said, cutting her off as I pushed past her. "We need to come in, Markie. She needs help."

"But--" Markie stood in my way, as if she could block me. The girl was fierce, I had to give her that. "She didn't do anything wrong. She's sick. You can't just march in here and harass her without a warrant."

Bones barged in, somehow squeezing between us and the wall, and marched into the living room and down the hall. 

"Hey!" Markie shouted, chasing him. "You have no right to do this!"

Bones ignored her and kept walking.

Markie looked to me, her expression defeated and hopeless. 

I snaked her arm over my shoulders and looked into her gorgeous blue eyes. "We're gonna help her. She needs to get to the hospital or she's gonna die."

"Angel, get in here!" Bones shouted.

I pulled away from Markie and followed his voice to a small, dark bedroom. The place was a wreck. Clothes were bursting out of the closet on the left-hand side, and more were folded and stacked on a chest of drawers in the corner. Bones stood beside the bed, tugging back the pile of blankets to reveal a waif of a girl. Sweat glistened over every inch of skin that her shorts and T-shirt revealed. 

"She looks even worse," Markie said, hurrying to her sister's side. "Ari, honey, what's going on? Talk to me."

Ariana's eyes popped open. She looked up at us and her bloodshot eyes widened. Sitting up, she reached for the blankets, tugging them with her as she scooted away from Bones. 

"What did you do, Markie? Fucking cops? Get them out of here. Get out of my house!" Then she winced and grabbed at her lower back. A stream of obscenities shot out of her mouth like a spray gun, drenching us in vulgarity. Midtirade she fell over, passing out cold.

Bones sprang into action. He checked her pulse, her arms, and her eyes. Then he looked around the room. "Do you know what she used?" he asked Markie.

She shook her head. "I just got here!"

He ripped open the drawer of Ariana's nightstand, riffling through the contents. 

"Hey! I don't think you should be going through her stuff," Markie objected.

He pulled out a small plastic bag, halting her protests. Pocketing the baggie, he said, "We're taking her to the hospital. Now." 

"Yeah." I leaned forward and sniffed Markie. "Change into something that doesn't smell like pot, okay? You have some of that fruity-smelling stuff to spray in your hair?"

Eyes wide, Markie nodded at me.

"Good. Do that. Hurry."

Ariana's condition would bring enough drama down on them. Markie didn't seem like a pot head, so her contact high would clear up shortly after we left the apartment. 

She rushed out of the bedroom. 

Bones scooped Ariana up and carried her out of the room. Markie followed us out of the apartment, wearing jeans and a T-shirt, carrying a pair of sandals, and smelling fruity. 

I sped the whole way to the hospital, but not fast enough to draw legitimate police attention. When I pulled up in front of the emergency room entrance, Bones jumped out and carried Ariana in with Markie hot on their heels. I parked the Hummer and hurried to join them, arriving in time to watch Bones lower Ariana onto a gurney. Nurses surrounded them. 

Markie gave my arm a light squeeze, her gentle touch sending shivers up my spine. She smiled at me, revealing her heart-stopping dimples once again. "Just realized you're not cops. It's... It's Halloween. Thank you for helping us. Thank you both." 

Then she took a deep breath and followed the gurney as it was wheeled past the admittance doors. 

I watched her go, somehow both grateful and grieved to see her walk away a second time.

"You're doing that thing again," Bones said. 

"What thing?" I asked.

"Tugging at your collar. You did it in the pizzeria, then when Markie answered the door, and now you're doing it again." 

I looked down, shocked to find that my fingers were--in fact--tugging at the dark T-shirt under my SWAT jacket. "The T-shirt's too tight. Feels like it's strangling me," I said, forcing my hand to let go. We turned and walked back toward the emergency room doors. Real cops would show up soon, and we needed to be gone before they did. 

"You sure? Looks to me like you have a tell."

"A tell?" I snorted. I lived in the gambling capital of the world and had a lifestyle where predictability led to certain death. If I had a tell, I would have damn well known about it years ago. "No, I don't."

"You know I always shoot straight with you, Angel, and because I have your back, let me assure you, you fuckin' do."

I climbed into the Hummer and started it up. "You're being ridiculous. I just met her."

Bones shrugged. "Yeah, and now you need to stay the hell away from her."

He was right, but his words made me bristle. "Oh? Why's that?" 

I merged into traffic and toward the strip, feeling his gaze boring into the side of my head. 

"Because broads like Markie are more interested in picking out rings than condoms."

"And you got that from meeting her twice?" I asked.

He chuckled. "You know how good I am at reading people. Tell me I'm wrong, Angel."

I couldn't and he knew it. "Is that really a bad thing? I am getting a little tired of shopping for condoms."

"Dangerous words, my friend. You remember One Nut Brizio, right?" Bones asked. 

I groaned. A few years ago, a son of the Porta family named Brizio had a hardon for a chick from out of town. As expected, Brizio's father ran a background check on the girl, but she came out clean. Squeaky clean, in fact. The girl didn't have so much as a speeding ticket on her record. Since nobody was that clean, Brizio's father pegged her for a cop or worse. He told Brizio to stay away from the girl, but Brizio chose to marry her instead. Turned out the girl was working for one of the other families. She was sent in to get intel, but ended up catching a goddamn feeling and blowing off her own family. She disappeared. Then Brizio's father took a hit out on his own son's testicles, declaring that his kid was too stupid to procreate. Losing one of his balls and his new wife sent Brizio over the edge. A couple of days later he put a gun in his mouth and joined her in the great dirt nap. 

"Some real Romeo and Juliet shit, there," I said. "Didn't know you were such a romantic, Bones."

He flipped me off. "I knew Brizio. Before that broad appeared and started fuckin' with his head, he was a good guy. A stand-up guy. I can tell you're interested in this broad, so let me do my job and run a full background check on her. I'll dig until I hit bedrock under her dirt, and then we can make sure it's all shit you can live with."

A woman had caught my interest, so my best friend wanted to search her closet for skeletons. And they say romance is dead. 

"You know, normal people get to know each other organically. They don't start out the relationship knowing whether or not the other person cheated on their senior project or was molested by their uncle."

I didn't even know the girl, and delving into her secrets seemed like a shitty way to start. Where's the fun in getting to know someone when you've already read up on their history? 

"Yeah, well you're a Mariani."

I tensed. "No shit?"

Bones glared at me. 

"I know who the fuck I am, Bones. Why do you think I didn't ask for her number? She's perfect and innocent and I'm not gonna screw her up by dragging her into my life."

"Dammit, Angel. Maybe she'd be good for you. You could use a distraction. Let me check into her and make sure she's as innocent as you think and--" 

"No background check. Forget about it."

Bones looked down. "Look, I--" 

"You have to do your job. I get it. It's fine. I need some sleep." My life wasn't his fault, and he didn't deserve my anger. Bones was doing what he always did, trying to protect me. Softening my tone, I held out an olive branch. "I'm done for the night, but why don't you drop me off and take the Hummer?"

Bones had a car; a dark blue jeep which, for the most part, stayed parked in the apartment garage, since he stayed by my side and I drove a bullet-resistant monstrosity with run-flat tires and twenty-four-seven access to Tech. I offered him the use of the Hummer because I knew if he came upstairs to get his keys, he'd probably end up calling it a night as well. I wanted my friend to go out and enjoy himself, not be trapped in the condo with me. 

"You sure?" he asked.

"Yes. Don't make me order you to go out and have a good time."

When I pulled up in front of our condo building, Bones pointed beneath my seat and said, "Take it." 

I pressed my index finger in the center of a hidden panel beneath my seat. It read my fingerprint and popped open, revealing the Desert Eagle .50 caliber pistol inside. Bones handed me a windbreaker from the backseat that I slid over my flack vest. I slipped the pistol into the jacket pocket and climbed out. Bones circled around and got behind the wheel. I felt him watching me as I entered the building and greeted the dark-skinned, six-foot security guard who often pulled night duty on the weekends. Despite the security, I kept one hand wrapped around the pistol in my pocket until I checked the apartment. Once I verified I was alone, I stored the pistol in the nightstand beside my bed and hung up the windbreaker. 

My mind wouldn't stop spinning, so I opened a bottle of wine and clicked on the television. I watched old comedy show reruns and drank until the knot between my shoulders became a dull ache. I tried to drink until I stopped thinking about Markie, but finished off the bottle of wine with her goddamn dimples still running through my mind. Tipsy and exhausted, I crawled into bed.

That night I dreamed of a beautiful blonde waving good-bye as she walked away from me, and when I woke up the next morning, I had convinced myself I was happy to see her go.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

Angel

 

SUNDAYS HAVE ALWAYS been a big deal for my family. Mamma and Nonna (my grandmother) are so desperate to save our souls--despite what we do--that they drag us to mass every week, under threat of guilt trips and possible disowning. After mass, we all go out for gelato, and then have a big dinner with family, extended family, and friends. The women crowd the kitchen, gossiping while they craft homemade pasta and simmer sauces, and the men watch football in the den or help father work the grill in the backyard. 

As a child, I used to follow the old man around with a tray full of seasonings and a pair of heavy metal grilling tongs, beaming with pride at the chance to help him. Looking back, I see that even then, he was grooming me to follow in his footsteps. When I aged out of that phase, my now nineteen-year-old brother, Dante, took my place. Today it was Georgio's turn following Father around like a puppy waiting for a pat on his head. 

"He's growing up," Bones observed, following my gaze.

I frowned, saddened by the truth of it. "Yeah, he is."

My old man had his usual entourage of ass-kissers huddled around him. I didn't feel like joining in, so I headed for the swimming pool while Bones drifted off to go look menacing alongside the other security guards. Although he was more family than employee, he liked to shoot the shit with them and catch up on all the latest news.

I swear sometimes the security guards gossip more than the women.

Hidden from view by the gate around the pool, I kicked back in a lawn chair and tried to relax. The setting sun had dropped the temperature down to the mid-eighties, and I fought the urge to tug off my loafers and socks, roll up my slacks, and dip my toes into the cool water. Instead, I blocked out the conversations from the deck, closed my eyes, and reveled in the peaceful solitude of the moment. 

Thoughts of Markie crept into my mind. I had an excellent memory, but even better technology, and when Markie had passed us her ID to verify her age at the pizzeria, I'd snapped a picture of it with my smart watch. I was my father's son, after all, and it was too good of an opportunity to pass up. Bones had most likely done the same. Pulling up the image, I slipped my phone out and googled "Markie Lynn Davis, age twenty-three, from Boise, Idaho." I got a couple of hits, started clicking them, and then felt someone behind me. I dropped my phone face down on my lap, and turned.

"What are you doing?" Bones asked, eyeing me.

I shrugged, knowing I'd been caught, but still trying to save face. "Checking some shit out."

Bones sat on the chair beside me, and leaned forward. "Some 'shit' or 'someone'?" he asked.

I shrugged again.

Bones grumbled a warning about having my nuts removed and took off. 

Ignoring the temptation of my Internet search, I closed my eyes again. It wasn't too long before I felt the presence of company once again. Through half-lidded eyes, I spied my baby sister tip-toeing toward the shallow end of the swimming pool, watching me as she went. She wore a green satin dress, and her long dark curls had been confined in a braid and secured by a matching ribbon. She kicked off shiny black shoes, hiked up her dress so she wouldn't sit on it, and plopped down on the side of the pool. Then she gently lowered her feet into the water, sighing deeply.

"Better be careful," I said. 

Luciana jumped, letting out a little squeak. "Angel! You scared me half to death. I thought you were asleep."

"That was the goal. I was waiting to see if you were going to jump in."

"I wish. Stupid Sunday dinners," she groaned. 

"I thought you liked Sunday dinners." 

"Yeah, well Mamma says I have to help in the kitchen. I tried, but all the women want to do is talk, and whenever I say something, they get mad and tell me I shouldn't gossip."

I swallowed back a laugh, but Luciana cast me a sideways glare to let me know she'd heard it.

"Why don't you have to help the guys--," she glanced over her shoulder at the men on the patio, "--with whatever they do?"

I shrugged. "When you move out of the house, you get a little more latitude."

"Yeah? Well, I can't wait to move out. Then I can swim whenever I come home and won't have to act like a lady." She crossed her arms and stared longingly at the pool.

I didn't have the heart to tell her she wouldn't get that much latitude. 

Mamma called for Luciana from the kitchen. 

My baby sister laid a finger to her lips to hush me and ducked down, hidden from view by the knee-high cobblestone divider that separated the pool from the lawn. Then she looked over her shoulder at the bushes surrounding the yard. I could almost see the wheels spinning in her head as she calculated whether or not she could make it into hiding before our mom spotted her. 

"The bushes will tear your dress," I warned. "Then you'll really be in trouble." 

Her shoulders drooped. Head tilted to the side, she asked, "Angel, what's ee's dropping?"

"Eavesdropping?" I asked.

She flung up her hands in a gesture way too dramatic for a seven-year-old. "Whatever."

"Why do you ask?"

"Because Mom and Aunt Mona were talking to Sonia about a boy and I tried to tell Sonia that boys were stupid. Then Mom got mad and shushed me, saying I shouldn't eeeeevees drop, but I didn't drop anything." 

Fighting to keep from laughing, I stood and collected her shoes. Then I walked over and offered her a hand. "Eavesdropping, Luci. It means listening in on a conversation you shouldn't be."

"Well that's stupid," she replied. "Why would they talk right in front of me, if they don't want me to listen?"

From the mouths of babes. 

"I don't know. Doesn't make sense to me either. But you better go help Mamma before you get in trouble. You don't want to end up spending the evening in your room."

"Maybe I do. It's a lot more fun in my room than it is in the kitchen," she argued.

I kissed her on the forehead. "Yeah, but I barely get to see you anymore. Dinner's gotta be almost ready, and I want to sit by my beautiful little sister."

"Fine." She trudged toward the house like a captured inmate heading back to her prison cell. She was almost to the door when she paused and called over her shoulder, "But it's a good thing I love you, Angel."

Laughing, I straightened my suit and went to see what the men were up to. Cousin Alberto stood in the corner, talking politics with the neighbor. I stayed well away from that conversation and made a beeline for the grill. Uncle Michael wheeled his chair onto the deck and joined me. As Father's older brother, Michael should have been the family boss, but a bullet had left him paralyzed the same day my grandfather had been murdered. Now Michael was one of my old man's many advisors. 

Great Uncle Carlo showed up with Nonna and a car full of fresh pastries, so Bones and I hurried out to help unload trays of homemade cannoli, frittole, and macaroons. Nonna kissed my cheek and popped a frittole in my mouth before offering one to Bones. Still warm from the oven, the Italian fried donuts filled with custard and sprinkled with sugar were the best part of the meal. 

My brother, Dante, opened the door for us while talking on his phone. "Hold on a sec, babe," he said into the phone, then covered the mouthpiece with his hand as Nonna kissed his cheeks. 

"Hey, Angel. Bones," Dante said, walking past us and resuming his phone conversation before we could respond. 

Bones leaned over and muttered, "Look, even your little bro has a honey."

I flipped Bones off and followed Nonna into the kitchen.  

 

*	*	*

 

After dinner, I tucked Georgio and Luciana in. They begged me for a story, so I read Where the Wild Things Are as my two favorite monsters piled on top of me and passed out. I carried Georgio to his own bed and headed back downstairs to say my good-byes and collect Bones. 

Bones was in the middle of a game of horseshoes with Great Uncle Carlo and a few of my father's goons, cash piled high on the card table beside the horseshoe pit attesting to the seriousness of the game. I stood back and watched the men pitch horseshoes for a moment, ready to head home but not wanting to interrupt. 

My parents joined me. Father pulled up a chair and sat, tugging Mamma onto his lap. She wrapped her arms around his neck and smiled up at him adoringly. A small pang of loneliness speared me, making me realize I wanted a relationship like that, with someone who knew all the messed-up shit I did but still looked at me like I hung the fucking moon.  

"Wanna put some money on the game?" Father asked.

Who would I bet on? The man who was practically my brother, or my great uncle. "Never bet against family," I muttered.  

Father chuckled, clapping me on the back. "I've taught you well."

I'd learned that lesson from him while he was standing over the mutilated body of one of his distant cousins who'd broken our Omertà, or code of silence, and flipped on the family. There's a Sicilian proverb Father likes to quote... "He who is deaf, blind, and silent will live a thousand years." 

"What's going on with that phone deal you made with your buddy Johnny?" Father asked.

I tensed, wanting to discuss anything but the phone deal. It had been almost two weeks since the family had lifted a hundred and fifty unlocked new-gen cell phones. I'd been brought in on the deal because each of the phones came with a built-in tracking device. Removing them without giving away our location had been tricky and included a four-hour ride in the back of a box truck with a chip fryer. Father had asked me to recommend a buyer, and because I wanted to impress him with my contacts, I suggested my friend from high school, a loosely-connected fence by the name of Johnny Dominas.

Johnny had jumped at the offer to work with my family, but didn't have the money upfront. Father, feeling unusually gracious that day, gave him one week to sell the phones and come up with the dough. I'd made the drop and arranged a time and location for the payout. Everything was going as planned until Johnny didn't show. Even worse, he'd vacated his apartment and skipped out. Bones had all of his contacts searching for the weasel.

Since admitting I'd lost the fence would disappoint the old man, I said, "We're working on it." 

Father's eyes narrowed. "Can you get my money or not?"

Father had four core values: family, respect, loyalty, money, usually in that order. Ripping him off affected all four, and he saw it as pissing on everything he held dear. I didn't want my friend to end up dead, so I was hoping to find him before my old man put a target on his head. 

"Yes," I said with more confidence than I felt. "I'll find him."

Father frowned. "You never lose sight of someone who owes you. That's bad business, Angel."

His displeasure felt like a knife in my side. Especially since I knew he was right. I'd allowed myself to be suckered by friendship. 

"Yessir."

"I never take my eyes off anyone." He watched me for a moment before reiterating, "Anyone."

"I know you don't."

"Well, apparently Johnny doesn't know a goddamn thing. Not only did your boy blow my money at the track, but he also has a good-sized marker there. Now he's hiding out, thinking I don't know where he is and what he's been up to."

My stomach sank. Johnny was the definition of stupid. 

"Sounds like your friend needs a little motivation... a little reminder of why he needs to pay his debts. You know what you gotta do, Angel." 

Mamma smiled encouragingly at me. She'd done the same thing when I was twelve and about to leave with Father to make my first hit and become a made man. 

"Oh luce dei miei occhi," Light of my eyes - my mother's nickname for me. "Marianis must become lions because we live in a world of predators. We have to show strength and power so they do not think we're weak and try to attack us. Your father has worked very hard to bring us to the top of the food chain--to turn us into lions--and now you must be brave and strong enough to keep us there. Understand?"

"Have you ever popped someone?" I asked. 

She smiled down at me and nodded. "The first time, you were a baby and one of our enemies came for you. He didn't care that you were only a few days old, he wanted to extinguish the family line. I sent him straight to hell where he belongs. We protect those we love." She bent and retrieved a small pistol holstered at her ankle, hidden beneath her dress pants. She held it in the air for me to see. "Sometimes this is the only way to do that." 

Yes, I knew what I had to do. "Where is Johnny?" I asked. 

Father patted me on the back. "Patience, Angel. I'll give you a call later this week."

"Yes sir. I'll wait for your call."

Bones was done with his game. Ready to go home, I waved him over. 

"Luce dei miei occhi," Mamma said, stopping me to wrap me in a hug. "A friend wouldn't have put you in this position. Remember that."

Knowing she was right, I nodded and headed out. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT

Angel

 

WEDNESDAY MORNING, I got a call from the old man about a conference room I needed to bug. He'd been tipped off that a few of the city officials would be holding a meeting there and wanted full audio and visual installed. Since time was limited, I called in two of my team to help. They met me and Bones at the hotel, where we paid off Father's contact and got to work.  

As soon as I finished and started the Hummer, Tech came over the screen. "The boss wants you at room ten-twenty-eight of the Ozone. Says your friend's all tied up and ready for his warning. Knock five times."

As we drove to the Ozone, I steeled my resolve. I'd trusted Johnny and he'd screwed me over. He deserved what was coming. Hell, he was lucky my old man was giving him another chance. 

"All tied up, huh?" Bones chuckled. "Can't wait to see what that means."

I wasn't so sure I wanted to know, beings that Father could have a pretty twisted sense of humor. 

When we reached the casino, we handed the Hummer over to a valet and headed in. Taking the elevator to room ten-twenty-eight, Bones gripped the gun under his coat while I knocked. The door swung open and Bones stepped in front of me. 

"Room service," he said, drawing his gun as he entered.

Rustling noises came from the hotel room. I kept the door propped open with a foot, and my hand on the gun inside my jacket pocket, watching the hallway. 

"Bring your ass in here, Angel. You gotta see this," Bones said, laughing. 

A brunette wearing a slutty maid's costume and holding a feather duster welcomed me. Chewing on her bottom lip, she gave me a sultry smile and pointed to the bed where Johnny lie naked and tied--spread eagle--with fuzzy red ropes to the posts of a queen bed. 

"He's been a very naughty boy," she said.

Johnny looked from the maid to Bones, to me, his eyes widening and his mouth hanging open. 

I thanked the maid for her help as I stepped past her and glared down at him. 

He closed his mouth. 

"My pleasure." The maid plucked a business card from between her breasts and handed it to me. "The name's Candice. If there's anything else I can do to help out the family, don't you hesitate to call me, sugar."

The color drained from Johnny's face. "You set me up." 

Candace glanced over her shoulder at him and laughed. "Honey, you really thought I was doing this for you? Sorry, but you cannot afford me." She grabbed a trench coat from the coffee table and slid it on over her costume, stepped into a pair of pumps, and headed out the door, swinging her hips as she went.

Dreading the task ahead of me, I used a device finder to scan the room. A small camera was hidden in the smoke detector above the bed, aimed at the scene. Recognizing the design as one of my own, I left it where it was so my old man could keep an eye on me. If he wanted a show, I'd damn well give him one.

I picked up a discarded blanket from the floor and threw it over Johnny's nakedness, then I dragged a chair over and sat, facing the putz.

"Angel, I can explain," Johnny started.

I stared at him and shook my head. It was far too late for explanations. 

"I'm working on a plan. I'll get the money. I promise." 

"I warned you not to screw with my family." 

Sweat beaded on Johnny's forehead. "They said it was a sure thing. An opportunity to double the money and prove I can be an earner. It was gonna get my foot in the door."

"A sure thing, huh?" I asked. 

"Yes. I swear to you. I wouldn't have done it otherwise."

"You shouldn't have done it at all. That wasn't your goddamn money to gamble with."

Bones stepped closer to the bed. He rolled his shoulders and cracked his neck, loosening up. Johnny looked from me to Bones, and his eyes widened. He tried to scoot up, but his bonds held tight.

"I-I-I'm gonna make this shit right. N-n-no need to do anything crazy. You know I'll get the money. Y-y-you know I'm good for it," he stammered. 

I shook my head, frowning at the dumb bastard. "If only it were that simple."

"W-w-we go back a long time, me and you, Angel. I-I-I'll fix this."

I chuckled, wondering if he thought I was stupid enough to buy his promises again. Wondering if he thought I had that kind of power. There was a fucking camera on us.  

"I hope he lets you live long enough to do that, really, I do. But in the meanwhile, what about me? I have a boss to answer to. I vouched for you, and you left me hanging. How do you think that makes me look?"

Sweat rolled down the side of his face. "I-I-I--"

"It makes me look like a goddamn fool!" I spat.

"But I never--"

My gaze shifted to his face. The fear in Johnny's eyes made me sick. It made me hate him for being weak, and hate myself for becoming his boogeyman, but he needed to know the consequences of his actions. If Johnny didn't wise up, and come up with the money, he wouldn't last the week. 

"They won't kill you," I said, keeping my tone level. "At least not right away. No... they'll make an example of you. They'll break you. They'll find what's the most important to you in the world, and then they'll take it away. Then, when you're already broken, that's when they'll come for you. That's what happens when you fuck with the family."

"But I didn't mean anything by it. You know I'll--"

Bones lunged forward, punching the bound idiot square in the jaw. "Enough excuses! Shut the fuck up!" Bouncing back, he shook the sting from his hand.

Johnny's eyes watered. He opened his jaw, as if to gauge the pain, and it made a clicking noise. His beak of a nose started to leak. He tried to wipe it on his shoulder only to wince at the pain of moving his jaw. I forced myself to watch every pathetic, pained move he made, knowing I'd inadvertently put him in this position. I never should have recommended him. I should have realized what an idiot he was. 

Bones paced a few steps alongside the bed before stopping to point a finger in Johnny's face. "You're lucky to still be alive. And now you got Angel's ass on the line. So help me, if you don't pay--" Bones raised his fist, glaring daggers at Johnny.

Johnny paled even further, if possible. "I'll pay! I'll pay! I swear! Oh God, I swear."

"Now?" Bones asked. "You gonna pay right now?"

"Now? I don't have it right this minute."

Bones flexed, his hand still poised to strike.

"But soon. I'll get it soon. I swear!" He turned toward me. "Please, Angel."

My silence added tension to the room. We marinated in it as I let ice fill my veins. When I felt cold and detached enough, I leaned back in my chair, lowering my voice to the menacing tone I'd heard my father use when he played the part of the boogeyman. 

"I gave you a fucking shot and you disappointed me, Johnny. I should cut your thieving hand off and bring it to my old man. That's what they used to do in the old days."

Johnny's bottom lip began to quiver. 

"I'm not carrying your goddamn hand around. If it comes down to me hacking off your body parts, I'll take you out myself. You feel me?"

He nodded. 

"Good. You can't hide from us. We'll find you wherever you go and we'll make you pay. Someone's gonna contact you and tell you how to pay, and so help me, you better damn well do it, Johnny."

He nodded again. "I will, Angel. I promise. Thank you for letting me go... for giving me another chance."

I laughed, sounding near maniacal. "Oh, I'm not letting you go yet."

"But I'll get you the money."

"Yep. And I'm gonna leave you with a reminder as to why it's important you do. Bones, will you please release Johnny's left hand. You're right-handed, right, Johnny?"

Johnny nodded again, his eyes wide with terror as Bones circled the bed and untied his left arm. It fell to the mattress, and then Johnny pulled it close, trying to hide it with his body. "What are you gonna do?" he asked.

Bones chuckled, and the sound made the hair on the back of my neck stand up. 

"Give me your hand," Bones said with a smirk.

Sometimes I worried that Bones enjoyed the work a little too much.

Johnny looked from his hand to me. "Two days. I can have the money in two days, max. Maybe sooner. Let me call my mom and she'll get me some--"

"Your hand, you damn mammone!" Bones shouted. 

Mamma's boy. Bones's old man had split when he was young, and he'd spent his childhood providing for his mom and brothers. My friend had no tolerance for money-leeching mamma's boys. 

Johnny's body began to shake. He slowly eased his hand toward Bones. Fear hovered over him like a storm cloud. 

My stomach clenched. Johnny had been my friend once, but he'd taken advantage, bringing us to this point. It was his fault. He was the dumbass who gambled away my family's money, but I'd given him the opportunity. Never again. 

Bones would do the deed for me; all I had to do was ask. But this was my mess to clean up, and I couldn't afford to show weakness or grace. Father wanted me to learn from this and I would. I stood and leaned against the bed.

"Hold him," I told Bones.

An objection formed on my friend's lips, but he knew better than to voice it. He held Johnny's wrist with both hands and waited.

I gripped Johnny's pinky finger. It felt so small and delicate, trembling in my hand. 

"Angel, no. Just give me two days. Please." Johnny writhed on the bed, trying to get away. "I'll pay. You know I will."

I couldn't handle his begging anymore. I released his finger and picked up his discarded sock, stuffing it into his mouth. His eyes kept pleading, but they were easier to avoid than his mouth. I returned my attention to his pinky. Gripping it, I twisted hard. The bone cracked. Johnny screamed behind the sock, and the smell of urine filled the room. I gripped his next finger and did the same thing. Another scream.

I broke all four fingers on his left hand, then I stood and told Bones to release him. I was so pissed at Johnny for putting me in this position that I wanted to break his entire hand. 

"We're not friends, Johnny. Not anymore. No friend of mine would try to screw over my family."

Tears ran down his face. I didn't care. We left him like that, his feet and other hand still tied to that damn bed, lying in his own urine. He'd get free, or the maid would find him. Either way, Johnny would know there'd be no more leniency from my family. 

And maybe, just maybe, fear would be enough to save his life.
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CHAPTER NINE

Markie

 

"TURN AROUND; LOOK back inside," the attendant said. 

When I did, she strapped a cable onto my back. 

"Now face me." 

She clipped another cable on my front.

"Put your hands on the rail." She pointed to the side. 

I gripped the green railing, peeking over the side. Everything looked so different from up here, like miniature buildings, being swarmed by ants. I'd had my eye on the Ozone jump since I flew into Vegas, and now that Ariana was finally feeling well enough to come with me, I had to go through with it. 

"I'm gonna do some checks now," the attendant said. Before I could respond, she shouted, "Lead's on?"

"Good!" someone inside shouted back.

"Back's on?"

"Good!"

"Clear!" Then to me, she said, "Now bring this hand to the left side." 

She guided me through the movement until my arms were stretched from rail to rail with the platform and open air in front of me. The sight stole my breath away. Vegas, mountains, blue sky... it looked like a postcard.  

"Hands at the end of the rails. Toes on the edge."

I scooted forward until I could see straight down. Eight hundred and twenty-nine feet of air, no parachute, no trampoline, just a bullseye on the ground.  

"Here she comes! Three, two, one, go." 

My feet refused to move.

The attendant gave me a little push to start me moving forward. 

I could have resisted and changed my mind, but then I'd forfeit the money I'd paid and look like a big chicken. No way. This was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity, and I had to take it. I leaned forward, stretched my arms out, and jumped. 

It wasn't a free-fall--the ad called it a controlled decent--but with the wind in my face, my heart in my throat, and the ground rapidly approaching, it sure felt like a free-fall. As I approached the ground, the ropes slowed so I could get my feet back under me. I landed, and another attendant steadied me and removed the strap, directing me to where I needed to go to remove my borrowed jump suit. 

It still felt like I was flying! 

My cheeks burned from smiling so much as I searched the crowd of faces for Ariana. Instead of finding my sister, I ran into Angel. Gone was the SWAT uniform; he was back to wearing the suit that made him look absolutely delicious. I couldn't help but check him out as he held my arms, steadying us both. Something about him was different. Darker. Angry. 

"Markie?" he asked, his eyes softening with recognition. He took in my jump suit and looked at the landing platform behind me. "What are you... Did you just jump?"

"Yes! Ohmigod it was so amazing. Have you ever done it?"

He seemed stunned for a moment, and then a smile ghosted his lips, taking him from dark and scary back to breath-catching. "No, I haven't." 

"Angel?" Bones asked, stepping beside us. His gaze went from me to Angel's arms, still holding mine, before drifting back up to my face. "Hey Markie. How's your sister?"

Angel let go of me. I straightened and smiled at Bones. 

"So much better, thanks to you guys. I don't even want to think about what would have happened had you not shown up that night." Turning, I scanned the crowd until I spotted her. Waving, I called her over to us. 

By the time Ariana joined us, Ozone jump management was looking at me funny, like I might take off with their unstylish jump suit and shoes. Since Ariana had been basically out of it the one and only time she'd met them, I made introductions, and then ushered my sister and the guys into the prep room, leaving them to chat while I headed into the dressing room to change. When I returned, Bones was drilling her about Matt.

"Well if you find him, I'd really like to have a little chat with the douchebag," Ariana said, hand on her hip, attitude in full swing. "Rent's past due and he's supposed to pay half." 

Making a mental note to help Ariana with the rent, I joined the group. My sister stopped talking, and we lingered in awkward silence waiting for someone to say good-bye. It was weird, but I didn't want to walk away from Angel again. Especially not after he and Bones had essentially saved my sister's life. Besides, he was hot...

"Can I take you guys to lunch?" I blurted out. 

Angel and Bones shared a confused look, and then Angel asked, "You want to take us to lunch?" 

Was that so weird? Suddenly uncertain, heat crept up my cheeks as I nodded. "I know it's not much of a thank-you for helping us, but it's the best I can think of right now. Besides, I think the adrenaline used during that jump consumed more calories than I've eaten all week. I'm starving."

The guys shared another look. Were they communicating telepathically, or doing play signs with their eyebrows? I couldn't tell, but I wanted to get to know Angel better and I wanted to eat. Now. 

"We can go wherever you want," I added, sweetening the deal.

"Really?" Bones asked.

Now I had them. "As long as it's not a hundred dollars a plate, because this girl's on a budget."

Bones grinned. "Cajun." 

Angel groaned. 

"What's wrong with Cajun?" I asked.

"It's a dive." Angel complained. "Cheap, everything is fried, and I'm not even certain the fish is real."

"It's heaven. You know I wouldn't eat there if it wasn't," Bones replied. "And you keep promising you'll try it."

"Yeah, but every time you bring home a takeout bag, it smells like heartburn and diabetes." 

Ariana's face scrunched up. "I don't really do fried food."

Bones faced her. "Angel's a hater. Don't listen to his lies. Not all of their food is fried." He listed off a few dishes, licking his lips between each.  

I don't know if Ariana liked the sound of the dishes or not, but she was sure looking at Bones like she wanted to gobble him up. Maybe my sister could get over her loser ex after all. That was reason enough for us to go. 

"I'm in," I said. 

"Your opinion doesn't count," Ariana replied. "You lived in Africa eating God knows what and you just jumped from a fuckin' tower. You'll try anything."

I briefly considered reminding her that she'd almost died from crap drugs, which was way more dangerous than anything I'd tried, but bit my lip. My sister was finally calling Matt out on his assholery, and I didn't want to drive up any walls between me and her. 

"And you should live a little and join us," I told her instead. "A few more calories in your diet wouldn't kill you."

Bones nodded. "Your sister's right. You weigh practically nothing. You could use a little meat on your bones."

"How do you know what I... oh, right, you carried me. Well, this is awkward." Ariana crossed her arms over her chest. "Fine, I'm in for whatever."

Bones grinned. "What do you say, Angel? You up for Cajun deliciousness?"

Angel started to shake his head, but then relented. "Yes, I'm in. Where the hell is this place?" 

Angel led us to the decked out black Hummer I remembered from Ariana's hospital drive. I was planning on sitting in the back with my sister, but he opened the passenger's door and gestured for me to climb in as Bones and Ariana got into the back. Bones navigated the way to a dilapidated, red-brick, mixed-use building in a rough-looking neighborhood, and Angel parked his shiny black Hummer next to a rusty Ford truck that had to be older than I was.

"Here?" Angel asked, craning his neck around to check the place out. "Seriously?"

Bones stared at the front door of the restaurant like it was edible. "Oh, hell yeah," he said, unbuckling his seat belt.

Movement in front of the restaurant drew my attention. I looked up in time to watch a group of teens descend on an elderly man. One of the boys reached for the man's backpack. The man dodged and his cane wobbled under his weight. Fearing he would fall, I jumped out of the Hummer and hurried to help him. 

While the man shielded his pack from the first teen, a second darted in, reaching into the man's pocket. The old man stumbled back and the boys laughed.

"Markie, wait!" Ariana shouted from the Hummer.

I ignored her and charged into the fray, positioning myself between the old man and his attackers. "What do you guys think you're doing?"

"Mind your own fuckin' business, bitch," one teen said, sliding a hand into his pocket. He was maybe fifteen. I wanted to smack him upside his head for talking to me like that.

"Watch your mouth," I countered.

"Or what? You'll spank me?" he sneered.

A couple of the kids snickered. 

The little punk started to say something else, but before he got the first word out, his legs were swept from under him and he was lying on his stomach, face pressed against the ground with Bones on top of him. His friends took one look at Bones and stepped back.

"What the fuck, man?" the kid asked.

"We have rules in this city, you disrespectful little shit," Bones said, yanking the kid's arms up until he cried out. "We don't fuck with old people and we sure as hell don't threaten to draw on unarmed ladies. What sort of fuckin' coward does that?"

"Get off me!" The kid wriggled, but Bones didn't budge. "You're making a big mistake, man. You don't know who I work for."

"Doesn't matter." Bones released the kid's arms, grabbed his head, and angled it at Angel. "See that guy right there? My boss, he's a Mariani."

I couldn't see the kid's expression, but his body stilled. The other kids all stared at Angel with awe and respect. I followed their gaze to watch him arch an eyebrow at the scene while holding my sister back. The group of kids all dropped their gazes and took another step away from their friend. 

"You feel me?" Bones asked.

"Yeah, man. Sorry. I didn't know." The kid's whole demeanor had changed, instantly. 

"Now apologize to the lady," Bones said, tugging the kid's face up to see me.

"Sorry, ma'am. No disrespect meant. To any of you. Sorry. Sorry." 

"I'm gonna take this, because you make piss-poor decisions and you don't deserve it." Bones shifted his weight, and I couldn't see what he took from the kid. "Now, get out of here before I roll you out like a rug for Mr. Mariani to walk on." 

He released the kid and stood. 

The entire group of teens pulled a vanishing act that would have landed them a show on any Vegas stage. 

I looked from Angel to Bones, trying to figure out how I felt about what had just happened. It would probably be polite to thank Bones, but I wasn't one hundred percent thankful he'd ground some kid's face into the pavement for me. 

Angel released Ariana and she ran to me, grabbing my hand. "Are you okay?" she asked.

"Of course I'm okay. I just need a second to--"

"What were you thinking? That kid had a knife or a gun or something, and you just... You could be dead right now!" she shouted.

A knife? Or a gun? I let that sink in for a moment, remembering the kid's hand in his pocket. Is that what Bones took from him?

Ariana thanked Bones, that look of hunger--maybe even adoration--back in her eyes. 

I stepped away from them to check on the old man. He wasn't hurt, but asked me for something to eat. This was something I could help with, so I asked my companions if he could join us for lunch.

The three of them looked at each other, then at the old man, then back at each other. 

Desperate to remind them he was a human being, I added, "His name is--" Then realized I didn't know it. I nudged him and waited.

"Max," he replied, leaning against his cane to hold out his hand to Angel. Angel, whose suit probably cost more than first-class airfare back to Zambia, shifted his gaze to Max's outstretched hand. Time froze. I looked into Angel's eyes and saw a battle raging. I'd made a big mistake. Guys like Angel clearly didn't eat with guys like Max. What did Bones call Angel? A Mariani. What did that even mean? The kids seemed to know, and it spooked them.

Awkward tension mounted, and I needed to diffuse it. I grabbed Max's shoulders and braced, preparing to angle him in the opposite direction. We'd walk a few steps away, have a little chat, and then I'd go order him some takeout. Then he'd sit on the curb and eat, like some sort of abandoned animal, while we lounged in nice, comfy chairs.

Because that's the way the world works. And it sucks.

I shouldn't have expected more, but I wanted Angel to be different. Heck, he'd invited me to pizza when I didn't have a place to sit. He was a nice guy, just not nice enough to draw attention by sitting with a homeless man. I got it, but I was still disappointed. I tugged on Max's shoulder. Only I couldn't move him, because his hand was connected to Angel's.

"Nice to meet you, Max." Angel smiled at the man. It wasn't fake or forced, condescending or pitying. It was real and heartwarming. It made my eyes burn and my breath catch. "Please join us for lunch." 

They broke apart, and before Angel could reconsider, I swooped in to link arms with Max. Angel held the door open and I helped Max into the restaurant with Ariana and Bones following. A smile tugged at my lips and I couldn't contain it. Max wouldn't have to eat on the curb, and that made my heart soar. 

I pointed out a restroom sign to Max. "Would you like to go wash up?" 

He started to nod, but lost his balance. I tightened my grip on his arm, wondering how he would make the walk on his own. 

"Here, I'll take him," Angel said, appearing on the other side of Max. He put a hand on Max's back and another under his arm. Then he leaned in, dirtying the front of his nice suit against Max's filthy shirt.

It was the most beautiful sight I'd ever seen. 

Bones headed for the restroom ahead of Angel and Max. A waitress showed me and Ariana to a circular corner while I tried to come to grips with everything that had happened. Angel was a good guy for helping Max, but the way those kids had looked at him...

As soon as the waitress was out of earshot, I asked Ariana, "What's a Mariani?"

Her eyes widened. 

"What?" I asked. 

"Where did you hear that name?"

"Bones called Angel a Mariani."

She paled. "Are you serious right now?" 

"Yes."

"Marianis are one of the families." She glanced back toward the bathroom and lowered her voice. "No, they are the family, as in the family that runs Vegas. They're rich, powerful, and dangerous. Everyone's afraid of them. No, everyone wants to be them... or be with them." She laughed, shaking her head. "I can't believe you're on a date with a Mariani and you invited a bum."

"A date?" I asked. "I'm not on a date. I'm buying a meal for the men who saved your life."

Ariana snorted. "So, you're telling me you have no interest whatsoever in Angel? Right. He's smokin' hot, Markie. You'd have to be dead not to be into him. Of course, Bones is hotter. My god, did you see how fast he took that guy down? His arms are bigger than my thighs."

"That guy was just a kid," I pointed out. 

"A kid who would have seriously hurt you had Bones not been there. This isn't Africa, Markie. People here are dangerous. They won't hesitate to fuck you up."

My sister clearly didn't know much about Africa. Still, her words made me wonder, again, what had happened to her during the time we'd lost contact. She wouldn't tell me, though, despite how many times I'd asked. Just like she wouldn't tell me anything about Matt the loser. 

The guys rejoined us. Angel helped Max settle into his chair and then scooted in beside me while Bones sat beside Ariana. We ordered lunch and broke into conversation. Turns out Max was a Navy veteran, and between bites he entertained us with stories about his time as an engineman, and his worldwide travels afterward. He'd spent his midlife trekking across every continent except Antarctica, which he informed us was too damn cold for his old bones. We spent more than two hours in that little dive, and by the time we finished up, Max's stomach was full and his eyelids were heavy.

Angel excused himself to make a call and I reached for the bill. 

Bones beat me to it. He plucked it off the table and tugged his wallet out of his pocket. While he was busy, I reached over and snatched the bill out of his hands. His jaw dropped as he looked from his empty hand to the bill in mine. Then he snapped his jaw closed and scowled at me.

"I don't care how big and scary you are, I said I'm buying you guys lunch." I hopped out of the booth and hurried off to the counter before he could stop me. 

Angel was in the corner on the phone, but the way his eyes danced with laughter told me he'd seen the exchange. I settled up the bill, Angel joined us, and we all headed outside.

"Well? What did you guys think of the food?" Bones asked, still looking at me sideways after our little confrontation.

Clearly I'd ruffled some feathers and needed to make amends. "Super tasty. Good pick," I said truthfully. "Thank you for the recommendation." 

"Yeah, it was all right," Angel replied.

Bones shoved him. 

Even Ariana had no complaints. 

A cab pulled into the parking lot and Angel smiled down at Max. "Looks like your ride's here." 

I felt my eyebrows creep up my forehead. "His ride? Where's he going?"

Angel opened the back door of the cab. "A bed so he can get a good night's sleep."

My brain struggled to keep up. "You booked him a motel room?"

Angel nodded and helped Max into the cab.

My throat constricted, and I couldn't speak. We waved good-bye to Max and then climbed into the Hummer. 

"You okay?" Angel asked, opening the passenger's door for me.

I smiled and nodded, lying without words. No, I wasn't okay. My life was complicated, and I couldn't get attached to anyone. Yet Angel made me wish things were different. I was completely wrecked at the kindness and generosity he'd had shown Max. 

This Mariani was dangerous, the kind of dangerous that made my stomach flutter and my eyes burn. 
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CHAPTER TEN

Angel

 

WE FINISHED LUNCH, and since I wasn't ready to drop off the girls yet, I racked my brain for something we could do. If we took them to a family-run casino, Father would know about Markie before we tossed the first die. Venturing into non-family-run casinos had the potential to create serious drama. We could hit a show or the movies, but neither of those options would give us time to talk, and I really wanted to get to know Markie better. She'd surprised me by rushing to the bum's aid and bringing him to lunch. Then she'd shocked the hell out of me when she took the bill from Bones. Never had I seen anyone take anything from him, and I half expected him to tackle her and take it back. 

The girl was an unpredictable, courageous little adrenaline junkie, and I couldn't wait to find out what other surprises she had up her sleeve. I glanced at her again and she smiled at me. Thank God I had the afternoon free, because I needed to be with her.  

Unfortunately, Bones must have felt differently. "Want us to drop you guys off somewhere?" he asked.

Cock blockin' bastard. I flashed him a look in my rearview and blurted out the first thing I could think of. "Or... we could do something crazy. Have either of you been on the High Roller yet?" 

Bones's jaw dropped. He'd been trying to get me on that death trap for ages, but I kept putting him off. Especially when I found out the damn thing goes five hundred and fifty feet off the ground. Me and heights didn't get along so well. 

"The giant Ferris wheel thing?" Markie asked, grinning. 

Bingo. That got her attention. "Yep, that's the one. We should check it out."

"Let me make sure I got this straight. You want to go on the High Roller?" Bones asked. 

Hell no, I didn't want to go on the High Roller, but with the way Markie was looking at me, I'd fly to the fucking moon if I had to. "Yeah," I nodded. "You in?"

Bones could have called me out. He could have revealed me for the chicken I am, but he saw opportunity knocking and flung open the damn door. "Hell yeah, I'm in. Ladies?" 

Having dug my grave, I turned the Hummer toward Nero's Palace and a five-hundred-foot possible plummet to my death. 

I parked the Hummer in a garage and we made it all the way to the replica Trevi fountain before my phone rang. My cousin Renzo's number flashed on the screen. Renzo was my uncle Michael's son. A few years younger than me, he'd grown up with my brother Dante, but unlike Dante, Renzo had focused on the family business. Father had recently put him in charge of his own team. Knowing my cousin would want to talk business, I excused myself, leaving the girls at the fountain, and hurried to the side of the building to take the call. 

Bones drifted between me and the girls, keeping an eye on us all. 

"Hey, Angel," Renzo said. "I have some merch I can't move. The boss said to call you about it."

If Father wanted me on it, it had to be some sort of tech. Hoping we hadn't stumbled upon the bombs already, I asked, "Is the merch clear?"

"Nope."

Shit. Clear meant free of tracking devices. Since this wasn't clear, I needed to get on it immediately and make sure the merchandise couldn't be tracked, which meant my afternoon was no longer free. I glanced at Markie, regretting that I'd have to let her go yet again. 

"I gotta drop off something first," I said into the phone. "Twenty minutes, then we can join you." 

"Great. I'll have tech send you the info."

I hung up and headed back to the girls, but Bones intercepted me. 

"What's going on?" he asked.

"Renzo has some merch we gotta take a look at. We're gonna have to drop off the girls."

He nodded. "Probably for the better. We still don't know anything about them."

He was right, but that didn't make it any easier. "Yeah."

"And you get out of the High Roller," Bones added. 

I chuckled, and we went to break the news to the girls. I had every intention of dropping Markie off and heading back to reality, but as I parked in front of their crappy little apartment, I couldn't do it. She reached for the door handle, and I grabbed her arm, stopping her.

"Hey, this thing I gotta do should only take a couple hours. Besides, I hear the High Roller's better at night anyway. Can I pick you guys up around eight?"

Ariana nodded. 

"We'd like that," Markie said, beaming me another smile before she hopped out of the Hummer. 

Bones shook his head at me and climbed into the front seat. 

 

*	*	*

 

Of all the ridiculous things to have stolen, Renzo's team had bumped the wrong truck and ended up with six check stand registers. At least they were new models, with technology I'd never seen before. I wanted them, so I disabled their trackers, removed their serial numbers, and stashed them away in one of the family's warehouses. 

By the time we finished, we had a little over an hour before Bones and I had to pick up the girls. As I started up the Hummer, Bones turned to face me, and I knew what was coming. 

"We need to do a background check on her," he said. 

He was right, but I was enjoying the surprise... the mystery that was Markie Davis. Afraid it would disappear when we pulled her records and learned all her deepest, darkest secrets, I shook my head. "Soon. Let me have tonight, okay?" 

I thought he would argue, but he didn't. "Fine."

"Thanks Bones."

"You owe me, asshole."

I chuckled. "Put it on my tab."

We picked up the girls then headed back to the High Roller. Bones made a call, and one of the managers appeared to take us through the service entrance so we could bypass the line. An employee gestured us forward, and then smiled as recognition lit his eyes. 

"Mr. Angel!" He stepped forward and offered me his hand. "So good to see you."

I shook it. "Fernando. Good to see you, too."

Fernando's family did lawn maintenance for Father's estate. They were nice people, hard-working, and knew how to keep their mouths shut. 

"Pleasure is all mine." 

"These are my friends Markie and Ariana, and you know Bones, of course."

He shook their hands as I explained he was a family friend. 

"You are some lucky ladies to be out on the town with these two. Stand-up gentlemen you got here. Real nice guys."

Markie smiled at him. "Good to know."

To me, he said, "Mr. Angel, my parents got the floral arrangement you sent for my abuela's funeral. Thank you. It meant much to us."

Fernando's grandmother was like a second nonna to me. And although I'd never admit it aloud, she could bake almost as good. 

"I was sorry to hear about your loss."

"Yes, she was a wonderful woman." 

I started to head toward the pod, but Fernando stopped me. "You get your own," he said before closing the pod and speaking into his radio. The High Roller rotated, bringing another pod to the platform. After unloading the passengers, he ushered us in, instructing us to let Hank at the bar know if we needed anything. 

He closed us in the pod and waved goodbye before turning to the next group. 

Our pod moved, and an announcer appeared on overhead screens, welcoming us onto the ride. Then he droned on about the city's history as we began our ascent. Bones and Ariana headed for the bar while Markie and I pressed against the glass. She looked out, while I carefully gazed anywhere but down. 

"Tell me more about yourself," I said. "What do you like to do when you're not traveling across the world to build wells and help orphans."

"I like to dance." 

Intrigued, I leaned closer. "Tell me more. What style of dancing?"

"All of it. Ballroom, ballet, pop, hip-hop." She looked away and her cheeks turned the slightest tint of pink. "Disco."

"Disco?" I asked, forcing down a chuckle.

She shrugged, her blush deepening. "What? I like to get down. I like to boogie."

I laughed. How could I not? She was fucking adorable. 

"All right, all right, that's enough mocking me, mister. Your turn. Tell me something about you."

I ducked my head and wiped the grin from my face. "I, too, like to boogie. And I don't mean to brag or anything, but I'm a pretty kick-ass cook."

"You are, huh?" she asked. "That's... unexpected, yet awesome. What do you like to cook?"

"My mom used to be a chef for Antonio's. It's a local Italian restaurant. Great, authentic cuisine. She taught me." 

"Mmm. Italian food."  

For one, suicidal moment, I considered inviting her back to my condo so I could cook for her. She was so damn adorable and there were many things I wanted to do for her... to her. Cooking seemed like a great start. Still, I'd never brought a girl back to my condo and Bones would have a shit-fit if I invited this one before he'd properly vetted her, so I swallowed back the offer.

Instead, I asked, "What have you been up to?" 

"Just taking care of my sister while she got better. Oh, and I found a rescue mission that works with kids. They need help, so I put in my volunteer application. Got the call that it cleared today, so I start volunteering tomorrow."

"Ah, so you'll be staying in Vegas for a while?" I asked, hopeful. 

She shrugged and looked away. "As long as I can."

Strange answer. I filed it away to reevaluate later and changed my line of questioning. "What do you do at these orphanages?"

"Whatever they need. In Africa I did a lot of administrative work like marketing and finding sponsors, but here I'll probably do things like laundry, maybe help out in the kitchen, read to the little ones, shoot hoops with the bigger kids, stuff like that." 

"Oh, I see. You're kind of short for basketball, so you play with kids." I grinned. 

She gasped in mock offense. "For your information, I made the southern Idaho all-star team my junior and senior years of high school." She crossed her arms and tried to scowl at me, her dimples betraying her. "I got hops."

"Hops? You think you can jump on those short legs, huh? I'm more of a believe-it-when-I-see-it kind of guy." Then seeing my golden opportunity, I added, "So you're gonna have to prove it. And this will be a perfect opportunity for you to get to know me better. Give me your phone number and we'll settle this on the court." 

Turns out I wasn't above goading Markie into a basketball game to get her digits. Truthfully, I could get her number with a few clicks on my computer, but didn't want to go down like a stalker. 

Her expression dropped, and she looked away. "As much as I'd like that, I don't think it would be a good idea, Angel."

I wanted to ask why not, but Bones and Ariana returned, carrying drinks. Markie accepted a glass of wine from her sister, and Bones handed me a bottle of beer. 

Markie sipped her wine and leaned back against the window, staring out. Beautiful, mysterious, caring, I couldn't stop staring at her.  

"Why orphanages?" I asked.

She glanced at Ariana (who was heading to the other side of the pod alone), and then lowered her voice. "We lost our parents when I was a freshman in high school and Ari was still in middle school. Our uncle was the only family we had, and he's a jerk. But since we had nowhere else to go, we moved in with him, and life was... difficult. I can't tell you the number of times I wished some long-lost family member would show up and give us another option... someone else to live with. I guess I want to be there for those kids like I wish someone would have been there for us." 

There was a bigger story behind her uncle's custody, I could see it in the way her eyes narrowed when she mentioned him, but I didn't want to press. I filed it away to ask her about later. 

"It's so beautiful up here," Markie said, her attention back on the view. 

I followed her gaze to the lights of the strip and saw something different. Connections, money, ties, some buildings would welcome me, and some would see my presence as a threat or a sign of disrespect. I knew the managers, the back-door operations, and the family who got a cut from each one. My father's world called to me through neon signs and dancing lights, reminding me where I belonged. Looming and confining, there was nothing beautiful about the city. 

However, one look at Markie took my breath away. Outlined in the glow of low lights, eyes wide with wonder, she was the most beautiful sight I'd ever seen. I pressed closer and breathed in the coconut fragrance of her hair. Something soft and crooning played over the speakers. 

"We're nearing the top," the announcer said over the speakers. "Starting the countdown from twenty, nineteen, eighteen." 

"I love this so much," Markie said, turning to face me. She grabbed my hand, and as our fingers intertwined, little electrical jolts danced up my arm toward my chest. The startled look she gave me, told me she felt it too. "Thank you, Angel." 

She flashed me another dimpled smile, and every inch of my body reacted, surprising me. We were in a goddamn pod with Bones and her sister not ten feet away, and I was horny beyond reason. Thankful for the suit jacket, hiding my erection, I shifted, trying to get myself under control. 

"Fifteen, fourteen, thirteen..."

My brain screamed at me to pull away from her. We knew nothing about each other, and Bones was right: Markie was the kind of girl who'd rather pick out wedding rings than condoms. I had no business fucking with her. My body didn't seem to care. I set my beer on a table and brushed a stray curl back from her face, tilting her chin up to look at me. She was so goddamn beautiful, it physically hurt me to look at her and know I couldn't have her. 

"Ten, Nine, Eight..."

Why? Why the fuck couldn't I have her? I wanted her. I needed her. Her hand felt like a lifeline to everything clean and good about humanity. Clinging to it, I leaned in and covered her lips with mine.  

"Seven, Six, Five..."

She opened her mouth to me and I released her hands to wrap my arms around her and deepen the kiss. She tasted like wine, sin, and freedom, and I drank her in like a convict busting out of prison. 

"Four, Three, Two..."

We were almost at the top, but I'd already fallen.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

Angel

 

BY THE TIME Bones and I dropped Markie and Ariana off that night, I knew I was fucked. I walked her to her door and I leaned in to kiss her again, right there in the goddamn open. 

She turned, so my lips landed on her cheek. "We shouldn't do this," she said, looking away. 

"Why the fuck not?" I asked, putting my hands on either side of her, trapping her against the door. 

"It's..." She shook her head, still not meeting my gaze. "Complicated."

"Then uncomplicate it for me. I had fun tonight and I want to see you again."

Her expression torn, she chewed on her bottom lip for a moment before rifling through her purse. When her hand emerged, a business card was between her fingers. She held it in the air between us. This time she looked at me with a challenge in her eyes. "Okay, prove it. Volunteer with me."  

I took the card, turned it over, and read the information. An orphanage. She wanted me to volunteer at a goddamn orphanage. Of all the shit I'd been asked to do, this was a first. Markie didn't wait for an answer before letting herself in and closing the door. Shocked, I looked from the card to the door. Then, stuffing the card into the pocket of my jacket, I laughed my ass off and headed back to the Hummer. I had a business to run and an empire to grow, and I couldn't volunteer at a fucking orphanage. 

"What did she give you?" Bones asked as soon as I got behind the wheel.

"Doesn't matter. I'm not gonna do it. I'm done with her." I had to be. Markie was right, and things were too damn complicated. We were from two different worlds, and nothing between us would ever work. Still, I couldn't help the way my gaze cut to her door, already wishing I could catch one last glimpse of her. 

Bones looked sideways at me. 

"I know, I know, One Nut Brizio. I fuckin' get it, Bones."

"You gonna let me run a background check on her now?"

I stopped for a light. "No. I told you, I'm done."

"Right," he said.

Neither of us believed me. 

 

*	*	*

 

Thoughts of a certain blonde kept me from getting much sleep Wednesday night, so Thursday was brutal. Bones and I picked up one of the self-checkout terminals and took it to my office. The seventeen-inch touchscreen monitor was the first thing I salvaged. While disassembling the body, I sliced my arm open. Bones stitched me up--one of the many skills he'd picked up in my old man's mobster boot camp--and I popped three ibuprofen and went back to work, salvaging the sixteen-gig DDR memory stick and octa-core CPU. I called Renzo to let him know that once they were all disassembled, a decent fence would be able to fetch maybe five grand for the parts. Hardly worth the time. 

Once I finished up, Bones and I headed for the shooting range. Operated by a friend of the family, not only could we bring in our own handguns, we had free rein of the VIP room and all its weapons. We brushed up on our pistols then tried out the M4, the M249 S.A.W, the Remington 700 sniper, the Beretta M9, and the goddamn Tommy gun. Acting out our favorite gangster movie scenes, we spent hours competing to see who could destroy the most targets. After the range, Uncle Carlo sent us out to wire a hotel room and get footage of a local judge cheating on his wife with a prostitute barely out of high school.

It was after midnight by the time we stumbled into the condo. I was exhausted and my arm was throbbing, but no amount of staring at the backs of my eyelids would take my mind off Markie. Finally, I got up and poured myself a glass of scotch. Bones joined me when I was on my third glass. I'm sure he knew what was bugging me, but thankfully he didn't say a damn thing. We took the bottle to the coffee table, turned on the television, and drank until we passed out. 

Over the next two weeks, my schedule was more of the same. Every time we were out, I caught myself watching for Markie. It was killing me that I knew where she lived, but I couldn't stop by. Not without giving in and letting Bones run her background. 

I made it two weeks and four days before navigating to the address on the business card Markie had given me. As I parked in front of the orphanage, Bones just looked at me and shook his head. 

"What the fuck are we doing here?" he asked.

"Our civic duty." 

"This could all be avoided if you'd let me run her goddamn background." 

"Fine. Do it. But I don't want to know anything. Keep it to yourself unless it's some shit you have to tell me." I opened my door and got out. 

Bones watched me walk around the Hummer before joining me on the sidewalk. "But we're still going in?"

I nodded. "She asked me to volunteer with her. I need to at least see what she does." 

"They'll never let you volunteer." 

I chuckled. Sometimes my friend still underestimated me. "I'm already approved, Bones. We both are." 

"What?" he asked. "How?"

"I created us identities, of course. You're Franco Johnson now, by the way. Don't worry, I'll still call you Bones, mother-fucker."

His jaw dropped. "Johnson? You couldn't come up with something better than that?"

Laughing, I pushed open the door and headed in. 

We stopped at the reception desk and an older lady looked through her files until she saw our approved applications. I asked her about Markie, and she nodded. 

"Yeah, she started volunteering here a few weeks ago. The kids really like her. She was here earlier, but went home with a migraine." 

Disappointed, I thanked her and turned to leave. 

A black kid holding a basketball blocked my path. His shorts and tank top looked about two sizes too big for him, and his sneakers had a hole in the toe. He dribbled the ball a couple of times and then cocked his head to the side and studied me, snorting like he was unimpressed. The kid had to be about ten, but packed at least twenty years of attitude. 

"You don't know Markie," he said. 

Who the fuck was he to tell me who I knew and didn't know? "Yeah I do. She's a friend." 

He looked from me to Bones and snorted again. "Yeah right."

Getting more pissed by the second, I asked, "What's that supposed to mean?" 

"Markie's tough. She's a baller and she don't take no shit. You? You brought your bodyguard into an orphanage. What are you scared of, rich boy?" 

Bones snickered, and then covered it up with a cough.

Not about to let some punk kid talk shit to me, I said, "I'm smart, not scared. And how do you know I'm not a baller?"

He tossed me the ball and shrugged. "Only one way to find out. Prove it."

I caught the ball and glared at him. Bones's shoulders shook, and I knew my friend was trying not to laugh. Hesitating, I couldn't decide if I should take this kid to the court and kick his ass, or take Markie some flowers and a get-well card.

"That's what I thought," the kid sneered. "Just another lame-ass stick in a suit."

That did it. I tilted my head toward Bones and asked, "What do you think? We got time to straighten this kid out?"

Bones removed his jacket, loosened his tie, and rolled up his shirt sleeves. He flexed and cracked his neck. Then he leveled a stare at the kid and said, "There's always time to teach manners." He stepped forward.

The kid's eyes bugged out. 

Hiding my laugh, I held out a hand to stop Bones. "Save it for the court, big guy. Where is your court anyway?"

The kid pointed to the north side of the building. "That way."

"Cool. Bathroom?" I asked. 

Still keeping an eye on Bones, the kid pointed in the opposite direction. "Down that hall. First door on the right."

I tossed him the ball. "Go find a few of your little friends and meet us in the gym in ten minutes."

"But you're wearing suits."

"Don't worry about it. Not your problem." We had gym clothes in the Hummer so we could work out as soon as we got home.

The kid didn't move.

"You look scared," Bones said. "What's wrong? Your mouth writin' checks your game can't cash?"

"Just thinkin' we should make this interesting. Let's talk stakes. What's in it for me when we wipe the floor with your tired old asses?"

Tired old asses? 

Bones was trying to keep a straight face, and failing miserably. 

Trying to get into business mode without him, I crossed my arms and eyed the kid. "What do you want?"

"If I win, you take me and my friends to play paintball."

"Paintball?" I asked. "You sure you're old enough for that?"

He snickered. "Yeah. I'm good."

"Okay, I'll bite, but what do I get if we win?" 

The kid eyed me for a minute longer before answering, "I'll put in a good word for you with Markie."

Bones coughed.

I almost swallowed my tongue. It took me a minute to recover, and then I asked, "What makes you think I need a good word with Markie?"

He blinked. "How dumb do you think I am?"

"You tell me." 

"I could call her right now. I got her phone number."

My jaw dropped.

"Ah, you want her number, huh? I'll give it to you if you can take us on the court."

I seriously considered beating the little punk and taking it from him. "Markie and I are tight. If I wanted her number, I'd ask her for it," I lied.

He laughed. "Uh-huh, sure. Markie's been in this city all of ten minutes and she comes here lookin' to help us out. Then you and your bodyguard come strollin' in askin' for her. I bet you lived here your whole life and you never thought about volunteering at no orphanage. You're tryin' to get that ass." 

The casual way he sexualized Markie pissed me off. I tensed. "You better watch your mouth and stop talking about her like that. It's disrespectful."

He raised his hands in defense. "Okay man, chill. We got a deal or not?"

Oh yeah, I wanted to get the little punk on the court. "Fine, kid, you got a deal." I held my hand out. 

He slapped it. "The name's Myles."

Besides being observant, Myles was a phenomenal basketball player, especially for someone barely over four feet tall. We played street ball, first team to twenty-one won. He and his little gang of pocket-sized thugs were all over me and Bones from the instant our sneakers hit the court. The four young boys had at least thirty elbows between them, and each one ended up in my ribs at least twice. By the time we reached the second half, Bones and I were sweating harder than we ever did working out. We barely eked out a win, beating them by two points. 

Myles tossed me the ball. "Double or nothing?" he asked.

"How are you going to double giving me Markie's number?" I asked. 

He shrugged. "I'll think of something. I'll give you her number and might even be able to buy you some alone time with her."

I looked to Bones and he nodded. He wanted another crack at the punk. Myles's team won the second game, but thankfully he couldn't resist the challenge of a third. Bones and I won, and then I met Myles midcourt.

"Markie's number?" I asked.

"Hand me your phone. I'll put it in."

I chuckled. "You must think I was born yesterday. I'm not giving you my phone." I pulled it out of my pocket and started entering a new contact. "Just tell me her number."

Myles rattled off a seven-oh-two number and I entered it, and then confirmed it aloud.

"Yeah, that's it. Just don't rat me out for giving it to you," Myles said. 

I had every intention of ratting him out. That was my whole plan for having her number without looking like a stalker. 

Heads down, looking defeated, he and his goons cleared the court. Every muscle in my body was on fire but I held my head high as we walked out of the building and toward the Hummer. Again, I thought about taking Markie flowers and a card, but I was tired and sweaty, so I headed for home instead. Besides, I had her number. I pulled up the contact and dialed, running through opening lines in my head. 

"Vegas Paintballers, David speaking." 

I pulled the phone away and double checked the contact. Yep, that was the number he gave me. Of course, the little shit. I dragged my hand down my face, amazed I could be so gullible. 

"Sorry. I must have the wrong number." I disconnected and threw the phone on the seat. 

Bones started chuckling, and then he threw his head back and broke into a full-on belly laugh. "I can't believe you let that little asshole play you!"

I flipped him off.

More laughter. 

"Yeah, yeah," I said, still shaking my head.
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CHAPTER TWELVE

Angel

 

THE NEXT MORNING, I woke up to a coded text from my old man. He'd allowed Johnny to pay him off in payments. The stupid son-of-a-bitch had made the first two, but skipped out on the third. 

Sore and stiff, like I'd gone eight rounds in the boxing ring rather than three games of basketball with smart-mouthed juvenile delinquents, I dragged ass to the coffee machine and fired it up. A series of swear words told me Bones wasn't doing much better. He lumbered from his room, stretching and groaning.

I told him about Johnny while brewing coffee, then filled a couple of to go mugs and headed out for the day. 

Bones called up Tech. 

"Good morning Bones, Angel. How can I help you?" Tech asked. 

He had to be the busiest man I knew; too busy to waste time with things like sleep or small talk. 

"You got a hit on Johnny Dominas's location?" I asked. 

Tech looked down. There was the tap-tap-tap of a keyboard and reflections of changing screens in his glasses. Although I'd never seen his set-up, Father had described it as a wall full of monitors, with which Tech babysat the entire city like the family's own "big brother."  

"He's been staying in a little roach motel off the strip." More clicks. "His car's still in the lot. I'm sending you the address now." 

My GPS started up, telling me to head out of the garage and hang a left.

"The property site code is heading to your phone now. Room twelve. Do you want me to dispatch a team?"

My phone buzzed with the incoming information. 

If I needed a team to take down Johnny, I might as well hang up my suit and guns now. "No. I'll handle it. Thanks for your help." I disconnected and rubbed a hand down my face. My stomach felt sick, and I was pissed at Johnny again.

"You don't have to take care of this. I can--"

"Can you wipe my ass for me, Bones? This is my shitstorm and I'll clean it up." 

We rode in silence as I followed my GPS into the parking lot of a gaudy concrete building, painted to resemble gold. A smoke shop and a sex toys retailer were connected to the dump.

"Classy place," Bones observed, sliding out of the Hummer. 

He opened the back of the vehicle and returned with a handheld machine that could recreate hotel room cards as long as I had the site code, which Tech had sent me. I powered it up and keyed in the site code as Bones released the safety on his gun and slid it back into his pocket. We both slid on gloves before hurrying to room twelve. I inserted a card attached to the machine and waited for it to cycle through possible codes. Seconds later, the lock clicked open. Bones drew his gun as he entered the small dark room. 

The television was on. I peeked around the corner in time to see Bones's shoulders stiffen. 

"Don't move a goddamn muscle," he said, his gun pointed straight out.

That was my cue. Drawing my own piece, I stepped around him and entered the room. Johnny was sitting in bed, leaning back against the headboard. His gaze cut to me and his eyes rounded. 

"Angel, you're here for the money? Good. Good. I've got most of it. Just not quite all of it. It's right here in this--"

"I said don't fuckin move!" Bones said, closing the distance between him and Johnny.

Johnny froze. 

No amount of money could help Johnny now. My father had given him a second chance, and he'd blown it. There'd be no third. I grabbed the hotel provided notepad and pen from the top of the dresser and threw it to Johnny. They landed in his lap, and he stared at them like a goddamn fool.

"Pick up the pen and start writing," I said. 

"But--"

"Pick up the fucking pen!" Bones shouted. 

Swallowing, Johnny did as he was told. 

"You're gonna write a suicide note." I started looking for his gun. 

"Angel--"

"First, apologize to your mom for being such a disappointing fuckin' leech. Make her believe that in the end you were at least remorseful for the shit you've pulled."

He stared at me.

"Start writing," Bones snapped.

Lowering his head, Johnny's hands shook as he scrawled across the notepad. By the time I found his piece in the nightstand, tears were running down his face. The son-of-a-bitch couldn't even die like a man. Disgusted, I gripped the gun and waited. 

Johnny looked up at me. "Okay." 

I read over what he'd written and nodded. "End with I'm sorry, but I can't live with the shit I've done anymore." 

Hand shaking even worse now, he finished up the note. I read over it again. Satisfied, I had him set it and the pen on the night stand. Then, I positioned his hand on the trigger of his gun and held it up to the side of his head. The bastard tried to resist, but his scrawny little arms couldn't do shit about it. 

Looking him in the eyes, I said, "Pull the fuckin' trigger." 

When he didn't I slid my finger behind his and squeezed. There was a loud bang, and then Johnny's body went limp. 

Bones checked over the room, finding a wad of bills in the night stand and a few more in Johnny's wallet. He pocketed them all and then gestured toward the door. 

"Let's get out of here." 

My body felt numb, but somehow I managed to put one foot in front of the other until I climbed behind the steering wheel. Bones cranked the radio as I drove out of the parking lot. My mind kept replaying the shooting, and I expected to feel... something, but all I felt was numb. It was over. The problem had been dealt with. 

When the fuck did a person become a problem? 

"Where are we going?" Bones asked.

That's when I realized where I was headed. "The orphanage." My mind... my soul felt so goddamn dark that I needed Markie's bright smile. I had to see her to make sure I could still feel something again. Maybe for a few moments I could flee from my world and escape into hers.

"All right, man, do what you need to do," Bones replied. "But I checked into her background and--"

"Is she with another family?" I asked.

He frowned. "No. It's--"

"Is she a danger to me or my family?"

His frown deepened. "Not that I can see, but--"

"Is it some life-altering shit you need to tell me?"

Bones snapped his mouth shut and shook his head. "No sir." 

I was being a dick, but it couldn't be helped. After popping off Johnny, I needed something in my life to be untainted. I needed Markie to be someone I could trust. 

We entered the building in time to watch her set a stack of papers on the admittance desk. Her back was turned to us, but I'd know that bang-worthy body anywhere. She wore jeans, a sweater, and sneakers, her hair was up in a messy bun, and it was the sexiest look I'd seen her in yet. 

"Here's the food pantry inventory you asked for. Is there anything else I can do to help?" Markie asked the woman sitting behind the desk.

"Thank you, no, this is perfect." She gave Markie a quick smile before her attention shifted to me and Bones. "Hello. How can I help you?"

Markie spun around. She met my gaze and smiled, showing off those dimples that made it hard to keep my dick under control. "Michelle, these are my friends, Angel and Bones." 

"Angel and Bones?" 

"D'Angelo and Franco," I amended. "We're approved to volunteer."

She looked down, rifling through papers. 

"They were here yesterday," Markie said, her gaze still locked with mine. 

"Here they are," Michelle said, waving the forms in the air. "Yep, you're all good."

The phone rang. As Michelle answered it, Markie waved for us to follow her and headed down the hall.

"Are you okay?" she asked, turning to search my face as soon as we were out of earshot from the reception desk. 

Hell no, I wasn't okay. I'd just killed one of my oldest friends. "Yeah. Fine. Why?"

She grabbed my hand, and it felt like she opened a valve, releasing all the pent-up tension and guilt I felt over Johnny. I don't know what she saw in my face, but it caused her to wrap her arms around me. Her body pressed against me, feeling so damn good I couldn't let go. I breathed in her coconut-scented hair and hung on for dear life. All too soon, she released me. 

"Don't lie to me, Angel."

"Stressful day," I replied. "I'd like to forget about it."

She nodded. "Understood. I can help you with that."

I bet she could.

"You guys any good at card games?" she asked. 

Not what I'd been hoping for. 

Bones snorted. "We did grow up in Vegas."

"Good. I heard you met Myles." She watched my face, but I was careful not to give anything away. I only nodded. "Well, he and his friends are setting up a game in the great room. I'm sure he's in there stashing cards right now. I could use some help bringing that little cheater down."

"Yeah, well cards isn't the only thing that little punk cheats at," Bones said, rubbing his side.

Markie frowned. "He's a work in progress, but then again, we all are. Speaking of which, we should get in there. Last time I left him and his crew alone, they got into the packing tape and stuck a couple of the bigger kids to the wall."

She led us down the hall and turned into a room with several mismatched ratty couches. Myles and his crew sat in folding chairs surrounding a scratched-up wooden table. He was hunched over, massaging out his calf muscle, but the second he saw me he sat up straight, crossed his arms, and scowled. Bones snickered. 

"You sore, Myles?" Bones asked, patting the kid on the shoulder, probably a little harder than necessary. 

Wincing, Myles pulled away. "Man, forget you."

Bones laughed. 

Markie joined the boys, sitting at the head of the table. 

"Hey guys. You got room for two more?" I asked.

Myles kicked an empty chair toward me. I reached out and stopped it before it could slam into my leg. 

Markie shot him a look. "Be nice."

His scowl only darkened. "Five card draw, fifty dollar buy in," he said.

Markie cocked her head. "I told you, no gambling. It's a friendly game, no buy in."

"It'd be a lot friendlier if you'd let us make some money," one of the kids argued.

Markie stared at him and he ducked his head. "Sorry, Ms. Markie."

Myles was right. She didn't take shit from anyone. Bones and I sat while Myles dealt. I caught him cheating twice in the first deal alone. 

"How can you tell?" Myles asked, after the second time I called him out.

"Because you're not very good at it. If you're going to deal yourself extra cards, your dealing has to be seamless. These cards are slick. They slide and one of the edges is going to show. If you're going to cheat, it's easier to do it when you exchange your cards." 

Markie gaped at me. "Are you really giving him tips?" she asked.

"Someone has to," Bones replied. "He'll end up dead if he pulls that move on the wrong person."

Markie dropped her head to her hands and her shoulders shook with laughter. She took a moment to compose herself, before glaring us all down. "No gambling and no cheating," she snapped.

"Of course not," Myles said, holding his hands up. 

Bones won the first game and Markie won the second. The third went to one of Myles's little cronies. I sat back, counted cards, and threw the game to the best of my ability, lest she peg me for a cheater. After all, I still wanted her damn phone number. In the middle of the fourth game, the boys were called to do their chores. They moaned and groaned before throwing in their cards and taking off. Then it was just the three of us.

Markie pulled out her phone and studied it. Minutes ticked by, thickening the awkward silence that settled over the room. Bones looked at me and his eyebrows rose in question. Then he got up from the table, pulled his phone out of his pocket, and walked down the hall to give us some privacy. 

More awkward silence. I had to break it. "Did I do something wrong?" I asked.

She set her phone down and picked up a card. She turned it over in her hands a few times, and then flicked it to me.

"No. You've done everything right, that's the problem."

Huh?

"Thanks for showing up. It means a lot to them," she said. "To me too. I'm just surprised to see you, is all. I'm trying to figure out what you want, Angel."

"What I want? I thought I was clear about that when I kissed you. I want to get to know you. I also want your number," I said. 

"Yeah, Myles told me you cheated to get it."

"I cheated? You have met him, right? He's a pint-sized thug."

She laughed. "That's a surprisingly accurate description." 

"You know what he gave me? The number to the goddamn paintball place he wants me to take him to."

This only earned more laughter. "Do you really think I'd give Myles my number?"

"Nope. I figured he lifted it."

She tilted her head to the side. "Okay, that I can see. The boys are going to be busy for a while. What are you two up to today?" she asked, changing the subject.

"I'm hungry. Can we go get something to eat now?" Bones asked from the doorway.

"He's always hungry. You want to join us for lunch?" I asked.

She nodded. "Sure, I could eat."

We headed to a local diner and engaged in some light conversation before Markie asked what we did for a living.

I didn't want to lie to her, but I sure as hell couldn't tell her the truth. "I spend most my time in a computer lab." Technically true. 

"Doing--?" She gestured for me to continue. 

Bones piped up. "Being a geek and shit." 

I would have flipped him the bird if Markie wasn't sitting with us. "I manipulate computer programs, write some code, install security devices, stuff like that. I handle some sales, too. That's why the suits are necessary. Gotta look professional." All technically true. 

That seemed to sate her curiosity. The conversation then drifted from Matt (who still hadn't shown up) to local shows and which casinos had the best food. After a while, we reluctantly headed back to the orphanage. Bones and I had errands to run, so we couldn't stay. We idled in front of the door to drop Markie off, but I could tell she was struggling with something. 

"Bones, will you give us a minute?" I asked.

Grumbling, he stepped out of the Hummer stood on the sidewalk. 

Markie pulled out her phone and played with it. "Look, I want to give you my number, but I need you to understand something first. I enjoy hanging out with you. Seriously, I've had more fun with you than I've had in a long time. There's something between us, Angel, and I get that, but I'm not staying in Vegas. I'll be leaving eventually, and... I need you to be okay with that."

Okay with her leaving? No fucking way. She wasn't going anywhere. "Okay," I lied. 

She handed me her phone. "Text yourself."

I did as she asked, and then handed her back her phone. 

She opened her door, and then turned to say good-bye. "Call me." 

Without a doubt. 
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Markie

 

"THIS ONE NEXT," I said, stopping in front of a hobby shop. A bright "going out of business sale" sign hung across the door. 

Ariana rolled her eyes. "We're supposed to be clothing shopping."

My sister had more clothes than anyone I knew, but still insisted she needed more. We'd been shopping all morning and I was tired of telling her how cute she looked in everything she tried on. 

"Come on, it'll only take a minute," I said, tugging her into the shop behind me. 

Shelves filled with games, characters, and knick-knacks greeted us, all marked with red sale stickers. My phone rang. I glanced at the incoming number. Angel. 

Holding my breath, I answered. 

"Hey beautiful." 

I released my breath as warmth flooded me, instantly destroying the walls I'd built up to resist him, just like he did every time I was around him. His voice, his body, everything about him was too sexy for my wimpy resolve. 

"What are you doing?" he asked. 

"Ariana and I found a hobby store that's going out of business, so I'm gonna pick up some board games." 

"You like board games, huh?" 

"Yep, but they're not for me. They're for the orphanage." I studied a copy of Clue, wondering if the kids would be into it. 

"But what about all those games in the bookshelves?" he asked. 

"They're donated. Most are missing pieces. Do you have any idea how difficult it is to play Monopoly without any get out of jail free cards? I spent half of our last game in the slammer."

"You read the rules, right?" he asked.

"Rules? Angel the game doesn't even have a box anymore. We keep the pieces in a plastic baggie. But you're right, I should have googled them."

He chuckled. "Yeah you should have. I've played with my little siblings a time or two, and you can only spend three turns in jail before you're required to pay $50 and get out. I'm betting Myles knows this."

Laughing, I shook my head. Nothing that kid did surprised me anymore.

"I take it you're heading to the orphanage to drop off the games, huh?"

"Soon. We're almost done here." I added Risk and Trouble to the stack. 

"Want a ride?" 

Yes. No. My heart raced at the idea of seeing him again, but my brain kept reminding me how stupid I was being. But, I'd be able to buy the kids a lot more games if I had a ride. "It wouldn't be too much trouble?" 

"Nope. Bones and I are out driving around. Where are you?"

I gave him the store name, and by the time I finished picking out games, Bones and Angel were strolling in, each wearing a slick dark suit and sporting a day's worth of stubble. Neither one of them had shaved and it only made them sexier. Judging by the look in Ariana's eyes as she stared at Bones, she agreed.  

Angel's gaze roamed down my body, setting me on fire, before rising back up to my eyes. "Hey." 

I wanted to wrap my arms around him and finish what we'd started in the High Roller, but instead, I turned back to the clerk and handed over my credit card. 

Angel sidled up to me and peeked in the bags covering the counter and surrounding floor. "Did you buy the place out?" 

"I tried. It was a good sale and I can't wait to see the kids' faces. They're going to be so excited."

We piled everything into the back of his Hummer and I climbed in, as Ariana said goodbye.

"You're not coming?" Bones asked her, his hand on the door.

"Nah, I gotta get to work."

"We can give you a ride," he countered.

"I'll take the bus."

"Get in the damn car," he growled. 

"It's not far. I can even walk." 

He rubbed the back of his neck. "Fuck, Ari. Get your skinny ass in this damn car before I pick you up and put you in."

She glared back at him. 

He released the door and took a step toward her. 

"Fine." She threw her hands in the air and got in while I wondered what was going on between the two of them. 

"So..." Angel said, glancing at me before merging into traffic. "Have you ever been to San Diego?" 

"Nope." I'd flown over a lot of land and seen my share of airports, but I'd visited only a handful of cities. Nothing on the coast, and I'd always wanted to see the beach. 

"Bones and I are headed to San Diego for a business trip and would like you two to join us."

A trip to San Diego with Angel? Everything about that sounded wrong and right. 

"We'll stay in a hotel and you'll get your own suite, of course," he added. "We'll leave tomorrow and come back Sunday." 

"I gotta work this weekend," Ariana replied, still sounding pissed.

I turned in my seat to face her. Posture rigid, arms crossed across her chest, she was looking straight ahead as Bones watched her. 

"You can't take time off?" I asked. 

"Not after that little episode with the hospital. Not looking forward to that bill, and if I miss more time at work, they'll probably fire me." She sighed, her posture relaxing. "You should go, though. This could be your only chance."

I wished she hadn't said that. I glanced at Angel, but he didn't seem to be paying attention. 

"I don't want to leave you alone all weekend. What if Matt comes back?"

"You think I can't handle Matt?" she asked. "And you went to another country and left me alone for an entire year, and I survived just fine. Besides, I'm sick of you being all up in my business. Go have some fun, already."

I eyed Angel and Bones. "No offense, but I don't know you two that well." 

"You didn't know anyone in Africa, and you lived with them," Ariana pointed out.

"You'll have your own room," Angel insisted. "And I promise we'll be perfect gentlemen."

"See?" Ariana asked. "They'll be gentlemen. Sounds hella boring. You'll love it." 

 

*	*	*

 

The ride to San Diego was comfortable. We listened to music and chatted about bands. It was almost two o'clock in the afternoon when the Hummer rolled to a stop in front of a beautiful little hotel. I made a beeline for the restroom while the guys checked us in to our rooms.  

Angel handed me the key and gestured for me to follow him. "We're down the hall and to the right. If you need anything, we'll be next door, okay?" 

He stopped beside me in front of the door. I opened it, and we all filed inside. Bones immediately went from room to room, like the bodyguard Myles insisted he was, as I hurried to the patio to check out the breathtaking view. The temperature was in the low seventies, and there weren't many people walking the beach and even fewer braving the water. The tide was coming in, and waves crashed against the sandy beach in an almost angry dance. I couldn't wait to get down there and swim, but unfortunately, I'd have to. 

Angel joined me on the patio, watching the waves by my side. I wanted to slip my hand in his. Better yet, I wanted him to wrap his arms around me and hold me while we stood there. Crazy urges. I tamped them down and gripped the railing to keep my hands busy. 

"Bones and I shouldn't be gone long, and then we'll take you down to walk the beach. You get hungry or anything, there's a menu by the phone. The room service here is supposed to be pretty good." 

"You've never stayed here before?" I asked. 

"No. My family usually stays in Coronado. I know the guy who owns this place, though. He's a stand-up guy."

Strange thing to say. Before I could think too much about it, Angel leaned forward and tucked a hair behind my ear. The contact stole my breath away. Terrified he'd do more... longing for him to do more... I stared up at him. 

"You have no fuckin' clue how gorgeous you are," he said. Then he kissed my forehead, squeezing my shoulders, and left.   

I released the breath I'd been holding and collapsed against the railing. Once I finally got my breathing and heart rate under control, I investigated my suite. The bed was enormous. It had to be at least a king. Maybe a California king? Did they put those in hotels? I don't know, but I kicked off my boots and plopped down on it. Definitely the most comfortable thing I'd ever slept on. 

Dragging myself from the bed, I checked out the small kitchenette, complete with a minibar and headed for the bathroom. A deep jetted tub sat in the middle of the room, calling to me. I started the water and stripped off my clothes, before searching for something smelly to put in it. A travel sized bottle of bubble bath was on the counter, so I dumped it in before sliding in myself. Heaven. It was the best thing ever. Closing my eyes, I laid back and let it relax my muscles. 

About five minutes into my relaxing bath, someone knocked on the door. The guys couldn't possibly be back yet, so I ignored it and sank deeper into the tub. I stayed in until my fingers were pruney, then slipped on the luxurious complimentary bathrobe and went to look through the peephole. 

The hall was empty, so I opened the door. A strong floral fragrance hit me, and I sneezed. A dozen roses were in a vase at my feet. I sneezed again and shut the door. Eyes watering, I found my phone and sent Angel a text, thanking him for his thoughtfulness, and explaining why I couldn't bring them in. 

No response. Figuring he must be busy with his business meeting, I grabbed the paperback I was currently reading and stretched out across the king bed. Now this was living. 

A few minutes later, my phone rang. Angel. Just seeing his phone number flash across the screen made me feel all warm and fuzzy inside. Smiling, I answered.

"You okay?" he asked, sounding frantic.

Instantly on alert, I sat up. Why wouldn't I be okay? "Yeah. I'm fine. Just reading. Why?"

He took a deep breath. "We're on our way back. Stay in the room, and we'll see you soon."

He hadn't answered my questions. "Okay. See you."

We hung up and I felt creeped out. I checked the door and threw the deadbolt lock, made sure the patio door was locked, and then went back to my book.  

Fifteen minutes later, Angel and Bones were beating on my door and calling my name. I checked the peephole, confirmed it was them, and then swung open the door. 

Bones averted his eyes, and Angel's gaze drifted down my front. I'd forgotten that I was still wearing nothing but a robe. Tightening the belt as another wave of floral fragrance hit me, I sneezed and pointed at the offending flowers. 

"Can you please move those? They're beautiful." Another sneeze. "And thank you for them." Sneeze. "But I'm allergic."

He was breathing heavily, like he'd sprinted from the parking garage. He looked from me to the flowers and his features tightened. 

"Bones?" Angel asked. 

"On it." Bones picked up the flowers and headed down the hall.

Not wanting to offend Angel, especially when he'd been so sweet, I stepped back into my room and waved for him to follow. He did, and I closed the door.

"Sorry. They really are pretty. I love them, I just can't--" Another sneeze.

"No." Angel's brow furrowed. "It's not that. It's... It's fine. Sorry. I didn't know. You hungry? Wanna get out of here and go get something to eat?" 

Now that he mentioned it, I was starving. I nodded. "I'll get dressed." 

He headed out the door while I ripped through my suitcase, searching for something to wear. I paired a cute navy peasant dress with brown cowboy boots, brushed out my hair, freshened up my makeup, grabbed my purse and phone, and headed next door.
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Angel

 

THE MEETING WENT exactly as expected. Bones and I had climbed out of the Hummer and followed Father's associates into a warehouse where we inspected a load of new computer processors. I made the opening offer and, as the old man had predicted, they hemmed and hawed about it being too low. I shrugged and started walking away. They countered. The cycle repeated a few times before I gave them my final offer. They told me they'd need time to see if they could find a higher bidder. I gave them twenty-four hours. 

Once we were back in the Hummer, I checked my phone and saw that I had a text from Markie. 

"Thanks for the beautiful roses. I'm allergic, but it was a really sweet gesture."

"What roses?" I asked aloud.

Bones's brow furrowed. "Someone sent her roses?"

I called the hotel manager, but he knew nothing about the flowers. Freaking the fuck out, I burned rubber toward the hotel, calling Markie. 

She was fine. Hearing her voice settled my nerves, but only slightly. I needed to see her. To see for myself that she was okay. 

"Why the fuck would someone send her roses?" I asked.

Bones shifted in his seat, and turned to look out the window.

"What?" I asked. 

"I have a theory."

I eyed him. Bones always had a theory, and usually it was the craziest shit I'd ever heard.

"Don't look at me like that. It's solid."

"Okay. Talk." 

"Well, you know I looked into her background. Her parents were cops."

Shit. I swallowed. "And..."

"She was going for her bachelor's in criminal justice, probably following in the footsteps of her old man. Straight A's, professors fuckin' loved her. She had a long-term relationship with some guy, they break up, and she suddenly drops out of school and leaves the country."

"Lots of people drop out, Bones." Then what he said really hit me. "She had a long-term relationship?"

"Yeah, some guy in Idaho. We're talkin' fuckin' high school sweethearts."

Goddamn. Bones had dug until he hit bedrock on her. "So they broke up. Shit happens."

He shrugged. "What if the boy went psycho and she fled the country to get rid of his crazy ass?" 

Seemed like a pretty big stretch to me. "She's been in Africa for a year, Bones. And she didn't go home."

"No, but she did have the orphanage pull a background check on her. If I can find this shit out, he can find her. What if he was watching for her? Just waitin' for her ass to come back."

As much as I hated to admit it, he had a point. A crazy point, but a point nonetheless. Chances were good that the two of them had just went their separate ways. Still, Bones could usually sniff out when something didn't smell right. 

Worried, I pressed the gas pedal to the floor. I don't think I breathed again until she opened the door. Then my breath caught for an entirely different reason. She was wearing a goddamn bathrobe! And judging by the eyeful of cleavage it showed, nothing beneath it. I had to get the fuck out of her room or I was going to attack her. And I still had to figure out where the flowers had come from.

"Any note or anything?" I asked Bones as I entered our suite. 

"Yep, but you aren't gonna like it." He held a card up.

I plucked it out of his fingers and read it.

You're sexy as fuck. Tell your boyfriend he should watch your fine ass more carefully. 

"What the fuck is this?" I asked.

Bones shook his head. "No clue."

"Call the manager. See if the hallway cameras caught anything."

"Already on it. He's looking them over and the second he finds anything, he'll send it to your phone." 

I nodded. "Markie's gettin' dressed then we're getting out of here. We need to keep eyes on her until we leave."

"Agreed." Bones propped open the door and looked up and down the hall. 

Seconds later, Markie came in dressed up like every man's wet dream, her tits stretching the fabric of her blouse while her skirt promised easy access and I couldn't wait to get those boots around my fucking neck. 

"Is this okay?" she asked, gesturing at her outfit.

She looked so self-conscious and sweet, I grabbed her hands and pulled her into me and breathed her in. She smelled so damn good it took everything in me not to carry her back to my room and forget dinner. 

"Yes," I whispered against her neck. "You look fucking amazing." 

She trembled. 

I draped my left arm over her shoulder, my right hand dropping to the pistol in my pocket, and we headed out to eat. 

We ate at a Mexican restaurant, and then danced to mariachi music for hours. Bones sat at the booth watching us while he sipped water and soda as he monitored my phone, waiting for a message from the manger. When he tapped my phone on the table and nodded to me, I knew he had something, so the next time Markie went to the restroom, I headed back to the booth. 

"What do you got?" I asked.

He handed me the phone and I played the video. The bastard wore a hoodie and kept his head down, like he knew the cameras were there. He knocked and moved to the side of the peephole. Nobody answered, so he set the flowers by the door, and then split. The whole thing took less than a minute. 

"He knows what he's doing," Bones observed. "You gonna show it to Markie? See if she recognizes him?"

"By his build? No, she won't be able to identify anyone from this. And what if it's someone fuckin' with me? I can't bring her in on this. We're just gonna have to keep her close until we head home." 

"What if she's not innocent?" Bones asked. "What if she's in on this... whatever it is? What if she's playin' you?" 

I glared at him, not liking where his line of questioning was going. 

"Don't look at me like that. You know I gotta consider all the fuckin' options, Angel. Her parents were cops, don't forget."

I hadn't forgotten, and I knew Bones was just doing his job, but I still hated it. If Markie was dirty, it was going to seriously fuck with me.  

 

*	*	*

 

When Markie returned from the restroom, we headed back to the hotel. The sun had gone down, and a cool breeze had picked up. I parked in the garage and came around to Markie's side, opening the door for her. 

"You owe me a walk on the beach," she reminded me as she jumped down, her skirt flaring slightly around her thighs.

Bones speared me with a look. He didn't like the idea of me being out in the open when something was going on, but there was no help for it. 

"All right, let's go," I said. 

"I gotta go change into my swimsuit first."

Bones stared at her. "The water's freezing. You can't swim in that icy shit."

She squared her shoulders. "I've never been to the ocean, Bones. Don't think for one minute I'm not gonna swim in it while I'm here. Besides, I'm sure the lakes back home are way colder." 

We followed her to the room and I slipped into mine to grab my jacket while she changed. Markie emerged moments later wearing a shirt that barely covered her ass, a jacket, and flip flops. Her legs were toned and tanned, and I couldn't stop watching her out of the corner of my eye as we headed for the beach.  

Bones kept his hands in his pockets, and I knew it had nothing to do with the cold. His head was on a swivel and he was ready to draw the instant he saw anything. 

The second our feet hit the sand, Markie paused. "It's so gorgeous. Race you to the water," she said, beaming me a smile. 

The girl was crazy. Chuckling, I shook my head.

She ripped off her jacket, flung the shirt over her head, and sprinted to the water. I stared after her in shock, partially because of what she was about to do, and partially because of the bikini she was wearing and the way her round ass moved when she ran. 

"Holy shit," I said, running a hand down my face. "Fuckin' perfection right there." 

Her feet hit the water and she let out a loud whoop, turning to smile at us. 

"It's only a little cold!" she shouted. "Come on!"

Yeah right. Shaking my head, I waved for her to go on without us. 

She took a few more steps into the water, then her arms flew over her head and she dove right in.

"As perfect as crazy can get," Bones said. "I don't like this, Angel. We're too exposed. Any mother-fucker could pop us from a dozen different spots."

Nodding, I kept one eye on Markie and the other eye scanning the area. 

Markie swam for maybe ten minutes before emerging from the water, hair plastered to her body, water dripping from her luscious curves as she rubbed her arms for warmth and ran toward us. Her fine tits were bouncing, and my retinas felt like they were about to catch fire from staring so hard. Before she reached us, I remembered my manners and grabbed her shirt and jacket, shaking the sand off them. I held them out to her, and she put them on. 

Still, her lips were turning blue. 

"Come here," I said, opening my arms. 

She shook her head. "I don't want to ruin your suit."

I grabbed her hand and pulled her against me, tucking my suit and jacket around her. It felt like being next to a goddamn ice cube.

We hurried into the hotel and Markie tried to pull away from me to head into her room, but I wasn't about to let her out of my sight. 

"Let's go get you warmed up," I said, holding her close as Bones opened our room and slipped inside. 

After Bones cleared the room, we went in and I turned on the fireplace, got her a towel for her hair, and poured me and Markie each a glass of wine while she took off her wet shirt and jacket and slipped into my bathrobe. Bones went into his room and Markie sat on the sofa in front of the fireplace. Carrying our glasses of wine over, I sat beside her and pulled her against me. She let me hold her as we sipped wine and talked until she warmed up.

Her body felt so right against mine. I brushed aside her hair and kissed her neck. Her breathing quickened, and she relaxed against me. Holding her, I listened to stories about the crazy shit she'd done with the children in Africa. Markie ziplined on some raggedy old rope, went for walks in the bush where the wild animals were, and often had to hide herself and the children from Boko Haram soldiers. With each story she told, my respect for her increased. 

"I should probably get some sleep," she said stretching as she stood. 

The bathrobe pulled apart far enough for me to get an eyeful of cleavage. Damn she had great tits. Just the brief glimpse of them instantly made me hard.

"Here, I'll walk you to your room," I said, standing. 

I tapped on Bones's door and let him know we were going next door. 

"Hold up," he said. Opening his door in sweats and a T-shirt, he held out his hand. "Give me your room key and I'll check it out first."

She looked from me to Bones. "Is that really necessary?"

I shrugged. "It helps him sleep at night if he knows everyone's safe." 

She handed over her keycard and Bones walked out the door. 

Holding her hand, I led her into the hallway, where we waited for Bones. A few minutes later, the door opened, and he stepped out. 

"All clear. I'm gonna open the door between our rooms," he said, handing her back her key. "You need anything, you know where to find us." 

"Thanks," she replied, looking confused. 

Bones nodded and headed back into our room. No doubt my friend would be watching through the peep hole to make sure I was okay. 

"Is something going on?" Markie asked. "Bones seems like he's on edge." 

"He's always like that when we travel." It wasn't a complete lie. Bones did tend to stress and hover even more than normal whenever we were away from Vegas. 

Nodding, she leaned against the door, resting her hand on the handle. "Thanks for dinner, dancing, everything. It was nice." Her eyes drifted to my lips. "Really nice."

Placing my hands on the door, on either side of her face, I leaned in. Our lips brushed. Hers were soft, warm, and welcoming, I couldn't get enough of them. I moved closer and deepened the kiss. Markie opened her mouth to me. I'd never been much into kissing--it had always seemed like unnecessary foreplay--but with Markie, it was different. I enjoyed it. I could do it all day. She tasted like sweet wine and smelled like a tropical paradise. Her hands wrapped around my waist and pulled me against her. Surprised to see her so aggressive, I stepped up my game. My hand went to the back of her neck and held her steady.  

Suddenly her body bucked forward, shoving me away. Cheeks pink and lips swollen, a combination of desire, fear, and regret spinning in her bright blue eyes, her hand flashed the keycard in front of the lock and it clicked open. 

She pushed open the door and leaped backwards, over the threshold of the room. 

Damn. She was going to ice me out again. "Wait."

She took another step back and lowered her head.

"Sorry, Angel, I can't," she whispered, her voice husky.

"Why not?" I asked.

Before I could answer, she closed the door.
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Markie

 

ANGEL SET MY entire body on fire. Ripping off the borrowed bathrobe and tossing it aside, I leaned against the wall and tried to catch my breath. Never in my life had I wanted anything as much as I wanted him. 

But that couldn't happen.  

Still, it physically hurt me to shut Angel down, especially since I knew he wanted me just as badly as I wanted him. Maybe even more. His dark eyes had pooled with lust, and his lips... and oh my god, that tongue! Just imagining the things he could do with it spiked my body temperature and made my sex ache. 

I'd only ever been with one guy. Derek had been my high school sweetheart and I thought we'd get married and grow old together. Even though I'd loved him at the time, sex had always been awkward and clumsy. I hadn't missed it at all since we broke up and I flew to Africa. 

But my body had never reacted this way to Derek. 

I had a feeling Angel could play me like a fiddle, and oh how I needed him to pluck my strings. I closed my eyes and imagined Angel's lips and hands roaming over my body. Would he be gentle? Rough? I was burning to find out.  

He'd wanted more, and I shut the door on him. What if he was still out there in the hall, his body about to combust as well? Why was I torturing us like this? Wouldn't it be a kindness to douse these flames together? 

My resolve melted, and I grabbed the door handle.

What if he's not out there?

Then it's a sign that it's not meant to be. I will not knock on his door.  

Holding my breath, I turned the knob and cracked open the door. 

"Angel?"

"Yeah?" his voice sounded husky. Sexy. It brought me to my knees. No turning back now. 

"Wanna come in?" 

The door pushed the rest of the way open and Angel stalked in, his tie loosened and the top button of his shirt undone. Eyes dark, dilated, and dangerous, he closed the door behind him as his gaze drifted up and down my body.

He was too far away. Gesturing him closer, I pushed off the wall, lunging forward. We met in the middle. Mouths mashed together, my hands frantically tugged at his clothes. I needed to feel him inside me before I came to my senses and changed my mind. 

His jacket fell, then his shirt and tie. I tugged his belt opened and he reached to his side, sliding a Desert Eagle .50 caliber pistol from its holster and setting it on the nightstand. I recognized the gun from my training, and the fact he was packing that kind of heat only made him hotter. I unbuttoned his slacks and slid them down. He stepped out, kicking them aside. Eyeing the massive bulge pressing against his boxer briefs, I hooked my fingers in the waistband and tugged them down before leaning back and taking in an eyeful of Angel in all his naked glory. Broad shoulders, well-defined body, and a face I could stare at forever. The man was gorgeous. 

Our bodies mashed together again, and this time Angel's hands went to work. He undid the strap of my bikini top and tugged my bottoms down. Grabbing my ass, he pulled me upward. I wrapped my legs around his waist and we continued kissing as he backed me against the wall. 

Trapped with Angel's hard chest pressed against me, I continued to explore his mouth while my hand slipped between my legs to stroke his length. He moaned as he kneaded my breasts, and then he began to pull and pinch at my nipples. It was torture, and I wanted more. 

"Condom?"

"Not yet," he replied. 

One of his hands traveled down my stomach then cupped my sex. Rubbing my folds, he pressed me harder against the wall as his kisses grew greedier and more demanding. 

Everything he did just continued to stoke the fire within me. I arched my back and pressed myself against his fingers. 

He broke off the kiss. "You're so fuckin' wet," he breathed against my neck. "I could play with this pussy all day."

No. I didn't want to just play. I wanted everything. I started to object, but he plunged two fingers inside me. Surprised, I cried out. They wiggled and twisted, coming close to the spot I needed them to hit. Squeezing them inside me, I began to rock my hips against him. 

Still fingering me, he sucked one of my nipples into his mouth. He nipped at it while pressing against my g-spot and my burning body combusted.

"Ohmigod!" I shouted as the orgasm rocked through my body. 

Angel held me on his fingers until I finished, then withdrew and secured my legs back around his waist. Carrying me, he bent and picked up his pants along the way, plucking the wallet from his pocket before tossing them back to the floor. 

My ears were ringing. 

He set me gently on the bed before brushing more kisses over my body. Collarbone, breasts, stomach, inner thigh, he paid homage to each like they were holy before settling his face between my legs. The first stroke of his tongue rejuvenated my body and rekindled the fire within. He lapped up my wetness while his thumb circled my clit. Overstimulated and loving every second of it, I lie back and let him bring me to another orgasm. 

Only after I released the second time, did Angel pull out a condom from his wallet. Still horny, I watched as he put it on and slid it over his massive cock. He kissed me again, and this time I could taste myself on his lips. It turned me on even more. Lining himself up at my entrance, he thrust deep inside of me. 

My body stretched around him, and he filled every single inch of me. 

"Fuck," he hissed. "You feel so fuckin' perfect."

 I was thinking the same exact thing. 

He slowly pulled out and then thrust even deeper. Again. And again. He began building momentum. I wanted more. My body was all tingly, and I needed him to be rougher so I could feel it. 

"You okay?" he asked.

I nodded. "More. Faster. Don't hold back."

He smirked, and then stilled long enough to kiss me again. "How flexible are you?"

Smiling back, I said, "You should find out."

He scooped my legs up and set them on his shoulders before burying himself inside of me again. Oh my god. He was so deep! Biting my lip to keep myself from saying something stupid, I crossed my ankles behind his neck. 

Angel kissed my calves, watching me as he fucked me. On the brink of coming yet again, I threw my head back and closed my eyes. No doubt sensing I was close, he sped up. Grabbing his arms for something to hold on to, I gladly took every thrust, letting it build my climax. He pounded into me until we both toppled over the edge. 

After we finished, he got rid of the condom and crawled into bed beside me. I knew I should object--knew I shouldn't let him get too close--but I loved the feel of his arms around me. Lying my head on his chest, I let the sound of his beating heart lull me to sleep. 

 

*	*	*

 

The next morning, I awoke, still in Angel's arms. He watched me as he traced circles over my shoulder with the tips of his fingers. It tickled, but not enough to make me want to move and interrupt him. 

"How'd you sleep?" he asked, his voice doing that husky, sexy thing again.

"Really well, thanks." 

"How do you feel?"

I stretched, checking for damage. He'd straight up worked over my body last night, and I'd be lying if I said I wasn't sore. In addition, my hamstrings felt super tight. Still, it was not something I'd complain about. "Good," I lied. 

The look he gave me told me he didn't believe me, but instead of calling me out for my lie, he brushed back my hair and kissed me on the forehead. "I know just the thing to help you."

Before I could insist I was fine and didn't need his help, he jumped out of bed. Still naked as the day he was born, he tiptoed over to the door separating us from his and Bones's suite, and pushed it closed. 

He must have opened our side last night. I wasn't surprised, but it did make me wonder again if something was going on that they were hiding from me. Confident that the two of them could handle it--whatever it was--I pushed the thought out of my mind and focused on watching his muscular, perfect backside head into the bathroom. 

Water started running. 

Grinning, he returned and offered me his hand. Still naked I looked around for his discarded robe, wondering if I could get to it before he saw everything. 

"I've already seen you naked," he reminded me. "And I fuckin' love your body. Don't even think about covering it up." 

Well then. I guess that solved that. I accepted his hand and let him pull me to my feet. He kept hold of my hand, intertwining our fingers, as he led me to the bathroom and into the tub. As I relaxed, he soaped up a washcloth and had me lean forward so he could wash my back. He scrubbed down my back, my shoulders, my arms, and my front before tossing the washcloth in the tub and massaging my shoulders. 

I was really getting into it when his phone rang. 

Angel swore and hurried into the other room. 

"It's work," he said a few seconds later. "I'm gonna take it next door."

Unconcerned and now relaxed, I dunked myself under the water. 
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Angel

 

THE DEAL WAS off. I heard the words, even understood their meaning, but they didn't make sense. How could the deal be off? Had I done something wrong? Overlooked some important negotiation tactic? Replaying the meeting in my mind, I was certain I'd done everything the old man had told me to do. Still, I'd been sent to purchase the product--product he already had a buyer for--and I'd failed.

"We were able to secure a better offer," the voice on the phone told me. 

A better offer? What sort of dumbass would bid against my father? 

"You're making a big mistake." I replied.

"We're aware this decision might strain our relationship with your family, but we are first and foremost businessmen. I'm certain your father will understand our position."

They sure as hell didn't know my old man. "If you say so."

"We do look forward to the prospect of dealing with your family on future ventures. Please give my regards to your father."

The call disconnected and I stared at my phone, knowing what my next move should be. 

"Another buyer?" Bones asked.

I'd grabbed my robe from the floor of Markie's suite. Sliding my phone into the pocket, I nodded. "That's what he said." 

"Who the fuck would be stupid enough to do that?"

"They didn't say."

He frowned. "You gonna call the boss?"

I glanced at the door separating our suite from Markie's knowing I should. "What time did you set up her surprise for?" 

"Three p.m."

My phone showed the time as nine fifteen. "Think you can get him to make it earlier?"

Bones pulled his phone out and started scrolling. "For the record, I think you should call the boss now." 

"Yeah. I know. But as soon as I do he'll flip out, think the whole world's conspiring against him, and call our asses back to Vegas."

"Which would be the smart thing to do since we don't know what the fuck is going on." He put his phone up to his ear and turned away. 

I left him to his conversation and headed back into Markie's bathroom. Eyes closed, head leaned back, she was still relaxing in the tub and I took a moment to enjoy the view. Although I'd fucked lots of women, I'd never spent the night with one before. There was something different about Markie. I actually enjoyed being around her. 

And damn, she was gorgeous! Growing up in Vegas, I'd been surrounded by beautiful women my entire life. What nature didn't perfect, doctors could, and the city fed almost as many plastic surgeons as it did casinos. Father had started taking me around town when I was seven. I'd danced with showgirls, flirted with bikini baristas, partied with pole dancers, and even dated strippers. My suits, made of the best Italian silk and tailored to fit me perfectly; my apartment, custom built with every luxury and overlooking the lights of the city; my car, designed to be the ultimate in safety and comfort... it was all shit compared to Markie. 

I could stand there and stare at her forever. 

"What are you doing?" she asked, her eyes half-lidded. 

"I came to ask if you're hungry, but you look so damn fine you distracted me."

She cracked a smile. "Starving." 

I closed the distance between us and kissed her forehead. Her hand snaked out and snagged the tie of my robe, tugging it open. 

Out of instinct, I jumped back and looked down at my now exposed front. 

"I like it better like that," she said with a grin.

Yep, I enjoyed being around her. An answering smile tugged at my lips. "I'm gonna go order room service and shower before I'm tempted to jump in there with you. Otherwise we'll never leave this hotel room."

"I'd be okay with that."

So would I. Which was exactly the reason I needed to get out of there. 

 

*	*	*

 

After we ate breakfast and changed into our swimwear, I drove us to a boat launch not far from the hotel. Bones had been able to move Markie's surprise up sooner, so I was bound and determined to go through with it.  

"What are we doing?" Markie asked, staring out at the water. 

"It's a cross between snorkeling and scuba diving. You only go about twenty feet down, so you don't need to take any classes first."

Her eyes went round and a big smile spread across her face. "We're going down to look at fish?" 

"Only if you want to."

She bounced on her seat as she opened the door. "Yes. Yes! Please. Ohmigod I've always wanted to go deep sea diving." 

She leaped out of the Hummer and I was more than happy to watch her excitedly gesture for us to follow. She wore a different bikini than yesterday--this one was camouflage boy shorts and a black top with matching camouflage lace--and it looked fantastic against her suntanned skin.

Two instructors, Tom and John, met us on the dock, waiting in front of their twenty-foot boat. A back compartment secured oxygen tanks and other equipment.

"I'm so excited," Markie said. "Have you ever done this before?"

"Nope."

"Bones?" she asked. 

He shook his head. "Nope. Always thought it would be cool though." 

"Why aren't you two as stoked as I am? This is amazing!" Then she turned her attention on the two men standing in front of the boat, offering them her hand. "Hello, I'm Markie."

They introduced themselves and handed us wetsuits, which we struggled into before climbing aboard. John pushed off the dock and we drifted for a few seconds before the engine purred to life. Bones and I sat in the center bench seat with Markie between us. She leaned her head back and closed her eyes as the engine revved and the boat picked up speed. A smile spread across her face, and her hair whipping back in the wind. She laughed.

"What's so funny?" I yelled over the sound of the motor. 

"The salty air. It feels like a million kisses on my face. I love it!"

I couldn't help but smile as I watched her. She squeezed my hand but didn't open her eyes. The boat slowed and came to a stop beside a marker in the water. Tom killed the engine and John stood. 

John gave us a quick lesson on the equipment, and then John, Bones, Markie, and I splashed into the water. We followed John down to a world of kelp and coral, surrounded by brightly colored fish, where the rest of the world ceased to exist. Markie's eyes were bright and big in her mask as she reached out to touch a passing fish. Sea lions appeared. One nipped at the tip of Markie's flipper before swimming away. She pointed to it and gave me a dramatic thumbs up.

Even Bones had a good time. Head on a swivel, he seemed determined to see everything. We watched fish and sea lions for a while and even managed to catch sight of a couple stingrays before John motioned for us to head up. By the time I breached the surface, Bones was already climbing back into the boat. The sun was high over the city, its reflection dancing across the waves. 

I waited for Markie and John to pop up, but they didn't. Bones had removed his mask and was scanning the water from the boat. Worried something had happened, I dove back down to search for them. Finally, I spotted John holding Markie by the arm as they slowly crept toward the surface. Markie had both hands on her head. My heart lurched in my chest as they drew closer. 

As soon as we surfaced I pulled the regulator out of my mouth and asked what happened.

She freed her mouth. "Headache. It's fine. I'm fine." 

But she wasn't. I could see it in her eyes. John and I helped her into the back of the boat. Then she leaned over the side and got sick. Multiple times. I didn't know if I should look away and give her privacy or hold her hair. In the end, I patted her back. 

When she was done, she apologized and slid down to the seat, hands still on her head. Her face was pale. Eerily pale.

"Nothing to be sorry about. What's going on? Are you okay?"

"Yeah. Just a migraine. I get them, sometimes. Will you please hand me my purse?" She pointed in the direction of her bag. 

I passed it to her and she reached in and pulled out a prescription pill bottle. She popped a pill into her mouth and Tom handed her a bottle of water. Then Bones offered her a mint.

She accepted both before leaning against me and closing her eyes. "It's not a big deal. It'll pass. I just need a minute. The change of pressure must have just been too much."

Bones and John shed their gear and wet suits, while I draped my arm over Markie's shoulders and pulled her closer. Tom started up the boat and took us back to shore. I could tell he was trying to be careful, but every time the boat hit a wave, Markie winced. 

Back at the dock, she and I climbed into the backseat of the Hummer while Bones got behind the wheel. We were almost to the hotel when my phone buzzed. Father was calling to find out about the deal. 

With Markie leaning against me, and my decision to wait to call him weighing on my mind, I felt like I was navigating through a minefield. I needed to tread carefully. "I was just opening my phone to call you," I told the old man. "Deal's off. They got a better offer." 

"A better offer?" Father swore. "Who?"

"He didn't say." 

"I trust that you and Bones are on your way home?" Father asked.

"Almost. We're stopping by the hotel to grab our stuff. We'll be on the road in ten, maybe fifteen minutes max."

"I have a bad feeling about this, Angel. You guys be careful and hurry your asses home." 

"Yessir." 

He disconnected the call. 

I pocketed my phone and squeezed Markie a little closer, knowing our precious moments together were slipping away.
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Angel

 

WE MADE IT back to the suite. Markie crashed on the sofa with a pillow over her head while Bones and I packed our things and collected her bag. My phone rang again, this time with an anonymous number. Wondering who it could be, I closed the door to my room before answering so as not to wake up Markie. 

"D'Angelo."

That was all he said, and I didn't recognize the voice. 

"Yes?" I asked. 

"What the fuck is a Mariani doin' in my city?"

Staring at the ceiling, I tried to puzzle out who it could be. There were a few minor crime families in San Diego, but it was mostly run by a couple of powerful gangs. We had an understanding with them all. They stay out of our way, we stay out of theirs.

"Who is this?"  

He snickered. "Wouldn't you like to know? Play your cards right, and maybe I'll tell you."

"How'd you get my number?" 

"We got a new tech guy. Might even be better than you."

Goosebumps sprang up my back. He knew what I did for the family. Few people did and most were within our ranks. Someone had loose lips. 

"What do you want?" I asked. 

"You enjoying your little vacay with that pretty little blonde?" he asked. "Did she enjoy my flowers?"

"Stay the fuck away from her," I growled. 

"I knocked, but lucky for her, she didn't answer. I left her alive and untouched, D'Angelo. Remember that."

I had no reply, so I glanced at my phone. The built-in tracer was already busy tracking the caller's location, but I needed to keep him talking. Preferably not about Markie. 

"You gonna cut the bullshit and tell me what you want?"

He chuckled. "Right down to business. Just like your old man." 

Was he trying to tell me he knew my father?

"You should have my location by now," he said. "Don't worry, I left you a present, too. You're welcome." 

The call disconnected. 

I glanced at my phone as the software I'd customized zeroed in on the exact location the call was made from. I sucked in a breath as the dot materialized. 

Right outside the hotel. 

My phone dinged with an incoming text.

"Ps. Tell your old man Adamo sends his regards." 

Adamo? I only knew of one Adamo, and he was the capo of the Pelino family. Our families had once been allies, but that ended the day he shot and paralyzed Uncle Michael. Dread settled between my shoulders as I forwarded the text to my old man.

Father texted back, "Get the fuck out of there now. And be smart about it." 

Markie was passed out on the couch, so I crept into Bones's room and gave him the rundown on the conversation. 

"Gift?" Bones asked. "What gift?"

We looked through the peephole and saw nothing waiting for us in the hallway. Bones opened the door and I angled a handheld mirror to check it out. The hallway was clear. 

"Has to be on the Hummer," I said. 

We left Markie asleep in the suite and carried the luggage to the parking garage. Easing toward the vehicle, I pulled out the device scanner and went to work. The scanner picked up a small, unknown device under the engine. 

"Want me to get it?" Bones asked.

As my bodyguard, it was his duty. But we both knew I had a better chance of keeping it from exploding. 

"No, man, I got this." 

I handed him the scanner, got on my back, and slid under the front of the car. Sure enough, a bomb was attached to the undercarriage. It wasn't even a good bomb. Sensors angled at the driver's and passenger's sides. One good look at the cheap piece of shit, left no doubt I was looking at the work of the wiseguys Bones and I had picked up from the airport. Since I'd seen the specs, I knew how to disarm it. The Pelinos had to know this. Did they think I was stupid? Why the fuck would they warn me?

"Sloppy piece of shit," I muttered, cursing the bomb, its makers, and the whole Pelino family for that matter. 

"Can you get it?" Bones asked. 

"Yeah. This is... this is bullshit." My tools were in the Hummer. Since I couldn't open any of the doors without exploding the vehicle, I whipped out the pocket knife I kept strapped around my ankle and cut the sensor wire. Then I severed the rest of the connections and pried the piece of shit from my engine. I climbed out from under the Hummer, gently handing the bomb to Bones. 

Bones held it as far away from his body as possible. I climbed into the back of the Hummer and he passed it back to me. I disassembled the rest of the bomb and stashed it in my bag while Bones loaded up the luggage.  

Bones stayed with the vehicle while I went back for Markie. She was out cold, making me wonder what was in the drugs she'd taken. I carried her back to the Hummer, belted her into the passenger's seat so I could keep an eye on her, and then we got the hell out of there. I don't think I breathed until the lights of San Diego faded from my rearview mirror. 

Markie slept and Bones and I sat in silence, both of us keeping watch for a tail. I stole glances at Markie, wondering what to do about her. I tried to imagine her in my apartment, and with my family, but couldn't. The disassembled bomb in the back of the Hummer tugged at my thoughts, reminding me of how selfish I'd been to put her in harm's way to begin with. Scenarios of her opening a car door and triggering an explosion played in my mind. I forced myself to see every one of them, hoping they would change my mind. Hoping they would somehow give me the strength to push her away. Instead, I reached down and laced my fingers in hers. She stirred, but didn't wake. 

I could always tell her. I could come clean about my family and let her decide her own future. 

But knowledge about my family would only put her in greater danger. I needed to process, weigh my options, and figure out what the hell to do. 

Markie woke up right before we reached the Vegas city limits. 

"Hey, how you feeling?" I asked. Her skin had returned to its normal sun-tanned hue and her eyes were once again bright and lively. 

She stretched. "Much better, thanks. My head still hurts, but it's manageable now."

Her stomach growled.

"Hungry?" I asked.

"Yeah, breakfast..." She rubbed her stomach. "...didn't exactly stay down. I can just whip up something when I get home, though."

I was still holding her hand, and didn't want to let her go. Knowing I'd need to so I could go meet with Father, I asked, "Am I taking you to your sister's?" 

"Let me check." She released my hand and pulled her phone out of her purse. 

I missed the contact, and immediately regretted asking the question. 

She sent off a text, and then a few moments later her phone buzzed. 

"Ari's working. Any chance you can run me by The Pelican so I can get the key to her apartment?" she asked. 

"Yeah, of course," I replied.

"What does she do at The Pelican?" Bones asked, leaning into the conversation. 

Markie turned in her seat. "She waits tables at the restaurant just inside the front door. Not exactly what she came to Vegas to do, but it's a job."

"She come to be a showgirl or something?" Bones asked.

"Not exactly. She wants to sing."

"Like everyone else in Vegas," Bones groaned.

"You don't understand, she has a phenomenal voice. And I'm not just saying that because she's my sister. She's really talented, Bones. Matt was supposed to set her up with some auditions, but..." 

"But Matt's a chooch."  

Markie arched an eyebrow.

"A loser," I clarified. Not quite what it meant, but close enough.

We stopped by The Pelican, Markie got the keys from Ariana, and then we drove to their apartment. I helped Markie with her luggage, while Bones checked out her apartment. 

"You guys want something to eat?" she asked, heading for the kitchen. "I'm gonna make myself a grilled cheese." 

We declined. I would have loved to hang out and eat sandwiches with Markie, but Father would no doubt have Tech tracking our progress. I didn't want him to see the Hummer parked in front of her building for too long. While she was in the kitchen I scanned the apartment, finding it clean of any unexpected devices. Bones slipped out the door to give us some privacy.

Markie filled the sink with soapy water and started dumping dishes in while her sandwich was grilling. 

She spun around and leaned against the counter, looking up at me. "This was the best weekend of my life. Thank you, Angel." 

She tugged a rubber band off her wrist and put her hair up into a messy bun. Little wisps escaped the sides and fell back against her cheeks. She blew them out of her face and dumped a few more dishes into the sink. 

My conscience kept tugging me toward the door, reminding me the right thing to do was to leave, delete her number, and forget her. Markie was a good girl who didn't need to be wrapped up in my family's mess. We'd danced, we'd kissed, we'd fucked, and now it was time to end the fantasy and get back to reality. A stronger man would have done the right thing, but I wasn't that man. I was weak, and Markie was my strength. I breathed in deeply, and let the tropical scent of her invade my common sense. I couldn't walk away.

I tucked a few stray hairs behind her ears, letting my hand linger against her face. Eyes bright and full of passion, she stared at me. I leaned in and covered her mouth with mine. Warmth exploded on my lips and spread through my entire body. Her arms wrapped around me, and she pressed in, opening her lips to me. As I explored her mouth, my hands roamed, sliding down her back and to her waist. I instantly grew hard. My hands slid up her shirt, but Markie broke away and rested her forehead on my collar bone.

"There's something I need to tell you, Angel," she said, her voice somber. 

"Okay?" 

"I really can't stay in Vegas." Her chest expanded as she sucked in air. She took a step back, putting distance between us I couldn't seem to breach. "This weekend was incredible, but it doesn't change anything. I don't want to hurt you, so I need to make sure you understand that."

Regardless, her words did hurt. And they pissed me off. "Why do you have to leave?" I asked. 

"I don't want to talk about it. Just know that it's unavoidable. I couldn't get out of it if I wanted to."

What the fuck? 

"How long do you have here?" 

She frowned. "I'm not sure. I never expected this. Never expected you. I'm sorry. I..." Tears flooded her eyes and she turned her back on me. "I need to get to these dishes. Will you please lock the door on your way out?" 

"That's it?" I asked. "You're just kicking me out?" 

Her shoulders shook with a sob. Straightening, she let out a deep breath and nodded. "Yes. I should have done it a long time ago. I'm sorry." 

"Markie, whatever this is, tell me. We can get through it."

She looked at me over her shoulder and shook her head. "No. We really can't. I told you from the beginning, and the longer we do this, the harder it's going to be. On both of us. I'm sorry, Angel. Please go." It was barely more than a whisper, yet it shattered me like a roar.

"Yeah. Me too." Pissed and frustrated, I fled from the apartment. 

The one person who made me feel like I was something more than a mob boss's son had rejected me. My chest hurt so damn bad I wanted to punch something. Vacation was over, and I was back to business as usual. 
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Angel

 

AFTER BONES AND I filled my father in on our San Diego trip and everything that had transpired between me and Markie, he asked Bones what we thought Markie was up to. 

Bones shrugged. "I've been trying to figure that out, Boss. The broad seems genuine, but I don't know. The way she's been brushin' Angel off... Never seen anything like it. Could be she's an undercover cop or a mole for one of the families who caught a feeling and now she's tryin' to back out of it."

Father nodded and looked to me. "What do you think?"

I was too fucked up to think. "I don't know. I'd peg her for a cop before a mole." 

The old man pulled a picture out of his pocket, holding it out for me to see. Markie sat beside a silver-haired older man, probably about father's age. Mouth open, hands gesturing, he appeared to be talking, and Markie's eyes were red and pooling with tears. 

"That's Adamo Pelino right there," Father said. "Bastard looks old, and he's lost some weight, but that's him." 

I took the picture from him, studying it, memorizing the face of the man who'd crippled Uncle Michael. "How did you get this?"

"Bones ran a background check on her, and I was curious as to why. Had Tech keep an eye on her. This picture was taken the day before you left for San Diego." 

That surprised me. "You knew Markie could be dirty and you let us take her to the coast?"

He nodded. "If the two of you can't handle one woman, you deserve whatever she does to you." 

He had a point there. Only Markie had done more damage than I would have ever imagined possible. The old man couldn't see it, but it was there. 

"You're gonna have to bring her in," he said. "I'm gonna need to question her." 

I nodded. "Yessir." 

"First I need you two to have a come to Jesus meeting with Dante. Your brother's been shackin' up with some stripper and must have lost his fuckin' mind. Slackin' on his duties and layin' around in bed like some school kid bonin' his first crush. Set him straight and remind him who he is. Tech will send you the details."

And with that, we were released to go find my brother and bring in Markie. 

 

*	*	*

 

For Dante's sixteenth birthday, our parents had bought him a shiny red BMW, tricked out with more horsepower than his now nineteen-year-old self knew what to do with. The Bimmer had a system like mine which kept him connected to Tech, and allowed our technical overlord to send me Dante's exact location and the details of his most recent screwup. 

Bones and I navigated to the Bimmer, parked on West Baltimore Avenue in front of a rundown two-story apartment building. I idled behind my brother's car and checked out the area. The few working streetlights didn't show me much. A chest-high chain-link fence surrounded the building, and a sign on the gate warned of security camera monitoring. Across the street lay a vacant field, cloaked in darkness. A dented old truck parked in front of Dante's Bimmer was up on a jack and missing a back tire.

I put the Hummer in park, killed the engine, and dialed Dante's cell. No answer. I hung up and called again. Still no answer. On the third call, Dante picked up sounding frustrated and out of breath.

"Yeah?" he asked. 

"What, no hello? No 'how was your trip'? I'm hurt, little bro."

"Kinda busy right now. Can I call you back in a bit?"

"Nope. In fact, I'm going to need you to come outside. We got shit to discuss." 

Bones and I climbed out of the Hummer and leaned against it, watching the apartment building. 

A mini-blind flickered in the window of the upstairs center unit. Dante swore. "You're here? Why?" 

Some girl in the background asked what was going on. 

"Is that a girl?" I gasped in mock outrage. "You bonin' a broad up there? Is that why you're too busy to answer my calls?"

"Come on, Angel, stop screwin' around. You know how it is."

"Sounds like you're the one screwin' around." 

My frustrated little brother was flexing his independence by shirking his duties and spending the night at his girlfriend's place. Too bad he hadn't yet realized his independence was a high-interest loan he couldn't afford, and Father had sent me to repossess his ass. 

"You want us to come up there and drag you down with your pants around your ankles?" I asked. 

"Don't be a dick, Angel."

"Don't make me. Get your ass down here. Now." I glanced at my watch. "You have one minute."

I disconnected the call and waited. Dante knew I wasn't playing, and within moments, his feet hit the landing. Rusted metal stairs creaked under his weight as he pounded down the steps. Fifty-three seconds after I'd made the demand, a six-foot-two disgruntled Italian stormed toward us. His feet were bare, and as he walked, he buttoned his rumpled shirt.

"D'Angelo. Bones." He nodded to each of us in turn, as little sparks of anger ignited in his eyes. Dante had our father's temper, but not the old man's power. If he didn't learn to rein it in, the kid would be pushing up daisies in no time. As his big brother, it was my job to set him straight and serve him a little piece of humble pie. 

Talking on the street was out of the question, even in times of peace between the families. I greeted my brother and ushered him into the front seat of the Hummer before settling myself back behind the wheel. 

Bones climbed into the back. "Where's Pietro?" he asked Dante. 

Pietro was my brother's full-time security guard, and the son of one of Father's soldiers. 

"How am I supposed to know?" Dante asked.

I leveled a glare at him. "Answer the goddamn question."

"I sent him to go get us weed. I wanted a little privacy with my girl and could use a relax. No big deal."

I shook my head, chuckling. Adamo was back in town, father was on edge, and my little brother was without a guard so the two of them could get high. It was the very definition of a big deal. "So, you're alone in this neighborhood at night? Might wanna call Father and reassure him it's cool. Especially since you're supposed to be working with Renzo tonight."

Dante swallowed, his Adam's apple bobbing up and down with the effort. "Renzo's got it handled. He doesn't need me."

"Renzo's family and you're supposed to have his back. He's out there down a man and one of our old enemies is in town. Father and Uncle Carlo send us out in groups for our protection... so we don't end up outgunned and sittin' in a wheelchair or gutted and dumped in a goddamn landfill. What the fuck makes you think you're man enough to set your own schedule and leave our cousin vulnerable?"

"I hear ya. I get it. It was stupid. I won't do it again."

Rehearsed, meaningless words and I didn't buy them for a second. I flicked them aside with a wave. "Tell me about this broad you're with."

"What girl?" Dante asked. His gaze flickered toward the apartment before returning to me.

I chuckled. "My guess? The one you're trying to be alone with."

He sighed. "All right, fine, there's a girl. We're just having fun."

"Having so much fun you paid both her rent and her car payment last month?" I asked.

He shrugged.

"Father says you need to end it. Yesterday."

He paled. "What? Why?"

"Your buddy Rodge has been skimping on what he's been sending up to Father. The old man confronted him about it and Rodge rolled over on you. He says you shacked up with his best girl and now she's not showing up to work. Not only are you slackin', but your broad's slackin', too."

He glanced up at the apartment window. "Mia and I are together now. I don't want her hooking anymore."

If only it were that easy. "Everything comes with a price, bro, you know that." I leaned closer to him, lowering my voice. "You and me, we're privileged. We drive fast cars, we wear designer clothes, chicks throw themselves at us, we get whatever we want. But it all comes with a price. We have to play the game by his rules. Father says end it, and you damn well better end it."

"Yeah? Well, I'm sick of playing by his rules."

Bones cracked his neck and leaned forward, putting a hand on my brother's shoulder. 

Dante rolled his eyes. "You can quit flexing, Bones. You wouldn't hurt me. Neither of you would."

Curious, I cocked my head. "Why don't you think I'd hurt you?" I asked.

"We're family. Father would never allow it."

Bones and I both got a good chuckle out of that.

"What?" Dante asked.

"You really think being family exempts you from being punished? How many times has Father beat your ass good for you?"

"That was different. I'm not a kid anymore."

"You think he gives a shit how old you are? No. Father will hurt you. Hell, I will hurt you, Dante. You're my brother and I love you, but if I call in and my capo orders me to whack you, I will. I would pull the piece out of my pocket and put two in your pig-headed brain. It would be quick and clean, and you would be dead. Anyone in the family would do the same: Cousin Alberto, Uncle Carlo, even Pietro will put you on ice if the old man orders it. Because in the end, it's not about you or me or even Father. It's about the family and we all do what we need to do for the family."

"You're just sayin' this shit to scare me." 

"No, I'm not. Bones is my best friend. You know we've been tight since grade school. He's always had my back... shit, he's like a brother. But if Father were to put out a hit on me, Bones would have to take it. If he didn't, Father would take me out anyway, and then send someone after Bones next. You get what I'm saying?"

"Yeah, but come on, Angel. This is bullshit. I like her, I should get to be with her."

"You also got a fuckin' job, dipshit. Had you shown up to work and done what you're supposed to be doing, Father probably would have let this slide. At least for a little while. But what you're doin' is just showin' him how immature you still are."  

"Come on, Angel. Haven't you ever dated someone the old man didn't want you to?"

I laughed, suddenly feeling manic. "Yeah, I have. She's our next stop, in fact. Father wants me to bring her to him for questioning, so that's where Bones and I are headed. Now give me your wallet."

He hesitated. 

Bones leaned forward. "Don't make me take it from you, Dante."

My brother looked from me to Bones before ripping it out of his back pocket and handing it over. He had no credit cards, none of us did, but I took all his cash and stuffed it into my pocket.

"What the fuck, Angel?" 

"You don't get a free pass because you're a son, Dante. Your blood got you the courtesy of this conversation. No more. You want money, get your ass out there and hustle like you're supposed to and quit acting like a lazy, privileged pussy-whipped little bitch."

I handed him back his wallet and he stuck it back in his pocket. 

"You won't get any more warnings, Dante. Father said next time he'll take your car. Believe that." 

I released him, and he turned to climb out of the Hummer. 

"Wait." I grabbed his shoulder, remembering the bomb I'd found under my Hummer. If Dante wasn't being careful, I wouldn't need to take his car. "Be sure to use the scanner Father gave you. I found a bomb under the Hummer today."

His eyes grew round. "No shit?"

"Yeah. I don't know what's going on, but Father thinks some serious shit's about to go down. We need to be prepared. Now go handle your business with the broad. I'll see you at Sunday dinner."

Head down, Dante lumbered back to the apartment building. Bones took his place and we sat for a moment, watching the area.

"I wouldn't take the hit," Bones said, breaking the silence.

Wondering what the hell he was talking about, I raised my eyebrows.

"If the boss put out a hit on you, I wouldn't take it. I still got your back, Angel. No matter what."

The broad I was interested in could be a cop or a mole, the families were warring, and I just threatened my little brother and told him to leave his girlfriend. My world was a shitstorm, but at least I didn't have to worry about Bones's loyalty. 

He held out his hand, waiting. 

I tapped my fist to his, agreeing. "No matter what."
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CHAPTER NINETEEN

Markie

 

THE MOMENT ANGEL walked out, I turned off the burner and tossed my grilled cheese in the garbage, knowing there was no way I could eat now. The look on his face had destroyed me. Disgusted with circumstances and myself, I left the dishes in the sink and stumbled over to the sofa. Pulling the blanket over my head, I sobbed until my eyes were dry and my head was pounding again. 

I must have drifted off, because the next thing I knew, the sound of loud pounding woke me up.  

My headache was back down to a dull throb. Not wanting to make it worse, I stood slowly and grabbed my phone from the coffee table as I headed to the door. Expecting Ariana, I swung it open and found Angel and Bones standing on my doorstep wearing identical scowls. 

The sight made my chest ache.

Why wouldn't Angel just leave me alone? 

"I can't do this again," I said, backing into the apartment to shut the door.

Bones grabbed it, stopping me. "We're not here for our goddamn health, Markie, we need to talk to you."

His tone and the set of his jaw left no room for argument. Inviting them in would be the polite thing to do, but every time I let Angel in, it got harder to push him out again. Squaring my shoulders, I returned Bones's scowl. 

"Okay, talk."

"Not out here." Bones pushed his way in with Angel following behind. 

Irritated, but unable to physically remove them, I stepped aside and followed them to the living room. Bones sat beside me on the sofa while Angel pulled something out of his pocket, powered it up, and started walking around the room.

"What's he doing?" I asked.

"Checking for bugs."

Certain he meant the electronic type and wondering why they thought any would be in Ariana's apartment, I asked, "Why?"

"It's clean," Angel said. 

He leaned against a wall, crossing his arms as he watched me through a mask of cold indifference. The room temperature seemed to drop, making the hair on the back of my neck stand up and my pulse quicken. 

"What's going on?" I asked, studying their hard expressions.

"Who are you?" Bones asked.

My mouth hung open as I tried to process what he was asking. Who am I? Shaking my head I said, "You've seen my ID. You know who I am." 

His jaw tightened. "You a cop?"

"No. I currently don't have a job. You know this." I looked to Angel, but he just stood there, expression still hard and unreadable.

"But you wanted to be one. Even went to school for it," Bones said.

"How do you know that?"

Instead of answering, he asked, "Why did you drop out?"

My mind spun with memories I didn't want. Pushing them aside, I spoke through gritted teeth. "That's personal."

Bones chuckled. It sounded hollow and angry, only increasing my unease. "Here's what I think. You were recruited. Now we just need to figure out who the fuck hired you." 

"Nobody hired me." His words weren't making any sense. "I haven't had a job since college." 

"Yet your bank account has monthly deposits. Where's your money coming from, Markie?"

Now I definitely needed to throw up. "I can't talk about that."  

"What about Adamo? He personal too?"

Having never in my life heard that name before, I blinked. "Adamo?"    

Bones tugged something out of his jacket pocket and turned it over, holding it out for me to see. A photo. Me sitting in cafe beside an older man in a suit. "Yeah, Adamo."

I had no idea that was his name. Bones and Angel knew more about my life and contacts than I do. I felt so violated. My hands began to shake as I reached for the photo. "How did you get this? Have you been stalking me?" My stomach twisted in knots and if I'd had anything in it, I'm sure I would have threw it up. Angel had been sweet, wonderful, caring. I didn't expect this. 

Not again. 

I'd been protecting him by pushing him away, and all the while he was stalking me? 

"We have to take her in," Bones said, his gaze directed at Angel. 

"I know." Angel pushed off the wall. "Clean and bring her."

Hurt and confused, I shook my head. "I'm not going anywhere." 

Bones pulled a gun out of his pocket and pointed it at me. "Yes, you are. First, unlock your phone and hand it to me." 

Shocked, I stared at the gun in disbelief. "Why...? How could you...?" No sentences would form. I looked to Angel, but he kept his back to me. 

"Unlock your phone," Bones repeated. 

This wasn't happening. Couldn't be happening. My fingers flew over the code. I briefly considered hitting the emergency key, but Bones tensed. I handed him the phone and he tossed it to Angel. 

Angel scrolled through my phone for a while, no doubt reading my texts. I blushed, knowing he'd be reading what I'd sent Ariana about the size of his dick. Did he get off on that? What an asshole. He stopped scrolling and took the phone apart, examining it. "It's clean. Nothing at all on it. Let's take her in." He shoved the pieces into his pocket.

Waving his pistol, Bones gestured for me to stand. When I did, he patted me down. "Clean," he announced.

"Of course I'm clean. I don't know what you guys think is going on but--"

"Save it and follow him." Bones gestured with the gun again. 

"Can I at least take my purse?" I asked. 

Bones picked it up and peeked inside before tossing it to Angel. They led me to the backseat of his Hummer, and Bones climbed in beside me, gun still drawn. 

"Where are we going?" I asked. 

Angel turned to look at me over the seat. "Markie, I need you to be straight with me. Are you a cop?" 

"No. I mean, I was going to be, but..." I shook my head. "No."

"Are you with one of the families?" 

"I honestly am not even sure what you're talking about. The only family I have is my sister and our uncle. If you're talking about a crime family or something, no. I'm not a cop. Not a criminal. I'm just me and you're scaring the crap out of me. Are you kidnapping me?"

Bones grunted. "Somethin' like that."

"No," Angel said. "I know you don't understand, but I need to protect my family. My dad wants to meet you and before we go in there, I need to know if you're a goddamn cop or a mole from one of the other families."

He looked both angry and worried, and I was so confused. "Why?" I asked. 

"Because." He glanced at Bones before facing me again. "If you are, I can't take you to him. I'll need to get you out of here." 

Bones stiffened beside me. 

"You still got my back, Bones?" Angel asked.

Bones sucked in a deep breath and frowned. "Always." 

I still didn't know what was going on. "None of that matters, because I'm not a cop and I'm not mole."

"Then why do you have a picture with Adamo Pelino?" Angel asked. 

I didn't want to tell him, but clearly it was time. Tears burned the back of my eyes, and I blinked them away, looking out the window. "Look, I don't know who you think that is, but he's my end of life counselor."

"Come again?" Angel choked out.

I met his startled gaze. "I'm dying. I have an inoperable cancerous brain tumor."  
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CHAPTER TWENTY

Angel

 

"WHAT DO YOU mean, you're dying," I asked, staring at Markie. I heard the words coming out of her mouth, understood what they meant, but my mind refused to wrap around them. Less than twenty-four hours ago we'd been fucking like rabbits, and nothing about her contribution to the act had been fragile or weak. The girl was a freak and an adrenaline junkie. She couldn't be dying. That's not how dying people behaved.  

She took a deep breath. "When I said I was leaving Vegas, I meant I'm leaving everywhere. I'm dying. That's why I didn't want to give you my number or go out with you. But you were so nice and wonderful, and now you're being crazy and horrible, so whatever. Now you know."

Nothing she said made sense. "But you're young and healthy."

She grimaced. "I don't think cancer cares."

"Why didn't you tell me?"

"Because I don't want you to look at me like that."

"Like what?"

"Like you're looking at me right now. Pity, disbelief, shock. I have limited time left, and I wanted to feel normal. Not like some freak everyone has to baby and take care of."

I swallowed and took a moment to fix my expression. "There has to be something they can do."

"They as in doctors?" she asked. "Last time they checked, they couldn't even get to it to operate. My doctor said sometimes tumors move, but even if it did, I don't have insurance, Angel. I have a small savings account that I get monthly deposits in from my parents' insurance, but between the surgery and radiation, I'd need between four hundred thousand and seven hundred thousand dollars. I can't come up with hundreds of thousands of dollars. Especially not for a surgery that may or may not work."

She was going to die, and she'd accepted it. She wasn't fighting it... hadn't started some social fundraising page or anything. Instead, she'd flown to the other side of the world to help orphans. "This is why you went to Africa," I said. 

She nodded. "Part of it, yes. I didn't want Ari to watch me die and I wanted to have crazy and wonderful adventures with what remained of my life."

Something still didn't make sense. "What about the picture with Adamo Pelino?" 

"Can I see my purse?" she asked. 

When I handed it to her over the seat, she retrieved a business card from the side pocket and held it out to me. It had Adamo's name, phone number, email address, and listed his occupation as "end of life counselor."

"I don't know who Adamo is to you, but he was advising me to get my will in order for Ariana and to make sure my funeral costs are paid for. No funeral. I'm going to be cremated. I have it all set up with--" She reached back into her purse.

I couldn't take anymore. 

"Stop!" I snapped. "Please."  

"Why? You kept asking me what was going on. You wanted to know what was up so freaking bad you had to pry until you found out. There it is." A tear ran down her cheek. "I'm dying, Angel. Might as well accept it. I have." 

"Well, I don't." And I couldn't, but didn't know what else to say, so I turned around and put the hummer in reverse. The drive to my parents' house was brutal. Father had been so wrong about Markie, and I'd believed him. Bones had pulled a fucking gun on her, and we'd basically kidnapped her. How could I come back from that? Did it even matter? She was dying!

Cancer.

The word was like peanut butter stuck to the top of my mouth. It had a distinct, overwhelming taste, and I couldn't swallow it or spit it out. There had to be something we could do to get rid of it. I popped my bluetooth in my ear and called Mamma. 

"Angel? Is everything okay?" Mamma asked, which summed up how often I called her.

"I'm fine," I replied. "Are you home?"

"Yes. Your nonna and I are having a cappuccino." 

"Good. I'm bringing a friend home and I need you to sit with her while I talk to Father."

"Her? You're bringing a girl home?" she asked.

I'd dated plenty of women, but I'd never once brought one to meet my parents, so I could understand Mamma's disbelief. "Yes. And I need a favor."

"Of course. Anything." 

"Please get in touch with Dr. Monte and see if she can make a house call." 

"But you're okay?" 

"Yes."

"And Bones is okay?" 

"Yes." 

Mamma hesitated for a moment and I knew she was putting two and two together. "I'll call Dr. Monte now." 

Mamma disconnected, and I met Markie's gaze in the rearview mirror. Her eyes were red and puffy, and she immediately looked away. 

"For what it's worth, I'm sorry," I said. 

"Sorry for what? Believing I would ever hurt you or your family? Or for kidnapping me at gunpoint? Or for forcing me to tell you my secret?"

"The first two. You should have told me about the cancer from the beginning."

"Not your call."

Bones had watched the entire exchange in what appeared to be shock. Finally, he shook himself and asked, "You really have cancer, Markie?"

Her glare turned on him. "It's not like diabetes. I don't have a bracelet or a card to show you, or I would." 

We rode the rest of the way in silence. By the time I got to my parents' house, Dr. Monte's car was parked in the driveway. Not surprising, since the doctor lived only three houses down. I led Markie into the kitchen to meet my mom, grandmother, and Dr. Monte.

Mamma and Nonna looked Markie over, no doubt wondering why she looked like she'd been crying, and then turned their questioning gazes on me. I didn't have time for the goddamn barrage of questions I'm sure was coming, so I focused on Dr. Monte.

"This is Markie. She has a cancerous brain tumor and we need to know everything about it. As soon as possible."

Dr. Monte nodded and situated her briefcase on the table. "I'll get some information from her, have her sign a consent form, and pull her records while my office runs our own tests. You'll know as soon as I hear back."

"Great. Thank you. Markie, please stay with them. I have to go speak to my father." 

I turned to leave, but Mamma and Nonna both intercepted me, tugging me into the living room.

"Who is she?" Mamma asked.

"Her name is Markie Davis. She volunteers at an orphanage. Father thought she was planted with me--either by the pigs or another family--but I don't think so." 

The two women shared a look.

"Who is she to you?" Nonna asked.

The question caught me off guard. I glanced back at the kitchen and felt my chest tighten. Who was she to me? Everything. When I thought she might be dirty, I'd been willing to go against my old man to save her. Now? Now she was dying, and I was desperate to do something to make sure that didn't happen. 

"I need her to live," I replied.

They both stared at me.

Finally, Nonna hugged me. "She will, Angel. We'll do whatever we can to help her."

I kissed her cheek before releasing her. 

"You leave everything to us, luce dei miei occhi." Mamma said, embracing me as well. "Go talk to your father. We've got this."

Thanking them both, Bones and I left Markie in their very capable hands and headed to my old man's office, hoping he'd be in a listening mood, because there was no fucking way I was bringing Markie in for him to interrogate.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Markie

 

IT HAD BEEN years since my mom died, but I still sometimes heard her voice in my head. I carried around a picture of her in my purse so I wouldn't forget what she looked like. She was kind and beautiful, but not delicate. Being a police officer, she spoke with authority and strength, reassuring me whenever I was hurt or scared. As a child, I'd known that whatever happened, she'd handle it. Everything would be all right. 

So, when Angel's mom (Annetta) and grandma (who insisted I call her Nonna) led me to the kitchen table, sat on either side of me, and reassured me that everything would be okay, with that same authority and strength in their voices, I lowered my head to my hands and bawled. 

They rubbed my back and let me cry until my tears ran out, handing me tissues, getting me water, being genuinely kind and exactly what I needed. Once I got myself under control, Dr. Monte grilled me for details about my brain tumor, most of which I didn't know. It had been over a year since I'd gotten the diagnosis, and I couldn't remember several of the terms the doctor had used. I'd blocked that crap from my brain long ago. 

"The flight from Africa made my migraines worse, so I went in for a checkup at this clinic." I took the business card from my purse and handed it to the doctor. "They had me sign a release so they could get my records and they refilled my prescription pain pills, but that was it. They wanted to do the scans again, but I don't have insurance and didn't see the point." 

Dr. Monte nodded, pulling out a consent form almost identical to the one I'd completed for the clinic. "I'm going to need your records, so if you could please fill out and sign this form, I can get a better idea of what we're dealing with. Also, I need you in my office first thing in the morning for scans." 

"I still don't have insurance and I can't--"

"You leave that up to us," Annetta said, patting my arm. 

Dr. Monte passed me a business card. "We open at eight tomorrow. I'll see you then." 

She left, and Nonna made me a cappuccino, while Annetta fed me some delicious homemade amaretti (almond shortbread cookies), both reassuring me that everything would be fine. Their kindness did me in, and when they started asking questions about my past, I told them everything. As in everything. I started with the hit-and-run car crash that took my parents and forced me and Ariana to live with an uncle who basically hated us. 

"Did they ever find the driver?" Annetta asked.

"No." I took another sip of my cappuccino. The caffeine was helping clear my head. "That's why I went to school for criminal justice. I wanted to become a cop--more specifically, a detective--so I could find the jerk, and other jerks like him." 

"So, you're a police officer?" Nonna, asked. The worried look she gave Annetta told me cops weren't her favorite people, which suited me fine, because I now felt the same way.

"No. I was still in school when I discovered the truth about my parents. They were murdered. The hit-and-run was staged by dirty cops."

"What happened?" Annetta asked.

"My dad had uncovered a trafficking ring within his department, and they killed him for it. Killed them both for it. When I found out, I went to my uncle, since he's the Boise DA. You gotta understand that me and Ari were never close to Uncle Jay. He let us stay there because we had nowhere else to go and he cared about his community image, but that was it. But it wasn't like we had family dinners together or anything. Still, I thought he would help me find justice for my parents. He..." 

My chest constricted as the betrayal I'd felt that day came flooding back. I'd never in a million years forget the look of pity in Uncle Jay's eyes. 

"He knew, didn't he?" Nonna asked.

I nodded. "His own sister and brother-in-law had been murdered. He knew, and did nothing." 

"I can't imagine," Nonna said, wrapping her hands around her cup. "There is nothing more important than family." 

I felt the same. Especially now that I only had my sister left. I couldn't imagine standing back and letting something bad happen to her. Hell, if I ever saw that jerk in the condom costume again, I'd let him have it. 

"I'd gotten my cancer diagnosis a few weeks before I found out about my parents. I knew I was terminal. My parents had set up their will to give Ariana and I monthly payments from their life insurance, which meant I had money in my bank account. Not a ton, but enough Uncle Jay advised me to take my money and go find some remote part of the world to die. Said if the police department ever found out what I knew they'd kill both me and Ari."

And my sweet Uncle Jay wouldn't have done a damn thing about it. 

"What did you do?" Annetta asked.

"I dropped out of college and went to Africa. I tried to get Ari to come with me, but she had her own dreams and they had nothing to do with volunteering at an orphanage in the middle of nowhere. I loved it, though. It made me feel useful despite... everything. I would have stayed with the kids in Africa until the end, but Ariana stopped returning my calls and texts and I was worried that something had happened to her. So here I am." I smiled at Nonna. "Because family is everything." 

"And how do you know Angel?" Annetta asked.

My chest tightened again as I recalled how Angel and I had met and the things we'd done together. The way he'd invited Max to eat with us and had called a cab and sent him to a motel afterward. I thought of taking me up on High Roller, and the way he kissed me with an intensity that made my knees weak. As I detailed our incredible adventures together, my feelings for him grew even more conflicted. 

"He volunteered at an orphanage with you?" Nonna asked, sounding amazed. 

I nodded. "He and Bones were great. Those kids need strong male role models, and it was awesome to have them step up like that. Angel also took me to San Diego so I could walk on the beach. I'd never done that before, and wanted to before... before I can't. We went diving, as well, but in hindsight, that probably wasn't the best idea, considering my condition. Worst migraine of my life. Seriously, the ocean was so beautiful, though. I don't regret any of it." 

"But Angel didn't know about your tumor?" Annetta asked.

I shook my head. "I never meant for things between us to go so far. I kept telling him I couldn't be in a relationship, but he doesn't exactly accept the word no." 

They both laughed. 

"The men in this family are bullheaded," Nonna replied. "They see something they want, nothing can deter them from going after it."

"Clearly." After all, he and Bones had brought me here at gunpoint. "But I don't think Angel wants me anymore. He thinks I'm a cop or something. We're not exactly on the best terms right now." 

"He's protecting his family," Nonna replied. "Surely you can't blame him after your own experience with the authorities."

She had me there. 

"Angel and Dom will clear this mess up, and then everything will be fine," Annetta reassured me. "We are people of many resources, and my husband is adept at solving problems."

I appreciated her confidence, but still thought it necessary to remind her of the truth. "I don't know that terminal cancer is a problem anyone can solve." 

"We'll see what Dr. Monte says," Annetta replied, sounding a little bullheaded herself. "But enough about this. I think you should join the family tomorrow after your doctor's appointment. There are a lot of us, and we all take a day to Christmas shop for local families in need. Then we meet here, wrap everything, and then we call a service to have it delivered. This'll give you a chance to meet everyone." 

I'd always wanted a big family, and I couldn't think of anything I'd enjoy more than shopping and wrapping presents with Angel's. There was only one problem. "I'm still not sure where Angel and I stand right now." 

As if on cue, he stepped into the kitchen, looking exhausted. "You ready to go, Markie?"

Annetta hugged me. "It was so nice to meet you, dear. Don't worry, these things have a way of working themselves out," she whispered. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Angel

 

MARKIE WAS DYING. Father looked as shocked as I felt. After telling him her story, I handed him the business card she'd given me. He put his office phone on speaker and dialed.  

"Dom. It's about goddamn time. Thought I was going to have to send you a neon sign with my fuckin' number. Please tell me you killed the bitch."

"Adamo," Father said through gritted teeth. 

"No? That's a shame. I would love to see Angel turn on you. Ah well. How's Mike? Still stuck in that wheel chair? Should have been you, mother fucker."

Father glanced at me. "Cut the bullshit and tell me what you want." 

Adamo chuckled. "Many things. But nuthin' a lousy son-of-a-bitch like you can give to me. That's okay. I'll take them for myself, like a real man. I won't send my brother in to clean up my mess. That's the difference between me and you. But when the shit hits the fan and your empire crumbles down around you, I want you to know who's responsible. I want you to remember this all could have been avoided if you'd been man enough to do your fuckin' duty."

"And marry that horse-mouthed bitch of yours? I don't think so. You need to let that pipedream go, Adamo. Hasn't it cost you enough?"

Although my old man sounded calm, the vein threatening to pop out of his forehead told a different story. 

The line went dead. Father tapped on his keyboard and swore loudly. 

"No trace?" I asked.

"Nope. It should be here, but it's not." 

Which meant Adamo had a tech guy, and whoever he'd gotten was no slouch. I knew Adamo had once been an ally of my grandfather's. Some serious shit had gone down between them, and after all that Adamo had just said, I figured it was Father's fault. 

"Can I ask what happened between you and Adamo?" I asked. 

Father frowned, still looking at his computer. "Your grandfather promised Adamo I'd marry his daughter. Valentina Pelino wasn't shit next to your mom, and I couldn't do it. Adamo took it personally and defected to the Durantes like a little bitch with his feelings hurt. Dumbass was gunnin' for me when he crippled Mike."

I stared at him in shock. 

"You know what saved my life that night? Your mom got a phone call from some broad who was claiming I was cheatin'. You were only days old at the time and Annetta lost her shit. Mike said he'd do the pick up from the Pelinos so I could go home and deal with her. When I got there, I had to step over a body to get to you and your mom. Some asshole had come for you, and she'd taken them out."

Something still didn't make sense. "Who was the woman?" I asked.

He shrugged. "Sure wasn't anyone connected to Adamo. He'd expected me to do the pickup, and he'd been ready. Never did figure out who called your mom and why. I wish Mike wouldn't have lost his legs, but I wouldn't change a damn thing given the chance. This family wouldn't be shit without Annetta. She's the reason I built all of this... for her and for you and your siblings. To keep you all safe and protected. Never wanted any of this until I met her. Then I had something worth fighting for. You feel me?"

I nodded, understanding what he meant all too well. The woman I would build an empire for was dying of cancer, and I'd do anything to keep her alive. 

As if reading my mind, Father said, "Dr. Monte was a good call. She'll figure out what's going on with your girl and if there is a doctor who can treat her, we'll handle it." 

I let out a breath, relieved to hear him confirm my hopes. "Thank you, Father."

"That's what family's for. Now get out of my office. I've got shit to do."  

 

*	*	*

 

After we left Father's office, Bones waited in the living room while I headed to the kitchen to retrieve Markie. 

"Have you eaten yet?" Nonna asked the instant she saw me.

Come to think about it, the last time I'd eaten had been breakfast in San Diego. It was now approaching seven p.m., and I was starving. After what I'd learned over the past hour, I didn't know if I could eat, though. 

"I'm okay, Nonna." 

"Nonsense," she replied, heading for the refrigerator. "Your mother made some wonderful stracotto al chianti (beef braised in chianti). You have to try it." 

"Will you please grab him some of that mushroom bruschetta, too?" Mamma said, making a beeline for the pantry. "I'll grab a loaf of garlic bread. Oh, and send some of that risotto, will you?"

"Angel, grab a bag and help me," Nonna commanded. 

Knowing it would be pointless to argue with them, I pulled a paper grocery bag from the cupboard and held it open for Nonna. By the time she finished filling it, we had all four courses and a bottle of wine. 

"We'll see you tomorrow," Mamma told Markie. "Angel, she has scans with Dr. Monte at eight a.m., then we want her here to meet the family while we distribute lists." 

Feeling like a spectator and a chauffeur as Mamma and Nonna took over, I nodded. "Got it."

"Good. Now take Markie home and feed her," Nonna instructed. "She needs to keep her strength up." 

"Yes, ma'am."

I led Markie from the kitchen and Bones joined us, taking the bag of food from me. 

"Man, I love it when your mom sends food home," he said, peeking at the contents. "I'm starving."

I opened the passenger's door for Markie and she climbed in, buckled up, and stared out the window as I circled to the driver's side. Bones took one look at me, nodded to tell me he understood that I needed a moment, and leaned against the Hummer. Thankful for the privacy, I climbed in and turned to face Markie. 

After everything that had happened, I wouldn't be surprised if she told me to fuck off, but I couldn't allow that. Not now, not ever. Reaching for her hand, I intertwined our fingers. She didn't pull away, but she didn't look at me either. Encouraged, I dove right into what I needed to say.

"Stay with me tonight?" I asked. I'd never invited a woman to my place, but Markie was different. I had no trouble imagining her in my space... In my bed. She belonged there. Just thinking about her hair splayed across my pillows and her naked curves between my sheets made me hard. Cancer could take her from me, but I intended to spend every moment like it might be her last.  

Markie's brows rose in shock. She opened her mouth, and then immediately clamped it shut again. She was obviously torn, which was much better than outright rejection. 

"I'm sorry about everything," I hurried to say. "I know I fucked up and I don't deserve you, but I had to protect my family. Now that I know we might have limited time together, I want... I need you to be with me as much as you can."

She continued to watch me.

"Besides, I gotta get you to the doctor in the morning, and Nonna said I have to feed you," I reminded her.

A smile ghosted her lips, not quite traveling to her eyes. "I am kinda hungry." 

She hadn't forgiven me, but her mercy was enough. Relieved, I pulled her hand to my lips and brushed a kiss against her knuckles. "Thank you."

Bones climbed in and we drove to Ariana's place, stopping long enough for Markie to pick up her things and call her sister (who was still at work). Markie hid the apartment key, and we went to my condo. Bones turned on the television and put on a game while I started warming up Mamma's leftovers. Markie roamed around the space, looking at the family photos I had on the wall.

"This is all family?" she asked, her eyes wide. 

"Yep."

"Wow. There are a lot of you."

"That's nothing. Those are just my parents, siblings, and Uncle Mike's family. There will be a lot more there tomorrow." 

"You're so lucky, Angel. I've always wanted a big family."

I chuckled and started slicing bread. "I don't know that I'd say lucky, but it's never boring for sure." 

She wandered over and sat at the bar, eying the pans on the stove. "The food smells great. Can I help you with anything?" 

"Sure." I set the sliced bread on a platter and slid it over to her before dumping the now warm mushroom bruschetta from a saucepan into a glass bowl. I stuck a big spoon in it and handed it to Markie. "Spread some mushrooms on the bread, please."

She did the first one, and then took a bite out of it. "Ohmigod, this is fantastic." 

She held the rest of the slice out to me and I ate it from her hand. It felt strangely intimate and made me want to set her on the counter and fuck her in my kitchen. My pants grew uncomfortably tight at the thought. 

"I want one," Bones said, shattering my fantasy with the reminder that his ass was in the living room.  

Markie slathered another slice with mushrooms and took it to him. I flipped him off as soon as she turned her back to me. Bones laughed, shaking his head. 

After dinner, Markie and I headed to my room. As soon as I closed the door behind us, emotions from the day crashed into me. Fear. Desperation. Helplessness. All things I wasn't used to feeling. They made me needy in a way I loathed, but couldn't deny. Grabbing her hand, I pulled her into me. Once she was tucked safely against my chest, I held on, willing her cancer away. Willing her to be okay. I leaned over until my lips found the pulse in her neck, and stayed there, not happy, but somewhat content. As long as her heart was beating, there was still time. 

"You okay?" she asked.

I brushed her hair back. "No."

She nodded. "Your family's great, Angel."

"I know."

"Would you really have betrayed them for me?"

I stood up straight and squeezed her closer. "Yes. I wouldn't have handed you over to them."

Pulling away, she stared up at me, her eyes watery. "Why not?"

"They're dangerous. We're dangerous," I amended. "We have to be. People want to destroy what my family has built. There's been kidnapping attempts and most of us have been shot at. We have powerful enemies, so we must protect each other. Family is valued above everything. I couldn't let them see you as a threat."

"Is that why I didn't meet your father?"

I nodded. "He has a lot riding on his shoulders, and sometimes he reacts before he knows the full story. I knew you'd be safe with Mamma and Nonna. Not even he would mess with them." 

She smiled. "I can see why. They're amazing." 

"Yeah. And so are you." 

Her body fit so perfect against mine, like it was meant to be there. The thought of losing her brought out a desperation I'd never felt. Needing her more than I'd ever needed anything in my life, I tucked a finger under her chin and pulled her face up until her gaze locked on mine. 

Markie felt everything I did. I could see the desperation and need in her gorgeous blue eyes. 

I anchored my hands under her ass and pulled her up. She wrapped her legs around my waist as our lips mashed together. She tasted of wine and passion, and I couldn't get enough of her. My tongue plunged into her mouth, desperate to claim her, to own her. She was mine to protect, and goddammit, protect her, I would. 

I broke off the kiss long enough to tug her shirt over her head and toss it on the floor. Still too many clothes. I unhooked her bra and released her fucking perfect breasts. Nipples already hard and pink, begging to be in my mouth, I couldn't resist them. I released her lips and traveled south, nipping and sucking at her neck before focusing on her tits. 

Markie threw her head back and I had to wrap my arms around her to keep her from falling. I hefted her up to get more of her breast in my mouth. God, I could suck on her nipples forever. Not wanting the other breast to feel neglected, I attacked it. Markie unhooked her legs from around my waist and slid down, pulling herself from my mouth with a pop. 

Before I could complain, she took a step back and unbuttoned her jeans. It took everything in me to stand there and patiently watch as she slid them over her sexy hips and shimmied out of them. 

"You are so fuckin' beautiful," I said, advancing on her. 

She put her hands up, stopping me. Then she slowly unbuttoned my shirt, our gazes locked the entire time. My pants came off next, and she slid to her knees in front of me as she slid down my boxer briefs, freeing my hard cock. Her tongue grazed the tip of me and I sucked in a breath. 

Our gazes locked again as she took me in her mouth. I almost shot my load right then. 

"My god," I ground out, throwing my head back. 

Perfect, soft lips slid over my dick again and again as I fought against the desire to come in her mouth. After a while, she opened her mouth wider and sucked me into the back of her throat, cupping my balls. So fucking deep, and I only wanted more. I grabbed her head and pushed myself in further. She released my balls and gripped my ass, taking me further down her throat.

"Fuck!" I hissed, pulling out of her mouth before I came down her throat. I wasn't ready for that yet. First, I needed to make sure her tight, pink pussy knew it belonged to me.  

Markie was still on her knees, looking like she was about to make another go at my dick. As good as that sounded, I had other plans. I picked her up and carried her to the bed, ripping off her panties as we went. 

I needed to taste her, to own every ounce of her. My head settled between her legs, and she sucked in a breath. Spreading her lips wide so I could see her pussy, I blew on her clit and her body shuddered. 

"You're soaked, baby," I said. 

"You do this to me!" she defended.

"Definitely not complaining." I looked at her. "I love that I make you wet. I love that sucking my cock makes you fuckin' drip. I'm gonna see how many times I can make you come."

I plunged my tongue into her sweet wetness and she moaned. Encouraged, I licked, sucked, and teased her until her orgasm started building. Then I slid two fingers inside her and attacked her g-spot, sucking her clit with the same ferocious intensity. 

She cried out my name as she came, and I fucking loved it. So much, I needed more. I climbed on top of her and slid myself into her tight pussy. God, the way her walls squeezed me made me want to pound into her. 

"You're not wearing a condom," she said. 

"No." I slowly slid out of her and then plunged back in, loving the way she contracted. "I needed to feel you first. Want me to put one on?" 

She shook her head. "No point." Closing her eyes, she ground her hips against me. "And it feels so good." 

Yes, it did. And I needed more. Needed to be deeper. I slid off her, pulling her onto me. 

"Ride me. I want to watch those big tits bounce." 

She took me inside her and rode my cock like it was a goddamn pogo stick. Hair and boobs bouncing like a fucking wet dream. It was the most beautiful thing I'd ever seen. I let her enjoy the ride as I continued to fight the urge to come. Markie couldn't hold back, though. My cock must have hit a sweet spot, because her lips formed in a perfect "O" and her pussy squeezed around me. 

I let her finish, and then I settled her on her hands and knees, getting an eyeful of her big ass as I buried myself in her again. 

"Ohmigod, Angel," she moaned.

It was all the encouragement I needed. Grabbing her hips, I withdrew my shaft before shoving it back inside her. Again. Again. Harder. I could feel her climax building again and it was so fucking hot. I reached around and played with her wet clit as I continued to pound her from behind. 

"You like that, baby?" I asked.

She nodded. 

"Good. You have the best pussy. I cannot believe how fuckin' good you feel."

With the hand that wasn't stroking her clit, I fisted her hair and gave her a little tug. Then I drove into her even harder and faster until both of us toppled over the edge. 

Afterward, I held Markie as she drifted off to sleep, silently promising her that nothing would take her from me.

Not even cancer.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

Markie

 

BEING WITH ANGEL'S family was surreal. First, his father, Dom, pulled me aside and led me to his office. Uninvited, Angel came along and stood behind me as I sat in front of Dom's desk. Dom grilled me about Adamo Pelino, and I explained that I'd picked up a pamphlet at the doctor's office when I'd gone in for a pain killer refill. 

"Do you still have the pamphlet?" Dom asked.

I dug around in my purse until I found it, all folded and mutilated from its time in the bottom of my bag. After I handed it over, he examined it, and then turned his attention to his laptop.

"No mention of Adamo on their website." He opened his desk drawer and withdrew the business card I'd given Angel. "Logos don't match. Looks like he made up a card at a print shop." 

"Think he tapped in on Markie's call?" Angel asked.

Dom nodded. "The bastard clearly has resources. How many times had you met up with Angel before your doctor's appointment?" 

I thought back. "I don't know. A few times?"

"Do you remember where you guys went?"

"The restaurant at the airport, the Ozone, a Cajun restaurant Bones took us to, the High Roller. I think it was the day after that," I said. 

Dom thanked me for my time, apologized for his previous assumptions, and hugged me, kissing my cheek as he welcomed me to his family. Weird. Still, Dom's welcome wasn't hollow. It carried weight, and brought on a strange sense of belonging. I was part of a family again. A huge, dangerous family, but a family, nonetheless. Warmth spread through me. I thanked him and followed Angel out to find his mom. 

People were everywhere, talking, laughing, genuinely enjoying being together. Angel introduced me around as we made our way to the living room where Nonna, Annetta, and Annetta's best friend, Adona, had everything organized, and were handing out lists of the items families had requested. Angel's seven-year-old twin siblings, Luciana and Georgio, latched on to me immediately, tugging me into the toy room to see the fort they'd built the night before. 

"Are you Angel's girlfriend?" Luciana asked. She was so adorable with her dark curls and big green eyes, that I wanted to keep her. 

Angel had followed us and stood just outside the door, talking to Adona's husband, Mario.

"Um..." Angel and I hadn't exactly defined our relationship yet, and I didn't know if he could hear us or not. "I'm not sure."

"Well, if you're not attached, I'm in the market for a girl," Georgio said.

"You can't be in the market for a girl," Luciana told him. "That's stupid. It makes girls sound like something you can buy."

"What about the girls on the billboards? Uncle Carlo says--"

"Whoa," Angel cut in, giving Georgio a sharp look as he approached. "Not something you should be talking about. Especially in front of ladies, Georgie." 

Georgio deflated, letting out a dramatic sigh. "Sorry." 

Angel ruffled his hair. "It's okay. Go get your jackets, you two. We're about to head out."

"Can we ride with you?" Luciana asked. 

"Not this time. Father's already got security lined out, and I'm not messing with it."

As the two of them scurried off, Angel grabbed my hand and pulled me to him, kissing my neck. "By the way, yes, you're my girl," he said. 

That made me feel all warm and fuzzy inside. Before I could respond, he tugged me in the direction his siblings had gone. 

  

*	*	*

 

Shopping with Angel's family was a blast. Angel told me they usually split up and went to different stores, but because of Adamo, Dom had increased security and kept us all together at one huge department store that had everything. Which, I thought was more fun since Angel's family was everywhere. After the shopping was done, several of us came to his parents' house and wrapped presents. Then we handed them off to a service to deliver. Angel, Bones, and I lingered there, drinking wine while the kids had hot chocolate, long after everyone else had left. 

I was on my third glass of wine when Dom came hurrying in, looking frantic.

Annetta bolted to her feet. "What's happened?"

"Dante's car blew up," Dom said, wrapping his arms around her. "He's okay. Conscious. Our guys are on the way to escort him to the hospital."

Angel jumped to his feet. "Do we know anything else?"

Dom looked at me, and I didn't think he'd answer, but he nodded. "The girl he was seeing... the one you told him to stay away from..." He shook his head. "She was with him. She didn't make it." 

Annetta sucked in a breath, bringing her hands to her mouth. "Who did this?" she asked. 

"I have a pretty good idea, but I will get to the bottom of it," Dom promised. "I'm gonna meet Dante at the hospital." 

"I'm going with you," Annetta announced, pushing away from him and heading toward the hall closet.

"Where are Sonia and Sofia?" Dom asked.

"The girls are with their cousins at Mike and Zeta's." Annetta whipped out her cell phone. "I'll call and let them know what's going on." 

"Tell Mike to put his security on alert. Call in anyone he can. What about the twins? We can't take them with us to the hospital." 

"Nonna will be here. And Markie can stay as well." Eyes pleading, Annetta pulled her gaze from her phone to focus on me. "Please?"

"Yes. Of course. You guys go take care of Dante."

I'd met Dante while we were out shopping. He looked like a younger version of Angel, and I couldn't imagine what he was going through, knowing his girlfriend had died. 

"Thank you," Annetta hugged me. 

"We'll leave half of the security team," Dom said, dialing his phone. "I don't know what these bastards have planned, and we can't let them catch us with our pants down."

Angel kissed my forehead, squeezing me close to him. "Thank you for this. We won't be long."

"Be careful." I squeezed him back. 

"Always, baby." 

With that, he followed his father out of the house with Bones and Annetta right behind them. Wondering what was going on, I turned to Nonna. 

"They'll be fine," she assured me. "Dom's handled a lot worse. He knows what he's doing." 

Apparently this was a normal occurrence. No big deal. 

Right. 

Trying not to let that fact rattle me, I went to check on the twins. They were building a Lego castle in their room, so I sat on the floor and joined them. After a while, Nonna came in and sat on the bed. 

My head hurt, and my vision was a little blurry, making it difficult to focus on the blocks. The blurred vision and headaches had been increasing in frequency and intensity. The literature I'd received from the doctor had told me to expect it, but it still sucked. Giving up on the Lego building, I sat back and watched them. 

"This section needs to be pink, because it's the princess's room," Luciana announced, placing a rose-colored wall. "This next area will be blue for the prince. They're going to get married." She glanced up at me. "Are you and Angel going to get married?"

You'd think I'd be used to the bizarre out-of-left-field questions kids ask, but nothing had prepared me for this.

"No," I replied, hoping she wouldn't pry.

In true child-like fashion, she did. "Why not? Don't you like Angel?"

"I like Angel very much."

"Then you two should get married. I'll be your flower girl and Georgie can be the ring bearer."

Tears stung my eyes. There'd be no wedding, no flower girl, no ring bearer. Not to Angel nor anyone else. It had never bothered me before, but at that moment, it hurt to know I was running out of time.

Nonna's eyes softened as she looked at me. "Do not give up hope, child."

I took a deep breath and blinked away useless tears. "You'd make a beautiful flower girl, Luci. And Georgie would make a handsome ring bearer."

"But you're not going to marry Angel?" Georgio asked, sounding confused.

"No, I'm not."

"Well, will you marry me, then?"

I smiled.

Luciana rolled her eyes dramatically. "She can't marry you. She's old, and you're just a kid."

Although I wasn't "old," at least I wasn't a child. Kids died of cancer all the time. Now that really sucked. Me? I'd lived a pretty full life. I'd gone to college. I'd spent time in Africa--not many people could say that--and I'd laughed. A lot. And now that I'd met Angel, I could honestly say that I'd fallen in love. Even though Angel hadn't said it, I was pretty sure he loved me, too. And unlike the last guy who I thought had loved me, Angel hadn't bailed when he found out about the cancer. 

"How did the scans go?" Nonna asked, pulling me out of my musings.

"Good. Dr. Monte said she was sending them to a specialist. She'll let us know when she hears back." 

"Good." Nonna nodded. "I'd like great grandchildren someday." 

I smiled, even though kids were so far from my current situation, I couldn't even imagine them.  

Nonna started to say something else, but the sound of gunfire--coming from outside--interrupted us. All four of us jumped at the noise, and Georgio rushed to the window. 

"Is it the bad guys?" Luciana asked, her eyes round with fear. 

"I don't know. I can't see anything. Wait. I see--"

I grabbed Georgio and tugged him away from the window. 

More shots were fired. It sounded like we were in a freaking war zone. 

"What's going on?" I asked Nonna.

"We're under attack," Georgio answered, grabbing Luciana's hand. "It's just like we practiced. Remember what to do?"

Eyes still wide, she nodded. 

I looked to Nonna for help. She shrugged. "Dom trains them all. They can get us out of here."

The house shook. Downstairs, men shouted between gunshots. 

"The attackers are in the house," Georgio announced, sounding strangely calm. "We have to go."  

He tugged Luciana toward the closet, gesturing for me and Nonna to follow. I helped her off the bed and we hurried behind the kids, ducking through a small door in the closet. Luciana closed the door behind us. We stood in the darkness, listening as feet pounded against the stairs. 

"They're coming," Luciana whispered.  

"It's okay," Georgio whispered. "Dad will find us."

"It's just like hide and seek. You don't have to be scared," Luciana said. I couldn't tell if she was trying to reassure us or herself. 

I turned on the flashlight app on my phone and looked around. We were in some sort of hidden passageway in the wall. It went on past Georgio. I angled my phone, but couldn't tell how far it continued. 

The twins were visibly scared, but also eerily calm. They'd acted so quickly. 

"Does this happen often?" I whispered to Nonna.

Heavy footfalls on the other side of the wall kept her from answering. Luciana started trembling, so I pulled her in for a hug. The four of us held our breath and listened.

"They're not in here," a muffled voice said.

"Well, they've gotta be here somewhere. Check the rest of the rooms." Names and directions were called out as the footsteps retreated.

My cell phone rang.

It pealed through the darkness, startling me. I jumped, and then fumbled to silence it. Angel's face appeared, and then vanished when I hit the button to send him to voice mail.

"You hear that?" someone asked.

"Sounded like a phone."

"Where?"

More footfalls. They were searching for us. 

Georgio grabbed my phone, removed the battery, and set both phone and battery on the floor. 

"They can use it to track us," he whispered. "We have to go."

He was like a seven-year-old James Bond. His father had prepared him for an attack. Why? Who would break in to a well-guarded mansion, to assault a couple of kids? 

If this was a common occurrence, no wonder Dom had been so freaked out about me. 

The four of us held hands so we wouldn't get disconnected in the dark, and tip-toed through the hidden passageway with Georgio in the lead. 

After a few minutes, there was a faint click, and then a rush of fresh, cool air. Still holding hands, Georigio led us outside and in between a line of tall bushes. Staying low, we crept away from the house, stopping at a tall fence.

"How you doin', Nonna?" I asked, looking over my shoulder. 

She was breathing heavily behind me. "Don't you worry about me. Just do what you need to do to keep these two safe." 

Loud banging came from the house. Someone was tearing the place apart. Fearing that they'd find the passageway and follow it to us, I helped Nonna through the hidden gate the twins opened. 

Once we were on the other side, Luciana looked up at me with big trusting eyes and asked, "Which way?" 

Sirens blared in the distance. The cavalry was coming to save us. "Maybe we should wait here for the cops," I said.

Georgio shook his head. "No cops. We can't trust them."

Sure couldn't, but hearing him say it broke my heart a little. "There are good cops, too," I argued. My parents had been two of the best. Of course, they'd also died for it.

"Too risky," Nonna agreed.  

Gunshots coming from the back of the house told me we needed to move. 

"Come on," I said, gesturing everyone forward. 

We ran for two blocks, and then Nonna was so winded she couldn't continue. 

"Take them," she said. "I'm going to Dr. Monte's place."

"We'll come with you," I said.

"No. It's too close to the house. They'll be looking for the kids. Nobody will care one lick about this old lady. Now, get out of here. And keep my babies safe." 

She hugged all three of us and shooed us away. I hated to leave her, but I could hear someone coming and figured she knew much more about what we should do than I did. The twins and I took off running again. Two blocks later, two gunshots rang out behind us.

Tears stung the backs of my eyes as I wondered if they got Nonna. With no time to think about that, I hurried the twins along. Several blocks later, Luciana started to lag behind. I didn't know if we were still being followed and didn't want to take the chance. I picked her up and kept going. 

When Georgio and I ran out of steam, I lowered Luciana to her feet and we slowed our pace to a walk. By then, my head was pounding, and I was lost. Not only was my vision blurry, but it had also narrowed considerably. I felt like I was walking through a tunnel. Still, we continued on for hours, mostly traveling down side roads and alleys.  

"We should get a map," I suggested, pointing toward a convenience store. Of course, I had no idea what I'd purchase a map with since my purse was still at Angel's parents' house. 

"No. There's cameras," Georgio said. 

"And?"

"The bad guys can take over the cameras and see us."

Certain he was messing with me, or quoting something he'd heard on television, I started to laugh. But Georgio was serious. 

"No they can't," I replied.

Stone-faced, he said, "My dad does."

Terrifying. I started watching for cameras as we continued. My tunnel of vision kept narrowing, and my brain felt like mush. With numb legs and no clue what to do or how to get a hold of Angel, I led them on, searching for a landmark any of us recognized. 

The temperature dropped with the sun. It was well past dark when we finally caught a break, a sign for a coffee shop I'd frequented. We were only a few blocks from someone I could trust.

Feeling hopeful, I urged the kids on.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Angel

 

DANTE WAS IN an examination room, getting the gash across his forearm stitched up, but was otherwise fine. At least on the outside. The devastation on his face spoke volumes about what was going on inside him. 

"What the fuck happened?" Father asked.

Mamma gripped his arm, glaring up at him, before breaking off to stand beside Dante's bed and grab his free hand.

The nurse finished stitching Dante up, and then hurried out of the room, closing the door behind her. 

"I broke it off." Dante's voice cracked. His eyes were red, and he looked ten years older than he had just hours ago when I'd introduced him to Markie while we were shopping. "Dumped her, just like Angel told me to. But she asked me to stop by. One last time, you know?"

We all looked at Mamma, knowing we shouldn't be talking about this in front of her. 

"It's like you all think I was born yesterday." She shook her head. "So, you slept with the girl again. Then what?" 

"She was hungry. Asked me to take her out for something to eat. We were walking toward the car when Uncle Carlo called me. I headed to the side of the building to take the call, while she kept going." He swallowed. "The car blew up as she got to it." 

"How long were you in her apartment?" I asked.

He shrugged. "Maybe an hour?" 

"Didn't Angel tell you about the bombs? Why the hell didn't you scan the vehicle?" Father asked.

"Because I fucked up!" Dante snapped. "You think I don't know that?"

"Everyone just calm down," Mamma said, rubbing Dante's back while she cast a warning glance at Father. "What's done is done. Now we've got to move forward."

"We'll get those bastards, Dante," I said. 

"Of course we will," Father agreed. "We'll get every fuckin' one of them." 

His voice had a deadly edge, sounding like he was already preparing for war. The last time the Vegas families were at war, I was just a baby. That war had killed my grandfather and crippled my uncle, and I wasn't looking forward to the next one. Regardless, I knew my old man was right, and we'd have to strike back. This time the Pelino family needed to be wiped from existence.  

An alarm went off on Father's phone. The sound filled me with dread. 

I stood. "What is it?" 

"Something's haywire with the house alarm." He dialed a number and then put the phone up to his ear. "Tech, why the hell is my house alarm showing as offline?" 

Pause. 

"What do you mean it's been disabled?" 

Pause. 

"I got that system because you assured me it couldn't be disabled. How could someone hack into our system?" 

Pause. 

"Nonna and the twins are there. Have they been contacted?"

I stared at my father straining to hear Tech's response. 

"What? What about the guards? How the fuck could you lose all contact with my house?" Scarlet crept up Father's face, and that tell-tale vein throbbed out of his forehead.

Mamma stood on wobbly legs, and I grabbed her, steadying us both. 

"Try Markie," Mamma said.

I dialed Markie's number. It rang once, and then went to voice mail. 

"You get her?" Father asked, ending his call.

"No sir." 

"I'm coming," Dante said, standing.

"You haven't been released yet," Mamma argued.

He glanced at his arm. "Really? This is nothing."

"You're both staying here," Father barked at them.

"Like hell!" Mamma shouted back. "I can shoot twice as well as most of your guards. Dante and I will lag behind and watch your backs."

I could tell Father wanted to argue, but their marriage hadn't lasted this long from him underestimating her. He pulled her against him and kissed her deeply. Dante and I both looked away.

"Be careful," Father said.

"You too," Mamma replied.

The instant we stepped out of Dante's room, guards surrounded us. Everyone was on high alert as we hurried through the waiting room, out the doors, across the sky bridge, and into the garage. The place was pitch black. Despite the late hour, it had been well-lit when we'd parked. Immediately, the hair on the back of my neck stood up. Glass crunched under my feet and I glanced up, squinting until my eyes adjusted to the darkness. The lights had been busted out. 

Bones closed in on my right, his presence reassuring me I wasn't alone. Mamma and Dante held back, drawing their guns. On my left, Father kept his hands firmly in his jacket pockets, stepping over the glass without breaking stride. In the dim light, I could barely make out the vicious grin spreading across his face. The old man was looking forward to this. 

A chill went up my spine. I squinted into the dark, searching for whatever had put that gleam in his eyes. Figures emerged from the shadows in front of us, and chaos erupted. Gunfire shattered the silence. I tried to duck, but someone grabbed me from behind, yanking me backwards. The hard steel of a pistol jabbed into my ribs. 

It wasn't the first time I'd had a gun pointed at me--not by a long shot, thanks to Father's drills--but this time was different. It made me desperate and angry at the distraction keeping me from Markie and the twins. I spun and threw a punch at my attacker, hearing the satisfying crunch of impact before his gun went off. Fire burned through my side as I hit the ground, drawing my pistol. Father's guards fell in, swinging at each other. Dark-suited men jumped, kicked, and swung to the thunder of bullets bouncing off the cement walls. The fray looked like an out-of-control mosh pit. Ears ringing, I searched for Bones. His fist slammed into the face of my attacker. The dirty guard flew backwards and slapped against the cement floor. Bones followed and kicked him in the ribs. 

I raised my weapon, but couldn't get a clean shot.

"You're surrounded Mariani. Give up and step down, and we'll let the kid live. All your kids." 

The familiar voice came from the shadows in front of us. I peeked around a car and squinted into the dark. Several dark shadows walked toward us.

"Bruno Pelino," Father said, his tone dripping with condescension. "You want me to trust a bunch of cowardly bastards who attacked a house full of women and children?" 

"We thought you were home."

"Is that what you plan to tell the other families? That you blew up my son's car and expected me to hide in my house?"

Bruno laughed. "You think the other families will step in? Ha! The borgatas are sick of being tied down to your rules, old man. The wolves want to be unleashed. They would have pulled your ass down years ago, but they're just a bunch of bitches... not enough balls between them to attack. Well, my father's just crazy enough to do whatever needs to be done."

Father twitched. A little red beam raced across the shadows, ending in the center of Bruno's forehead. Before I could register what I was seeing, a shot rang out. The Pelino heir apparent crumpled to the ground. His stunned guards took a few seconds too long to react, and the little red light traveled down the line. 

Bam. Bam. Bam

Bodies fell in its wake. I aimed and fired off a shot. A bullet whizzed past my head and I ducked back behind the car. 

"You cocky son of a bitch; this is my city!" Father roared. He ducked down, slammed another magazine into his Glock, and the little red beam resumed its deadly dance. I thought the old man was crazy when he'd tasked me with adding a laser sight to his Glock, but in that darkened garage he was a genius. In fact, if we made it out of this alive, I fully intended to get myself a gun just like it. 

For now, my Desert Eagle would have to do. I peeked back around the car and took a few blind shots. The fighting behind us began to die down, and more of my father's guards joined us in the frontal attack, Mamma and Dante were with them. The Pelino men started retreating. One guard slung Bruno's body over his shoulder before the entire group turned and ran, weaving through cars and dodging our bullets as they disappeared deeper into the darkness. 

My father had lost several guards. The remainder of the force piled into one SUV, leaving the second in the garage. Bones, Mamma, Dante, and I followed in my Hummer. I drove while Bones fumbled with the first aid kit.

"You're gonna need to take off your jacket so I can get a look at your side," he said, tugging bandages out of the kit.

I stopped at a light and struggled out of the ruined coat, stinging the hell out of my side with every twist of my stomach. The bottom right quarter of my T-shirt was soaked with blood. Bones tugged it upward and swore.

"How bad is it?" I asked. The light turned green, so I focused back on the road.

"You got a chunk of meat missing; needs stitches."

I chuckled. "Yeah, we should probably call the Pelinos and ask them to chill the fuck out so I can get back to the hospital. That gash on your cheek could probably use a stitch or two as well."

Bones pulled down his mirror and snorted. "I've cut myself worse shaving."

"Yeah? They probably have classes to teach you how to do that..."

"All right, wiseass, let me get that bleeding stopped." 

 

*	*	*

 

The street in front of my father's house was lined with cop cars and ambulances. Father's SUV parked behind a police cruiser and I pulled up behind them. What was left of the old man's guards surrounded us as we made our way past the cruisers and into the mayhem. 

The mansion looked like a battlefield. Bodies were strewn from the broken security gate to the front door, currently hanging from its top hinges. Authorities clearly hadn't been there long, because they were still checking for pulses and bagging and tagging the dead. A fallen man moaned and writhed on the ground. The guards around us tensed, but an EMT hurried over to deal with him. I scanned the faces of the fallen as we passed, searching for faces I recognized.

Where are Markie and the twins?

My father saw my blood-soaked shirt and hurried over to check out my wound.

"I'm fine," I said, waving him off. "It grazed me. We'll deal with it later."

"You should let me have a look at that," one of the EMTs said. 

"Yes," Mamma agreed. "You should."

"Not now," I replied, walking past them.

Renzo and his team met us in the driveway. He let out a relieved sigh and hugged my Father. "Uncle, I'm glad to see you're okay." 

"Where's my family?" Father asked. 

Renzo's gray T-shirt was darkened with sweat and he held a semi-automatic in his hands. "Nonna's inside. She went to Dr. Monte's house. Said she had Markie get the twins out of here. We're still lookin' for them."

Nonna chose that very moment to come waltzing out of the house, raising a fist at any of the EMTs who tried to stop her. 

"I was slowin' Markie and the kids down, Dom. I had her take them on as I went to the doc's house. She had a good lead and I took down two of those bastards to make sure she stayed ahead of them."

Mamma took care of Nonna, leading her back into the house, while Father pulled me aside. 

"Get to Tech's office," he told me. "I want you both staring at that goddamn wall of screen of his until you find the twins. I'll get teams all over the city so we can move the instant you two have a visual."

I nodded.

"Good. I don't know who to trust right now, Angel, but I know I can trust you. You do whatever you need to do, you hear me?"

"Yes sir."

With that, Bones and I headed out to infiltrate Tech's mysterious lair. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

Angel

 

I FIRST MET Tech over Skype when I was eight years old and trying to network my father's computer to the new security system. Tech walked me through a compatibility issue, and then showed me how to program the outside lights so we could turn them on remotely. He was the smartest person I'd ever known. Over the years, we worked on several more projects together, and I gained an awestruck respect for him. Although I'd never met him in person, Tech was my idol.

His office was well-hidden beneath a self-storage building toward the north end of Las Vegas. I'd used a key and a finger print scanner to get down to his level and there was one last step. Excited to finally meet the man behind the screens, I leaned against the retinal scanner and waited.

"You sure about this?" Bones asked.

The scanner beeped, and the door unlocked with a click.

I nodded, turning the handle. "Yeah. I need you on the street. If I find them, I want you to be the first one there. I can't trust anyone else. Text me when you get to Ari's. Maybe the two of you can figure out where Markie would take the kids. Drive around. You search your way, I'll search mine, and maybe one of us will get lucky."

My friend was still hesitant to leave me, but I didn't have time for his shit. I pulled open the heavy iron door and walked into every geek's wet dream. Over one hundred square security camera feeds were projected onto the white wall to my left. I froze and took it all in, hearing the door close and lock behind me. Tech's messy blond mop peeked over the top of a high-backed desk chair, positioned in front of the wall. Keyboard keys clicked, and then the images on the wall rotated.

Wondering if he realized I was there, I cleared my throat and stepped forward.

"Take a seat." He directed me to the empty chair beside him. "I'm dividing the screen in half, and you have a keyboard and a mouse to control the feeds on your side. If you have any... wait a second. What do we have here?"

My gaze shifted to the feed he was studying. Blonde woman, two small children. Thinking he'd found them, I ignored the chair and rushed to his side. He zoomed in until we got a clear view of the faces. Not Markie, and not the twins. His only reaction was to switch to a different feed.

"You shouldn't have any questions. DOS commands, it's self-explanatory." Then Tech seemed to realize I was standing right beside him. He leaned away and looked up at me over dark-framed glasses. "Angel."

"Tech." I nodded.

His gaze shifted back to the chair he obviously wanted me to sit in. I eased into it and looked around. Tech's workspace was immaculate. He had a yellow smiley-faced stress ball in front of his keyboard, but that was the only decorative element. Everything else was functional. Coffeepot, phones, computers, screens.

As for Tech, I'd put him somewhere in his mid-forties, but wearing a black-and-white checkered button-up shirt, and black joggers tucked into classic red Chuck Taylors he looked more like some twenty-something wannabe hipster.

"I'm sending you a feed. It should populate in the center," he said, forcing my attention onto the screen in front of me.

A second later, the video feed of the back of my father's house appeared. Markie, Nonna, and the kids slipped from one of the hidden doors and into the bushes. I tracked their movement to the fence and then lost them. Moments later, armed goons filled the backyard.

"This one's from the end of the block," Tech said. 

The four of them were still running. Markie linked arms with Nonna and coaxed her on. 

"Those are the only two confirmed sightings we have of the twins. The Pelino family is still scouring the city for them." 

He clicked a few more keys and several of my feeds were highlighted. I watched as grown-ass motherfuckers hunted down my siblings, making note of every single one and swearing to make them pay for what they were doing.

"I also have the facial recognition software scanning, so it may highlight a feed from time to time. Let me know if you see something," Tech said, resetting the feeds.

I watched the wall for a while. My phone buzzed. Hoping for correspondence from Markie, I checked it to find a text from Bones. He'd picked Ariana up from work and the two went to her apartment. There was no sign of, or word from, Markie. He and Ariana were going to go look for her, but they planned to circle back by the apartment periodically just in case she showed up there. I thanked him, and then turned my attention back to the screens.

I'd always known Tech had access to most of the city, but didn't grasp the extent of his reach until I shuffled through the feeds, populating my half of the wall. It was like watching all of Vegas at once. I saw the fountain Markie and Ariana had sat on, and the High Roller we'd rode on. Someone jumped from the tower of the Ozone.

Markie, where are you? I wondered while scanning faces of strangers. Maybe they checked into a hotel? Only they couldn't have, because her purse was in the Hummer. We'd found her phone in pieces in the hidden passageway leading away from the twins' bedroom. They had no credit cards, no phone, no car, no resources. It was getting dark. I rotated the feeds again. Hours passed in a blur of energy drinks, snacks, and staggered bathroom breaks. Still no sign of them. It was as if they'd vanished from the street.

The sun was beginning to rise by the time my phone rang again. 

"Hello?" I couldn't answer it fast enough. 

"Any word on the twins?" Father asked.

"We're still looking. The good news is so are the Pelinos."

He took a deep breath. "Those bastards still haven't given up, huh? Sounds like they need something to do. I've got just the thing."

He disconnected, and I returned my attention to the screens, wondering what the old man was up to. Tech's phone rang. He answered it and changed feeds as he listened. The right side of his screen populated with what looked like GPS readouts. He pulled addresses from the screens and sent them to the GPS readouts. I watched in awe as he worked, amazed by the speed in which he had six of my father's SUVs en route. 

I continued to watch for Markie and the twins until activity on one of my feeds drew my attention. An SUV pulled into an alley behind the strip. The doors opened, spilling out men with semi-automatics. They gunned down a group of Pelino's men who'd been searching the area.

"Team one was successful," Tech confirmed into his phone.

Only seconds later, another SUV pulled up in front of a hotel. But this time, the Pelino soldiers seemed to expect the attack. They pulled their guns and opened fire before the SUV full of my father's soldiers had even rolled to a stop. The feed disappeared. 

"Team two, successful," Tech said.

Successful? I searched for the feed, but it was gone. 

"Team three, successful," Tech said.

Team three? Where the hell is team three?

Tech's police scanner pealed in the background, reporting the shootings. All of my feeds were rotated, removing the Pelino goons from my view. I tried to bring them back, but those feeds disappeared, too. He had to be blocking my access. 

"Team four, five, and six--all successful."

I glanced at his screens, searching for the battles, but saw nothing. 

He looked at me and asked, "Have you found them?"

I startled. "No. Still looking." I went back to my feeds, wondering what the hell was going on. Tech had been loyal to my family for as long as I could remember. He was the best at what he did, yet someone had hacked into his system to break into my father's house. Had someone hacked him again to get the jump on the attacks? 

No, not that fast. Impossible. And he told Father the attacks were successful. Why?

Tension crept up my shoulders, stiffening my back. I kept one eye on Tech and the other on the feeds. 

"Angel, I know you saw that," Tech said, watching me.

"Saw what?" I feigned. "Did you find them?"

His forehead scrunched up in response. "You know what I'm talking about."

He was on to me. "You tipped them off, didn't you?" I asked.

Tech pulled out a pistol and trained it on me. 

Hell of a confirmation. He was a traitor. It explained so much and made me feel like a goddamn idiot. How had I not seen it before? How had Father missed it? I raised my hands in the air. My gun was in the pocket of my jacket, hanging in the closet. The only weapon on me was a knife strapped around my ankle, and there was no way I could get to it before he got a shot off.

"I want out, Angel."

"Out?" I asked.

He nodded. "Yeah. Out of everything."

"Okay. I can understand that."

"I knew you'd get it. This is our chance. Me and you... we're not like the others. This isn't our war. My ass shouldn't be trapped down in this fuckin' dungeon."

I couldn't get out. I had to find Markie and the twins. And he was wrong. I was like every other man in my family, because I was scanning the room for a weapon, intent on killing this bastard. 

"You want me to turn on my father?"

"Some father," Tech spat. "Manipulative bastard. He doesn't care about you. He doesn't care about any of us. He deserves whatever he gets."

Tech didn't know a damn thing about my old man. "What about the rest of my family? The people you're helping are hunting down the twins, Tech. They're just little kids."

"I've kept their location hidden."

Red spots dotted my vision. Tech--my friend and mentor--had known where Markie and the twins were and he'd also kept it from me, knowing I was going out of my mind with worry. "Where are they? I swear to God, if you've hurt them ..."

He raised his hands. "Calm down, Angel, I haven't done a damn thing with them. That girl of yours has led them to safety. She's smart."

She led them to safety.

I wanted to feel relieved, but was having a hard time trusting him. "You expect me to believe you? After you turned on my family?"

"I didn't turn on your family, they turned on me." Gun still in his hand, Tech stood. "Fifteen years, and do you know how many vacations I've gotten?"

I stared at him, shocked. This is about vacations?

"Zero! You know why? Because I'm not a person to him, Angel. I'm an asset. You're an asset. We're all assets... pieces of this game he plays. I thought you, of all people, would understand that." 

"I do understand. I just... he's my father." And I knew his motives. For the first time in my life I fully understood my old man. 

Tech shook his head. "Why are you loyal to him? Because of blood?"

He was pointing a gun at me, so I didn't answer. 

"Disappointing, Angel." He steadied the gun. "You should have come with me."

There was a finality to his tone that left me no time to think. I lunged forward, ducking low. A shot rang out. My shoulders connected with Tech's stomach, knocking him back. He fell over his chair, taking me with him. We bounced, and then slid to the cement floor. I grappled for the gun on the way down. Impact relaxed his grasp and the gun slid away. Rather than go for it, I pressed my arm against his neck.

"Tell me where the fuck they are!" I shouted.

His eyes bugged out.

"I can make this really painful."

"The orphanage," he croaked out. 

I strangled him until he blacked out. Bastard still had a pulse, but that wasn't my call. I stood, retrieved his gun, and called my father.

"Tech's dirty," I said, glaring at my former friend and mentor. "You want him for questioning?"

"Yes." 

"Call someone to get him. I'm going after Markie and the twins." 

"Did he tell you where they are?" Father asked. "Wait. Don't say anything over the phone. Take Bones, and anyone else you trust. Call me the second their safe." 

We disconnected, and I called Bones, opening the door for security to retrieve Tech as I slipped out.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

Angel

 

I SNEAKED OUT of the self-storage building hiding Tech's lair and crept into the shadows of nearby buildings to hide and wait for Bones. Before long, a hunter-green Honda Civic with darkened windows pulled into the neighborhood. It slowed and idled at the corner. I kept Tech's Glock in my left pocket and pulled out my Desert Eagle. I switched off the safety and watched the car. The driver's side window rolled down. Bones stuck his head out and looked up and down the road. Relieved, I flipped the safety back on and hurried out to greet my friend.

"Whose ride is this?" I asked, sliding into the small backseat as I waved to Ariana who sat in the passenger's seat.

"My mom's. We had just stopped by her house when you called, and I thought it best to use a vehicle nobody knows about."

"Good thinking."

Ariana turned around, her mouth pressed into a thin line and her eyes red and swollen. "Good. Now that that's settled, can one of you please tell me where the hell my sister is?"

"Ari--" Bones reached for her.

She deflected his hand. "Don't you touch me. I swear to God if one of you doesn't tell me what's going on right now, I'm calling the cops."

"The orphanage," I blurted out. "Get us there, Bones."

He put the car into gear and flipped a U-turn, heading toward the orphanage.

 

*	*	*

 

The orphanage door was locked, so the three of us took turns banging on it until we pissed someone off enough to open it. A woman I didn't recognize cracked the door and told us Markie hadn't been there in days. Tech had lied. Now I had no clue where to look. I ran a hand through my hair and pulled out my phone to let the old man know I'd failed. Maybe the Pelinos had nabbed Markie and the kids and Tech had lied about that, too.

"Angel. Pst, Angel."

Bones and I both had our hands on the guns in our pockets as we spread out and searched for the source of the whispers. Bones nodded toward the bush on the side of the building and we crept over to find Myles crouched down behind it.

"What are you doing out here?" I asked, releasing my hold on my gun. 

"Waiting for your slow ass. I thought you'd never get here, but Markie made me promise to wait for you."

My heart skipped a beat. Before I could say anything, Ariana lunged forward. "You know where Markie is?" she asked.

"Yeah, I know where she is, but who the hell are you?"

That helped me find my voice. "Myles, this is Ariana, Markie's sister. Can you take us to Markie?"

"Fool, what do you think I'm waiting here for?" he asked. Then he turned and motioned for us to follow him down the side of the building. We crept past the open field to a small storage shed. A broken lock dangled from the hook beside the door. Myles knocked out a little tune, and then opened the door.

Luciana and Georgio stared up at me with dirty, tear-streaked faces. Recognition widened their eyes and they both lunged at me. Overjoyed to see them, I kneeled down and gathered the little monsters into my arms, squeezing them tightly. Then I let go so I could examine them. Their clothes were torn and filthy, and several small cuts and scrapes covered the exposed area of their arms, but they were alive.

"Where's Markie?" I asked.

The two stepped aside so I could see behind them. Markie was lying on the ground, her skin worrisomely pale.

"Shh, she's asleep," Georgio whispered. "She has a headache."

I could tell by looking at her that she was more than sleeping. My feet felt glued to the floor as I watched her chest, hoping it would rise and fall with a breath. 

She should have heard us. She should have woken up. Why is she so pale?

"Markie?" Ariana asked. She rushed past us and fell to her knees beside her unconscious sister. "Wake up. It's time to go home."

Markie didn't even stir. 

Ariana gave Markie's shoulders a firm shake. 

No response. 

"Get up." Ariana's voice cracked. "This isn't funny, okay?"

"Is she messin' with you?" Myles asked. 

Ariana shook her head. "No. I think something's wrong. She's not... she's not responding."

I couldn't move. All I could do was stand there and watch as my world shattered. I'd found her, but I was too late. 

"Is she breathing?" Bones asked, stepping forward to check. 

Tension and fear mounted. The twins started crying and asking what was going on.

"Breathing. She has a pulse," Bones announced, pulling me from my stupor. "She's not dead, Ari. We need to get her to a hospital."

Ariana pulled out her phone. "I'm calling for an ambulance."

I reached out and grabbed her phone, stopping the call. "No. It'll come across the police scanner and..." I glanced at the twins. "Just no." 

Ariana looked like she was going to argue, but didn't. I gently lifted Markie, cradling her in my arms as I carried her to the car. We sent Myles back to the orphanage, and then Bones, Ariana, Luciana, Georgio, Markie, and I all piled into Bones's mom's tiny Honda and headed for the hospital. 

"Angel, you need to call your father," Bones said.

With my arms still wrapped around Markie, I somehow managed to phone the old man and tell him we were taking the twins to the hospital.

"Will she ever wake up?" Luciana asked, her big, innocent eyes heavy with tears.

She had to. Dr. Monte had sent the scans to some specialist. We were confident Markie could get treatment. We needed more time. 

I tried to be strong for my little sister, but could barely get any words out. "I don't know."

We made it to the emergency room where a nurse had me lay Markie on a stretcher. I was vaguely aware of my family surrounding us and taking the twins. Nurses wheeled Markie through double doors and I followed, refusing to let her out of my sight. 

Bones and Ariana stood outside the room, but I went in. When the nurses couldn't get me to leave, they gave up and made me dress in scrubs. I stayed by her side as doctors came and went. Finally, family was allowed in. Mamma was the first to enter. 

"The specialist is on his way," she assured me. "Dr. Monte says this guy's the best, and he's confident he can remove the tumor."

"When will he be here?" 

"His flight should be here in a little over an hour. We're doing everything we can, Angel."

"I know. Thank you." 

Mamma crept over to the bed and took Markie's hand. 

"It's the least I can do," she whispered, her eyes filling with tears. "I cannot thank you enough for saving my babies. We're getting you help, Markie. Our family needs you. Angel needs you. Hang in there." 

She kissed Markie's forehead, and then hugged me on her way out the door. 

Nonna came in next, holding a bag out for me. "The cafeteria food is rotten, so I hit that deli down the street and got you a sandwich."

I'd lost track of time. The clock on the wall said four-fifteen, but I wasn't sure if it was morning or afternoon. Although I had no idea how long it had been since I'd eaten, I had no appetite. 

"Thank you," I said, taking the bag from her and setting it on a chair. 

Nonna sidled up to Markie and repeated most of the same words Mamma had used, before kissing her cheeks, hugging me, and leaving. 

Father entered. "How you holdin' up?" he asked.

"I've had better days," I answered honestly. 

"Ain't that the fuckin' truth. Tech." Father shook his head. "Never saw that coming. If you hadn't been there... I don't know what would have happened. That bastard will get his, though. Just as soon as we wring every ounce of information we can out of him." 

I felt no pity for Tech. He deserved everything he got.

"You get that wound in your side looked at yet?"

I hadn't even thought about it. "No sir." 

He nodded. "I'll send a nurse in to stitch it up. Make sure you get some rest. Markie and the family need you to be at your best right now." 

I knew he was right, but the idea of sleeping seemed almost as crazy as eating. I needed to know Markie was okay first. 

Father hugged me and left, holding the door open for Ariana. She rushed in and sat by her sister's bed. 

"Any change?"

"No. A specialist is on the way, though. He'll do everything he can for her."

"Thank you, Angel. I'm glad Markie has you."

I didn't know what to say, so I nodded. I stood at the foot of the bed and Ariana sat by Markie's side in silence until a nurse came in and started fussing over my cut. She cleaned it and stitched me up, and then Ariana left. 

The specialist arrived and kicked my ass out of the room, informing me that they'd be moving Markie to a sterile environment for surgery and I wasn't allowed. Knowing he was her only hope, I gave her one last kiss before following Bones to the waiting room.  

 

[image:  ]

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

Angel

 

THE NEUROSURGEON SAID Markie's surgery was a success, and he was able to remove the entire tumor, but when the anesthesia wore off, she didn't wake up. He said these things take time and Markie's body needed to heal itself. No telling when she'd wake up. 

Hooked to machines with her head bandaged and her eyes closed, she slept peacefully while Father and I plotted revenge.

Tech had squealed like a pig, rolling over on the idiots stupid enough to support Adamo over my father. Uncle Carlo organized teams to close down their warehouses and cripple their operations while Father and I hit Adamo directly. The very next day we found him at his current whore's house. As much as I wanted to be the one to drive the bullet into his brain, Uncle Michael had done the deed. 

"Two in the head, make sure he's dead," Michael said, lowering his pistol. "Fuck, that felt good." 

Uncle Michael was appeased, but my old man sure as hell wasn't. So many people he'd trusted had betrayed him. After everything he'd done for them... done for the city. There wasn't a doubt in my mind that every single traitor would die before my old man let up. 

"How can I help?" Dante asked, finally taking an interest in the family business.  

Father gave him a team and sent him after one of the families who'd fucked up. Dante returned only hours later, refilling on ammo and requesting the next hit. 

"He's becoming the hitman you'll need him to be," Father told me, sounding both proud and sad. "This isn't what I wanted for him. For any of you."

"We're lions, Father," I told him. "We can't pretend to be anything less."

He smiled at me. "You are your mom's child. You'll make a good capo someday." 

Hopefully that day would be well in the future. As soon as Markie recovered, I had plans to marry her, buy a house, and fill it with little monsters of our own. Thoughts of her made my stomach clench with worry. I glanced at my watch. Almost eight p.m. Visiting hours would end soon, and getting past the nurses' station would be a pain I'd rather not deal with. 

"I gotta get back to the hospital."

"I know you do," Father replied. "We have all the teams out still. This shit should be wrapped up soon."

He wouldn't rest until his city was cleansed. 

No change in Markie. I spent the night by her side, and then went back to work the next day. 

Days were filled with killing traitors and taking over their warehouses and nights were spent beside Markie's bed. By the fifth night, I wondered if she'd come back. I replayed our time together in my mind, wishing I could do things differently. If I could have gone back in time, I would have jumped from the Ozone tower with her. I would have dove into the freezing ocean by her side and spent more time helping her with those brats at the orphanage. 

"Wake up," I whispered, kissing her forehead. "And we'll go feed and shelter every last bum in this goddamn city." 

Silence was the only reply I got. 

On day six, I was getting ready to head out when Markie stirred. Rushing to her side, I squeezed her hand. 

She squeezed mine back.

My heart leapt into my throat. "Markie?" I asked. "Baby, wake up." 

Ariana and Bones were sitting on the couch. They both jumped up and rushed to the bed.

"What? What's going on?" Ariana asked. "Is she awake?"

"She squeezed my hand," I explained.

Ariana grabbed Markie's other hand. We stood on either side of the bed, waiting for her to do something. Anything. Nothing happened. 

Ariana gasped. "She squeezed my hand! Quick, get a doctor!"

Bones rushed off and Ariana and I stayed with Markie. One beautiful blue eye opened, and then the next. I stared into them, still holding her hand as I leaned against the bed. Relief threatened to pull my legs out from under me.  

She looked at us and then glanced around the room. "The twins?" she croaked. Wincing, her gaze cut to the water bottle in my hand. 

"They're fine." I popped the top and helped her take a couple of sips.  "Worried as hell about you, but otherwise fine. Nonna is too. You did good, baby." 

Ariana burst into tears and hugged her. Markie patted Ariana's head, still looking at me.

I kissed her fingers one by one, so grateful I couldn't even speak. 

"The cancer is gone, Markie," Ariana sobbed. "You're gonna be okay. Ohmigod you've been out for a week! Don't ever do this shit to me again." 

Markie took another sip. "A week? It's gone?"

Bones returned with a doctor in tow. He looked over Markie's chart and smiled. 

"We were able to remove the entire tumor," he confirmed. "Now that you're awake, we'll need to run some tests and make sure your body's not hiding more. Now tell me, how do you feel?"

"Ready to jump from the top of the Ozone again."

Her eyes sparkled with mischief, reassuring me she would be okay. Patting her hand, I promised her we'd fly to the fucking moon as soon as she felt better.

 

*	*	*

 

Markie was released from the hospital two days later. The day Markie woke up, Bones, Ariana, Dante, and Pietro packed up Ariana's apartment and moved the two of them into the empty condo beside mine. 

Or, at least, we'd moved Ariana into the condo next door. Markie was never leaving my bed again. 

Despite her insistence that she could walk, I carried her upstairs while Bones, Ariana, and the doorman brought up the gifts, balloons, and flowers my family had filled her hospital room with. I parked her fine ass on the sofa and told her to sit there while I made dinner. 

The four of us ate, and then Bones and Ariana cleaned up while I sat beside Markie and pulled her onto my lap. She felt so damn good. I wrapped my arms around her and breathed in her scent. The doctor had shaved the back of her head. It served as a reminder of how close I'd been to losing her.  

"You okay?" she asked, turning to look at me.

"I missed you. You scared the hell out of me." 

She cupped my face in her hands, and her lips landed on mine. She tasted sweet and warm, comfortable, but also exciting. 

"I love you," I said, pulling back to watch her. 

Her eyes softened. "I love you too, Angel." 

Squeezing her against me, I said, "We moved Ari into the place next door, but I want you to move in with me. I can't stand being away from you. At all. Move in with me so I can see that beautiful smile every morning and fall asleep beside your sexy body every night."  

Tears flooded her eyes. 

"Ari will be right next door?"

"Yes. We wouldn't leave her in that pit by herself. Neither of you are going back there. Not ever. We still don't know where that Matt prick is." I was getting off topic, and she still hadn't answered me. "So what do you say? You tried to stay away from me. I tried to stay away from you. None of that shit worked. This... This works, Markie." 

"Are you sure?" she asked. "This seems so soon."

Never been more sure of anything in my life. "You know my family. They fuckin' love you, especially after what you did for the twins. By the way, we're going to have to go see them soon or the little monsters will probably slip out on their guards and run away to verify that you're okay for themselves."

She smiled. "I'd love to go see the twins."  

"Not today. Today you need to rest. In my bed and by my side, where I'm still hoping you'll spend every night. You're kinda leaving me hanging here."

"Yes." She nodded. "I'd love to move in with you." 

A tear slid down her cheek and I brushed it away. "Good. Because your stuff is already unpacked in my room." 

Her eyes widened, and then she giggled. "That's a little presumptuous, don't you think?" 

"No." I kissed her nose. Then her forehead. Then her lips. "I just know I can't be without you. You know my world is dangerous, but I swear I'll do everything I can to keep you safe. I can't let you go. You bring balance to my life. I need your crazy jumpin'-off-buildings, feeding-strangers, helpin'-kids self." 

"Yeah?" she asked, snuggling against me. "Good, because you're stuck with me now."

I held her, already plotting ways to keep her safe. Father and I had thinned out a lot of traitors over the past few days, but we still had work to do. Hell, I'd tear the city down for Markie if I had to, but she was like Mamma... the type of woman who'd rather help me build it up. To do that, my family needed to keep control over the criminal underworld. We had to rid our city of every piece of shit who thought they could bring us down.

We had to be lions. 
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