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DEDICATION

To all the believers. 

Keep believing. 

A NOTE FOR MY READERS

Dear Readers, 

I need to tell you a little about this book before you go in, so maybe you’ll understand why I stepped outside of my usual box to write it. 

I was reading a book recently that was about the mafia. I love mafia books. I’ve read a good portion of them. The mafia leader and his lover, his forbidden flame, the woman he purchased, the daughter of his enemy, you name it. I’ve read it. 

You know what I haven’t read? What you’re about to read. 

Back to the book I was reading. There was mention of a mafia leader who had a wife, a lovely wife, a good wife, a loyal wife, a wife he loved. But he had something else. He had a mistress. A woman on the side. Supposedly for status. A woman to make him look strong and superior. In fact, it was deemed that if he did NOT have one, that he was perceived as weak. 

My attention was sparked. I did research. Turns out that is indeed true in a lot of those situations. Not all of them, no, but some of them. 

And I said to myself. What is her life like? The other woman? The one used as a status symbol? What does she do with her free time? Who is she? Why does she do what she does? How does she fit into his world? How does it feel for her to be what she is? Does she hurt? Is she happy? How come nobody has told her story?

So. 

I’m telling her story.

I hope you love it as much as I loved writing it. 

Bella xx

PROLOGUE

I stare into his eyes.

Rafael Lencioni’s soulless, perfect, brown eyes.  

They’re the kind of eyes you never forget. Not for a single second of your life. His fingers are curled around my arm, his mouth is millimeters from mine, and his breath is hitting my cheek in short, hard bursts. It’s been days since I ran from him, and if I didn’t know better, I’d say the comfort that I feel from standing here in front of him is real. 

But we both know it isn’t.

His lies are breaking my heart. He’s tearing it into a thousand tiny pieces because I have to do something I honestly believed I’d never have to do. There was one rule I shouldn’t have broken—he was never meant to mean anything to me. 

My own brown eyes don’t disconnect from his. Instead, we just stare at one another, so much passing between us, the main thing being a sense of desperation. 

A desperation to change a life we have no say over. 

“Why, Julietta?” he rasps, his voice low, deep and husky. 

I love the way he says my name like he means it, like it’ll be the only name he ever murmurs for the rest of his life. 

“Answer me,” he demands carefully, precisely, with an order you can’t shy away from, even though he’s not raising his voice. 

His hand gently moves from my arm up my neck, and there he cups my jaw, bringing my face closer, as if he’s going to kiss me. But he’s not. He won’t. Not here. Not in public. That would break all the rules, and Rafael does not break rules. That’s the problem. 

That’s always been the problem. 

“Let me go, Raf,” I breathe, trying to move away from those intense brown eyes. 

“Not until you tell me why.”

Why I’m here. 

Why I ran from him.  

Why I’ve avoided him.  

Because I had to. I have to. I can't take it anymore. The lies, but mostly, the pain. The intense, desperate pain. The agony of needing someone you can't have. 

It leaves me only one choice. I'm going to do the one thing I know will make him turn his back on me. The one thing I know will make him run in the opposite direction. The one thing I'm certain will ensure he doesn't come back. 

The thought of never again touching him, kissing him, laughing with him makes my heart twist and an agonizing ache forms in the pit of my stomach, but I have to do it. I have to. For him. For me. For us. So, I part my lips and say the words that'll take him from my world forever. "I'm in love with you."

I see it before my words are finished leaving my lips. I see the way his eyes flash. I see the way his body stiffens and he straightens, looking broken, looking confused, looking furious. His hand slides from my jaw and everything inside me screams to reach out and grab it back, but I don’t. I let it fall, taking my heart along with it. He takes a step back, and I watch his eyes shut down right along with his body. I watch him shove my words into a place he doesn’t allow himself to access. 

He turns away, putting his back to me, letting me know my words have achieved what I wished. Before he’s gone, he looks back over his shoulder and gives me eyes I’ll probably never see again. I try to capture his face in my memory, try to remember every curve and every line. Try to remember how rich his laugh is, and how he makes my heart pound. 

Brown eyes connect with mine, and in a low, husky voice, he murmurs, “I told you not to do that.”

CHAPTER 1

“Julietta, you look stunning,” my mama says, leaning down and kissing both of my cheeks, her perfume washing over my senses and reminding me to make sure I put on my own before I go out tonight. 

“Thank you, Mama.” I smile, hugging her and then stepping back. 

Tucking a long strand of perfectly straight hair behind her ear, she asks, “Are you going out with Celia?”

I nod, knowing what’s coming even before I answer her. “Yes, we’re going to that new club in town.”

My mama’s face scrunches, and when she does that she looks just like me. Both her and my father are Italian, but her father had an English background so my mother isn’t full Italian. I’m a good mix of both my parents, with hints of my mother’s heritage in me, which shows in my hair, which is light mousy brown, not the norm for an Italian. I have fair olive skin and brown eyes with thick lashes, from my father.  I also have a light scattering of freckles across my nose, which, Mama tells me, are from her. 

I wish those would kindly remove themselves. 

“I don’t know about that club.” She keeps frowning and then leans in closer, her eyes wide, and whispers, “You do know who runs that, don’t you?”

I roll my eyes. “Mama, I know . . . but everyone goes there. It’s not dangerous. It’s just a club.”

“It’s run by members of the mafia,” she whisper-yells, her eyes flaring with a dramatic pop. 

I smile at her, trying to smother my laughter. When she gets like this, it can get pretty hilarious. She has a flare for the dramatic. “And?”

“And you know how they are in this town.”

“Mama,” I scoff.  “They don’t bother anyone who isn’t messing with their business. There are worse people out there. Celia has already been, and she said it’s amazing. Besides, I’m twenty-four; I don’t actually require permission.”

She flicks her arms around and then waves her finger in my face, a trait she got from my father’s mama, Francesca. That woman expresses everything with her hands. If she’s talking, or laughing, or yelling, she’s got her hands moving at a quick pace. “Don’t you give me that kind of lip, young lady,” Mama says, her eyes serious. “You’re still my daughter.”

“A daughter who lives on her own, has a career, and isn’t stupid,” I point out, also waving my finger. Only a little.

“It doesn’t matter.” She frowns, dropping her hands and crossing them over her chest. “That club isn’t the place for a girl like you.”

I raise my brows. “A girl like me?”

“Nice, sweet, smart. . . You don’t need to be getting up in the space of anyone involved with the Lencioni family.”

“I’m going to drink and dance. That’s it. I’m not getting up in anyone’s space. It’ll be fine. Now I have to get going. Celia is waiting for me.”

Mama shakes her head and crosses her arms over her chest. “Your father will not like this.”

“He’ll be fine,” I scoff. “He doesn’t even need to find out.”

She looks horrified at the thought of keeping a secret from him. “He knows everything that goes on in this town, Julie. He’ll find out.”

I raise my brows and throw back, “He thinks he knows everything in this town, but trust me, he isn’t as important as he believes.”

My father is a businessman and runs a local sanitation company. He knows a lot of people. He also thinks he’s the king of Chicago. He would probably have a conniption if he knew I was going anywhere near the Lencioni’s, but it’s just a fun night out. He has nothing to worry about. 

“You don’t get your sass from me,” she mocks as I kiss her cheek. 

“I absolutely do. Later Mama!”

I turn and rush out before she can get another word in. I only popped by because I left my shoes here. Next time I’ll wear a different pair. I adore my parents, but they can be slightly over-controlling. I guess it’s because I’m their only child and because of that, they tend to wrap me in cotton wool. They don’t believe I can do anything on my own without their watchful eye. 

That’s fine with me, but I’ve always been a free spirit.

And I don’t intend on changing that.

~*~*~*~

“Oh. My. God,” I cry, clapping my hands together and refraining from leaping up and down on the spot. “This club is amazing!”

Celia takes hold of my arm, a huge grin on her pretty face. “It’s incredible, right?”

“Absolutely.” I gasp, staring at the intense, beautiful space. 

It’s sleek, modern, and huge. There are several floors overflowing with people. On the top part, they’re leaning over the balcony, talking and watching the patrons below. The swank interior is decked out in a blue and black theme. The floors are black, the bars and booths are blue, and there are flashing lights hanging from the ceiling that change from flicking to pulsing every few seconds. There is a massive dance floor in the middle of the room, and it’s packed. 

Breathtaking. 

“Come on, let’s see if we can get a drink,” Celia says, pulling me through the crowd. 

The men around us make a line so we can move through with ease. That’s not surprising. Celia is tall, dark-haired and stunning. She’s wearing a tight red dress and heels that scare even me, they’re so tall. She walks in tall heels with ease, like she was born to move in them. My own hair is down, curled, and flowing around my back. My dress is equally as tight and black, dropping down to my hip at the back. My heels are black, strappy, and high—but not nearly as high as hers.  

A group of men in suits grin at us as we pass them, and I flash my best smile. I’m a serial flirt. Celia tells me I should have been a male, but it’s just how I am. I’m in no way cheap, but I love giving the guys something to talk about, and a little flirting always does the trick. 

“Ladies,” grins one of the well dressed males.

We both nod and keep pushing through to the bar. It takes around ten minutes to get a drink, but finally we’re sipping Cosmos and moving back through the swarm of people to find a booth. There aren’t any free, so we opt for standing near the dance floor, swaying our hips to the music as we take in the crowd and the people who range from dancing, to drinking, to making out.  

“So, you impressed?” Celia asks as she leans over and yells in my ear. 

I nod and give her the thumbs up, letting my eyes travel over the space again. I see at the top right there is a huge room that seems to be made entirely of glass. It looks as if it’s hanging over the club in a sense; its sharp, pointed edges hover over a quarter of the club floor. My guess is the people who own this place are sitting in there right now, watching the crowd. We can’t see in, but I have no doubt they can see out. 

“You think they’re watching us right now?” Celia asks, looking up and following my vision. 

I shrug, then grin as a hilarious idea hits me. Along with being a flirt, I’m also a serial shit stirrer. “I don’t know. We should totally do something and see if we can get their attention.”

Celia giggles. “Oh my God, that would be funny.”

“It really would.” I grin, still looking up at the glass room. “Let’s make faces at it.”

“Oh man, no way.” She chuckles.

“Come on, it’ll be funny.”

She shakes her head. “It’s the mafia in there; they might shoot us.”

I scoff. “They won’t shoot us. People probably mess with them all the time.” 

She thinks on it for a second, then nods. “You’re probably right.”

“Come on, let’s have a little fun. Don’t make me dare you—I know you can’t say no to a dare.”

She feigns shock. “You wouldn’t.”

I grin. 

She grins. 

She’s in.

I put my thumbs up to my ears and wiggle my fingers, poking my tongue out. Celia jumps in beside me and we start pulling crazy faces. People around us laugh out loud, and some of them call us immature, but if we cared . . . well . . . we don’t, so it’s beside the point. Hell, I’m sure they can’t see us anyway.

CHAPTER 2

RAFAEL

“Are you seeing this, Raf?” my brother Vincent says, hands on the glass looking down at the two girls staring right up at the office, pulling faces. 

“I’m seeing it,” I murmur, my voice low but clipped, focusing on the girls below. My eyes train in on the one who started it all. From this far, it’s hard to see what she looks like clearly, but what I can see is that she’s got hair that makes her look luscious and extremely feminine, long legs, and a killer body. Obviously she’s got sass, too. My mouth twitches as I stare down at her and her friend, who are currently sticking their fingers in their noses and pulling them up to make pig faces. 

Vin is grinning. “Don’t they know who owns this club?”

“Clearly they don’t care,” I say, leaning back in my chair and crossing my arms. 

“Sassy little things,” he murmurs, his eyes trained on the other girl in her red dress that can barely pass as a scrap of material. 

“Mmmmmm,” I say, watching a group of men around them who have slowly been moving in closer, eyes on the prize. 

Girls who look like that draw attention, but mostly, girls who act like that—cute and sexy—draw even more. They’re oblivious because they’re laughing so hard. “You seeing those men surrounding them?”

Vin glances back down. “Yeah, there are a lot of them. Too many. You want to intervene?”

I stare at the pretty mousy-haired girl who is now laughing, her head thrown back, her drink in her hand flicking out the side of her cocktail glass. Cute and sexy all right. She has no hope once that group hones in. “Yeah, I think I just might.”

I stand and straighten my suit jacket before turning towards the door.

“Careful brother.”

I grin. “I always am.”

~*~*~*~

JULIETTA

There are way too many men surrounding us. Granted, we weren’t exactly being subtle—we’d attracted half the club with our crazy faces. The group of men closing in are all-grinning, all-charming, but all-freaking-me-way-the-hell-out. They look like predators, the kind of men who corner women and take what they want. They just have that air about them. Something crackling that fills the space surrounding the group. 

Celia glances at me, and we quickly step backwards, stopping what we’re doing and turning towards each other, pretending we can’t see them. We make light conversation, but that doesn’t seem to deter them. 

One of the men steps forward and places a hand on my hip, leaning down close. “You like to draw attention to yourself, I see. I admire that in a woman.”

I shiver and try to step away but his grip tightens, a silent warning that I don’t like. “Let me go. We were only having fun.”

“Pretty girls having fun—I like that,” It would seem he likes a lot of things that I don’t. “What’s your name, sweetheart?”

I glance at Celia, who is being chatted up by another one of the men while the others casually grin at us as if they’re waiting for their dessert. This is not comfortable. At all. 

“Candice,” I lie. 

“That’s a beautiful name, Candy.”

Ugh. What kind of man is he?

I try to shift away again but he doesn’t let me go.

“Let’s dance.”

“I’d rather not,” I mutter, trying to move again but his grip is unmovable.

“Come on, just one dance. I don’t bite.”

He pulls me towards the dance floor and I squirm, trying to get his hands off my hip but they only tighten. People hardly notice—it just looks like he’s a man trying to control his difficult girlfriend. I’m fairly certain if I started screaming, they still wouldn’t be concerned. He is practiced, of that I’m sure; he maneuvers me in a way that is nearly impossible for me to pull away from, and he’s doing it with skill. That’s frightening.

“Let me go,” I say, but he pretends he can’t hear me. He just flashes a charming smile at the crowd that has them moving aside to let him through. His hair, which I can see clearly now, is blond and practically glistens under the flashing lights. This man is a real-life Ken doll, and he knows it. I make one more futile attempt to get him to let me go, but he doesn’t release me.

His grip tightens and he hauls me closer, crushing me against his body. His erection presses against my belly and panic sets in. 

I shove again. “Let me go.” 

“I believe the lady asked for you to let her go.”

The sound comes from behind us—a silky-smooth, sexy sound that makes my skin shiver and prickle with fear at the same time. It has an authority that cannot be denied or ignored. Both the man holding me and I turn and see what is, without a doubt, the most devastatingly beautiful man I’ve ever seen in my life.

Six foot of muscled Italian male stands beneath the flickering lights. He has thick, dark hair that curls around the collar of his black, sleek suit, and eyes so brown they almost look black. He’s got at least three days’ growth on his masculine jaw, and he smells incredible. 

“Rafael,” the man holding me says, instantly releasing me and stepping back. “I wasn’t causing any trouble; I was just dancing with this lovely young lady.”

“She didn’t want to dance,” Rafael says, his voice steady and precise—terrifying even though he’s not raising it. This is the kind of man to snap another in half with the click of his fingers. It radiates off him. My heart pounds. 

“R-r-right, of course,” the man stammers.  “I’ll just leave.”

He turns and lets me go, disappearing into the crowd so quickly I’m confused. I turn back to the man standing in front of me and wonder what sort of magical power he holds to make someone disappear so quickly. Probably Mafia. That makes fear crawl up my spine. I decide on giving him a smile, just in case. I certainly don’t want to piss him off. “Thank you.”

He studies my face, those deep brown eyes moving over my features, and a slow grin spreads across his. “My pleasure, cara.”

My knees tremble. His voice is the kind of voice you want to hear when he’s in between your legs, fucking you so hard you can’t breathe.

I study his face while subtly breathing him in once more. God, his cologne smells good. He looks equally as amazing. An Italian stallion without a doubt. This is the kind of man you would pay to ride all night long, without hesitation. I flush at the thought and turn, glancing at my hands, unsure what I’m supposed to say. 

“What is your name?” he asks seductively, dipping down lower so I can hear him. His breath tickles my cheek, and I’m fairly certain I moan.

“Julietta.”

“Beautiful,” he breathes. 

God, who is this man, and when can I take him home?

“Ah . . .” I shift nervously. “Thank you.”

“Take care of yourself, Julietta,” he purrs, glancing around the club. “There are bad people out there.”

“I will,” I say, meeting his eyes. “Thanks for your help.”

God, Julie, stop saying thank you. 

He flashes me a heart-stopping grin before turning and disappearing into a crowd that moves to let him pass through. 

Wow. 

That was intense. 

I want more.

CHAPTER 3

JULIETTA

Celia and I dance until we glisten with sweat. 

Then we dance some more. 

I’ve had a few Cosmos, but I’m not yet drunk. I think all my dancing is letting the alcohol pass quicker than it can get into my system. Besides, I’m having so much fun I don’t really need it. 

This club is incredible and the longer I stay here, the more I like it. Celia dances beside me with some handsome guy who looks like he rolled straight out of a country music film—all that suntanned skin, blond hair, and cowboy boots. I’m just dancing freely, not at all concerned with who joins in. It’s well past midnight, but this club remains open until five a.m. and I plan on staying that long. 

Nature calls midway through the next song, and I wave to Celia, letting her know I’m going to the bathroom. The line is huge when I arrive upstairs, and I want to groan out loud. I glance over at the male toilets, and see there is no line at all. 

No, I couldn’t. 

I stay in the line, squirming as the pressure increases and my bladder feels as if it’s going to explode. My eyes go to the male toilets again. If I wasn’t tipsy, I wouldn’t consider it, but I am and I need to pee. 

I run like a boss towards the toilets, barreling in and skidding to the first stall I find. There are no men in here at the moment, so I quickly shut the door and pee, sighing with relief. When I’m done, I peek out and see no one is around still. Do men even pee? I mean, honestly, how can their toilets be so empty and ours so full? 

I rush out of my cubicle and over to the taps. I glance in the mirror and nod appreciatively as I wash my hands. I still look pretty good, considering all the dancing I’ve been doing. My hair isn’t as bouncy as it was at the start of the evening, but my mascara is still intact. Winner.  

I finish washing my hands, dry them, and then rush towards the door. I push it open and step out, only to slam into a hard chest. I look up with a squeal and my eyes get big when I see Rafael staring down at me, his hands curled around my upper arms to stop me falling backwards. He has a grin on his face that tells me he knows exactly what I’m doing and that he finds it utterly amusing. “Are you confused as to which toilets are which, Julietta?”

I flush and smile sheepishly. “When a girl’s gotta pee . . .”

His grin gets bigger and I see through his scruff. He has dimples. Hot. “I like a girl who lives dangerously. Come, have a drink with me.”

Is he serious?

I want to do a happy dance and squeal. I mean, I’m a girl and I’m single. This is the kind of man you want to have a one-night stand with. Granted, I don’t do those often, but tonight I’m willing to make an exception. I nod at him with a grin.

He curls an arm around my hip and leads me down the hall. The girls in the line for the toilet have their mouths open, and I know it’s because I got to pee before them. As we walk, people turn to glance at me, a mix of shock and confusion on their faces. What? Have I got a rip in my dress or something? I glance down at my dress and see nothing. I rub my teeth with my finger, just to be safe. Then I continue on with Rafael, unfazed. 

He takes me to a door, and I’m not paying any attention because my favorite song just came on and the urge to dance is strong. We step through the door and I’m happily wiggling in his arms, but stop dead when I realize where we are. The big glass office. I can see the entire club below me, and suddenly I’m hit with full clarity. Celia said . . . I turn slowly and stare at Rafael.

Oh. My. God. 

He’s mafia? Was I right?

“Is this your office?” I ask, trying not to squeak or sound too afraid. 

“No,” he says calmly, as if sensing my panic. “It’s a friend’s; I’m watching the club for the night. Do you want a drink?”

He’s not mafia—but that means his friend is.

I exhale with relief, but only a little. “Your friend owns this club?”

Rafael clearly picks up the nerves in my voice and walks towards me, and now he looks more like a predator than a sexy-as-hell man. “Yes, cara, he does.”

I blink and then smile lamely.

He grins. “It appears you’ve heard rumors about this club.”

I swallow. “I, ah, I think everyone does has, right? Maybe I should leave.”

He steps forward and cups my jaw in his big hand. “Do I scare you, sweetheart?”

His words cause my knees to shake. “No, it’s just . . .”

“Am I harming you?”

He’s most certainly not. Why does he have to be so attractive? “No but . . .”

“Then have a drink with me, and stop worrying about something that doesn’t involve you.”

It’s not an option—I can tell by his gentle but firm tone. I nod and walk over to the edge of the glass, staring out. I catch my breath and calm myself. We’re just borrowing the mafia guy’s office. Who cares? He’s not here. This hot-as-sin man is. And I’ve been wondering what it would feel like to be in his arms all night. I exhale loudly and decide to go with enjoying the fact that I’m about to have my chance with this gorgeous male. 

I feel his presence behind me and my body trembles as the heat of his clouds all my senses. “It’s quite a view, isn’t it?” he says, reaching around me to place a drink in my hand. It’s a Cosmo. He’s been paying attention. I think my panties just got wet. He simply keeps getting better. 

“Do you just sit up here and watch?” I ask, trying not to stutter as he steps up closer to me, his hand gently grazing my hip. 

This man is intense, so intense. It’s a little scary but in the way you can’t seem to turn away. Like the part of the horror film you know will be awful, but your eyes remain glued to the screen. 

“Mostly.”

“Mostly?”

“Yes, mostly.”

Oh boy. 

“So you saw me . . .” I swallow and flush, “. . . making faces?”

His thumb slides across my hip, and I tremble. “Yes. You’re an intriguing woman.”

I bring my Cosmo to my lips and swallow a big gulp, very un-ladylike. “And you saw me go into the toilets?”

He chuckles, low and throaty. “Yes, I did.”

“Am I in here to be punished?”

“That depends,” he says, gliding his hand up the exposed skin on my spine. “Do you want to be punished?”

“Preferably not,” I squeak. “I was never a fan of being spanked.”

He has amusement in his tone when he says, “Then I won’t punish you, and I won’t spank you. Tonight anyway.”

Jesus. I gulp. “Why am I in here?”

“I told you,” he murmurs, tangling my hair around his finger. “You intrigue me.”

“Does that happen often?”

“Never.”

Oh. Shit. 

I step even closer to the glass until my breath makes little steam clouds on the surface. “They can’t see us up here,” I breathe, watching the people mingling about below. It’s fascinating, much like watching a beehive in action. The interaction between the sexes is mesmerizing. 

He steps closer, until his hard body is pressed against my back so fully I can feel every inch of him. Every. Single. Inch. “No. Quite thrilling, isn’t it?”

“Yes,” I admit, placing my hand on the glass. 

Rafael takes my hip and gently turns me around so I’m facing him. “You’re impressed by the club?” he says, studying my face. 

“Yes, it’s very impressive.”

He grins and lets me go, stepping back. I want to sigh in relief, except I kind of miss his touch and that’s insane. I’ve had way too much to drink. Wait, no I haven’t. He’s just like a drug. Everything about him captures you in the same intoxicating way. “Come,” he says, sitting on a plush, leather sofa. “Sit. Tell me about yourself.”

I walk over and carefully sit down, crossing my legs. His eyes drop to them, and I quickly uncross them, shifting nervously. 

“What do you want to know?” I ask looking at anything but at his gaze.

“Give me your eyes, cara,” he murmurs and a tingle shoots up my spine. I give him my eyes. “Do you work?”

I nod. “Yes, I’m a nurse.”

“A nurse.” He smiles. Jesus, I wish he were ugly. “Very impressive.”

I shrug. “It’s what I wanted to do.”

“Admirable. Do you have family in town?”

“My mom and dad live here, I’m an only child.”

His eyes flash. “Sorry to hear that.”

I giggle, and his brows shoot up. 

“You find that funny?” he asks. 

“You’re apologizing because I don’t have siblings?”

His face turns serious. “Family is everything, Julietta. Everyone should have siblings.”

Oh boy. 

“What about you?” I say, swallowing more of my Cosmo. “Do you have siblings?”

“Two brothers.”

“That’s good. Your parents?”

He leans back in his chair, sipping the amber liquid from his glass. The ice in it makes a clinking sound. “My father died a year ago. My mama is still alive.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” I say genuinely. 

He studies me. “Thank you.”

“So, ah, I should probably go and—”

“Are you currently taken?” he asks and I turn, glancing at him with a shocked expression. I shouldn’t be shocked. I came here knowing what he wanted. I’m not stupid. I’ve read the signs. I want it as much as he does. This dangerous, handsome stranger is doing things to me that I like, very much.

“Pardon me?”

“Taken. Are you in a relationship?”

I shake my head. “No.”

“Do you want to be?”

He isn’t asking me to be his girlfriend, is he? Oh God, is he whacked? Maybe I should run. I thought it was just a night of steamy fun, and here he is dropping the girlfriend line. Me and relationships don’t work; they never have. I’ve only ever had one boyfriend and the minute he asked me to marry him, I ran screaming. Commitment-phobe, Celia calls me. The idea of marrying and losing my free spirit scares me, so I’ve avoided relationships like the plague. 

As I said, I’m sure I was meant to be a male. 

“No,” I say, my voice thick. “I’m not the relationship type.”

“Perfect,” he murmurs, placing his glass down and turning to me.

My heart pounds; this man is full-on in a thrilling kind of way. If I wasn’t drinking, I probably would have run already. Rafael is so tempting, so beautiful. God, I want just one taste. Especially when he’s leaning closer like he is . . .

“Are you going to kiss me?” I ask, surprising myself. 

His lip twitches and he murmurs, “Yes, cara. Then I’m going to fuck you.”

My eyes get wider, but before I can protest, he reaches out, curling his fingers around the back of my neck and pulling me forward. I place my glass on a bar table close by as I anticipate his next move. Then his lips are on mine, soft at first, coaxing. When I melt into him, that kiss becomes deeper. I should be running, but I can’t. He tastes as amazing as I thought he would, and God, kissing him is heaven. His mouth is demanding, his body is hard, and he’s in complete control. Our tongues dance together, and my head swims happily as I shift closer to him, wanting even more. He won’t even remember my name in the morning, so I should just live in the moment. 

Right?

Hell yes. 

~*~*~*~

We kiss for more than an hour. Slow painful torture of the best kind. 

He doesn’t rush; he just makes out with me like my mouth is the only place he wants to be. 

Eventually, he moves his lips from mine, leaving me swollen and content, and moves them down my neck, gently nipping at my skin as his hands run up my sides, taking my dress with them. I shift, let him slide the dress up and over my head, and then wiggle back closer to him. He sucks in a breath when his eyes drop to my breasts, and heat flares in his eyes. “Beautiful,” he rasps, running his thumb over the curve of my breast beneath my lacy black bra. “Take this off.”

I reach around behind me with shaky fingers and gently pull my bra off. Maybe I should be reconsidering. I am coming across as really easy right now, but, credit where it’s due—kissing him has the same effects as a drug, so I’m not really thinking straight. “Maybe we shouldn’t, ah . . .” I whisper, but he cuts me off with another deep, intense kiss. 

“Don’t be concerned,” he says when he pulls back. “We’re just having fun.”

“Just fun?” I breathe, trying to hold in my moan as he drops his mouth to my nipple which is hard and ready for him. 

“Yes, cara. Fun.”

I want to protest, really I do, but he’s sucking my nipple into his mouth, flicking his tongue against it, and suddenly I don’t care that I’m being a dirty little tramp by sleeping with a man I don’t know. 

Hot fingers travel down my sides, past my hips, and to my panties. He tugs suddenly and they come off with a loud rip. I jerk but he keeps sucking my nipple, not letting up, and I can’t bring myself to care about my panties for a second longer. I moan and arch up to him, letting alcohol drive my actions. He shrugs his suit jacket off, then takes hold of the top button on his shirt and pops it, all while sucking my breasts. 

He pulls back, and by the time he does I’m panting, looking up at him from my spot on the sofa. He looks like a god as he slides the shirt off and tosses it aside. The light illuminates his incredible body, and I see he doesn’t have one single tattoo on his flawless skin. I like tattoos, but seeing a man as powerful as him without them is equally as hot. He reaches for his pants and pops the top button, and my mouth goes dry. 

He grins and lets go, placing a hand on my chest and pushing me backwards so my back is flat against the sofa. Then he grabs my hips and scoots me down, and before I know what he’s doing, he hauls my hips up and brings my pussy to his mouth. Then he licks. Long, deep strokes from top to bottom and back up again. I gasp and then cry out as he sucks and licks, his oral skills every bit as dominant as the man himself. My toes curl, and my heels press into his back as he devours me. 

“Oh God,” I cry out, arching up, never having felt something so incredible in my entire life. I’ve only slept with a few men and none of them, God, none, took my body like this. 

I come in a matter of minutes, and nothing I can do holds it back. I arch up, my legs tighten, and my body explodes in the most intense orgasm I’ve ever had. I see stars, and my entire world blacks out for a second. I vaguely hear the sound of a condom wrapper being torn, and then Rafael is positioned over me, placing my legs around his hips. 

He brings his cock to my entrance and slides home in one, swift stroke. I gasp, he grunts, and then he starts to fuck me. 

He fucks me like the virile male he is. Swift, hard strokes that go just deep enough to press against my already sensitive nerves. He doesn’t pound, he doesn’t glide—he just fucks with perfect precision. My fingers find his back and I glide them down his bunching muscles, admiring the strength of him. So fucking perfect. 

“Yes,” I breathe, arching up, pressing my breasts to his warm chest. 

He brings a hand down, grabbing my thigh and using it to tilt my hips and drive his thrusts. “Fuck,” he grinds out, picking up his pace. “Up.”

Without notice, he pulls out of me, and I catch a glimpse of a very beautiful cock before he spins me around and presses my front over the back of the sofa. Then he’s back inside me, deeper this time. One hand finds my hip and the other tangles in my hair, and then he really brings it home. He fucks me so hard I scream. I can’t hold it back. It feels so incredible, so dirty, so erotic that I don’t even want to try.

His cock takes my body and makes it its slave. Every part of me belongs to this man in this moment. His sounds of pleasure make my pussy clench around him and every time that happens, he makes a deep guttural sound in his throat. “Beautiful,” he grinds out, fucking me harder. “So fucking beautiful.”

“Yes,” I cry as my body coils tighter and tighter. “Oh God, yes.”

He reaches around, and his thumb finds my clit where he gently rubs. I can’t contain it—I come. I’ve never come like this before, and it is incredible. It starts as a low, warm pulse deep in my belly and quickly expands to being an intense throbbing that explodes from within. I cry out his name and clutch the sofa so hard my fingers go white, but God, it’s worth every second. 

He follows close behind me with a ragged rasp and one last thrust of his hips. Then he exhales loudly and wraps an arm around my belly, bringing me up so my back is pressed against his chest. His muscles pull and move—that feels pretty incredible. He drops his head into my neck and inhales my hair. God. So intense. 

After a few moments, he finally pulls out and eases us off the sofa. He disappears into a bathroom and I stand there, naked except for my heels, wondering what the hell I just did?

Who fucking cares? It was amazing.

CHAPTER 4

JULIETTA

Rafael returns three minutes later and by then I’ve pulled my dress back on, pantiless. I sit on the sofa, staring at him as he moves like a lion towards me. He’s got his pants back on and nothing else. My eyes travel the length of him, moving over his well-formed pecs, that sizzling six-pack, and the man V. So hot. 

He clears his throat and my eyes jerk back up to find an amused grin on his face. “Enjoying the view, Julietta?” he asks, picking up his shirt and sliding it back on, slowly doing up the buttons. 

“Julie,” I breathe. “You can call me Julie.”

His eyes meet mine. “I prefer Julietta.”

Oh boy. 

“Ah, well, I should go,” I say, standing. “Thanks for . . .”

My voice trails off when a loud knock sounds at the door. Rafael’s eyes flash to it, then he shrugs on his suit jacket before walking over. “Sit, cara. This won’t take long.”

I squirm uncomfortably, but stay seated. Rafael opens the door and two men, both wearing black suits, enter. Their eyes fall on me, and my face flushes red. Oh God. He just let them in here when my panties are torn and probably flicked over a chair somewhere? The tallest of the two men looks a good deal like Rafael, with his long dark hair and piercing brown eyes. It’s him who stares at me the longest. 

“Sorry for the interruption, boss,” he finally says, turning to Rafael. “We’ve got a problem.”

Boss?

Boss?

My heart pounds as my eyes find Rafael’s. He’s staring at me, his expression unreadable. I stand on shaky legs. “Ah, I, um . . .” I begin, but Rafael puts his hand up. 

“Julietta, this is my brother Vincent Lencioni and a very good friend of mine, Benito.”

My entire body goes rigid. What did he just say? I know that last name. Everyone knows that name. If this is his brother, then that makes him . . . oh God. Boss. They called him boss. 

My knees start to tremble as the pieces fall together. I just fucked the boss of the Italian mafia. I think I’m going to vomit. This can’t be happening. 

“I’m going to leave,” I say, feeling the color drain from my cheeks. 

“Don’t,” Rafael says, his eyes intense. 

The way he says that has fear clutching my chest. Does me sleeping with him mean I’m tied to him? Do I owe him something? Will he follow me? Want to keep me? Bile burns my throat, and I frantically glance around for my purse. “I need to go,” I say, turning to rush towards the door which is now clear. 

“Julietta,” Rafael calls, but I run out as fast as my trembling legs will take me. 

I don’t stop running until I’m out of that club and on the subway train headed home. 

What the hell did I just do?

~*~*~*~

RAFAEL

I watch as she runs out the door, her hair flowing behind her, tripping over her own feet. I sigh and run a hand through my hair, before turning my eyes to Vincent and Benito. The two closest men to me. My most trusted. 

Vincent raises his brows and mutters, “Another one, Raf?”

I grunt and find the glass I put down sometime during my seduction of the sweet, young, sassy Julietta. “None of your business, brother.”

“You need to pick one and stick with it.”

I glare at him. “I’ll do what I want.”

He puts up his hands. “No problem here, boss. I’m just thinking of your reputation. Not to mention Maria’s.”

Maria. My wife. 

When my father became ill four years ago and I was in line to become leader, I had no choice but to take a wife. My father’s best friend and lifelong partner Riccardo, who comes from one of the oldest and most powerful Italian bloodlines, figured his daughter would be best suited for that position. Maria was given the chance to go off to college when she was eighteen but decided to stay with her father, fully understanding her responsibility to the mafia if she remained. I guess it’s the only life she ever knew and so she was happy to take her place.

She has a strong background and knows the life. The perfect wife to give me sons. Two Italian bloodlines that would make one hell of a connection when joined. Maria and I do not love one another, but we respect our relationship. I care about her, but she does nothing to calm the raging passion I’ve always carried around with me. She does, however, understand my position and the fact that I take other women. It’s not right, but it is part of my life.

In our world, it isn’t cheating. In fact, a leader without a mistress can be misconstrued and thought of as weak and powerless.

We marry only to produce sons to further extend our strong lines, and to take over when we pass. If I do not have a son, then Riccardo, if he’s still alive, will be next to step up if something were to happen to me. My wife is well aware that I have had mistresses—three of them, to be exact. None of them have stuck. After a few weeks, I find them boring and unappealing. I want a mistress who sparks fire in my belly, a woman I can keep on the side permanently. 

A woman like Julietta. 

No woman in my lifetime has made me want the way I wanted her. Sassy, cute and a free spirit, she is the kind of woman I could keep in my life without even a second thought. Remembering her nails gliding down my back as her heels spurred me on has my cock hardening once more. I shouldn’t have lied to her when she first asked who I was, but I saw the wariness in her eyes and knew she would have done a runner if she’d known. 

Like she did just now. 

“My reputation does not touch Maria,” I mutter, finally turning my attention back to Vincent. 

“No, I imagine it does not,” Vincent says, his eyes holding mine.

“Why are you here? I sent you out for a job; you’re back way too soon. So, explain to me exactly what happened.”

“We encountered a problem,” he says, his eyes flicking to Benito. 

I shift, my shoulders stiffening. That word is not something I like hearing. “A problem?”

“Yes. We arrived to overlook the shipment, but when we got there it was gone.”

My eyes narrow, and anger bubbles in my chest. “Gone? I had three men there waiting. How the fuck could it be gone?”

“That’s the thing, boss. It was. Disappeared. Not a trace left behind.”

“And my men?” I grind out through my teeth. 

“Gone too.”

Fuck me. 

It would appear this is not my night. 

CHAPTER 5

JULIETTA

Tears run down my cheeks as I look to Celia, who is staring at me with big eyes and a gaping mouth. “I’m sorry, please repeat yourself.”

I put my head in my hands and hiccup. “I slept with Rafael Lencioni.”

She makes a strangled sound, before shouting, “Are you fucking nuts?”

“I didn’t know!” I cry, looking up at her. 

She starts waving her hands around, as if that’ll make this any better. “How could you not know?”

“I called you to come over to help me figure this out, not yell at me. And, he told me is name was Rafael, but I didn’t know that was the damned boss’s name. He didn’t tell me his last name and when we went into the office, he said he was watching the club for a friend. I didn’t know!”

Her face scrunches. “How did you find out?”

“His brother came in and he called Rafael boss, and then Rafael introduced his brother and said his last name, and it clicked.”

“Oh boy,” she says, rubbing her hands over her face. “This is bad.”

“I ran out, and he didn’t follow me, but I left my purse, Celia. That means he will know my full name and address.”

“This is bad,” she says again. 

“Do you think I’ll owe him something?” I say, feeling my skin prickle. “Oh God, what the hell have I done? Do I already know too much? Will he shoot me or something?”

“You’re over-reacting. Calm down,” she says, but she looks worried for me. I can see it in her eyes. “They do these things all the time. Many girls probably go there and end up in his bed. You need to breathe, calm yourself, and wait to see what happens.”

“I can’t believe I was so stupid,” I whisper, dropping my head in my hands. 

“Hey,” she says, sliding across my bed and wrapping her arm around my shoulder. “You didn’t know.”

“I’m such a whore.”

She laughs softly. “No, you’re not. I saw him when he saved you from that man. Any woman would have laid down and spread ’em for him.”

“Do you have to be so crude about it?” I ask, giving her a death stare. 

She shrugs. “Facts are facts.”

“He knows where I live,” I whisper. 

“I have never heard of mafia members tracking down girls they slept with and chopping them into a thousand tiny pieces or forcing them to become sex slaves. Pretty sure you’re safe.”

I scowl at her. “I’m serious right now.”

She squeezes my shoulder. “So am I. You want me to stay the night?”

I shake my head, knowing I need the time to clear my thoughts. “No,” I whisper. “I’m just going to go to bed and sleep this off.”

She stands, smiling down at me with warmth. “It’ll be fine, honey. He’ll probably have someone drop the purse off and you’ll never see him again.”

I nod, keeping a brave face.

She hugs me and then leaves. 

How did one night with this man turn into such a mess?

~*~*~*~

My feet ache as I rush down the halls of our local hospital, where I’ve been employed for the past two years. I love my job, but sometimes the hours are exhausting. I’m working nightshift, and it always seems to take the most out of me. I’ve been working for five hours, but during that time I’ve literally been running. We’ve had so many people in the ER tonight, more than usual, so it’s been hectic. 

“Julie!”

I stop, my shoes squeaking as I turn to see Dr. Mathews waving at me as he rushes my way, his white coat flapping as he does. I sigh. I like Jacob Mathews. There was even a time I had a major crush on him, but he played the nurses like we were disposable, and I instantly became turned off. That, of course, only made him want me more and for the last month he’s been charming as hell as he’s been desperately trying to win me over. 

“Dr. Mathews,” I greet, smiling because I have to, not because I am in the mood to. “What can I do for you?”

He frowns, and I can’t deny that he has a beautiful face. Soft, messy chestnut hair, hazel eyes, and a super masculine jaw. He’s gorgeous in the model kind of way. He’s also tall and well-built, a bonus. “Call me Jacob, and you look exhausted.”

He noticed. Although, now I am somewhat embarrassed he is seeing me at less than my best. “Busy night,” I say, rubbing my wrists, which are aching. They do that sometimes. 

“It’s slowed down now; you should be taking a break.”

“I have to give these gauzes to Olivia first.”

He extends a hand. “Let me take them. You go and sit in the break room, and I’ll join you in a moment.”

I want to protest, but I am so utterly exhausted that I decide a break is worth putting up with unwanted chit chat. “Okay, sure.”

I hand him the gauze and he smiles, showing dimples. I give him a smile and turn, rushing towards the break room. When I get in, I go straight to the coffee machine and make myself a coffee, before retreating to a sofa sitting in the corner. I slide down onto it with a sigh. My feet feel like a giant weight has been lifted off them and they ache in protest, but it’s a good, relieving kind of ache. 

I glance around anxiously, not knowing what to do with my hands. That’s because my cell is in my purse, which is still in the grips of Rafael. It’s been more than twenty-four hours since I ran out, and thus far I haven’t heard or seen anything. I thought he would have come over or sent someone to return my things the next morning but he never showed. Maybe he doesn’t know my purse is there. 

I sigh. 

I’m trying to avoid thinking about him at any cost, but he consumes my mind. The way he fucked me has every cell in my body coming to life each time I think about it. I’ve never had someone take me so thoroughly. It was incredible. A part of me wishes he wasn’t affiliated with the mafia, so I could have more. But he is. Which means I need to forget about it, and him, and move on. 

“Julie.”

I flinch and look up to see Jacob standing above me, looking down with a grin on his face. “You were off in your own little world there.”

“Sorry, Jacob. I’m so tired I’m barely functioning.”

“When does your shift end?”

I glance at my watch. “A few hours.”

“Let me take you home; you shouldn’t be driving in your state.”

I jerk my head up and meet his eyes. He seems genuine, but I don’t believe that line for a second. “I don’t know . . .”

“I’m just driving you home, Julie.” He smiles. “I won’t bite.”

“What about my car?”

“I’ll bring it to you tomorrow, and you can just drop me back here.”

Seems like a lot of work, but considering I’ve had next to no sleep for the past few nights, I’m seriously considering it. 

“What do you say?” he prompts.

“That would be great, thanks.”

“Perfect,” he says. “I better get back to it. I’ll meet you here after your shift.”

“Thanks, Jacob.”

“Anytime, sweetheart.”

Sweetheart. 

Oh crap.

~*~*~*~

Jacob slows down at the front of my apartment building, and I lift my cheek off the window I was leaning on in exhaustion and turn to him as he stops. I open my mouth to speak but he stares past me with a tight expression on his face. I turn and glance at what he’s looking at, and my breath skids to a complete halt. Sitting on the front steps of my apartment building, hands on his knees, head tilted up and eyes focused on the car, is Rafael Lencioni. 

I want to vomit. 

“Who is that?” Jacob asks, his voice tight. 

“Ah, um, I’m not sure.” God, I’m such a liar.

“I don’t like the look of him. Maybe I should escort you in.”

“No,” I say quickly—too quickly. “It’s fine. We have security at this apartment building.”

Jacob frowns, and his eyes finally move to mine. “Are you sure?”

“I’m fine, Jacob. Thank you so much for the ride. Call me later this afternoon when I wake up to help you with the car.”

He nods stiffly and leans over, kissing my cheek. “Okay, Julie. Good night, or should I say, good morning.”

I smile and open the door, sliding out. I feel sick to my stomach as my eyes fall on Rafael, who is now standing, all six foot of him. He’s wearing a slick suit, like he was the other night, and he looks terrifying as his eyes graze over my body. I wait until I hear Jacob’s car start to pull away before taking a step forward. My voice is stuck in my throat, and my chest is tight as I stop in front of Rafael. 

“Julietta,” he says, his voice low. 

God I love the way he says my name, and I shouldn’t. I really, really shouldn’t.

“Ah, Rafael,” I squeak. 

Lame. So lame. 

“You left your purse the other night,” he says, holding up the purse I didn’t even notice he had in his hands. 

“Yes, I know,” I breathe, staring at his intense brown eyes. 

“I was delivering it back to you.”

And now you owe me something. 

I’m waiting for it to come. Waiting for him to tell me what a mistake it was to sleep with a member of the mafia. He does none of that, though. Instead, his brows furrow as studies me with a slight frown. “You’re exhausted.”

I blink and jerk back, confused. “Pardon?”

“You,” he says, stepping closer and reaching up, taking a strand of my hair and tucking it back behind my ear. I shiver and close my eyes. “You’re exhausted.”

This man is so intense it’s alarming, but I can’t make my feet move to push away from him. 

“I’ve been on nightshift,” I finally mumble, glancing at my shoes. 

He cups my jaw and gently brings my face up. “You shouldn’t work so hard.”

This is just getting weird for me. “Thanks for returning the purse,” I say, stepping back and taking it from his hands without permission. “I really need to get some rest.”

“You ran out on me,” he says, his jaw tight in frustration. 

“You freaked me out,” I admit, looking up. 

“I apologize for that.”

“You told me your friend owned the club,” I say, studying his perfect face. “Then I found out . . .”

“That I owned it,” he finishes for me. “I’m sorry about that, but you were terrified when we first entered the office. I didn’t want to alarm you.”

“Alarm me?” I say in an exasperated tone. “You mean because you’re a member of . . .”

He puts up a hand, effectively halting me. His eyes grow stern when he says, low, “Enough.”

He’s pissed at me. Of course he is. I was just about to scream to the world about his affiliation with the underworld. Though I’m sure they already know. 

I drop my head. “Shit, sorry.”

He’s quiet for a second before he sighs and takes my chin again. “I don’t like people running from me, cara, but in this instance, I understand. Can we go up to your apartment to talk?”

“About what?” I practically shriek. “You delivered my purse, we had fun—I’m sure that’s where it ends.”

“Then you’d be wrong.”

Oh God, I was right. He’s going to request something of me. I’m going to have to give it to him or something awful will happen. My heart beats heavily in my chest, and my hands begin to tremble. 

“Julietta,” he says, his voice calming. “I’m not going to make you do anything you don’t want to do. You do not need to fear me.”

“I’m having a hard time believing that,” I choke out.

“I swear it,” he says. “Now come. You need to get off your feet.”

He pulls me towards my building before I can protest. We enter through the front doors and I nod at my doorman, who glances at Rafael with a suspicious expression. I relax my shoulders, walking with more ease, not wanting to alarm him and have him call the police. That really wouldn’t go down well. Rafael would probably shoot them and make me help with the dead body. 

Okay, now I’m just being dramatic. 

Calm down, Julie. 

When we’re in the elevator, Rafael turns to me. In the light, he looks a little less intimidating but equally as sexy. I study the chiseled lines of his face, so perfect, but a complete contradiction to the hair curling around the base of his neck, messy and a little rogue. 

“Which floor are you?” he asks.

With a shaky hand, I press my button and we ascend, slowly. 

I glance at the man in front of me and wonder how the hell I’m going to get out of this one.

CHAPTER 6

JULIETTA

“You have a lovely apartment,” Rafael says, walking around my apartment when we enter. 

He’s lying. It’s awful, but it’s all I can afford. I don’t do well with money, still paying off old student loans, and that combined with general living doesn’t leave me any room to move. My car is so run down it’s alarming, and there is no way I can scrape together the extra money to fix it, so it’s just getting worse and worse. I have started taking the bus or the train, because it lets the poor car have a break.

“Look,” I say, stepping beside my faded wooden kitchen counter and putting my things down. “I’m sure you’re a nice man, but whatever you want to discuss, I assure you I don’t want it. I didn’t know what you were; if I did, I wouldn’t have done what I did.”

“We both know that’s a lie,” he says, not looking at me but instead standing and staring out the window. 

“No,” I say. “It’s not.”

He finally turns and stalks towards me, his big body moving with way too much grace. “I don’t like liars.”

I flinch, but he has a point. “Okay, I would have fucked you because you’re hot and you fuck like a damned animal, but that’s where it ends, okay?”

His lips twitch. Asshole. “I have a proposition for you.”

“Not interested,” I mutter, turning and sliding around into my kitchen so he can’t get any closer. Good. Now there’s a counter between us. 

His brows go up at my maneuver. “You haven’t heard what I’m offering.”

“I don’t need to. I don’t need anymore complications in my life. I’ve got enough to deal with. I’m sure your proposition is very nice, but people like me and people like you shouldn’t mix.”

“Are you afraid you’ll get hurt?”

I turn and glance at him again. He’s got his arms crossed, studying me. “Do you mean that in the violent kind of way, or the heartbreak kind of way?”

His lips twitch again. “The violent way, cara.”

“Then yes, I am afraid of that. I don’t pretend to understand your world, but I know who you are, and I can take a good guess about the shit that goes down. That scares me.”

“You would come to no harm.”

My eyes widen. “I . . . look . . .”

“Just hear me out,” he says, stepping up to the counter and placing his hands on it, leaning in. My heart jumps into my throat. “If you don’t like what I have to offer, then I’ll walk out and you won’t hear from me again.”

“You can promise me that?” I whisper. 

“I swear it. You won’t be bothered by my world, Julietta. You did nothing to me except blow my mind. You’re completely safe.”

I blew his mind? I tremble. “Okay then, what is it you have to offer?”

~*~*~*~

I stand, staring at him, mouth agape. 

He did not say what I thought he just said. No way in the world. My knees begin to tremble, and I’m forced to sit on my sofa to stop myself falling over. The information he gave me swirls around in my brain, and I can’t seem to stop it long enough to process it. I must have been hearing things, because there is no way he just offered what he offered. 

“Are you nuts?” I finally choke out, glancing up at him. 

He narrows his eyes, like my words offend him. “No. What I offered you is very common in my world.”

I blink.

Common?

He has to be shitting me.

“It’s common to cheat?”

He bristles and his jaw goes tight. “It’s sex.”

I snort. “No offence, buddy, but that counts as cheating.”

He growls and drops down onto the sofa over from me, putting his hands on his knees and leaning forward. “Unless you understand my life, you can’t possibly understand how normal what I’m asking you is. I fully understand it’s cheating, but my wife is also fully aware of it.”

“You’re asking me to be your mistress?” I shriek. “To fuck you while your wife is at home, sleeping in your bed!”

He stares at me. 

I drop my head in my hands. 

“My wife is aware, as I said,” he says, his voice way too calm for my liking. It’s as if he’s telling me about the weather.

“And she doesn’t care?” I yell, standing and pacing the room. 

“Sit down, Julietta,” he orders. 

I don’t. 

“Sit down!” he hisses, and even though it’s not yelled, I flinch as though it was. 

I spin around. “Do not tell me what to do in my own house!”

His eyes widen, and I snap my mouth closed, realizing who I just yelled at. It takes us both a moment to compose ourselves, but finally he speaks, calmer this time. “I am married to Maria for the sole purpose of producing sons. It was an arranged marriage that she accepted her role in. I am a leader—it is expected of me to have one mistress, sometimes more. Call it a status symbol if you will. My marriage is unlike the ones you have grown up around. It was known from the very beginning that I would seek my passion in other women.”

My mouth opens, then closes, and then finally I calm myself enough to speak. “But that poor woman has to lie around, waiting to get knocked up, living a depressing life, while you’re out enjoying yourself?”

His jaw tightens. “Firstly, she has everything any woman could ever want.”

“Except love,” I cut him off. 

His eyes flash. “To you, this life sounds awful. To Maria, it’s all she’s ever known, and she fully accepts her position in it.”

“I just don’t understand,” I whisper. “She deserves love, and compassion . . .”

“Perhaps, but it’s how it works and it’s something she chose to enter into. Now, that aside, will you consider my offer?”

“To be your sex toy?”

He sighs, and it looks a lot like he’s trying to keep himself calm. “No, cara, to be my mistress.”

Same difference.

“Yes,” I say again. “Your sex toy.”

He runs his hand through his hair with impatience. “There’s much more to it than that.”

I snort. 

He glares at me. 

“Look, I’m sure there are plenty of women who are happy to wait around for you to come and fuck them when you feel like it, but I’m not one of them.”

“And the money? The luxuries I offer? What about those things?”

“In other words, you’re paying me for sex?” I snap, crossing my arms. “I’m your whore?”

This pisses him off. His eyes flash, and in an icy tone he says, “Whores do not get respect, compassion, or support. I offer all those things. I do not expect you just to lie here and wait for me to fuck you. I wish for you to have a life. I wish to give you nice things. I will take care of you, Julietta. You are in no way a whore.”

I grind my teeth together because he makes a damned good point. Whores do not get the kind of treatment he’s offering. And I’m lying to myself if I say the money he offered and the things he presented wouldn’t change my world forever. 

I’m struggling. I can barely afford to eat. His offering would change my life, but being his mistress, being paid to give him sex . . . feels just wrong. 

“You’re offering me material things to be locked down.”

His eyes flash with warmth and understanding. “You won’t be locked down. You can work, go out with your friends, do anything you want. There are only two rules, Julietta.”

“And those are?” I say, looking up at him. 

“Don’t fall in love with me and don’t ever, under any circumstances, mention who I am or what I do.”

“That’s it?” I say, skeptical.

“And obviously I ask that you do not communicate with my wife for her respect.”

I frown. “The wife lying at home, depressed because no one loves her?”

Rafael stands and starts pacing the room, muttering, “Insane, intense, crazy, difficult woman!”

I process the offer as he paces, mumbling about me. He’s offering to take over the rent on my apartment if I don’t wish to move to one closer to him, and he’s also offering to take on any medical expenses as well as providing me with a car. He is basically setting me up for a life with him, only he can’t guarantee how much we will actually be together. Then there was this. . .

Long term. 

He doesn’t just want a fling—he wants someone willing to warm his bed for a long time, years, decades even. He swore that he would not hold me back if I wished to leave, that I was under no contract, but for as long as he wants me, I will be in his life, and he has made it clear that’s a good long time if everything between us goes well.

“What if I fell in love?” I suddenly blurt when the thought enters my mind. “Not with you, but with someone else?”

He stops pacing and turns, staring at me. “Then I will allow you to leave.”

I give him a skeptical look. “With no strings attached?”

“Yes, Julietta, with no strings attached. I’m not asking you to give the rest of your life to me when I can’t give you the things you want. If you decide it’s too much, for whatever reason, be it love or the need for children, for example, then you may leave without any problems.”

“Can I date?”

He flinches. “If you must. As I said, I won’t hold you back.”

“Will you take the car and the nice things back if I end it with us?”

His eyes hold mine. “If you cannot pay the rent on the apartment you’re in, then I will take it back but everything else is a gift, so no.”

“That seems too easy.”

His brown eyes keep holding mine. “I’m not asking for marriage, I’m asking for a companion, someone I can come to, spend time with, and fuck. If that lasts a long time, and we’re both happy, then so be it. If it doesn’t, I fully accept that, too.”

“You say companion and spending time together. How do you mean?”

“Meaning I can come to you and spend days there if I need a time out, or if I need someone to talk to. It’s not just sex.”

God. This is too much. He is literally asking me to be his girlfriend but without any commitment. “But we’ll never be seen in public together?”

“No.”

“And you’ll never involve me in your world?”

“Absolutely not.”

“Forgive me, but it seems too easy,” I breathe. 

His eyes hold mine. “That’s because it is.”

I shake my head and stand again, walking into my kitchen. I need a stiff drink. Or nine. 

“Why me?” I ask, glancing at him as I unscrew the lid from a vodka bottle.

He glances at the bottle, smirks, and then looks to me. “Because you’re the first person I’ve met in a long time that intrigues me. You’re beautiful, you’re sassy, and fucking you was incredible.”

“I can be a royal pain in the ass,” I point out, pouring the vodka. 

“I’m aware.”

“I can be moody, and temperamental, and I don’t like being told what to do.”

He grins. 

I shake my head. 

That’s clearly why he picked me. The sick bastard likes all those things. 

I’m in deep shit. 

CHAPTER 7

JULIETTA

“How long do I have to decide?” I ask one hour later, after asking a million questions. 

I don’t even know why I’m asking this because I’d be insane to become the mistress of a mafia leader. Or any mafia member for that matter. It’s dangerous, and risky, and—

Rafael steps closer, shutting my thoughts down. He puts an arm around my waist and hauls me forward, making me gasp. “You decide now. I don’t wait. Yes or no, cara.”

No.

No. 

No.

Say it, Julie, just say no and he’ll leave. But God, he’s stroking the skin peeking out between my scrubs near my hip and it feels amazing. It lights a fire in my belly that’s never been lit before. He steps closer, bringing my body flush against his and I can feel his excitement against my belly. So big. So powerful. So fucking beautiful. I’m insane. I’m crazy. I need to tell him to leave. This isn’t fair.

He lowers his mouth and his lips gently graze mine. My knees tremble, and I steady myself as I reach up and curl my fingers into his suit jacket. He makes a pleased sound in his throat, and then he deepens the kiss, gently bringing his tongue to my lips and sliding it over them before plunging it into my mouth. I gasp, he growls, and then I fight it no more. I reach up, curl my fingers into his hair, and kiss him with everything I have. 

He lets me. He takes it. He owns it. 

Heat explodes in my belly and travels right down to my core, where I clench desperately for him. His fingers pinch my hips, and I whimper at the pain that shoots up my spine. A pleasurable kind of pain. I want to throw my legs around his waist and let him fuck me again. My body is screaming for another taste. 

He pulls his lips from mine and takes them to my neck where he growls, “Yes or no, cara.”

No.

No. 

No.

You do not want this.

He nips my neck, and I moan. “Yes,” he grinds out, “or no.”

Oh God. 

No.

Say no.

His fingers trail up underneath my scrubs and slide over my skin, warming my back. 

“Answer me, Julietta,” he orders against my neck. 

Just one word. Say it, Julie.

He captures my hips and rocks me into his cock, and I lose control. “Now,” he barks. 

“Yes,” I cry out, clutching him, bringing my body closer. 

He stops moving and steps back, staring down at me, his eyes intense. “Good girl.”

Oh shit. 

What the hell did I just do?

He doesn’t fuck me after forcing my admission. Okay, he didn’t force me, but still. 

Instead, he lets me go, takes my hand, and walks me down the hall and into my bathroom. He leans over the tub, turning it on, before turning to me and flicking his fingers in my direction. “Clothes off. You need this, and then you need to sleep.”

“You’re not going to . . .” I flush and look down. 

He steps forward and curls his fingers around the back of my neck. “No, sweetheart. I’m going to let you rest, but don’t panic. I’ll be back to fuck you when you’re rested.”

I shiver. He’s showing me that it’s not all about sex. That warms me. “Okay.”

“Okay,” he murmurs his eyes hungrily traveling over me. 

I strip down under his watchful, lusty eyes. He doesn’t move as I slide into the tub, but I can see his arousal in his pants straining to push out. As the warm water slides over my body, I moan. Rafael steps forward and leans down, resting his hands on the side of the tub and bringing his mouth down to mine for a quick, heated kiss. Then he stands. 

“I have business to take care of. My number is in your phone. Don’t call me. Only text. If it’s an emergency you can call, but otherwise, please don’t.”

I nod. 

“Consider allowing me to provide you with an apartment. I don’t like this for you, but I won’t make you leave if you don’t wish to.”

I glance at the old, cramped tub I’m in and sigh. “I’m close to work here, but . . . it’s not my favorite place.”

“I can have something for you that’s close to the hospital also.”

“What if this doesn’t work out? Maybe we should just wait a few months . . .”

He studies me. “If that’s what you wish, I’m happy to oblige.”

It’s the smarter option. “For now, we’ll stay this way.”

“Okay, cara.”

He turns and walks towards the door. 

A thought crosses my mind as I watch him retreat, and I wonder why the hell he trusts me enough to do this. I could be anyone. I could go and rat him out the minute he leaves my apartment. 

“How do you know I’m trustworthy?” I call. 

He stops and turns, staring at me. “I had someone look into you.”

My mouth drops open. 

He grins, and then leaves. 

Intense. 

~*~*~*~

I curl up in my bed, staring at my phone and wondering what the hell I’m doing. I’m going to be the mistress to the leader of the mafia. What the fuck is wrong with me? I close my eyes, trying to convince myself to just call him and tell him I made a mistake, but I can’t. I want to, but I can’t. He’s already captured me. I want to be what he’s asking. I want to have him in my life, and that scares the hell out of me.

I’m not allowed to love him. That’s fine—I couldn’t fall in love with a man like him. I’m not allowed to mention his life. That’s also fine—I want no part in his life. 

So basically I’m going to get the best of him, without commitment, without contracts, and with the added bonus of being taken care of as if he’s my husband. Only he’s not. He’ll never take me on a date. He’ll never introduce me to his parents. We’ll never cuddle and express affection. Not having those things should bother me, but it doesn’t. I don’t want a relationship at this point in my life. I enjoy being me and more than that, I enjoy freedom. 

Maybe this is my chance to be more free and financially stable. Right?

Then there is the guilt. I spent the last three hours on Google reading as much as I can about the mafia, and it would appear that it is very common for one of them to have a mistress. It seems so normal in their world. It is no secret; most of the wives are fully aware of their husband’s bit on the side, but enjoy their position as the boss’s wife enough not to bother with worrying about it. That might be the case, but I worry about it. I’m thinking about it. I’m feeling the guilt about it. 

I mean, it’s his wife. 

And he’s going to be fucking me, and her, at times. I don’t know if that sits well with me. I don’t know if I can handle the idea that I’m a side dish. As a woman, I can never understand sharing. I could never do it, but it would seem that I don’t understand their world. What I do understand is mine. I don’t know how long I could possibly keep this up. Rafael does things to me, things that I haven’t felt in my entire life, but being with him is also a risk.

My phone vibrates in my hand, and I glance down at it. My heart pounds when I see the name on my screen. I just about send my phone flying with how quickly I open the message, heart pounding, anticipation swelling in my belly. I wish my body didn’t react that way, because then I could pull away so much easier, but I can’t. I don’t want to, and that scares the hell out of me. 

Rafael – Are you sleeping like I asked?

Bossy. I like that. 

God—I hate that I like that.

Julie – No. I’m lying in bed wondering what the hell I’m doing this for.

Rafael – Sleep, then wake, and I’ll come over and show you.

My core heats. 

Julie – When you put it like that . . .

Rafael – Stop questioning it and just sleep. I’ll see you soon.

I put my phone down and stare at the ceiling. 

I’m playing with fire, I’m going to get burned, but damned if I can stop.

I don’t know if I even want to.

CHAPTER 8

JULIETTA

Celia throws herself on my bed, stirring me from my sleep. I groan and roll, my body aching, my head pounding. I have not had enough sleep; I’m sure of it. I know it’s Celia, because she loves to launch herself onto my bed and wake me up this way, and she’s the only person with a key to my apartment. I open my eyes and stare up at my friend, who grins down at me. 

“Wake up, I have news.”

“What time is it?” I mumble, rubbing my eyes. 

“It’s lunchtime.”

“Ugh, I need more sleep,” I say, jerking the covers, but she doesn’t move her ass off them so I’m forced to glare at her. She smiles at me. How the hell is she so chipper in the morning, and worse, why is she so damned pretty?

“Don’t you want to know my news?” she asks, practically bouncing on my bed. 

I make a half groaning, half sighing sound and mutter, “Hit me.”

“I’m going on a date!”

I blink at her. Celia is like me—she isn’t a big fan of dating, so this is surprising news. I don’t think I’ve ever seen her go on a date. Sleep with men, sure. Have a crush on the occasional few, but date . . . this is definitely big news. 

“You’re going on a date?” I repeat. 

“Yes, tomorrow night.”

I blink. “Why?”

She laughs. “I know. I shocked myself but it just happened . . .”

I sit up, stretching and groaning as I do. “It just happened? How does it just happen?”

“Believe it or not, he kind of saved me.”

I run my hands through my hair. “He saved you?”

“Yes, he saved me. I tripped when I was walking to my car and nearly fell on the road. He swooped in out of nowhere and caught me. God, Julie, he’s so good-looking.”

I snort. “So he stopped you from becoming a pancake and now you’re going out?”

She nods, biting her bottom lip and making an excited sound. 

I laugh. “Well, good for you. What’s his name?”

“Mick.”

I grin. “Manly.”

She giggles. “So, did creepy mafia dude come and return your purse?”

My cheeks heat and I swallow the lump in my throat. “Um, yes.”

I know I’m not allowed to tell Celia about my little deal with Rafael, because that would let her in on too much information. That sucks because I really would love to talk with her about this right now. I’m bursting to hear someone else tell me how stupid I’m being, because I am being stupid. I need to stop this; I need to call Rafael and tell him it’s over. 

Today. Today I will. 

“Oh my God, what happened?” she asks, her eyes bugging.

I shrug. “He gave it back to me, charmed my socks off, and assured me I wouldn’t see him again.”

Liar liar, pants on fire.  

She looks a little disappointed by that. “So he didn’t demand you have his children and be his love slave?”

I laugh, but it sounds awfully nervous. “No.”

She grunts. “I told you! Now, get up. We need coffee and cake.”

I groan. “I’m so tired. Can we do dinner instead?”

She huffs. “Oh poo. All right, only because I feel sorry for you.”

“Thank you.” I smile.

“Did you work extra long last night?”

That, and I had company.  “Yes,” I only semi-lie.

I hate lying to her; she knows everything about me, and if she found out I was keeping this from her she’d probably be devastated that I didn’t trust her with it.  

“Well, rest some more and call me later. We’ll do pizza and wine.”

“Perfect.”

She hugs me and when she’s gone, I roll and grab my phone. There are no messages from Rafael. Good. I need time to prepare myself for when he comes over. I need to end it with him. I need to tell him I made a mistake. Because I did. Considering this is out of control. I’m not some man’s whore. Except he’s not asking you to be his whore, he’s taking care of you.

I shake my head and throw the covers back. 

Time to face the day.

~*~*~*~

I’ve just finished showering when a heavy pounding at the door startles me. My heart lurches into my throat, and I quickly pull on a light cotton dress that ties up around my neck. I run my fingers through my hair because I don’t have time to brush it. I rush out and when I reach the front door, I take a deep breath and swing it open. Standing in my doorway is Rafael, looking so damned good it makes my heart hurt. 

“Julietta,” he murmurs, his eyes dropping to the droplets of water dripping from my hair and running down my chest. 

Oh. God. 

Talk about full on. He doesn’t enter quietly—he does it with a bang. 

“Rafael,” I whisper, meeting his eyes when they find mine again. 

His face floods with lust. “Are you going to invite me in?”

I swallow and step aside. 

He steps into the apartment, and I close the door behind him. The butterflies are waging a war in my stomach and I know it’s now or never. I have to end this; it’s for the best. I’m not cut out for this kind of thing. I can barely pay my bills on time, let alone be some big shot’s mistress. 

“Listen, Rafael . . .”

He spins around and pins me with those intense eyes. He doesn’t let me finish. He steps forward and captures me around the waist, hauling me up against him. His mouth lowers, and he licks a drop of water from my shoulder. I shiver and try to convince myself that I can sleep with him just once more and everything will be fine. 

“What is it you want to say?” he murmurs, bringing my hips flush against his where I can feel his straining erection. 

“I . . . ah . . . I . . .”

“Speak up, Julietta. I don’t play games.”

God. He feels so good. “I just, I’m not sure this is going to work.”

He backs me up to the kitchen counter and presses me against it. “How about I fuck you first, and then we decide on what you’re going to do?”

I open my mouth to stammer a reply, but he brings his down and kisses me with such intensity my thoughts disappear. My brain turns into a foggy mess and before I know what’s happening, my ass is on the counter, he’s standing between my legs, and we’re kissing with such ferocity I know my lips will feel it later. My fingers travel up to his hair and curl in the thick locks, tugging and making him groan. 

He jerks my dress up and his fingers find my damp panties. He strokes his fingers over them before slipping them aside and delving them into my wet flesh. I gasp and my nipples harden as his fingers glide up and down before sinking into me. I stretch around him with pleasurable delight, and my head falls back. He finger fucks me with skill and precision while his mouth glides up my neck. 

“Your cunt is fucking perfect,” he growls into the flesh there. 

“Oh God,” I gasp. “Yes.”

His fingers slide in and out, slowly, deliberately. I arch into him, spreading my legs wider, careless and shameless. He stokes the heated bundle of nerves between my thighs until I’m explode around him, crying out his name and clutching him. He slips his fingers from my depths and brings them to his lips, parting slowly and sliding them into his mouth. I tremble, and my core tightens as I watch him suck me off him. 

“So sweet,” he growls. “So fucking sweet.”

I part my lips and gasp when he reaches forward and runs his thumb along my bottom lip, flicking it gently. Then he’s sliding my panties down my legs and pulling his belt off. I watch in fascination as he jerks his pants down and frees his beautiful cock. My eyes fall to it as he strokes it with his big hand. So fucking gorgeous. He pulls a condom out of his suit jacket and tears the packet with his teeth before rolling it on. He’s not wasting any time. 

He steps forward, takes my hip in one hand and curls the other in my hair, then he lowers me just enough so that he can thrust upwards, filling me in one slow stroke. I groan low and pleased as he sinks in deeper, stretching me, taking my body and owning it with that single motion. My fingers curl around his upper arms and I squeeze, tilting my hips up to take him deeper. 

Then he proceeds to fuck me there, against the counter, deep and hard, slow and soft, all the things I could possibly want and need times ten. My body thrashes against the counter, my pussy clenching around him, his cock swelling deep inside me. So God damned good. I come first, my legs around his hips, my fingers scraping over his scalp, screaming his name. 

He follows close behind me, grunting his release deep into my body. 

“I won’t use condoms forever,” he murmurs against me. “Tomorrow you will get on the pill and we’ll fuck the way it was intended. I’m clean. The moment you’re proven clean, there will be nothing between us.”

“Ah . . .” I swallow. “Okay.”

We both fall silent. I find myself unable to remember my argument from earlier. I struggle to remember why I decided that I didn’t need this. Feeling him surrounding me, inside me, filling me in every way, I realize that I want what he’s giving. Wrong or right, I want it and I need it. I can’t seem to find it in me to push him away. 

And he knows it. 

CHAPTER 9

RAFAEL

Julietta has been my mistress for an entire week, and that time has been fucking mind-blowing. I fuck her most days, because not having her body for twenty-four hours seems like pure, raw torture. She opens for me, lets me in, never complains, and takes everything I want to give. Not only that but she’s sassy as fuck and cute as hell. Her eyes, her hair, her mind, her body—everything about her is pure perfection. 

The perfect mistress. 

The perfect distraction. 

God knows I need a distraction with the shit in my world right now. As I walk through the long, dark tiled floors of my house, I feel the bite of empty bitterness in my chest. I used to find comfort in my home, but lately it feels stark and empty. I finger the gun in my pants as I move towards the stairs in search of my wife. I find her in our bedroom, sitting by the window reading her kindle. I glance at her and really take her in. She really is quite beautiful with her long dark hair and chocolate brown eyes. 

“Maria,” I say, stopping in the doorway.

She looks over to me and smiles, a genuine smile. I return it. “Good evening, Rafael. How was your day?”

“It was good, and yours?”

She stands and places her kindle down before walking over to me. She leans up and places a kiss on my cheek. There is no warmth in my heart for Maria. I care about her, would lay down my life to save hers, but I could never fall in love with her. She’s quiet and subdued, and as a mafia wife they’re both ideal qualities, but I’m a passionate man, full of fire, and I need a challenge. 

“It wasn’t too bad. Will you accompany me to dinner with Mama tonight?”

She nods. “Of course.”

My mama has been lonely since the death of my father, and even though she’s surrounded by family, she has days when I think she believes she can’t cope. My father adored my mother. He was one of the few leaders who didn’t have a mistress. He did at the beginning, but once his heart belonged to Mama, he didn’t have them anymore. I believe he set it up to look like he had them, but he could never bring himself to do it. They were two people in our world who managed to make everything work, no matter how hard. It’s rare, but not impossible. 

I could never do it. Love isn’t for a man like me. 

“I’ll just freshen up and then we’ll go over.”

My mama isn’t Maria’s biggest fan, but she tolerates her out of respect. I’m not entirely sure what it is she doesn’t like about her, but she’s told me more than once that she isn’t the right woman for me. She has a point, but Maria is respectful, sweet, and takes care of things the way she should, and better, she knows our world. I can’t fault her for that. 

“I’ll iron you another shirt,” Maria says, disappearing before I can say anything else. 

I watch her go, then I exhale loudly and get on with business.

~*~*~*~

“So you still have no news?” Riccardo says later that evening after we’ve finished dinner with my mother. He stopped by to discuss business and see Maria. 

“You could say that.” I grunt, sitting down on the sofa in my office. “I still don’t know what happened to the shipment that went missing. I’ve had eyes and ears everywhere, and whoever did this is keeping it on the lowdown. It has me suspicious; something isn’t fucking right.”

Riccardo’s eye flash and he nods, rubbing his fingers over his chin. “It’s strange, that’s for sure. Have you looked into the cartel?”

I shrug. “I didn’t think we had any issues with the cartel?”

He shifts. “Not issues as such but your father wasn’t their biggest fan. I don’t know for sure, but I suspect something went down with them a few years ago.”

I nod, rubbing my chin thinking of the past territory disputes. “Yes, it did, but it wasn’t enough to piss them off enough to do this and besides, they would have declared war long before stealing a shipment.”

“What are your suspicions, boss?”

“Someone powerful, someone who knew it was going to happen. I just don’t know who. I’m keeping track of any increase in drug sales, also. Whoever took that shipment wanted the contents, for what I don’t know.”

“We’ll find them, boss.”

I meet his eyes. “Yes, we will.”

We always do.

CHAPTER 10

JULIETTA

Rafael stands in my doorway, hair slightly damp, suit perfectly crisp, eyes lusty. I swallow and hold his gaze as he steps through the door, forcing me to take a step back. His hand comes up and captures my cheek, gently caressing it. We’re in the middle of week two together, and I haven’t been with him for the last four days because he went away. It was a good thing considering I was out of bounds because of my monthly visitor, but now he’s back and I need him.

I hate that I need him. 

I really, really do. 

“You’re back,” I murmur, turning my face so my lips hit his palm. I kiss his hand there. 

“I’m back,” he says, his voice low and thick. “Did you miss me, cara?”

I smile up at him. “Of course.”

He gently encourages me backwards and when the backs of my knees hit my couch, I let my body fall down. Rafael comes over me, his broad chest hard and primed. He positions himself so his hands are flat on either side of my head and he gently lowers his head, grazing his lips over my jaw. I shudder and my hands get a mind of their own, travelling up his arms and finding the top of his jacket. I want it off. I want nothing between us. 

“Patience,” he murmurs, gently laying my arms down by my sides. “The best things in life take time, Julietta.”

“Please,” I whimper, arching up as he gently rocks his hips against mine, pushing his cock against my core. I instantly heat for him and a little mewl of pleasure releases from deep in my throat. 

“Soon.”

He kisses his way down my jaw, my neck, and over my collarbone. His fingers glide up my sides, then move under my clothes until they find bare skin. Little bumps break out over the surface and he looks up at me, grinning, pleased with himself. My lips quirk up, but I quickly forget it when he continues his slow, agonizing torture as he cascades his fingers over the curve of my breasts.

“You’re ready for me,” he says, giving me intense eyes as he figures out I’m not wearing a bra. 

“Yes,” I breathe. 

“That’s my good girl.”

I hate that that feels so good to hear. I love when he praises me. I’m so fucked. 

He covers my breasts with his big, rough hands that don’t at all match his perfection and gently squeezes. I arch up, pushing my nipples into his palms, needing more. Desperation takes over, and I throw a leg around his hip and use my heel to push down on his ass, making his cock grind right where I need it to. 

He chuckles, low and lusty, and slaps my thigh, making me drop it. “Learn some patience, cara,” he growls. 

“You’re making that impossible,” I point out, tilting my hips up. 

His lips find mine and he kisses me into submission, his two-day growth scratching my cheeks in that way I like so much. I let his tongue take mine away, lifting me on a high that has my skin quivering. 

I’m flying so high I don’t hear the pounding at my door. I don’t hear it until Rafael pulls his mouth from mine and lifts his body quickly. I blink in confusion. Then clarity hits, and I realize someone is at my door. 

“Julietta!”

It’s my father. 

Oh. Shit. 

Rafael’s eyes move to mine and he orders, “Ignore him.”

My mouth opens and closes. “Pardon?”

“Ignore. Him.”

I don’t think so. My dad never visits and if he’s here now, he’s got a good reason for it. I’m not going to just ignore him. I’m sure he won’t ask questions about Rafael; I’ll just open the door and see what’s going on. 

I stand but Rafael’s arm shoots out and his fingers curl around my wrist, stopping me. “I said no, Julietta.”

I snatch my hand from his. “No offense, but this is my house, and he’s my father.”

“You make a choice,” he says, his voice icy. “You answer that door, I walk out and our agreement ends.”

“Are you serious?” I hiss. “You’re threatening me?”

“No, I’m saying it how it is. You decide what’s more important right now. Your father doesn’t know about me, so if you open that door, we’re finished.”

My blood boils, and I cross my arms. “It’s just my father. What’s the big deal?”

“You know the deal. This relationship is kept private.”

“I get that,” I snap. “But can’t you just go into the bedroom and hide for a few minutes?”

His face hardens. “Do not insult me. I am not the kind of man”—he leans down close—“who hides.”

“Jesus.”

“Julietta?” my dad calls again. 

I stay where I am, but my eyes burn into Rafael’s. We stand like that until I hear my father’s footsteps disappear, and then the elevator dings. I turn and walk towards my bedroom. “I’m done. You can leave now. I’m not in the mood for you today.”

“Don’t walk away from me, Julie.”

He’s never called me Julie before. 

I love it. 

I hate it. 

I go into my room and slam the door, locking it. 

He leaves. I hate that even more because it’s just further proof that I’m just a toy and he has no interest in my feelings. Stupid, stupid girl. 

Screw him. 

~*~*~*~

RAFAEL

Fucking stubborn woman. 

She stormed off and for a few minutes, I contemplated going after her. Fuck knows I wanted to, but she needs to learn her place and I need to remember mine, so I left. 

Now I’m sitting at the office in the club, glaring down at the people dancing below. She gets on my last nerves, and yet I constantly crave her. I kick the chair that’s rolled in front of the sofa and it glides across the room, crashing into the wall. I grunt. It does nothing to appease me. 

“Yo, brother.”

I look up to see Vincent standing in the doorway, grinning at me. 

“What are you grinning at?” I snap, swallowing back more whiskey. 

He chuckles. “You’ve been in a ripe mood since this morning.”

I grunt and glare at my glass. 

“You still seeing that woman?”

I jerk my head as a nod—not that I have to tell him anything. What I do is none of his business, but he’s my brother, so I share more with him than I do with anyone else. He knows about Julietta. He doesn’t give much of an opinion about her, except for when he found out what I knew. Then he had plenty to say. He hasn’t dropped it since.

“She know yet?” he asks, his eyes narrowing and waiting for a reaction from me.

I flinch but keep my composure. “She doesn’t need to know.”

His eyes flare. “She thinks she’s a random stranger you just picked up . . .”

“She was,” I point out. 

He shakes his head. “Until you found out otherwise. Don’t you think she’d want to know?”

I give him a warning look. He’s skating on thin ice. “What happens between me and her is none of your fucking business. Now tell me what information you’ve got for me.”

Vin sighs and walks over, taking the office chair and sitting in it, leaning back and crossing his legs. “It’s an inside job, boss. It has to be. There had to be a shitload of information fed for whoever took that shipment to even be able to find it. Someone is double-crossing us.”

“Fuck.” That isn’t good. “Any more leads?”

“As yet, no, but we’re looking into it.”

“What about the shipment going out tomorrow? Is it secure?”

“It is, and we’ve got watches on it all night to ensure a repeat doesn’t occur.”

I close my eyes and take a deep breath. I don’t know if whoever stole my first shipment will show again, but if they do, we’re ready. 

We’re always ready. 

I glance out at the club again, and my mind travels back to Julietta. I’ll give her a day to cool off, then I’ll give her a choice. She can either accept the way things are, or she can’t. What she will not do is lock me out of her house again. I don’t like doors being slammed in my face, and I really don’t like her ignoring my messages. 

Twenty-four hours. 

Then Julietta will face me. 

CHAPTER 11

JULIETTA

“So everything’s okay?” I ask my father, twirling a piece of hair around my finger as I press the phone to my ear. 

“Yes, baby, it’s fine,” he says, his accent thick and strong. I love my father—he’s the best kind of dad there is, masculine but loving, strong but gentle. I wouldn’t want to get on his bad side, but when you’re on his good side, life is peachy.

“You don’t usually drop by my apartment.”

“You didn’t answer my calls. I was passing on my way from work—aren’t I allowed to worry about my daughter?”

I chew on my bottom lip a second before answering, “Of course. It’s just unusual.”

Even if my father was checking in for other reasons, he wouldn’t tell me what they were. I wonder if he suspects I’m seeing someone, or maybe he got wind of Rafael being in my life. Though I’m sure if he suspected that, he’d attempt to put a stop to the whole thing right away. He wouldn’t take kindly to it, of that I’m sure. He has a big problem with the mafia, more so than most people in Chicago, I just don’t know why. Maybe he is just worried.

“Come over and have dinner with your mama and I next week.”

“I will.” I smile, sliding my bum onto the kitchen counter. 

“Behave and be safe, Julie.”

“I will, Dad.” I grin into the phone. “I’ve got to get going, Celia is coming by. We’re going out.”

“All right, call me next week. Good night.”

“Night.”

I hang up the phone just as my door flings open and Celia comes charging in. She grins, spinning in yet another bright red dress. “Are you ready?” she cries, doing a twirl. 

“You’ve got way too much energy.” I chuckle, sliding off the counter and straightening my dress. “What do you think?” I spread my arms out and do a twirl. 

“Super hot!”

“Then let’s get this party started.”

Celia and I are going to a club with some of our mutual friends for a few drinks. It’s a good thing, too. I need to take my mind off the fact that I kicked the head of the Italian mafia out of my house earlier, and have since ignored all his calls. My heart aches with the need to take those calls and tell him I’m sorry. I’ve never been able to handle guilt well. Knowing he’s angry at me is eating me up inside, but I needed to make a point. 

I get his rules, but he doesn’t own me. 

I have a feeling he doesn’t feel the same way. 

~*~*~*~

I stumble up to my front door. Stupid high heels—they’re not the easiest shoes to walk in when you’ve had a few Cosmos. I fumble with my keys and manage to get my door open. I slap the wall for the light, flick one on, and then kick the door closed behind me. It’s nearing midnight, and I didn’t want to continue on drinking with Celia and our friends, considering I have to work tomorrow, so I came home early. 

“It’s nearly midnight.”

I scream and spin around, losing my balance and falling to my hands and knees. I scramble backwards and my head jerks up to see Rafael sitting in the dark, on my recliner in the corner of the room. Holy mafia movie, right here. I can’t see his face because the shadows of the room fall over it, but I can almost bet his expression is stern. I swallow and stay on my hands and knees, unsure what to do.

“How did you get into my apartment?”

“Your security isn’t exactly high-tech.”

Right. And he’s mafia. Of course he can do a swift and easy break-and-enter. He must have copied a key.

“Why are you sitting in the dark?” I squeak. 

“I enjoy the dark. It helps me think.”

“Yeah, well, it’s creepy,” I say, twisting so I’m sitting on the floor, legs curled off to the side. 

“Where have you been?”

I hesitate for a moment, then say in a sassy tone, “Out with friends. Why are you here, Rafael?”

He’s silent for a minute, before saying, “You haven’t answered my calls.”

“Because you got bossy, and I thought we had an agreement.”

More silence.

“You know your family can’t know who I am, Julietta,” he says, his voice low and deep. “I’m sorry you don’t like that, but I have made my position clear.”

“It was my father. I asked you to hide for a few seconds because I was worried about why he was at my door. I wouldn’t ask you to hide for no good reason.”

“Men like me do not hide,” he says, his voice clipped. 

Of course they don’t. “Okay, fair enough, but it was my father.”

“Yes,” he snaps, “and I am your lover. We have rules. If you wish to introduce a man to your family, then perhaps we need to consider that I am not the one for you and this will not work.”

My heart surprises me by lurching in my chest. I have a sudden realization that I don’t want this to end. I don’t want him to go. He’s speaking as if he’s here to end things between us, and that very thought makes my stomach twist and my heart clench in desperation. God, what was I thinking? Who cares if I couldn’t see my father for a moment. Rafael was with me. It was his time. Time I gave him. 

I’m so fucking stupid. I have to fix this. 

I push to my hands and knees again and slowly crawl across the floor to where he sits. He watches me, at least I think he does, and doesn’t say a word as I move closer and closer. When I reach his feet, I glance up and I can finally see his dark, chiseled face staring down at me, softer than I thought. I rise and place my hands on his knees, then I slowly move until I’m on his lap, nestled there. 

He doesn’t move to touch me. 

God, I really pissed him off. 

I lean forward and my lips graze his jaw. It jumps beneath my mouth and I keep kissing a small trail to his ear, where I whisper, “I’m sorry, Rafael. You’re right; I shouldn’t have done that. I know the rules. I respect them. I do want this, and it won’t happen again.”

He doesn’t say anything; I think he’s enjoying my sucking up. 

“I’m not ready for this to end,” I say, using my other hand to slide into his thick hair. I tug gently, prompting him to give me something. Anything. 

He turns his face slowly until our eyes are locked. “I’m a powerful man, Julietta. I know what is good and what is not. I only have a few rules—one of those is that our relationship remains the way I asked it to remain.”

“I understand,” I whisper, staring at his lips.

“I don’t like doors being slammed in my face and my messages being ignored, either.”

I swallow. “No, I imagine you don’t.”

“Now you’re going to make those things up to me.”

My lips quirk. “I am?”

“Yes,” he says, finally putting his hands on my hips. “You are.”

That’s completely fine by me. 

I know exactly how I can make it up to him. I lean forward and graze my lips over his jaw again. He sits perfectly still, perfectly controlled, and lets me glide my mouth over his skin, moving down over his neck and stopping when his suit touches my mouth. I move my body off his and kneel in front of him, our eyes meeting. There is a huge amount of intensity between us, and there is nothing in the world I could imagine that would be more beautiful. 

I take his belt and gently tug it off before unbuttoning his pants. He lifts his hips, his eyes heavy and lusty, and lets me slide them down. Then I reach into his boxers and free his cock. Beautiful. Hard. Powerful. It is everything he is, and he knows exactly how to use it. Anticipation swells in my belly and I lean forward, running my tongue around the tip. Rafael groans, low and deep, and it spurs me on. 

I part my lips and slowly slide the head of his cock into my mouth. Making a tight circle around him, I start to suck, slowly at first, and then faster and faster. My hand finds the base and I curl my fingers around it, slowly pumping until he hisses my name, fingers curled into my hair. I continue to suck and pump until his hips jerk and he’s bellowing my name. 

Then his come hits the back of my throat and I swallow with blissful delight. So incredible. These moments with him are absolutely breathtaking. 

He slowly starts to pull out, his hands now stroking my messy hair back down. I let him slide from my mouth and look up at him, my lips tingling. Our eyes meet, and his lips curl up into a sexy, satisfied grin. 

“Did I make it up to you?” I whisper. 

He reaches forward, stroking his thumb over my bottom lip and catching some of his release. He slides that thumb into my mouth and I close my lips over it, sucking him off. “You most certainly did,” he growls. 

My lips quirk. “Well then, am I forgiven?”

His finger moves from my mouth and slides down until he can cup my jaw. He tilts my head up and leans down, pressing his lips to my temple. “Always, cara.”

God this man. 

The best. 

CHAPTER 12

JULIETTA

I throw my head back and laugh, the pizza in my hand wobbling as I try to steady it from waving around. Rafael stares at me, his face amused, his eyes light and clear of any stress, which is rare for him. More often than not, he’s stressed and wound up. Tonight he’s relaxed and smiling, showing me a side to him I’ve not seen. It makes me like him more, which I try to ignore. 

“So you’re telling me that in school, you were the skinny nerd?” I giggle.

He crosses his arms over his chest and nods. “Yes, that’s correct.”

I look him up and down. “I can’t see it. I just . . .can’t.”

His eyes flash with humor. “It was before I cared about being in this racket, when I was sure I’d take another path.”

“You didn’t always know this was where you’d end up?” I ask, placing my plate on the end table and shifting on the sofa so I’m facing him. 

He swirls the whiskey around in his glass, staring at it for a long while before answering. “Honestly? No. I knew my father wanted that for me, but for a solid part of my life I was certain I’d go in a different direction.”

“I didn’t realize you actually had a choice.”

He looks at me. “I didn’t.”

I giggle. “Such a rebel.”

“I was going to take myself off to college. Fuck the mafia. Fuck my father. Of course that wouldn’t have worked, but I was young and believed if I just did a runner, he wouldn’t try too hard to find me.”

“Not your best plan I assume?”

He grins. God he’s beautiful. “No, but in the end my father did give me a choice. He said if life outside the mafia was what I wanted, then I could take it.”

I pick up my wine and take a long sip. “So why didn’t you?”

He studies me, his dark brown eyes causing shivers to break out over my skin. “Because my brother got killed, and I wanted revenge. Something inside me changed, and I knew to stop that kind of thing from ever happening again, I needed to take my place. I needed to be in control.”

My eyes are soft—I know they are. “I’m so sorry about your brother.”

He flashes me a smile, but it doesn’t reach his eyes. “The past is the past, cara.”

I hold his stare a while, and the intense moment is interrupted by his phone ringing. He pulls it out of his suit jacket and stands, glass still in hand. I eye him curiously as he turns his back to me and answers. “Yeah?”

He listens a bit, and his shoulders stiffen. “I’ll be there, ten minutes.”

He removes the phone and shoves it into his pocket before turning and striding over to me. He places the glass on my coffee table and leans down, pressing his lips to mine. “I have to go.”

“Is everything okay?” I ask, concerned. 

“It’s fine, cara. Good night.”

He straightens, and I watch as he walks to the door, not giving me the chance to answer. 

“Good night,” I whisper to myself as the door closes softly behind him. 

That didn’t go quite as planned.

And for the first time since I’ve been with him, I’m scared and worried for his safety. I’m becoming too invested. 

I need to back down. 

~*~*~*~

“You’re seeing someone, aren’t you?” Celia demands two days later as she storms up and down my living area, her arms crossed. 

I stand in my kitchen, sipping coffee and watching her. “What makes you say that?” I ask, hoping my voice sounds casual. 

“You’re always busy, you changed your locks, and you’re always staring at your phone with a goofy smile on your face.”

I am?

Shit. 

I try to keep my face blank as I say, “So what if I am?”

She stops pacing, turns, and squeals with delight as she charges towards me. “You are? Oh my God, why haven’t you told me? Who is it? What’s his name? What does he do?”

She’s rambling at a million miles an hour, so I place my hands on her shoulders and hush her. She’s practically bouncing on her toes, her eyes bright with anticipation. 

“I can’t say much, because we want to keep things quiet for a while.”

She gets a disgusted look on her face. “Oh my God, he isn’t married, is he?”

I blanch. The very thought of answering that question makes me feel ill. If Celia knew what I was doing, she wouldn’t understand. She’d tell me to run a million miles. She’d tell me I was morally wrong. 

Of course, she would be right. No matter how much I love having Rafael around, the very idea that he is going home to another woman pulls at my heartstrings. For both her and myself. 

“Oh. Shit.”

I blink and realize I haven’t answered her question—I’m just standing and staring blankly at her. “Celia. . .” I begin, but she throws a hand up. 

“I am your best friend; I know your expressions. I know when you’re lying and when you’re not. So look me in the eye and tell me this man isn’t married.”

I bite my bottom lip, and her eyes get big. “No, oh God no. Julie, what have you gotten yourself into?”

Unprepared for her guilt trip, I squeeze my eyes shut for a moment as I feel tears burn the backs of my eyelids. I’m not supposed to tell Celia anything, but I need to get it out. I need to tell someone. She’ll keep this secret until the day she dies, I know that, so I don’t even try to hold back when I start rambling. 

“It’s Rafael. Oh God, Celia. I’m screwing the boss of the mafia.”

Her entire body goes still. Her eyes widen and her lips part.

“Don’t look at me like that,” I continue, not giving her the chance to speak. “I didn’t mean it to happen. Well, I didn’t intend for it to, anyway. He came to me, returned my purse, and he asked me to be his mistress. He explained how it all works and then he promised me all these things . . . then he kissed me. Oh God, Celia, I like him. I really do. He’s under my skin and . . .”

“You’re the mistress to the highest-ranking member of the Italian mafia?”

My hands start trembling, because when she puts it like that, it’s terrifying. I drop my head and whisper a soft, “Yes.”

“Oh Lord,” she says, taking a step back and letting herself fall into the sofa. She puts her head in her hands and remains that way for a long, long while. I go and sit beside her, not knowing what to say or do. 

“He’s good to me, Celia. He says that if I want to move on, he’ll let me go. It’s not just sex; he spends time with me and . . .”

“Are you hearing yourself?” Celia whispers, lifting her head and looking at me. “It’s not even about the fact that he’s married. I know how those kinds of men work—they have a lover on the side, I get that. It’s his position and the danger you could end up in that’s the problem. What the hell were you thinking?”

“He . . . I don’t know . . . he made it impossible to say no.”

She shakes her head sadly. “This is dangerous, Julie. You could get killed, or worse—he could change his mind and decide you’re never leaving.”

“He wouldn’t do that,” I whisper, pleading with my eyes, praying she’ll understand.

“You’re sure of that?” she questions. 

I look away. “It’s just a bit of fun.”

“Then why the hell do you look like a lost, sad puppy waiting for a pat?”

I flinch. “It’s. Just. Fun.”

“You’re falling for him.”

I shake my head and turn away. “No, I’m enjoying him. There is a difference.”

“I think you’re playing with fire, and because I love you, I’m going to tell you that I think you should stop.”

I turn back and glance at her. “I’ve tried.”

She studies my face for a long while, her eyes roaming over it, then she sighs. “God, Julie . . .”

“I know, but you’re the only person I can tell, and I need to talk to someone. Please, C. I know you don’t agree with it but please . . .”

She reaches out and takes my hand. “I’ve got you covered, but know this—I think you should end it when you can. I can’t make you, and I’ll be here for you if you don’t, but that’s what I think.”

I nod. 

She smiles. 

But we both know I won’t be ending anything. 

I’m in way too deep already.

CHAPTER 13

RAFAEL

The phone ringing beside me jerks me from my deep thoughts. I’m lost in my own world, waiting to hear news that this shipment went out safely. I see Vincent’s number on the screen and my chest tightens. I pick it up quickly, pressing it to my ear and saying, “Vincent. Talk.”

“Boss,” he says, but his voice is thick, full of emotion. 

I stand, sending my chair flying backwards. “Vincent,” I demand. 

“All dead. Set up. They had no chance.”

My fingers tremble as I fight the urge to crush the phone into a thousand tiny pieces. I sent eight men to ensure that shipment went out safely. Eight. 

“How?” I rasp, trying to stop the pain rising into my heart. 

“They were waiting all around—I don’t know who, I don’t know how. The men got out of the car, loaded the shipment, and the other guys opened fire. Just shot them down like dogs in a field.”

Vomit rises in my throat. “Meeting. Now. Call it.”

“Already done. We’re on our way.”

“We have to end this, Vin.”

He’s silent a moment before he rasps, “I know.”

I hang up the phone and then send it flying across the room. An agonized bellow is ripped from my throat. The door to my office opens and Maria comes in, her eyes wide and panicked. “Rafael, is everything okay?”

I spin to her and try to bring my emotions down but it’s nearly impossible. “I lost eight men tonight. I’m calling a meeting. Will you prepare the room for me?”

Her face drops. “I’m so sorry. I’ll prepare the room now.”

I nod and give her shoulder a squeeze as I walk out past her. I need fresh air. I can’t fucking breathe. I practically throw the front door open and charge out, inhaling over and over as I try to make sense of the situation. Someone is fucking with us, but whoever it is, they’re clever. They have details. They know how we work. No one could set up an attack like that without having inside information. That means I’ve got a rat. Someone I trust, be it inside my circle or outside, has betrayed me. 

Fuck. 

“Raf?”

I jerk my head up to see Vincent walking up the front path, followed by Benito, and Riccardo. My most trusted. My eyes scan their faces, and all of them look solemn, broken. I jerk my head in a nod and turn and walk into the house. My throat is tight and words escape me. The room is prepared, with the round table cleared and laid out with food and whiskey. Maria knows how we work. She even has a drink set ready and waiting for me.

We all take a seat, and I curl my fingers around my whiskey glass, taking a long sip before placing it down. Then I turn to Vincent and murmur, “What happened?”

He takes a shot of whiskey and meets my eyes. “You’re right, boss. Inside job. It has to be. Whoever took those men out knew precise locations and times. They knew when we’d arrive, how long it would take to load the shipment, and the small amount of time they had before it was sent away. They had clear shots and they took them.”

“Whoever the fuck is doing this is smart,” Benito says, his accent thick with emotion. 

“It’s inside,” I say, my voice steady and calm. “Just as we first suspected.”

“Why?” Vin growls. “Why are they taking shipments and killing our men?”

I swirl the whiskey around in my glass. “I don’t know. It could be to mess with us; it could be to sell to a higher payer; it could be a number of reasons. What I want to know is who the fuck is calling the shots. We find that out, we find out why.”

“What’re your suggestions?” Riccardo asks. 

“Gather a list of people who handle our transactions—that includes outside parties. Anytime we do a shipment, find out who is involved. I’m going to pay them all a visit.”

Vin’s eyes flash with anticipation. Benito nods his approval, and Riccardo just stares. 

“I promise you all this,” I say, standing. “We’ll find out who is doing this, and when we do, they will die a painful, cold death.”

With that, I turn and walk out. 

I need a release, and I know just where to get it.

~*~*~*~

JULIETTA

I’m just about to lock my door for bed when I hear a firm but not overly loud tapping at it. Frowning, I glance down at my tank top and boy shorts and hope to hell it isn’t my young, obsessive neighbor again. He’s visited me three times in the last three days with lame excuses such as needing milk and asking me if I heard any ‘strange’ noises. I know better, and I know he’s just trying to make conversation. 

It’s late now, though. I’m not in the mood. 

I walk over to the door and go up on my tiptoes, glancing out. I see Rafael standing there, his hands on the door, his head dropped. My heart lurches, and I swing the door open so quickly he loses balance and is forced to take some steadying steps to avoid falling. His eyes flash to mine, and I see pain behind them. So much pain. 

“Rafael?” I whisper, worried. 

“I lost eight men tonight. Friends. Family. Gone.”

My heart cracks open for him and I step forward, taking his hand. “Honey,” I say softly, watching as he loses his composure. 

My strong, powerful man’s shoulders slump, and I wrap my arms around his body as he gives me some of his weight. He buries his face into my hair and curls his arm around my waist, pulling me so close and holding me so tightly I can hardly breathe. I let him. I bring him as near to me as I can, holding on until he’s ready to let go. He’s defeated and broken. I’ve not seen him like this before. It’s terrifying and alarming that this life can do this to him. 

“Let’s get inside and shut the door,” I suggest gently and he releases me, letting me close the door. 

I turn when I’ve locked it and see him over by the window, just staring out. His shoulders are still slumped, and he’s not carrying his usual demeanor of power. My heart aches for him as I walk over, placing my hand on his back and gently moving it up and down. “What can I do?”

He turns around and pins me with those pained brown eyes. “Make me forget, cara. Make me forget.”

“How?” I breathe. 

He reaches forward and runs his thumb over my bottom lip and I know without him saying anything what he needs, and I’m more than willing to give it to him. I step forward and go up on my tiptoes, curling my fingers into his hair and bringing my lips to his. I kiss him softly. I’ve never kissed him with this much emotion before, and it scares the hell out of me because it feels so right. 

Our lips move together, slowly, unrushed. In the background, the music I was playing softly changes and a slow, deep song comes on. Rafael pulls back, his eyes holding mine, and he pulls me into his arms and before I know it, we’re dancing. It’s slow, intense, and so fucking beautiful my heart burns for more. Our eyes stay connected as our hips sway, moving haltingly around my living room. I know in my heart that this moment that will forever be frozen in time, imbedded in my mind for the days when all hope seems lost between us. 

When the music finally starts to fade, my heart is pounding. It’s pounding because it’s so desperately trying to inform my brain something I already know . . . I could fall for this man. I can’t. It’s against all the rules, but when I’m standing here in his arms, breaking the rules seems like the right thing to do. Everything inside me is screaming for more, but my brain knows best. 

I can’t want this with him, and I have to hold back, put a block over my heart. 

My thoughts are washed away when Rafael dips his head and kisses me, soft and deep. My arms curl around him tighter and I kiss him back. 

I let him take from me what he needs. I let him lower me to the floor and peel all my clothes off. I let his mouth devour every part of my body. Then I open my soul at the same time as I open my body and I let him in. 

And there, on the floor beneath the moonlight, with him deep inside my body, fucking me slow and deep, I let my walls come crashing down. 

Fighting it is pointless. 

I think I’m falling in love with Rafael Lencioni.

CHAPTER 14

RAFAEL

The cold steel of my gun presses to the man’s temple and he squirms, his eyes bulging, sweat trickling down his skin and over my hand that’s wrapped around his throat. I don’t usually do the dirty work, but someone is messing with my family and my shipments. Someone took the lives of those I consider the closest to me and mine. I’m more than ready to get my hands dirty. 

“I don’t know anything.” He gasps, his face going a dark shade of purple. 

“Everyone knows something,” I growl. “You’re just not telling me what it is you know.”

“I swear,” he wheezes. “I know nothing.”

“Then you’re of no use to me.”

I start to put pressure on the trigger when he caves, his voice a broken tremble. “Okay, look, I have no names, but someone paid another person off for the information on the shipment because they could sell it for more. I don’t know who and I don’t know why.”

“Someone meaning a person I have trusted at some point,” I say, my voice deadly calm and icy.

“I believe an inside job.” The man chokes. “Someone who knew all the inside information, or had a way of getting it.”

“There are at least twenty people who know that—narrow it down.”

“I don’t know,” he cries. “God dammit, I don’t know. All I know is someone gave the information away.”

“How did you find that out?”

“I . . . I overheard talking.”

“Names,” I bark. 

“I don’t . . .”

I slam the butt of the gun into his temple and hiss, “Names.”

“I was at the offices up town—they were whispering about it.”

Offices up town. 

Where Julietta’s father works. 

“What else?”

“That’s it,” he wheezes. “I swear.”

“And you didn’t think to come to me with this information the minute you got it? I could have saved my men.”

“I,” he stammers. “I . . . I didn’t . . .”

“Their blood is on your hands, and now your blood is on mine.”

I pull the trigger. 

I have no time for people like him.

~*~*~*~

JULIETTA

“Mr. Walters, if you’ll just sit still, I can change your bandage,” I say, placing my arm on the old squirming man’s bony shoulder, trying to get him still enough for me to take care of him. 

“No,” he barks. “No, be gone, demon.”

Did I mention he’s whacked?

“My name is Julietta, and I’m just trying to tend to you, sir. If you’ll sit still, we can be quick. Stop that squirming; we don’t want you to tear your stitches.”

He picks up a glass of water and thrusts it at me, as if I’m going to instantly burst into flames. “Back, demon!” he bellows. 

Screw this. I page Jacob; he needs to take care of this man. Five minutes later, Jacob strolls in, smiling at me. Why is he always smiling? Honestly, there must be something seriously wrong with him. Nobody is that happy all the time. “What can I do for you, Julie?”

“I’m having trouble changing Mr. Walters’ bandages. He’s convinced I’m Satan and I’m trying to take him to hell.”

Jacob chuckles. “Allow me. He’s been in here before.”

He steps into the space I was just occupying and looks at Mr. Walters. “I’m going to change your bandage now, Mr. Walters,” he says calmly. 

Mr. Walters glares at me and I sigh, stepping out as Jacob does his thing. 

Ten minutes later, he exits the room and smiles at me. “It would seem he has a problem with women.” He steps closer. “I don’t know why, considering you’re so beautiful.”

I flush and step back. “Ah, thanks.”

“Listen, I’ve been wanting to ask you out since I dropped you home a while back. Would you consider going on a date with me?”

I open my mouth, then close it. “Look, Jacob, I’m kind of seeing someone . . .”

A look that bothers me flashes across his eyes, but he forces a smile. “Of course. Well if that goes wrong, perhaps you’ll consider going out with me?”

“Isn’t that against the hospital policy?”

He grins. “I make the rules; I can break them.”

I frown. “Pretty sure you don’t.”

He loses his smile and steps forward. “I like you, Julie. I’d break all the rules for a chance for us to be together.”

Something about the way he says that creeps me out, so I step back again and give a lame, fake smile. “Right, thanks. I better get back to it.”

“Consider my offer, Julie,” he says, studying my lips. 

Ick. 

“Julie,” another nurse says as she passes me in a hurry. “We have a patient bleeding and we need to get it wrapped up; you want to sort it?”

“On it,” I say, stepping past Jacob but coming to a complete halt when I see Rafael standing in the emergency waiting room with two women. 

Oh. My. God. 

He glares at Jacob, and I wonder if he was listening to our conversation? I can’t focus on that long because beside him is an older, exceptionally beautiful woman who I’m assuming is his mother and on his other side, a beautiful woman who I know, I just know, is his wife. My stomach lurches, and I want to vomit. This can’t be happening. 

“Julie,” Rafael says, his voice a low, thick rasp. “I wasn’t aware you were working this evening.”

I swallow the lump forming in my throat and let my eyes flick to his wife, Maria. She’s got long dark hair that’s braided and thrown over her shoulder. She’s not tall, but she’s slender, and slightly curvy. She’s beautiful. God, what the hell am I doing? I can’t do this. I can’t tend to his mother, who has obviously hurt herself because she’s holding her hand covered in a thick towel. I look around quickly, but everyone is busy. 

I close my eyes and focus. 

I have to do my job.

“Ah,” I say, my voice shaky. “Yes, I am. What can I do for you?”

His eyes hold mine for a moment before flicking to his mother. “My mother cut her hand preparing dinner. It’s fairly bad.”

I nod and avoid Rafael’s eyes as I step forward and plant a smile on my face. “Hi, Mrs. . . .?” I pretend I don’t know her name, when I do. God, I do. 

“Call me Alessandra.”

Her accent is thick, but she speaks gently, kindly. I like her right away.

I smile, for real this time. “That’s a beautiful name. Have a seat and I’ll take a look at your hand.”

She nods and I wave a hand to a free bed in the minor procedure area. They all step in and I pull the curtains to give a bit of privacy. Suddenly, the space feels tiny and I can’t barely breathe. Maria stands beside Rafael but she doesn’t touch him; she just looks thoughtful. His eyes are still on me, and that isn’t helping anything. 

I focus on my job and unravel Alessandra’s hand. It’s a nasty cut all right, and without a doubt in need of stitches. 

“How did you manage this one?” I ask, gently studying the gash with my gloved hands. 

“I was cooking and I slipped with the knife,” she says, an undertone of pain in her voice. 

“What were you cooking?” I ask, trying to distract her. 

“My signature pasta,” she tells me, her voice full of pride. 

“I love pasta,” I say, taking a wipe and cleaning the skin around the wound. “Personally, I really love adding salami to my pasta dishes. I feel it gives it a really—”

“Spicy taste,” she finishes for me. “I think it makes the dish bolder.”

I look up and smile. “Yes, that’s exactly it.”

“A girl that knows how to cook. You have Italian in your blood?”

I nod. “I know I may not look it, but my father is Italian. His mama used to teach me to cook all the time.”

“A girl who cooks is a keeper.” She grins.

I flush and look up to see Rafael studying me, his eyes intense. Maria is staring at her shoes, not seeming at all bothered by what’s going down. If anything, she looks bored. 

I place Alessandra’s hand gently on her lap. “I’ll just call the doctor to stitch this. I won’t be long.”

I exit the curtains and breathe in deeply. I find Jacob and explain to him that I have a patient who may need stitches. With a sickly sweet smile, he follows me back. When we step in, Rafael’s eyes dart to Jacob, and I can see the recognition in Jacob’s eyes right away. 

He extends his hand, and Rafael takes it. “My name is Jacob. I’m the doctor on duty tonight.”

Rafael must squeeze hard because Jacob’s face goes red and his lips go tight. “Rafael Lencioni.”

I know Jacob recognizes the name, because his eyes get bigger. “R-r-r-r-right, so, let’s get Mrs. Lencioni fixed up, shall we?”

He tugs his hand from Rafael’s hand and turns to Alessandra, flexing his fingers. I go over the injury and Jacob checks it before giving me the go-ahead to stitch it, before getting the hell out of there. I gather everything I need and then get to work on fixing Alessandra’s hand. 

“Pretty girl like you is single, no?” she asks me, and I stiffen. 

“Ah,” I say, darting my eyes towards Rafael, who is watching me. “Yes.”

His jaw flexes, but he says nothing. Of course he isn’t going to correct me. 

“You need to find yourself a good, solid man,” she advises me. “Take care of you.”

I smile. “Someday I’m sure I will.”

Rafael’s fists clench. 

“That nice doctor likes you.”

Rafael makes a grunting sound and says, “Maria, will you go and get us some coffee please?”

Maria still looks bored, but at this she smiles and nods. “Of course.”

Then she’s gone. No protest. Nothing. She just does it. 

“The doctor?” Alessandra urges, glancing at me. 

“Oh no, he isn’t my type.”

“Too pretty?”

I giggle, not able to stop it escaping my lips. “Yes, far too pretty.”

She smiles.  “I don’t like pretty boys either.”

She keeps me laughing the entire time I’m working on her hand, and when she’s done, I patch her up and wash my hands. “You’re all done. Take it easy with those knives.”

She stands. “It is somewhat pleasing to know that I shall should I have another mishap that I can come to here to you, sweet girl.”

“Ma,” Rafael says, a warning in his tone. 

“Oh, my boy, I’m just being kind.”

I step forward and place a hand on her shoulder. “You can come visit me at the hospital anytime.”

She beams, giving Rafael a look. “I might just do that. I’d like to get your pasta recipe.”

“Of course, I’d be happy to share it with you.”

“Here’s my phone number,” she says, reaching into her purse and pulling out a piece of paper. “Give me a call and we’ll meet up and exchange.”

I take the paper and smile at her. Then I glance at Rafael. The look he gives me has my body going on high alert. He’s mega pissed. Shit. I’m an idiot. I don’t interact with his family. It’s a rule. I just broke it by telling his mother she could come and get the recipe off me. 

My pager goes off, and I’ve never been so thankful for it in my life. “Anyway,” I say. “That’s my cue. Take it easy.”

I rush out before they can say anything else. 

I’m in so much trouble. 

CHAPTER 15

JULIETTA

I avoid home for as long as possible after my shift, because I know that Rafael will be pissed. I made the ultimate mistake and I should have known better, but his mother was so damned nice. I could hardly reject her; she wouldn’t have understood why and it would have been rude. She might have even been hurt had I snubbed her. God, who am I kidding? Deep down, I think part of me wanted to piss him off and get a reaction. 

By the time I arrive at my apartment, he’s rung three times and texted twice. I ignored all of it. I’m not ready to face his wrath. 

I open my front door and step inside, and I know he’s here the second the door closes behind me. Men like Rafael radiate a terrifying vibe when they’re in a room. They dominate it. They own it. You know they’re there long before they make their presence known. 

“I didn’t mean to,” I say, flicking on the light before he can speak. 

He’s sitting on the sofa by the window—that seems to be his favorite place. I have no doubt he knows the exact position in every room to be full on intimidating. He’s got his hands on his knees again, his trademark pose. I shift nervously when he doesn’t say anything. He could yell at me and it wouldn’t be scarier than when he says nothing at all. When Rafael Lencioni says nothing, you know you’re in for it. 

“I wasn’t thinking,” I continue, studying him. He’s watching me, his expression devoid of any emotion.  “Please don’t be angry at me. I was tired and—”

“You broke my rules.” His voice is like a whip. 

“I know and—”

“What did I say would happen if you broke my rules?”

My heart launches into my throat, surprising me. A pain unlike anything I’ve ever felt creeps into my chest, grabbing hold of my heart and squeezing until I feel as if I’m suffocating. Is that heartbreak? Desperation? Fear of losing him? I knew I was developing feelings for Rafael, but I never, not for a second, thought they were as strong as they are. I didn’t realize until the second he said those words, and the idea of losing him was planted firmly into my brain. 

“Raf,” I say, shortening his name for the first time ever. “I’m sorry. It was an honest mistake.”

“You’re a liar,” he says, standing. “You knew exactly what you were doing, Julie.”

I flinch. “Please. It won’t happen again. I don’t want you to leave. I’m sorry.”

When did I get so pathetic? Self-respect, Julie.

He strides towards me then stops just short of me. His face softens a little. “I’m not ready to be done with you yet, cara. But you will be punished for your actions.”

My chest deflates. I hope he doesn’t see it. “Punished?” I say in a soft voice. 

He reaches me and looks down, his face growing more lusty than angry, but the anger is still there, right on the surface. This is going to benefit him more than me, I’m sure of it. 

“Turn around.”

I blink. 

“Pardon me?” I squeak. 

“Now, Julietta.”

“Why?” I say, taking a step back. 

“Because, I’m going to punish you for disobeying me.”

I shake my head. “But—”

“The more you argue,” he says, his voice low, “the more you’ll get.”

I shiver. “Raf—”

“Turn around.”

“Raf—”

“Now,” he says, his voice leaving no further room for argument. 

I swallow, secretly loving what he’s offering, and turn around. He steps closer to me and walks me until I hit the back of the couch. There, he puts a hand to the middle of my shoulder blades and pushes me down until I’m bent over the back of my old sofa. He lifts my shirt, grabbing the top of my scrub pants and jerking them down, exposing my bottom. 

“Rafael,” I say, my voice a lusty shake. 

“No talking,” he orders, keeping my shirt bunched in one hand while the other jerks my pants down until they’re around my knees. 

“Is this going to hurt?”

I can’t see his grin, but I can hear it. “Oh yes.”

I make a semi-scared, semi-turned on sound. 

He presses into my backside, his hard cock pushing against my damp core. Dammit. I’m not supposed to be turned on, but I am. Oh, I am. 

He doesn’t release my shirt; instead, he keeps it wrapped in a tight fist as he grinds against me, bringing me closer and closer to an embarrassing orgasm. He’s barely even touching me, but God, does he know how to turn a woman on. 

Thwack. 

His hand comes down on my ass, completely shocking me. I open my mouth, but nothing comes out. 

Thwack. 

Again, he brings his hand down over my backside. A painful burning sensation radiates from my ass, right through my core, and something deep inside me . . . clenches?

Oh. This is turning me on more than it should. 

“Ten,” he growls, slapping me again. “Next time, it’ll be double.”

Is it bad I want there to be a next time? And maybe a time after that?

I whimper when the fourth slap comes. God, it feels way better than it should. So. Much. Better. He releases his iron-tight grip on my shirt and I hear his buckle, then his zip, and then he’s clenching my shirt again. He presses his cock right against my sex, and when he slaps me for the fifth time, he drives it home. I throw my head back and scream with both pleasure and pain as he fucks me in all the ways I need to be fucked. 

We both come in a tangle of limbs and bodies, and a sore backside (for me, anyway). Rafael leans his big frame over mine for a few minutes before helping me stand and slowly bringing my pants up and over my tender bottom. Then he straightens my shirt and turns me around, looking down at me. He runs a thumb over my bottom lip and I open my mouth slightly, letting him slide it in. I suck on it for a few seconds, before he slips it out and leans down, capturing my mouth in a heated kiss. 

Then he does up his pants and gives me a stern, yet almost loving expression. “Don’t disobey me again, cara.”

With that, he turns and leaves my apartment. Turns out I didn’t even know I needed to be fucked like that. 

Damn him. 

He’s good. 

~*~*~*~

RAFAEL

“Sorry to say it, boss. . .” Benito says, leaning back in the chair and crossing his ankles. “But I’m starting to believe her dad has something to do with all of this. Your brother being killed, the shipments going missing. . .”

My back straightens. “I don’t want to believe it, but it’s all pointing in his direction,” I growl, running a frustrated hand through my hair. 

“I don’t either, but he was in communication with Ross before he was killed, and he happens to work in the same offices that we’re being led to. It’s too much to be a coincidence.”

“Did you look into our bank records, accounting, any of that?” I ask Vin, who just lit a cigarette.

“Still looking. Nothing so far.”

“If it’s him, he’s good. However, he’s pulling this off, he’s fuckin’ good,” I say, lifting my glass of whiskey and shooting it down. 

If Julie found out I was looking into her father, that I suspected he was messing with my family . . . it would destroy her. If I’m right, I have to take him out. It can’t matter to me that he’s one of her parents. If he’s messing with us, he needs to be taken care of. I pray I’m fucking wrong, but the fact of the matter is that all arrows are pointing to him. 

Dammit. 

Fuck. 

“You told her yet?” Vin asks, glancing at me. He can read me like a fucking book. 

“Why would I tell her?” I snap.

“Because you’re fucking her, and she has a right to know part of the reason you’re keeping her around is so you can get information.”

I flinch. I haven’t asked her a single question about her father. “I haven’t asked her a damn thing,” I say, my voice dropping low. 

“Maybe not, but we both know you will because we both know part of the reason you’ve let her stick around for so long is because she’s helpful.”

He’s wrong. 

Isn’t he?

Fuck. 

“What I want to know,” Ben says, shifting the conversation, “is why her father would want to take out one of our members, and then have our shipments stolen and our men killed. How would that benefit him?”

“I haven’t figured that out yet.” I sigh, rubbing my temples. The pounding in my skull is almost deafening. 

“It doesn’t make a great deal of sense,” Vin says. “I’ll give it that much.”

“Maybe he’s getting paid by someone,” Ben suggests. 

“I doubt it,” I mutter. “There are only very few who would mess with our shipments.”

“Doesn’t seem like any other good explanation.”

I grunt. “Keep looking. I’ll keep my eyes open. We’re still going ahead with the masquerade tomorrow night?”

“Yeah, all organized. You bringing Julie?”

I shrug. “She’ll come, but Maria is obviously my companion for the evening.”

They all stare at me. I shoot them each a look. 

I decided to hold a masquerade ball at my club tomorrow night. It’s a good way to raise money and get a good rep in town, but mostly, it’s somewhat of a lure to see who comes out to play. I have a strong feeling that whoever is messing with us will send someone in to get information. I’ll have men everywhere. I’ll have men they don’t even know are my men.

I’ll find who is doing this. 

And when I do, I’ll kill them. 

CHAPTER 16

JULIETTA

I move across the dance floor, my beautiful black-feathered mask covering half of my face. The dress I’ve chosen is a dark, navy blue silk that falls almost too perfectly over my body, clinging where it needs to cling and flowing where it doesn’t. My hair is down and curled in thick waves. Even I’ll admit I look as beautiful as I feel. 

Rafael invited me to this ball, and quite honestly, I wasn’t sure if I’d come. I’m not entirely positive as to what my purpose is here, because as far as I know, his entire family is in attendance as well as everyone who works for him. Considering I got my ass tanned for interacting with a family member of his in the past, I’m wondering for what purpose he’s brought me along. 

As I glance around the opulent room, I notice his brothers standing to the left of the bar, unmasked. Their eyes fall on me and I can feel their gazes penetrating, as if I’m standing there naked, wearing nothing but this damned mask. It’s getting hot behind it suddenly. I look away quickly and realize I’m standing right in the middle of the dance floor. My cheeks grow warmer as couples sway beside me, deep in the trance of each other’s company. 

A hand curls around my hip and a warm breath tickles my neck. “You look beautiful, cara.”

That voice. 

Him. 

All of it. 

I sigh and close my eyes as his fingers trail over my hip, up my spine, curling until they close around my arm and he spins me to face him. He catches me in his arms, his big body engulfing mine. Home. 

I look up into his eyes. He isn’t wearing a mask; he doesn’t need to. He’s already exquisite enough on his own. He holds the room without even trying. People move out of our space as he starts swaying us to the music. Right here, in public. My heart swells, and a hope I know I shouldn’t have explodes in my chest. 

We move slowly on the dance floor, not once breaking eye contact. If I didn’t know better, I’d say Rafael Lencioni cared about me.  But I know I’d be wrong in assuming that. This is just the way he is. He knows how to treat someone correctly, and that’s exactly what he’s doing. Right? God, I wish my heart wouldn’t swell with hope. I know that hope is far-fetched and unrealistic. 

But I can’t stop it. 

I’m foolish. I know that. 

I lean forward and press my lips to his throat—I can’t stop myself. I know I shouldn’t, but he smells so incredible. He makes a deep, throaty sound and pulls me back, just slightly, putting me right back in my place. My heart swells, but not with happiness—with pain. I don’t let it show. It’s not like he didn’t warn me this was the way my life would be. We continue moving to the song, his hands on my hips, swaying me with expertise. 

When the song ends, he lets me go and stares down at me. I want to reach up and curl my arms around his neck. I want to kiss him. I want something. Instead, I have to smile as if I’m just any other woman. I guess, in the grand scheme of things, that’s exactly what I am. 

“I’ll see you later, cara,” he murmurs, his eyes dropping to my lips before he lets me go and disappears into the crowd. 

I stand with wobbly legs for a few minutes, then I move to the bar and order a drink. Is that my cue to go, or am I meant to stay and wait for him to take me home? I take a seat and sip my Cosmo, figuring this is the best place for right now. I listen as his brother, Vincent, welcomes the group and goes over the charity they’re raising funds for. 

My eyes graze the room to find Rafael and my heart drops when I see him standing with Maria tucked into his side. At that moment, it feels as if I’ve been sucker punched. 

Sure, I know he’s married, and I know what I am, but I’ve been hidden from it until this very moment. In the hospital, he barely acknowledged her and now here he is, his arm tucked around her, laughing with a group of people. Her head is thrown back, and she’s laughing, too. She looks so beautiful. She is so beautiful. What am I doing? What the hell is wrong with me?

I skitter off the barstool and rush up the stairs towards the ladies’ room. I make a wrong turn but continue to run away down the long hall, stopping when I hear voices at the end of the dark space. I skid to a stop when I hear what they’re talking about.

“Classy move on Rafael’s part, flashing his mistress like that so everyone here knows who she is.”

My blood runs cold. 

“Then his wife comes in only minutes later—perfectly timed. Can’t fault the man. He’s got all his ducks in a row.”

Hurt explodes in my chest. Irrational hurt. 

“Pretty young thing he’s got there. I bet she’s wild in the sack. Rafael has flaunted a few of his mistresses now, but none quite as fine as her.”

Flaunted his mistresses. My knees tremble. 

“He never keeps them around though—how long was the last one? Jackie? A few months. She was the longest. Man is too picky.”

A few months. I’m going to be sick. 

I turn and rush back down the hallway. Screw the bathroom—I’m getting out here. I shove through the crowd of people and out the front doors. The air hits me like a cold slap to the face, and tears burn under my eyelids. This is my own fault. What did I expect? Of course he only brought me here tonight to make it known that he was living up to his reputation. I’m such a moron. 

I dial Celia as I flag down a cab and climb in. 

“Hey, honey, over already?”

“Can I come and see you?” I sob into the phone. 

“Of course. I’m at home. Are you okay?”

“Not really. I’m on my way.”

I give the cab driver her address and let the tears flow the way they need to. They roll down my cheeks, and a lump forms in my throat. By the time I’m at Celia’s place, I’m near on hyperventilating. I’m humiliated, but mostly I feel stupid. Stupid for ever letting myself believe that I was anything outside of a toy to Rafael. I pay the cab driver, who gives me a sympathetic look, then I climb out of the car. 

Celia is already rushing down the front steps. The second I reach her she throws arms around me. I fall into her, and we crumple down onto the porch steps, me sobbing, her hanging on for dear life. She doesn’t say anything; she just holds me there while I babble on about what happened. When I’m done, and my sobbing has eased, she pulls back and helps me up. “Let’s get some tea and we’ll talk.”

I nod and let her drag me inside. She says nothing as she prepares some tea, and I take the time to go and rinse my face. It’s blotchy and red. 

My phone is ringing in my purse. I know that ringtone—it’s him. I don’t care. What’s the worst he can do? Not see me anymore? Maybe that’s for the best. That very thought has another sob rising up in my throat. 

God, I’m attached. Stupid, stupid girl. 

I head back out to Celia, and she hands me a warm cup of tea. We sit on the sofa and she finally speaks. “I’m not going to make this worse for you by giving you the ‘I told you so’ speech—you already know that. But honey, you deserve more than this. I know you think you don’t, but you do.”

“I’ve fallen in love with him,” I sob, shaking my head in angry frustration. “How stupid am I? To him, I’m just another fucking notch on his belt, and here I am, stupid, stupid girl, giving him my heart. He didn’t deserve that. He warned me, but I didn’t listen. That’s on me. When did I get so incredibly stupid? I’m one of those pathetic girls who thinks maybe she can be the one that’s different. I’m not different. All I am is naïve. I can’t take it back now. I gave him that damned piece of me and now I can’t take it back.”

“Hey,” she says softly, taking my hand. “You’re being way too hard on yourself.”

“Am I?” I cry. “Because honestly, I think I just wanted to believe it was something more, and that makes me even stupider because he warned me about where I stood. The sad thing is, he’s never lied to me. He’s been one hundred percent honest the entire time.”

“Yes,” she agrees. “But still, what he did tonight? He could have warned you, given you a heads up. It wasn’t fair to flaunt you like that without you knowing why he was doing it.”

“I’m a fool,” I moan to myself.

“Look, I won’t lie. You are a fool. These kinds of situations end in heartbreak more than they work out. But you know that. You can either accept what you are, or you can’t. Personally, I couldn’t do it, but if it’s something you want then you need to learn your place and be okay with it.”

I stare down at my hands. 

Can I do that? Can I truly accept my position without getting any more involved or am I just setting myself up for disaster? Deep down, I know the answer to that but the selfish part of me, namely my heart, has decided already that it’s not ready to left Rafael go, and because of that, I know I’m not going to walk away even though it’s really what I need to be doing. 

“I guess I have to be okay with it.”

Celia doesn’t say anything, but I know inside she’s screaming at me, probably mentally beating me, and I can’t say I blame her. If it was she in this situation, I’d probably be thinking and feeling the same things. But the heart wants what the heart wants, and no amount of convincing a determined heart will change its mind. This is going to hurt me, I know it, so why the hell am I too weak to walk away?

“I know I can’t change your mind, but please, Julie, be careful. If you’re too invested, walk away before he can make you leave. I know it’ll hurt, but believe me, it’ll hurt more when he decides he’s done with you. At least give yourself the chance to leave with your dignity intact.”

“I promise,” I whisper. 

But I don’t know if I have it in me to walk away from him, dignity or not. 

I’m already too invested. 

God help me. 

~*~*~*~

RAFAEL

“Why did she run out?” I bark to Vincent, pacing my office. 

“How the fuck am I supposed to know? Maybe she saw Maria and got jealous.”

I shake my head. “It’s more than that.”

“Listen, Raf, you gotta get over this shit. You’re too wrapped up with this woman, and she doesn’t even know what a fuckin’ lie it all is.”

I glare at him. “Don’t.”

“I’m just pointing out the truth. You need to remember your place, and you need to remember hers. We’re here to speak to people; we’re not here to worry about your mistress.”

I flinch. 

Dammit. He’s right. 

I need to get my head together. 

“Right,” I say, straightening my tie. “Bring him in.”

Two of my men enter with a middle-aged, balding man. His eyes dart around the office, and I watch him swallow. Definitely someone who has been sent in as eyes. He’s nervous, and clearly inexperienced, which makes me wonder who is running this show. So far, they’ve shown experience, so why have they now sent someone like this in?

Something doesn’t feel right. 

At all. 

I stand up and walk towards the fumbling man. He stares at me, his eyes wide, as if he’s never experienced men like me in his life. Something is definitely not adding up. I reach out and carefully dust a tiny piece of lint off his collar. He just about pisses his pants. 

“Who sent you in here?” I ask calmly. 

He opens his mouth and stammers, “I-I-I don’t know.”

I lash out, grabbing his collar and jerking him right into my face. “Do you know who I am?”

“Yes, yes, sir,” he babbles, his face going red. 

“Then you know if you do not answer my fucking question, I’ll be forced to put a bullet right here.” I tap his forehead. 

He squeals like a stuck pig. “Please. They just told me to come in here and look obvious. I don’t know who they were. They threatened my wife. Please. I’m begging you, I was just a distra—”

A loud bang rips through the club. The ground shakes, and the man I’m holding goes flying across the floor. I reach out, steadying myself on the door as another loud bang goes off. This time the windows to my office go exploding inwards, shattering glass all over Vincent and I. 

“Fuck,” Vincent bellows as thick, black smoke crawls up the walls and fills the space. Screams can be heard downstairs, hysterical, terrified screams. 

“Get out, now!” I roar. 

I don’t think twice about the man who is on the ground sobbing, crawling towards the door. I charge out after Vincent, running down the corridor and to the back exit where we have a security door. We burst through it, but I come skidding to a halt. Maria. I spin around, shoving back inside. “Raf!” Vincent calls. 

“Maria,” I bark. “She was in there.”

I charge into the hall, my heart pounding, to see Benito coming towards us with a bleeding Maria tucked into his side. “Got her, boss. We were halfway to your office when the explosion happened.”

I run forward, scooping my wife into my arms and running back out through the emergency exit. I place her down when we’re outside. I can’t hear past the ringing in my ears and the blaring sirens. The screams can be heard above it all, though. I turn and face Maria, who is trembling, tears running down her face. I cup it between my hands and ask her, “Are you hurt?”

“I don’t th-th- think so.”

Blood trickles from a graze on her forehead, and her dress is torn and slightly bloodied. I feel around, making sure there are no badly bleeding wounds. It’s all superficial, thank God. 

“Benito, get someone to take Maria to the hospital to make sure she’s okay. I need to find out what the fuck just happened.”

Benito nods, taking Maria and rushing off into the darkness. I turn to Vincent. “The cops are going to be all up in our business for this.”

“Fuck,” he snarls, running a hand through his hair. “We gotta get down to the main common area and assess this.”

I run a shaky hand through my own hair. “Yeah, we do.”

We move around to the front of the building, where flames and smoke are still billowing. I close my eyes, taking a calming breath. Lives will have been lost—tens, twenties, possibly hundreds. How the fuck did I miss this? How. Did. I. Miss. It? I weave through the screaming people, some bloodied, others burned. 

This is bad. 

This is so fucking bad. 

“Rafael,” Riccardo calls, running towards me, covered in blood that’s hopefully not his own. 

“What happened?” I demand. 

“I don’t know,” he says, his eyes frantic. “Two men walked to the front doors, then they just . . . exploded.”

Suicide bombers. That’s not something I’ve ever dealt with. My mind spins. “Did you recognize them?”

He shakes his head. “No, I was on the balcony. I saw them—they were glancing around, looked a bit out of place. Then they just blew up.”

My heart launches into my throat, and stress stiffens my shoulders as I turn to Vincent. “That man they brought into my office was a ploy. They knew he’d look suspicious. They knew we’d be looking for the obvious. It was a set-up to distract us.”

“This is getting dangerous, boss.”

I nod. “We need to call a meeting. Now.”

He nods. 

I stare at my burning building. It’s safe to say that now, we’re at war. 

I just don’t know who we’re at war with.

CHAPTER 17

JULIETTA

“Sweetie, wake up.”

I blink, confused for a moment. My body is being shaken. 

“Julie.”

I blink again and see Celia leaning over me. It takes me a few seconds to realize I’m on her couch. I fell asleep here. Shit. I sit up. “Is everything okay?”

I study her face using the hallway light now filling the room, and my heart leaps into my throat. 

“What is it?” I say, quickly. “Is it Mama? Daddy?”

“Honey, Rafael’s club exploded tonight.”

It takes me a moment to register those words. “What?” I breathe. 

“It blew up. Like, literally.”

I launch out of the sofa, stumbling forward as my tired body rejects the quick movement. Panic seizes my chest and for a few agonizing moments, I don’t think I’ll get a solid breath into my lungs. 

“Hey,” Celia says. “Calm down.” 

“Is he okay?” I cry, fumbling for my phone. 

“I don’t know; they’re not saying.”

“I need to call him.”

Oh God. Please let him be okay. Tears well under my eyelids, and I frantically dial his number. It rings, and rings. He’s not answering. Oh God. He’s not answering. My knees tremble, and I’m forced to sit back down. I punch out a text message. 

Julie – Please tell me you’re okay.

I sit, staring at my phone. He doesn’t text back. I leap back up. My entire body shakes and yet I feel nothing. “I’m going down there.”

“I don’t know if that’s a good idea,” Celia says. 

“I don’t care. I need to know he’s okay. Oh, God, Celia, what if he was hurt?”

“Hey,” she says, grabbing my shoulders. “You need to stay calm. I’m coming with you.”

She grabs her keys, and we run out to her car. I launch myself into the passenger side. The pain in my chest, the lump in my throat, and the dropping sensation in my stomach are nearly enough to make me break down and scream. I close my eyes as Celia starts driving. Please, oh please, let him be okay. 

We arrive at the club and there are police cars, traffic, and people everywhere. The second I lay my eyes on the mess that’s left, my heart launches into my throat and a sob is ripped from my mouth. Smoke pours out from the gaping open spaces that were once walls. There are no flames, but half the building has crumbled. 

I practically throw myself out of the car and run into the mass of people. Celia calls my name, but I don’t stop. My eyes scan the crowd. There are injured people sitting on the pavement and paramedics everywhere, but I can’t see him. Tears run down my cheeks as I shove around, frantically asking people if they’ve seen Rafael. Nobody answers me. My knees tremble as I stand in an empty spot, my eyes scanning the people. 

“Baby.”

My knees buckle, and an arm goes around my middle, stopping me from falling to the ground. I’m pulled backwards into a hard, very alive chest. I spin around, looking into the eyes of the man I’ve so stupidly gone ahead and fallen in love with. He’s covered in ash, but he’s not hurt. I take a shaky step forward and my head falls into his chest. His arms hug me tighter, and for a second, I don’t think even he cares that we’re in public. 

“You’re alive,” I croak, inhaling the smell of smoke that radiates from his jacket. 

“I’m alive.”

“Thank God,” I whisper, clutching him so tight I’m scared he’ll break. 

Or I will. 

“It’s not safe here, cara. You need to go home. I’ll come to you when I’ve sorted all this out.”

He takes my shoulders, pushing me back just enough so he can scan my face. He looks worried, stressed, and exhausted. I reach up, cupping his cheek. “What happened?”

“It’s a long story. Go home. That’ll make me happy.”

Anything to make him happy right now. I nod. “Okay. Do you need anything?”

He reaches up, stroking a thumb over my bottom lip. “Be waiting for me. I’ll need you.”

God. “Always,” I whisper. 

Stupid, stupid girl. 

~*~*~*~

JULIETTA

It takes a solid week for Rafael to deal with what went down at the club. He hasn’t told me much, but I saw on the news that it was a suspected pair of bombers. That terrifies me because if I’m right, that means someone wants Rafael and his family dead and doesn’t mind killing innocent people to take them out. The very thought of the body count and losing him terrifies me. God, it scares the ever-loving hell out of me. 

He comes to me each night, taking what he needs—comfort and sex. I give it to him willingly, anything to feel his body on mine and his lips against my skin, to hear his voice in my ear. 

I’m screwed. 

“You look tired today.”

I flinch at the sound of Jacob’s voice and turn to see him standing at the end of the bed I just finished stripping. His eyes drop to my lips, and I pretend not to notice, but ugh, the now constant come-ons have begun to make my skin crawl. “Jacob,” I say. 

“Have you been resting after your shifts?”

“Of course. It’s just been a hectic week.”

“Yes, indeed it has. Listen, would you like to take your break now and come and get some dinner with me? You look like you could eat.”

“I would,” I say quickly, too quickly. “But I really should be finishing up these jobs.”

“It’ll be half an hour. I’d love to take you out.”

I study him. Does he not know how to take a hint? “Jacob, I’ve already told you I’m kind of seeing someone. He probably wouldn’t like me going to dinner with another man.”

“’Kind of’ doesn’t sound very committed to me. It’s just dinner.”

“I can’t. I’m really sorry.”

I go to brush past him but his hand comes out, curling around my wrist. He jerks me towards him, not aggressively, but it makes my skin crawl and my body go on high alert all the same. “I’m really worried about you.”

His mouth is way too close to mine. I tug my arm from his. “I appreciate your concern, but really, I’m fine.”

I rush off before he has a chance to say anything else. I work until I see him come back from his break, then I finally take mine. I pull my phone out and see a message from Rafael. 

Rafael – You didn’t tell me it’s your birthday tomorrow.

Dammit. I was hoping to slip that one right past him. 

Julie – You know way too much. It’s creepy.

Rafael – It’s my job. I’m going to take you to dinner.

I blink and re-read the message. He’s going to take me to dinner? Rafael Lencioni is going to take me to dinner? In public? 

My heart does a happy little squee and I try very hard, and fail, not to get excited and hopeful. 

Julie – You are?

Rafael – Yes. I am. Be ready at 7. I’ll pick you up.

Julie – What will I wear?

Rafael – You look beautiful no matter what you wear.

God. 

He’s so freaking perfect. 

~*~*~*~

RAFAEL

I check my watch. It’s six p.m. I’m meant to be getting Julie at seven. 

I make a low, throaty growl and turn to Vincent. “Where is this fucker?”

“Don’t know, boss,” he says, pacing my office. “Benito said he was bringing him in an hour ago.”

“I’ve got places to be. Ring him again.”

Vin nods and calls Benito once more. No answer. He tries once more for good measure—still no answer. 

Fuck. 

“Any idea what the fuck is going down?” I ask, shooting back more whiskey. 

“I don’t have a good feeling about it, boss. I really don’t.”

“Give him half an hour more. If he doesn’t come, we’ll go and find him.”

“You think this guy he’s gone to pick up is sketchy?”

My shoulders tighten. Everything is going to shit right in front of my eyes, and it seems I’m fucking powerless to stop it. “I fuckin’ hope not. After the club, I don’t know how much more shit I can take.”

“Have you gotten any closer to figuring out who those two men were and if they are connected to the rest of this shit?”

“I’ve got Riccardo tracking down the man they planted to distract us; I’m hoping he can give some more insight. Though, if he’s the blubbering, pathetic mess he was the other night, I highly doubt we’ll get much out of him.”

“You still looking into Julietta’s father?”

I stiffen again, reaching up and rubbing the back of my neck. “Yeah, something is off there. I don’t know what, but it is.”

Vin sighs. “We’ll sort it. I’m going to call Ben again.”

He dials the number, and I glance down at my phone. 6:10. Fuck. 

My office door swings open and Benito stumbles in, clutching his side. Blood soaks his shirt and his fingers. I’m out of my chair before he’s even taken a step. I run over, clutching his shoulders. “Fuck. What happened?”

“Shot at. Didn’t see who. Fuck.”

“Fuck,” Vin growls, supporting Ben from the other side. “We gotta get you to the hospital.”

“Think it’s just a graze,” Ben grates out between clenched teeth.

“Doesn’t matter,” I say, letting him go and moving towards my phone. “We gotta get you looked at.”

“Someone is out to get us, boss,” Benito groans. “It’s getting bad.”

Yeah. It fucking is. 

I shoot out a quick text to Julie. 

Rafael – Can’t make it. Sorry.

I’m a prick. 

A giant fucking prick. 

But I have a job to do. 

CHAPTER 18

JULIETTA

“Dick,” Celia says, shoving the bottle of vodka back towards me. 

“Giant dick,” I mumble, taking another swig of the burning, revolting liquid.

“We should egg his house.”

I giggle. “Probably. That would teach him.”

“Where do you think he lives?”

“Don’t know. Don’t care. They’ve got another club on the south side. It’s shittier than the other one, but they’ve opened it up while the new one gets fixed. He’s probably there. He’s always busy with his fucking work.”

“We should totally go.”

I shake my head. “No way. He doesn’t deserve that kind of reaction.” I hiccup. 

There’s a knock at the door. 

Celia and I look at each other. “Do you think that’s him?” she whispers. 

My eyes get big. “Oh my God, what if it’s him?”

“Let me get it.”

She launches up and starts running to the door, but I grab her legs and haul her back down, causing her to splat in a less-than-ladylike position on the ground. She tries to scurry forward. I throw my body down over hers. “No,” I cry as she still tries to crawl towards the door. “You’re not supposed to know about him.”

“Screw him. I’m going to rip his balls out and shove them right up his ass.”

We move like snails across the floor, me straddling her back, her still managing to pull herself slowly towards the door. 

The knock sounds out again. 

“Delivery!” someone calls. 

I stop fighting her. Huh?

“Delivery?” she whispers. “Get it!”

I get off her back and run to the door, opening it. There’s a young man standing, looking bored. He’s got a bouquet of flowers in his hand. “Are you Julietta?”

I nod. 

“These are for you.”

He thrusts the flowers at me, and disappears down the hall. I shut the door and glance down at the lovely display of roses. I pull out the card and read it. “Julie, sorry I didn’t make dinner. I’ll make it up to you. R.”

“Oh. No. He. Didn’t,” Celia cries after jerking the card from my hand. “He didn’t send jewelry, or show up on your doorstep singing a damned sorry song—the fucker sent you flowers!”

I open my mouth, then close it, and anger bubbles in my chest.

“You deserve for him to at least show up and fuck your brains out,” she cries. 

“That fucker,” I breathe. 

“That fucker.”

“Celia,” I say, turning to her. “Get dressed. We’re going clubbing.”

Her eyes get wide and she squeals. “Yes!”

An hour and two more shots of vodka later, and we’re lining up at the other club owned by Rafael’s family. I don’t know if he’ll be here, but considering it’s a gloomy Saturday night and it’s late, I’m guessing he might be. Someone will be, anyway. When we reach the bouncer, I look up at him and say, “Can you tell me if Rafael is in tonight?”

His eyes narrow, and he immediately looks suspicious, which tells me Rafael is indeed here. Good. 

“Who are you?”

“Nobody. I am just a fan of his clubs and was hoping to catch a glimpse.”

“He isn’t here,” he mutters, stamping our hands. “What are the flowers for?”

“It’s a friend’s birthday,” I say innocently. 

“I’ll need to check them.”

I thrust the flowers at him, and he checks them before handing them back and letting us through. I look behind us and see him radioing something in, eyes still on me. 

“He’s totally here.” Celia grins. 

My heart pounds as we move into the club that’s similar to the newer one that got blown up. It’s older, but it’s neat. It’s probably only half the size, but it’s packed. Celia and I move into the middle of the dance floor and to the left I see an office with the blinds down. I’d bet a hundred he’s in there. 

I’m right. 

The door opens and he steps out, followed by Vin. Their eyes scan the crowd, no doubt looking for the suspicious girl holding flowers. 

“Now is your moment,” Celia says, shoving me towards them. 

I take a deep breath, and then I storm towards Rafael. He notices me about halfway there, and his eyes widen. He puts a hand up to say something or stop me, I don’t know which. I reach him, lift the flowers, and slap him across the face with them. Then I shove them in his chest, sending little roses crumpling all over the ground. 

“I deserved at least jewelry, fucker.”

Then, I step back, flip him the bird, and storm out, not before I hear Vincent say, “Fuck, I like her.”

Celia is distracted already by a handsome man, so I storm right past her and out the front door. I’ll text her and tell her I’ve gone. It’s now pouring rain outside, God dammit. I don’t stop. I run down the sidewalk, past the line-up for the club huddled under the building’s overhang and towards the line of cabs waiting to take people home. I’m soaked in a matter of minutes. Just before I reach the taxis a hand curls around my upper arm and I’m jerked backwards into a side alley. 

I squeal, but stop quickly when my body is slammed against a brick wall and Rafael is pressing against me, an angry expression on his face. 

“What the fuck was that?”

“I thought it was fairly clear,” I snap at him. 

He’s soaked, his hair stuck to his forehead. Why does he have to be so damned attractive? Seriously? It’s rude and doesn’t help my anger. 

“You come into my club, slap me with flowers, flip me the bird, and then storm out, and you think that’s okay?”

“Bite me.”

His eyes flare. “Tone down the attitude, Julietta.”

“Or what?” I growl into his face. “You stood me up, and then you sent me fucking flowers. How very cheap of you.”

He growls. 

I love pissing him off. 

“Last warning.”

I snort in his face. “I think it’s time you find another toy to play with, Raf. I don’t like giant dicks.”

He reaches up, tangling his hand into my hair. He jerks it back, exposing my neck. His mouth closes around it, biting down hard. I cry out, but damned if it doesn’t turn me on. 

“I think you do like giant dicks,” he growls, finding my lips and kissing me so hard it hurts. 

I bite his tongue. 

With a hiss, he pulls back. “You’re going to pay for that little act tonight.”

“How about”—I lean in until our lips are nearly touching—“you go fuck yourself.”

He moves quickly then, jerking my dress up and grabbing my leg, bringing it around his hip. I try to slap him, but he catches my hand and slams it above my head. I’m so turned on I can feel the heat from my arousal all the way down to my soaked panties, but I’m not about to let him know that. I snap my teeth at him as he rips, I mean literally, my panties off and tosses them on the ground. With his free hand, he frees his cock. 

“I’m going to teach you to keep that pretty little mouth shut.”

He positions his cock at my entrance and drives home. I scream, he grunts, and then he fucks me against the wall, so damned hard the cold, rough bricks tear into my skin. Rain pours down over us, soaking our bodies, delving deep into our skin, but that doesn’t stop him. He fucks me with a ferocity that should scare me, but instead it makes me want him more. 

“Jerk,” I groan. 

“Shut your mouth, or I’ll shut it for you.”

“Fuck you.”

He pulls his cock out just as I’m about to come and a pained, agonized whimper leaves my mouth. 

“Get on your knees.”

I do as he asks, because I really, really want to. 

He takes his cock and pushes it between my lips. I can taste myself on him, and I’m not going to lie—it turns me on. 

“Lick all of that off.”

I groan, licking myself off him as I reach down and press my fingers between my legs. 

“Get your fingers out of there,” he orders. 

I ignore him. 

“Now,” he barks. 

With a whimper, I pull my fingers from my pussy and suck him as hard and deep as I can. 

He groans, his hands tangled in my hair, and pumps deeper, stretching my lips wide. With a ragged hiss, he comes deep in my throat, and I take every last drop. Only when he slides from my mouth do I look up at him hovering over me, so powerful, so deadly. 

“Stand up.”

What? 

“What about me?” I croak, standing. 

He tangles his fingers into my hair, bringing me closer and kissing me, plunging his tongue into my mouth. I moan and squirm, pressing myself into him. He takes a step back, breaking the kiss. He does his pants up, straightens up, and then looks down at me with those piercing brown eyes. 

“Good night, Julietta.” He turns and strides from the alley. 

“Are you serious?” I screech, my body wound up so tight I’m about to explode. 

He keeps walking. 

Argh. 

Jerk. 

Smart, beautiful, jerk. 

~*~*~*~

RAFAEL

“I like her,” Vincent says, lighting a cigarette and leaning back in my office chair. “When you’re done with her, pass her on. I need some sass like that in my life.”

I glare at him, and he shoots me a grin. “She ain’t for sharing.”

“You don’t keep them long,” he points out. “Not sure what you’re worried about.”

“She’s mine, Vincent. Don’t touch. Don’t look.”

He throws his feet up on my desk, which he knows I fucking hate. “If I didn’t know better, I’d say you’re into her a lot more than you’re letting on. I’ve never seen any woman slap you around with a bouquet of flowers. And she got away with it.”

I grunt. “She didn’t get away with it. Now get your fucking feet off my desk before I shoot you.”

He takes his feet down with a smirk. 

“Riccardo found the man from the club. I’m going to question him, see what I can find out.”

“Good. Report to me when you’re done.”

“On it.” He finishes his drink and leaves my office. 

I lean down in my chair and sigh, running a hand through my hair. I’m fucking tired; it’s been weeks since I’ve had a decent sleep. Between losing my club, trying to figure out who’s fucking with me, and dealing with Julietta, I’ve barely had five minutes to myself. 

Not that dealing with her has been hard. God, she fucking gets to me in a way no one else has. 

I push that thought aside and move out of my office and into the kitchen, where Maria is preparing dinner. 

“That was her, wasn’t it?” Her voice is soft, but there’s a hint of wariness beneath her tone. As if she’s wondering if she should be asking this question. 

“Who?” I ask, stopping at the counter and placing my hands on it. 

“The nurse. The girl that came into the club the other night. It was her.”

How did she know about the club? “You weren’t at the club. How did you know about that?”

She doesn’t answer. “She’s the newest one.”

I narrow my eyes. “I didn’t think you had a problem with how this works. You know this is part of this life.”

She shrugs. “Oh, I know. I just never usually know who they are.”

“How do you know this time?”

She avoids the question again by answering the phone when it rings. Maria doesn’t tend to involve herself much in my life, so it’s surprising that she knows about Julietta going to the club. Did one of my men tell her? Did she have a friend there? I shake my head. It doesn’t matter. I have other things to worry about. 

I move into the kitchen, pressing a kiss to her temple before retreating back to my office and calling Julietta. She answers on the second ring, and she sounds puffed. 

“I’d like to think you’re puffing because you ran for the phone,” I say in a low, seductive tone. 

“Actually,” she says, “I was having crazy, monkey sex with my neighbor. I’m telling you, that man is an animal in the sack.”

I growl. “I don’t find that funny.”

“Exactly,” she chirps. “That’s why I’m doing it.”

“Is this revenge?”

“Oh, you mean for bringing me to the edge of orgasm and then walking your fine ass away while I was left high and dry? Absolutely.”

I grin. “If you don’t stop with the attitude, I’ll have to double my efforts next time.”

“Try it, handsome. You’re not the only one with crazy awesome skills in the sack.”

I snort a laugh. “You’ll be the death of me. I’m coming over.”

“Maybe I’m busy.”

“Too busy for me to finish that orgasm I started?”

She makes a pleased sound. Fuck she’s cute. 

“That’s what I thought. Be naked when I get there.” I hang up the phone with a grin. 

This girl is way under my skin. 

It’s not fucking good. 

But I can’t stop. 

CHAPTER 19

JULIETTA

Another blissful month passes and in that time, nothing else major happens. Rafael sees me daily, calls me often, and is attentive and perfect. I’ve taken a few extra shifts at work, so things have been somewhat crazy. I haven’t heard anything more about the club explosion, and Raf refuses to talk about it with me, understandably. Those are the rules. 

Tonight, there is a work meeting followed by drinks at a local bar. I didn’t particularly want to go, but considering the hospital is providing, I feel like it is an unofficial work function and I can’t say no. So after my shift, me and a few others on my team all attend the meeting and then head over to the bar. I let Raf know where I’m going, but he’s currently busy with business so he doesn’t mind. 

Not that he gets much say so. 

Okay, who am I kidding? He totally does. 

Jacob is being extra creepy tonight, sitting beside me, buying me more drinks than I’m asking for and just being a general pest. I try to avoid him by talking to the other nurses, but everywhere I turn, he’s right there, staring at me. I’m fairly certain a few of those times, I’ve seen him lick his lips, which is just wrong. I excuse myself after drink number four, feeling a little lightheaded. I need some fresh air, and to call Raf. 

I move outside, sighing the second the cool air hits my face. I press my back against the brick wall and close my eyes for a moment, just letting the clean scent move through me. Then I pull out my phone and dial Rafael. He answers on the second ring. I don’t usually call him, but he told me I could tonight so I’m taking the opportunity with both hands. 

“Hey,” I say softly. 

“Cara. How’s your evening going?”

I sigh. “Jacob is being a creeper, the nurses are flirts, and quite frankly, it’s like having a conversation with a bunch of geese.”

He chuckles. “Sounds thrilling. Do you want me to come and give you a ride?”

“I’ll leave soon. I just came outside to get some fresh air.”

His voice drops low. “Be careful.”

“I’m always careful. It’s avoiding Jacob that’s proving to be difficult, but I’m managing.”

“Don’t like that man, not at all. Is he bothering you?”

“Well,” I say, secretly wanting a reaction, “he did lick his lips when he was looking at me, which was a little freaky.”

“You tell Josh to keep his fucking tongue in his mouth.”

I giggle. “Jacob.”

“Don’t fucking care. You want me to come get you?”

“Nah. I’m going to have one more drink then get a cab home. I’m so tired.”

“Call me if you need me, understand?”

“I will. Bye, handsome.”

I hang up and tuck my phone into my purse again. I’m about to push off the wall when Jacob comes outside. “Oh, there you are. I was worried.”

Were not. 

Creep.

“I was just about to head back in.”

“It’s nice out here,” he says, coming over and standing in front of me, blocking me from taking a step forward. 

“Yeah, it is,” I say, shifting. “I could use really use some water.” 

Hint, hint. 

“How are you liking your job?”

Crazy man. “It’s good,” I say, trying to step past him. 

He grabs my arm. “I’m not going to bite you, Julie. I’m just making conversation.”

His fingers tighten just slightly, and I’d swear it’s in warning. Don’t poke the bear. Give him conversation if it means he’ll let you go and you can get the hell out of here. 

“Sorry, I’m just not feeling well,” I lie.

“Are you ill?” he asks, letting go of my arm and staring down at me with concern. Ick. 

“I think I’m just over-tired and have had too much to drink.”

“Do you need a ride home?”

“No, thank you.”

“It was nice of the hospital to do this for us,” he says, his eyes dropping to my lips. 

Ugh. Get me out of here. “Yeah, it was.”

“I really like you, Julie. I know that I’ve asked you out, but I’d really love the chance to show you that I can be right for you.”

Let him down easy, Julie. “Look, Jacob, you’re a great guy. Truly.” Not. “But I’m seeing someone and it’s getting serious.”

“Really? Because you never really mention him other than to say you’re ‘seeing someone’ and it’s making me wonder if you’re just saying that.” His voice is growing harder. 

Retreat. “I think it’s time for that bottle of water now.”

He grabs my arm again, pushing me back just slightly so my back hits the wall. “What have I done to you to deserve you making up a fake relationship? It’s not like I’m hurting you.”

“Jacob, let me go,” I say, trying to squirm away. 

“I only asked for one date.”

“Jacob,” I warn. 

“What? So you’re too good for me now?”

Fear starts creeping up my spine when he steps closer, his grip tightening. “I didn’t say that,” I say, trying to figure out the best way to get out of this. 

“I suggest you get your fucking hands off her, right now.”

I exhale in relief at the sound of Rafael’s voice. 

Jacob looks over his shoulder and both of us see Rafael striding towards us with purpose. Jacob lets go instantly and steps back. “This is a private conversation.”

Rafael stops next to me, stroking a thumb down my cheek. “Are you okay?”

I nod. 

Jacob’s mouth drops open as he pieces it together. “Mafia . . . you’re . . .”

Rafael turns around, taking a step towards Jacob who stumbles backwards. “That’s right, and if I ever catch you harassing her, touching her, or even looking in her fucking direction again I’ll put a bullet right between your eyes. Are we clear?”

Jacob stammers, then nods frantically. 

“Get out of here before I change my mind and end you now.”

Jacob turns and runs off, stumbling and tripping. 

Rafael watches him, then turns to me. “You sure you’re okay?”

“What’re you doing here?” I whisper, so damned in love with this man right now. 

“I had a bad feeling. I was right.”

“You saved me.”

His eyes soften slightly. “I protected you.”

I step towards him and his lips find my forehead. “Thank you.”

“Always, cara.”

I hope so. 

~*~*~*~

RAFAEL

“Long shot,” Vin says, polishing his gun. “But I think we’ve got a traitor closer to home than we first thought.”

My eyes flick to his. “Why?”

“The information we’re chasing just ‘magically’ disappears, and every time we get close to figuring out what the fuck is going on, something happens to block it off and we’re left with nothing.”

“It’s a big call to say one of my trusted men is fucking me over.”

“I know, boss, but fact of the matter is, it’s been a month since that bombing and we’ve got fucking nothing. We’ve lost shipments, we can’t find who they’re being re-directed by, and then the bombing.”

“You still looking into Julie’s father?”

Vin nods. “Got Benito tailing him. I think he’s in on something, I just don’t know what. Man is smart.”

“Fuck, if this all leads back to him . . .”

“Yeah,” Vin says, lighting a smoke and placing his gun down. “You’re fucked.”

I exhale. “Fuck.”

“You need to talk to the girl, boss. Ask her questions. She might be able to give us answers we don’t have.”

“She’s my mistress and nothing more. I told her my world won’t touch her, and I intend to make sure it doesn’t.”

“It’s her father. She can give us information.”

“He wouldn’t have told her a damned thing,” I point out. 

“But if he knew you were involved with her, he might just show his true colors.”

My eyes flick to Vin. “You’re an evil fucking genius.”

“All it takes is for him to catch a glimpse of you helping her into a car, or touching her tenderly. He doesn’t need to know what she is to you, but if he knows you’re somehow involved with her, he’s going to lose his shit and maybe fuck up.”

He has a point. It’s not the best plan, but it’s better than anything we’ve got right now. 

“She might talk, too,” he continues. “If he goes to her, that is.”

“It’s worth a shot.”

“Make it happen. In the meantime, I’m going to keep digging,” he mutters. 

I nod, staring out the window. 

I wish I didn’t have to involve her, but it’s starting to look like I just have no fucking choice. 

Dammit. 

CHAPTER 20

JULIETTA

“What are you doing talking to Rafael Lencioni?”

I blink at my father who, in the middle of stirring spaghetti sauce, drops that bomb on me. 

I try not to stammer. Try not to show him anything. What has he seen? What has he heard?

“Pardon?” I say, my voice far shakier than I’d like. 

“I didn’t stutter, Julietta. What are you doing talking to the leader of the Italian mafia?”

“I’m not sure what you’re talking about,” I go on, deciding acting dumb is the best option. 

“I saw you earlier talking to him outside a café off Taylor Street.”

I think back to my day, and I know exactly what he’s talking about. Rafael was outside my usual café that I order coffee from. He stopped, had a conversation with me, and left. 

“I met him at the club one night. He was saying hello.” God, that’s a pathetic lie. 

“Why did he tuck a strand of hair behind your ear?” he demands. 

Did he? Shit. 

“I don’t know.” I shrug, acting casual. “He’s a lady charmer; he was probably trying to woo me.”

My father makes a wheezing sound. “I’d like to hope you’re telling me the truth, Julie.”

I glance at him, and he studies me with a hard expression. “Daddy, nothing is going on. I’ve met him once.”

“He is very dangerous, Julietta. More so than you’ll ever be able to understand. I don’t want you anywhere near him—you’ll end up killed or worse. That man is the scum of the earth and cannot be trusted.”

I know my dad doesn’t like the Mafia, but he’s speaking as if he’s dealt with Rafael firsthand. “I didn’t realize you had so much to do with them,” I dare to say. 

His eyes flash. “I’m not stupid. I know about their reputation. It doesn’t take a genius to figure it out.”

“That’s judgmental, Daddy. If you’ve never had anything to do with them, don’t you think stereotyping is a bit rude?”

He snorts, an angry snort. Oh yes, my father has dealt with them before, all right. That has a thousand questions running through my head. 

“Just do as I ask. Stay the hell away from Rafael Lencioni.”

I nod, not wanting to enrage him any further, but you can guarantee I’ll be asking Rafael if and how he knows my father. 

Mama saves the day by charging into the kitchen with a loaf of fresh bread in her hands. “I’ve got bread to serve with dinner. Julie, start mixing the garlic into the butter.”

I nod and move away from my father. I can feel his gaze burning into the back of my head. He’s pissed. 

“I think Daddy does this best,” I say, beginning to chop the garlic. 

“Nonsense. My Julie has the best cooking skills here,” Mama says proudly. 

“You’re biased.” I laugh. 

She kisses my cheek. “Of course. How is Celia? Is she coming?”

I nod. “Yeah, after work. And she’s good.”

“Wild child, that one,” Dad mutters. 

“Then it’s a good thing she’s friends with me, being the quiet angel I am. I think I balance her out.”

He cracks a smile. 

I exhale with relief. 

Thank God. 

~*~*~*~

JULIETTA

“Hey,” I say sauntering over to Rafael later that night. 

He’s sitting on my sofa, which he’s claimed as his own, and is working on his laptop. He moves it aside to let me slide onto his lap. 

“Hey.”

“Can I ask you something?”

He nods, cupping my jaw and bringing his lips to my neck. Distraction plus. “Anything,” he murmurs against the skin there. 

“My father saw us outside the café on Taylor today.”

“Mmmm,” he goes on. “Is there a problem?”

“He told me to stay away from you. He got really upset. Do you and my father have beef?”

He stops kissing my neck and pulls back, looking into my eyes. “Why would I have an issue with your father?”

I shrug. “He just seemed really upset, and kept warning me to stay away from you. He’s not usually so passionate or angry. He maintains he has nothing to do with you, but the level of upset he was tells me otherwise.”

“If he’s lived in this town a long time, he’s probably heard all the rumors, Julie. He’s probably just worried. What did you tell him?”

I snuggle in closer. “Nothing. I said that I met you at the club and you were just being charming.”

“Did he say anything else?” he asks. 

I meet his eyes. “No, why would he?”

“I don’t know.” He shrugs. “You just said he was awfully upset.”

“Yeah. Well. Maybe he’s just being a father.”

“Maybe.”

“Are we going to sit here all night or are you going to take me to bed already?” I say, cupping his jaw and bringing my lips down against his. 

“Oh,” he says, standing and taking me up into his arms. “We’re going to bed.”

“And what do you plan on doing to me there?”

He grins down at me. “Everything, cara. Every-fucking-thing.”

Bring it on. 

~*~*~*~

RAFAEL

“Got a phone call from Julietta’s father today,” Riccardo says, stepping into my office at the old club. 

I look up from the papers I was flicking through and narrow my eyes. “What exactly did Antonio want?”

“He wanted to know why you were talking to Julietta.”

He reacted. Dammit. “What did you tell him?”

“I told him I didn’t know what he was talking about and said maybe he should bring it up with you. Know what he said then?”

I shake my head. 

“He said to keep her out of this business.”

I narrow my eyes. “Not his business, not our business—this business.”

Riccardo nods. “I also heard one of the paper trails lead back to him, and that he may know who pulled those shipments.”

Fuck. 

Fuck. 

Fuck. 

“Leave it with me,” I say, rubbing my temples. 

“Aren’t we going to question him?” Riccardo says.

I shoot him a look. “If I rush in there right now and question him, I’m doing it without any solid evidence. I’ll go in when the time is right.”

Riccardo’s face tightens. “I have to disagree with you, Rafael. I think he needs to be taken down now.”

“And I think you’re wrong.”

“But—”

“My rules, Riccardo. I respect you, but this is my call and you know it.”

His face scrunches, his lips twitching, but he nods and says, “Very well. Are we still running the tester shipment?”

“Yeah. I want eyes in there, cameras if need be. I want to know who the fuck is taking my cargo.”

He nods. “I’ll organize it.”

I don’t say anything. I just look back at my papers, effectively dismissing him. 

He hesitates a moment, then he leaves. 

I know it’s hard for Riccardo to take my orders, considering he’s older than me and probably even more respected, but the role is mine, and he chose to accept that. If he didn’t think he could handle it, he had the chance to walk away when my father died. He decided against that. He now owes me the respect I deserve.

Even if he doesn’t fucking like it. 

CHAPTER 21

JULIETTA

“Julietta, there is someone here to see you.”

I look up from my patient chart and see Jacob standing in the doorway, looking anywhere but at me. He’s been like this since Rafael stopped him from being a pervert the other night. He’s scared, I can see it, and he’s doing anything he can to avoid me. 

“Who is it?” I ask, putting my pen back in my pocket and placing the chart down. 

“She didn’t say her name, but it was the woman who was here last month with . . . him.”

Him being Rafael. Is his mother here? Crap. “Thanks, I’ll go and see her.”

I move out into the waiting area, scanning the crowd, looking for his mother. I don’t see her. Then my eyes fall on Maria, and I flinch. Not his mother at all, but . . . his wife. You’ve got to be kidding me. He said none of this would touch me, so why the hell is she here? Did he tell her about me? God. 

I swallow, plant a smile on my face and walk towards her. “Hi.”

She looks up from the magazine she was reading and smiles at me. “Hi. I’m sorry to bother you at work. I was just wondering if we could have a word.”

God. 

God. 

God.

“Of course. Is something wrong?”

She looks around, and then her eyes find mine again. Why is she so pretty?

“Don’t look so worried,” she says, smiling slightly. “I’m not here to attack you. I know you’re Rafael’s mistress; you don’t need to worry about that being a problem for me. I know very well what I am to Rafael, and quite frankly, my feelings for him are about as deep as his are for me. I came for something else . . .”

I blink. She’s confusing me. “Woman to woman, you really don’t have a single problem with him being with other women?”

She shakes her head. “If you knew more about my role, and our world, you would understand.”

“But . . . don’t you want to be happy?” I blurt out. 

She smiles. “I am happy.”

“What about in love?”

She shrugs. “There is more to life than being tied down by love. Anyway, that’s not why I’m here.”

Right. 

I’m acting crazy.

“Sorry. How can I help you then?”

She stares at her hands for a second, then looks back up at me. “I don’t know you, I don’t usually care much about the other women he sleeps with but after meeting you at the hospital that night, and figuring out who you were, I realized you’re a person. Just like me.”

I shake my head, confused. 

“I’m not making much sense. Listen, I don’t meet or even know his mistresses so to me, they’re just . . . well . . . things. I met you. I saw you’re a nice girl. So, I came here to warn you.”

Here it comes. Stay away from my husband. “Okay,” I say, my voice stronger than I expected it would be in this moment. 

“He’s lying to you.”

I flinch. Not what I expected. “Pardon me?”

“I can’t tell you why without risking myself, but just know that he’s not being honest and you’re not in his life for the reasons you think you are. Yes, he clearly likes you, but that’s not why he picked you.”

It feels as if my heart has landed in the pit of my stomach. 

“He’s a smart man, calculating and confident. Rafael Lencioni does nothing for no reason. If you were just another mistress, you would have been gone weeks ago. He doesn’t keep them long. He’s far too restless; he gets bored easily. I don’t know what’s going down, he keeps his business tightly locked up, but I do know that he’s not being honest with you.”

“I . . .” God. I’ve got nothing. 

“I’m not doing this to hurt you,” she says quickly. “I just think you have the right to know. You deserve more. You’re a nice girl. Don’t get caught up in our world.”

With that, she turns and walks away, leaving me standing there, completely numb. 

Was she just saying those things to get rid of me, acting like it was her best intention? Or was she telling the truth?

I don’t know which one is worse. 

~*~*~*~

I don’t answer Raf’s calls. I don’t go home. I go to my parents’ house. 

I need to clear my head. 

Something about Maria’s words hit me right where it hurts, because what if she’s being honest with me? What if she’s right and Rafael is using me for more than just a mistress? What could Rafael want with me? What could I possibly do to benefit his business? It just doesn’t make any sense. 

I should confront him about it, but the answer terrifies me. 

I don’t know who to turn to, or what to do. I guess you could say I deserve this. I mean, after all, I knew what I was getting into when I started this. 

My chest hurts. 

My phone rings again. And again. Then a text message chimes through. 

Rafael – Don’t ignore me, Julietta. I’ll come and break down your parents’ door. We both know that won’t go down well.

God. He knows where I am. 

Of course he knows where I am. 

I punch out a quick text. 

Julie – I need space. 

Rafael – Meet me outside in ten minutes or I knock. 

God damn him. 

Julie – Fine. 

I pull on a robe and walk downstairs, sneaking past my parents who are watching television in the living room. I open the door quietly and tiptoe out to the front porch. I don’t know what I’m going to tell Rafael. If I tell him his wife came to me, will he take it out on her? I don’t know what to do or what to think. I rub my face wearily as I move down the front path and find a patch of grass under a lamp post to sit on. 

He arrives ten minutes later, exactly. 

I stand up, clutching my robe tighter around myself, as if it’ll protect me. 

“What’s going on, Julietta?” he asks, stopping in front of me, his brown eyes searching my face. 

“Nothing. I’ve just had a big week.” I suck at lying. 

“You know how I feel about liars,” he says, his voice a low whip. 

“Probably the same way I feel,” I snap. I regret it instantly. 

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Nothing,” I say, staring at my feet. 

He takes my jaw in his hand, tilting my head back. “Speak, cara. Right now.”

“Are you using me?”

He flinches. “Pardon?”

“Are you using me for more than sex?”

He shakes his head, confused. “Of course. I’m using you for companionship, friendship, and a distraction. You know all of this.”

God. Hearing him list it as if it’s no more than a contract has my heart clenching. All those times he has said kind things to me, or held me like I mattered, it’s all just been a damned lie. Everything about him is a lie. The worst part is I should have known better. He told me from the start what this was. When did I twist that?

“Not what I meant,” I say, my voice weaker than I’d like. “Are you keeping me around because of something to do with your business?”

His body stiffens, just slightly, but I notice it. “Why would you ask something like that?”

“Just an observation.”

He doesn’t believe me. I can see it. “Who have you been speaking to?”

“So it is true,” I say, jerking my chin out of his hands. 

“I didn’t say that. I asked who you’ve been speaking to. Answer me, Julietta.”

“You know what? Fuck you. You don’t get to order me around.”

His eyes flash. “Now is not the time to play games.”

I snort. “All we do is play games. You should be used to it by now.”

He takes hold of my arms and leans in close. “Answer my question. Who have you been speaking to?”

“You know what? Get your hands off me.”

“Julietta. . .”

“Are you or are you not using me for more than your own personal needs?” I yell. 

His eyes narrow. “No,” he says, softly. 

God dammit. His voice seems genuine. “Then why are you getting so upset about it?”

“Because I want to know where you got those kinds of ideas and who is putting them in your head.”

I step back. “It was an observation I made on my own. A feeling, you could call it.”

“Don’t lie to me,” he warns. 

“I’m not,” I say, holding his eyes, not flinching. 

He holds mine right back. Two stubborn fools refusing to back down. 

“If you have a problem,” he says, his voice strained, “you talk to me. You do not ignore me.”

“Or what, Raf? You’ll get rid of me? Go ahead. Right now I want to slap your pretty face so hard it burns!”

Where did that come from?

He steps forward. I step back. 

“Careful, cara. I’m short on patience tonight.”

“You know what?” I say, taking another step back. “So am I.”

He shakes his head. “When you’re ready to talk like a mature adult, you know where to find me.”

He turns,  strolling down the sidewalk as if our conversation just ended with pleasantries. 

“You don’t get to walk away!” I yell after him. 

He doesn’t stop. 

Of course he gets to walk away. 

He’s Rafael Lencioni. 

He does whatever the fuck he wants. 

CHAPTER 22

JULIETTA

I ignore him for a week. 

He lets me. 

Each passing day, I get more desperate. At what moment did I give so much of myself to him? I don’t even know who I am anymore. All I know is that the very idea of losing Rafael is too much to handle. I’m not ready. Not yet. God. I’m so fucking pathetic. I should be running in the opposite direction—instead all I can think about is whether or not this is over. Is this his way of saying it’s time to move on? Would he at least tell me if it was?

I know I need to talk to him. No, I know I want to talk to him. What I need to do is run in the opposite direction, get some self-respect back, and move on, but I can’t. I don’t know if I even want to, and that scares me. When did I let myself become so attached? When did I let a man control how I felt and acted? Oh, that’s right—the second I so stupidly opened my heart to him. That wasn’t my finest moment. 

He’s stubborn, he’s strong, and he has the power. He knows it, too, and that means if I want him, I’m going to have to suck up my pride and go to him. Which will just make me look pathetic and desperate. 

Well, even more so. 

Then an idea throws itself into my head. 

He punishes me when I’m bad, but this time around, he was the one in the wrong. I grin. I wonder if Rafael Lencioni will like tasting his own medicine?

I can’t wipe the evil smile off my face as I get dressed into my sexiest dress. It’s a Saturday night, so I know he’ll be at the club on the south side. He’s always there on the weekends since the explosion. I rush out of the house and flag down a cab, giving him the address. 

I’m usually nervous, but tonight I’m more than ready to let Rafael know the kind of girl he’s playing with. He said I was different; I’ll show him just how different I can be. 

When I arrive at the club, I line up and get my stamp, then I make my way inside. I go to the bar and get a shot of vodka before turning and glancing at Rafael’s office door. It’s closed, and his brother Vincent stands outside on the phone. Here goes nothing. There’s a good chance he’ll send me away, but I’m hoping he won’t. 

I walk over to Vincent, and he smiles when he takes in my dress and my saunter. He hangs up the phone and stares down at me when I stop in front of him. 

“I don’t think we’ve met officially,” I say, extending my hand. “I’m Julietta.”

He takes my hand, grinning. “Lovely to meet you, sweetheart.”

Charming. Just like his brother. 

“Is Rafael in there?” I ask, nodding towards the door. 

“He is. I’m going to take a wild guess and say you’re the reason for his foul mood all week?”

I grin. “I’m about to make it worse. Are you okay with that?” I say, my smile way too big. 

He chuckles. “Anything to see my brother’s shorts in a twist. Go on in.”

“Thank you.” I twist the brass handle and push the door open. My eyes spot Rafael right away, sitting in his office chair on the phone. The second he sees me, he hangs up without even a goodbye. 

“Julietta,” he says, his eyes dropping to my dress. “I see you’ve come to apologize.”

I say nothing. 

Because it’ll be him who apologizes.

I walk over to him, slow and seductive, and he scoots his chair back, his eyes lusty. He’s missed me; I can see it in his face. That makes me feel good, confident, even. The music from the club softly infiltrates the quiet room, and I start slowly rocking my hips to it. He thinks he’s won; the smug smile on his face tells me he thinks he’s about to get wildly lucky. 

He’s so very wrong. 

I reach his chair and lean over, placing my hands on either side of him and throwing my leg over his lap so I’m straddling him. “Have you missed me?” I purr. 

“You have no fucking idea,” he growls, taking my hips in his hands and grinding me against his hard throbbing cock. 

“Tell me,” I murmur, reaching down between us and unbuttoning his pants. 

“A fucking lot, baby.”

I love it when he calls me that. 

Focus, Julie. 

I release his cock and shift just slightly, sliding my panties to the side. No foreplay—I need him inside me right now. I curl my fist around his cock and guide him to my entrance, and then I slowly sink down. He growls, I gasp, and then I start riding him. I fuck him slowly, rotating my hips, bringing him closer and closer to the edge. 

It feels good. So fucking good. But I have to follow through with my plan. 

“Does it feel good?” I breathe, nipping his neck. 

“Fuck. Yes,” he grunts. 

I ride him a little harder, tangling my fingers into his hair. He moans, low and throaty. “I’m going to come,” he rasps. 

I close my eyes, take a deep breath, and then slide off his cock.

It takes him a moment to register, and then he stares down at himself, confused. The pain that washes across his face when he looks back up at me is exactly what I wanted. He looks as if it’s going to kill him. I took away his pleasure, the same way he did mine. “What the hell?” he says, his voice strained. 

“I’m not apologizing, Raf,” I say, sliding my panties back into position and straightening my dress. “I’m punishing you for being a dick. The same way you punished me.” My eyes drop to his cock. It looks angry. Whoops. “Enjoy that, handsome.”

Then I turn and strut out of the room. 

~*~*~*~

RAFAEL

My dick is fucking burning. 

I stare at the door, in complete shock. 

My girl just one-upped me. She just put me in my place. I thought I liked her before—I fucking adore her now. 

But dammit, my cock is on fire, hard and throbbing. I managed to shove it back in my pants but it didn’t go willingly. My cum was halfway up my shaft when she slid off, and it just disappeared. I’ve never felt so much desperation in my entire life. Smart, beautiful, bitchy little woman. 

Vincent is laughing outside the door. Full belly-laughing. I have no doubt that fucker knows exactly what just happened. 

“Shut the fuck up,” I bark. 

The door opens and he steps in, his face red, tears running down his cheeks. “I see why you picked her, I fucking love that woman.”

“Get. Fucked,” I grind out. 

“She got a set of balls between those cute little legs or what? Because fuck, it would have taken some to do what she just did.”

“Three seconds to shut your mouth before I shut it for you.”

He laughs harder. “I would have paid money to see the look on your face.”

“Vincent,” I warn, my voice tight. 

“You tell her I like her next time you see her. When she’s done with you, my door is always open.”

“Three seconds, Vin, and I shoot you.”

He grunts between laughter. “Girl’s got some backbone, doing that to the head of the mafia and strutting out like she owns the damned place. Should have married her; I can only imagine the bitch with a gun.”

“Get out.”

“Need to take care of yourself, boss?” he wheezes. 

“Fuck off.”

He shuts the door, still bellowing with laughter. 

I press a palm to my cock, trying to ease the pain of my arousal, but there’s no point. It’s fucking angry, and I need release. 

I could do it with my hand, but my girl wants to play . . . I’ll play. 

I stand and lift my keys. 

This game isn’t over. 

CHAPTER 23

JULIETTA

I can’t wipe the grin off my face. I practically skip into my apartment. Take that, mafia douche. 

I’m so proud of myself. I can’t believe I pulled it off. God knows he felt so fucking good I nearly didn’t stop myself, but the look on his face was worth every second and more. He was in physical pain, but it was the confusion and slight admiration that got me the most. 

I wonder how long it’ll take him to react. I give it half an hour before he’s pounding my door down. 

I strip my clothes off, getting into the shower. I turn the hot water on and let it run over me. That was, without a doubt, the best moment of my life. Seeing the confusion on his face was totally worth it. He might think twice before being a jerk next time. I put my hands on the shower wall and drop my head, still grinning. Yes. Epic. 

I close my eyes, drowning my thoughts away in the water, wondering just how he’s going to react. He’s going to be pissed, that’s for sure, but how he’ll retaliate is anyone’s guess. I chuckle to myself. 

A hard body slams against my back, and I scream. It catches me completely off-guard. I didn’t hear a damned thing. A hand goes over my mouth, and I’m pressed against the shower wall with no way of moving. My body immediately reacts from the familiarity of the man behind me. 

A very hard cock presses against my ass. 

“Clever, sassy, bad little girl,” Rafael growls into my ear. “I don’t like being left wanting.”

I squirm, but he’s far too big and it feels so good, his body pressed against mine. 

“Did you think I’d be angry?” he murmurs, nipping my earlobe. “Did you think I’d retaliate with anger? No. I’m going to retaliate in a way that’ll make you wish you’d never walked into my office in that sexy little dress and fucked me until I was on the edge of release, then walked out without a backwards glance.” 

I try to say something, but his hand tightens over my mouth. 

“There’s more than one way to skin a cat,” he purrs into my ear. “I’ve punished you by taking away your orgasm. Now, I’m going to punish you by giving you so many you can’t take it anymore.”

My knees wobble. 

“I’m going to lick that little cunt until you’re gasping my name and begging me to stop.”

I gasp. 

“Then I’m going to fuck it with my fingers until it clenches around me over and over again.”

My nipples harden. 

“Then I’m going to fuck you so hard and so fast you’re going to feel me every time you sit down for the next week.”

Oh. Boy. 

He spins me around and his eyes are wild, feral, hot. I lick my bottom lip and watch as he slides down my body, gripping my legs and lifting me up so my legs sit over his shoulders and my pussy is right there against his mouth. 

Then he starts licking. He does it with ferocity, and I’m so wound up from earlier than I come embarrassingly fast. 

He doesn’t stop. 

He licks me harder, deeper, faster, until I’m coming again. 

He still doesn’t stop. 

My body is wound up tight, aching. 

He keeps going. 

He introduces fingers, and then eventually his cock. 

He’s right. 

I won’t be walking after this. 

The clever bastard. 

~*~*~*~

“Morning,” Rafael says, rolling over and pinning me with his big body. I’m sore all over. It’s going to be a long and painful day at work. 

“Morning,” I say, my voice tired. 

“How are you feeling?”

“I swear, if you grin, I’ll slap it right off your face.”

His eyes find mine, and he grins, big and beautiful. Jerk. 

“Enjoy your victory,” I murmur, staring at his swollen lips. So they should be swollen after the love they gave me all night. I hope they hurt. “It won’t last long. I’m vindictive. I’ll come up with something better.”

“Or,” he says, dropping his head and kissing my neck, “you can call it even and move on.”

I fake a gasp. “There is no such thing as even.”

He chuckles and sucks on a tender spot on my neck. “I hope you’ve got good makeup. I left marks.”

“I just bet you did. Sadist.”

He finds my lips, kissing them softly. Even that hurts. He kissed me so much last night. God. Yes. He most certainly did. “That’ll teach you to mess with me.”

“In the end,” I point out, “I think my revenge far outweighed yours.”

“You’re not fucking kidding. Just about killed me.”

I give him a shit-eating grin. “Then I’ll die a happy woman.”

He rolls off me with a smirk. “Not quite yet. I want to take you away for the night tomorrow.”

I blink. “You do?”

He nods, pulling on his pants. He’s got scratch marks down his back. Hot. “Yeah, I do.”

“Why?” I squeak. 

His eyes flick to mine. “I have to go to L.A for business, but I want to take you with me.”

“I thought you didn’t mix mistresses and work.”

“I’m bending the rules,” he mutters, checking his phone. “In or out?”

“Um, totally in.”

He walks over, leaning down and kissing my forehead. “Be ready tomorrow morning, seven sharp.”

“Okay.”

He grins. “Okay.”

He leaves my apartment and when I hear the door shut, I roll over and grab my phone, dialing Celia. 

“I’m trying not to be excited,” I say the second she answers. “But he’s taking me away with him!”

“What?” She gasps. “Give me all the details.”

“He showed up at my place, slept over, asked me if I wanted to go away for a night. I said I thought that was against the rules, and he said he’s bending them.”

“Oh my God!” she screams. “Where is he taking you?”

“To L.A. Should I be excited?”

“Um, yes!”

“What do I pack? Oh God, what do I wear?”

“I’m coming over right now to help you. Don’t do another thing.”

“Okay,” I squeal happily.

She hangs up and I go to my closet, jerking out my suitcase. 

I haven’t felt so light and so hopeful in so long. The logical part of my brain warns me not to get my hopes up and not to get excited, but every other part of me is saying screw it, he’s making an effort—that has to mean something. 

I don’t care what it means. 

I’m so happy that nothing can bring me down. 

CHAPTER 24

RAFAEL

“Oh my God,” Julietta screams, launching herself onto the bed. “This is the nicest room I’ve ever been in.”

I walk over, catching her around the waist. “Then you haven’t lived, sweetheart.”

She looks up at me with those big, beautiful eyes, and fuck, if my heart doesn’t skip a beat. I’m too invested in this one, I know that already, but I can’t stop seeing her. I know sometime soon I’ll have to, because I can’t let myself care about her more than I already do, but I’m not ready to make that move.

Yet. 

“Well, clearly. So, considering this is a vacation for me, are you going to take me to dinner or something?”

I grin at her. “Or something.”

She raises her brows. “Not going to give anymore hints?”

“Not one.”

“Asshole.”

I press a kiss to her forehead. “I have business for the day, so it’s all yours what you do with it. I’ll be back around three, and we’ll go out. Be ready.”

“I can go wherever I want?” she says, excitedly. 

“Yes. Just be safe.”

A spark of hope flickers across her eyes, and I know, fuck, I know . . . I have to end this soon. 

“Okay.” She smiles, skipping to the bed. “Have fun at work.”

Have fun at work. I wonder sometimes if she forgets who I am. 

I glance at her once more before leaving the hotel room and going down to the lobby where Vincent and Benito are waiting. 

“Thought for sure you’d be another five.” Vin grins. 

“Firstly, we’re here for business,” I snap. “And secondly, don’t fuckin’ insult me by saying I’d only need five minutes.”

Benito snorts. I shoot him a glare. 

“You got this man I want to speak with?” I ask. 

“Yep, got his address. Let’s roll.”

We ride to the address where I’m supposed to be speaking with the man who was in the club the night it blew up. We managed to track him down. Turns out he skipped town with his wife after what happened. Can’t say I blame him, but he’s the only one who has any idea what went on that night. Everything else has led us to a dead end. 

The house is small and quaint. If he got paid as well as I know he did, then he’s certainly living below his means. Probably trying to stay out of the spotlight. 

I stride up to his front door with Benito and Vincent in tow, and pound on the old, flimsy material. It takes five minutes, but eventually it opens and the guy’s standing there shirtless, a beer in his hand. His eyes widen when he recognizes me, and the door slams in my face. 

“Go around back,” I order. “He’s going to run.”

The two men divide and go around the back of the house. Me? I kick the front door in. I walk inside. It fucking stinks in here. Scrunching my nose, I walk into the kitchen. A gunshot rings out, and pain rips through my arm. I glance down, seeing the ripped material of my suit jacket. Blood trickles out. The fucker shot me. I pull out my own gun and aim it at him before he has the chance to fire another round. He’s shaking. 

“I have good aim,” I snap. “Clearly you don’t, which is lucky for you because if that bullet had penetrated instead of grazed, your brains would be all over that wall behind you. Now put the gun down. You’re outnumbered, and now I’m pissed off. You either talk, or I make you talk. What’s it going to be?”

His hands shake. “I didn’t do anything.”

“Then you have nothing to worry about. I only want to talk. If you don’t co-operate, I have a nice hole a few miles out of town about six-foot deep with your name on it. I’m sure no one will miss you, judging by the state you’re living in.”

He flinches. “Please. They threatened me.”

“I just want answers, and considering you’re the only person to see the guys who are trying to destroy my club, I figure you can do just that.”

He lowers the gun. Smart man. Benito and Vincent keep their guns aimed on him and I lower mine, stepping forward. “Tell me who hired you.”

“Th-th-th-they never gave me their names. They told me they had orders from a someone else in charge, and that I had to go in and look suspicious. I was just a ruse. They had my wife.”

“Tell me,” I say, glancing around. “Where is your wife?”

“She left me.” He winces. 

“Sad.” I rub my chin. “These men that hired you, what did they look like?”

“Italian, like you. Young. Maybe mid-twenties. Really well dressed.”

“That’s probably a quarter of Chicago. Can you give me something more?”

“One of them mentioned a name.”

I wave a hand, urging him on. “And that was?”

“Antonio.”

No. 

Fuck. 

~*~*~*~

JULIETTA

Rafael arrives after three, and he’s got blood on his arm. I launch from the bed where I was sitting and waiting, and rush over. He flicks his arm back. “It’s nothing, Julietta.”

He’s angry. 

“You’re hurt,” I say softly. 

“It’s just a graze.”

“From what?”

His eyes find mine, and shrugs his jacket off. “A gun.”

“A gun?” I cry frantically, pressing a hand to my chest. 

“I’m fine. Let me shower, and we’ll go.”

“It doesn’t seem fine,” I push. “You’re angry.”

“It’s been a long fucking day,” he barks. “Now I’m going to shower and we’ll go.”

I open my mouth, then close it. “Okay,” I say softly. 

“I told you, my business is my own. Stay out of it and just do as you’re fucking told.”

I flinch. 

He disappears into the bathroom. 

The second he’s gone, I take my purse and rush out, not looking back. Fuck him. I don’t deserve to be spoken to like that. I did nothing wrong, and if he thinks I’ll take that, he’s sadly mistaken. I flag down a taxi. None stop right away. Frustrated, I wave harder. 

“Can I give you a ride?”

The smooth Italian voice has me spinning around. An older man stands on the sidewalk beside me, staring down into my teary eyes. He seems familiar somehow. I can’t quite place him. 

“No, thank you,” I say, turning back.

“I won’t bite, Julietta.”

I flinch and face him once again to him. “How do you know my name?”

“Everyone knows Rafael’s flings.”

I flinch again. Who the hell is this man? “I’m sorry, I don’t know you. Please leave me alone.” My heart is pounding a million miles a minute, and I can’t breathe. 

“Such a pretty thing. I’d tell you to run, but I hear he’s good in the sack, so you’ll probably ignore me.”

Is that a threat? I say nothing. 

“You really should protect yourself. Men like him, they’re bad guys.”

That’s the second person to warn me. Maybe I should be listening. 

No. Turn away. 

“You’re young, Julietta. You can do better. If I were you, I’d get out while you still have the chance. Rafael is lying to you; he’s keeping secrets. I’m sure you can find a more . . . decent . . . male to interact with.”

I look at him again. “Please leave me alone.”

He shrugs. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you. Be sure to tell your father to be careful. Rafael has his eye on him. Wouldn’t want anything bad to happen to you or your family.”

My spine straightens and I whisper, “What did you say?”

“What? You didn’t know the only reason he’s keeping you around is because he thinks your father is double-crossing him?”

“My father has nothing to do with him!” I yell.

“Oh, poor, naïve little Julie. Your father is lying to you, too. How sad. All the more reason to separate yourself.”

He waves, and a cab stops right away. “Have a wonderful evening.”

Then he gets in and disappears. 

I stand on the sidewalk, numb, confused, and hurt. 

He’s lying. 

He has to be. 

Right?

CHAPTER 25

JULIETTA

I can’t confront him, because I already know he’ll lie or remind me to say out of his business. That makes all of this so much worse. The very idea that Rafael is using me to somehow get to my father makes my skin crawl. Is my father involved with the mafia? Is that why he got so upset when he saw me talking to Rafael? Worse, does my mother know? It’s all too much to process. I need to get home. 

My phone has been ringing non-stop. I need to get out of here. Away from him. 

I didn’t take any of my things when I left the hotel, but luckily I have my purse. I need to speak to my father. I need to get home. I need answers, and I’m not going to get them from Rafael. 

I catch a cab to the airport and book myself a ticket to Chicago. I’m lucky—there’s a flight leaving in just under two hours. I find a quiet spot in the terminal and glance down at my phone. 

Rafael – Where are you?

Rafael – Julietta, I’m not joking. Where are you?

Rafael – Call me. Now. 

I switch my phone off. I’m not calling him. I’m not communicating with him at all. If what that man said to me was true, this has been a lie from the start. Shame washes through me. I should have known better. Honestly, what did I truly expect? I came into this knowing exactly what kind of man Rafael Lencioni was, but stupid me went ahead and expected what exactly? That he’d fall madly in love with me and that I’d matter?

The other mistresses were just sex. 

I’m sex and business. 

Nothing more. 

Hot tears burn under my eyelids, and I try to steady my wildly beating heart. I won’t break down at an airport gate. I won’t be that cliché. I swallow my tears back, take a deep breath, and wait for my flight to be called. 

It’s a long ride home, and by the time we touch down, I’ve gone from being upset to numb. I can’t feel anything. 

I need to talk to my dad. 

Then I need Celia. 

I catch a cab to my parents’ house, wondering how the hell I’m going to bring this up with my dad. Do I just ask him outright? Do I pretend someone said something to me? Do I just tell him the truth? I honestly don’t know how to approach it, but I need to know, to get my answers on if he’s involved somehow with the mafia or not. If he is, I won’t need Rafael’s lies. 

I’ll have all the truths I need. 

My mama is out when I arrive, thank God. Dad is home on his day off and is comfortably settled into the couch watching football. He looks up when the door opens and a smile stretches across his face, until he gets a good look at mine. He places the beer in his hand down and stands, walking over, concern etched in his features. “Julie, what’s wrong?”

“Daddy, I heard something,” I whisper. “I was . . . at the club uptown that’s run by Rafael’s family. I overheard someone talking about you, saying you are involved with the mafia. I need to know the truth.”

His expression gives me all the answer I need. I’ve caught him off-guard and he doesn’t have the chance to lie to me. 

My heart feels like it’s being ripped out of my chest. 

“Julietta, I warned you about going near that family.”

“You’re not answering my question,” I say, my voice trembling. 

“And I won’t because it is none of your business, and it isn’t something you ever need to involve yourself in.” He’s got his stern face on now. Gone is any concern. He won’t break, I know that. 

“Just tell me the truth,” I say. “Does Mama know?”

“Julietta, I won’t tell you again. Let it go. This is none of your concern, and you need to stop sticking your nose in my business.”

“Why?” I cry. 

“Because that family is dangerous, and I won’t have you getting yourself into trouble because you go around asking questions.”

I take a step back. “What about you? What if something happens to you?”

He shakes his head. “I’m safe. I won’t ask you again. Mind your business, Julietta.”

His voice leaves no more room for conversation or argument. 

My bottom lip trembles. “I have to go.”

“Julie,” he tries, but I’m already halfway to the front door. 

I reach it and look back, disappointed for the first time in my life with my father. 

Mostly, though, I’m disappointed in myself. 

For being so damned stupid. 

~*~*~*~

RAFAEL

Where the fuck is she?

I waited for three hours before coming to the conclusion that she’s not coming back. I continue to ring her phone and text her. Nothing. Something is wrong. I call the airport and using my contacts, find out she got a plane ticket home. 

My bad mood wouldn’t call for that. 

No, there’s more. 

Fuck. Why do I care so much? She’s just a mistress. She doesn’t matter to me. 

Fuck. 

Right?

~*~*~*~

JULIETTA

“Oh honey,” Celia soothes, rubbing my back. “I’m so sorry.”

“No you’re not,” I sob into her pillow. “You knew this would happen.”

“It doesn’t mean I like seeing you in pain.”

“I should have listened.”

Frustration bubbles in my chest. When did I get so damned stupid? Honestly? My stomach twists angrily, and I fight down the bile rising in my throat. My chest is heavy with shame. I feel so utterly ridiculous. I let myself fall in love with a man who was just using me. Worse, I actually let myself believe that he cared about me too. What kind of idiot am I?

“It won’t hurt forever,” she consoles, kissing the top of my head. “I promise you it won’t hurt forever.”

“It feels like it will,” I wail. 

“It won’t. One day you’ll look back on this moment and laugh.”

I hiccup. “I doubt that.”

“It’s going to be okay,” she says, her voice growing softer. “We’re going to get through this.”

“He won’t just take no for an answer,” I say, suddenly panicked. “He’ll demand an explanation; he won’t stop until he gets one. Celia, what am I going to do?” I sit up, rubbing the tears from my eyes. 

Her eyes find mine. “You know there is only one way to get him to leave.”

“How?” I whisper. 

She reaches over, squeezing my shoulder. “Honey, you have to break the rules.”

Dammit. 

She’s right. 

I have to break the rules again, and this time my heart at the same time. 

CHAPTER 26

JULIETTA

I stare into his eyes.

Rafael Lencioni’s soulless, perfect, brown eyes.  

They’re the kind of eyes you never forget. Not for a single second of your life. His fingers are curled around my arm, his mouth is millimeters from mine, and his breath is hitting my cheek in short, hard bursts. It’s been days since I ran from him, and if I didn’t know better, I’d say the comfort I feel from standing here in front of him is real. 

But we both know it isn’t.

His lies are breaking my heart. He’s tearing it into a thousand tiny pieces because I have to do something I honestly believed I’d never have to do. There was one rule I shouldn’t have broken—he was never meant to mean anything to me. 

My own brown eyes don’t disconnect from his. Instead, we just stare at one another, so much passing between us, the main thing being a sense of desperation. 

A desperation to change a life we have no say over. 

“Why, Julietta?” he rasps, his voice low, deep and husky. 

I love the way he says my name like he means it, like it’ll be the only name he ever murmurs for the rest of his life. 

“Answer me,” he demands, carefully, precisely, with an order you can’t shy away from, even though he’s not raising his voice. 

His hand gently moves from my arm up my neck and there he cups my jaw, bringing my face closer to his, as if he’s going to kiss me. But he’s not. He won’t. Not here. Not in public. That would break all the rules and Rafael does not break rules. That’s the problem. 

That’s always been the problem. 

“Let me go, Raf,” I breathe, trying to move away from those intense brown eyes. 

“Not until you tell me why.”

Why I’m here. 

Why I ran from him.  

Why I’ve avoided him.  

Because I had to. I have to. I can't take it anymore. The lies, yes, but mostly, the pain. The intense, desperate pain. The agony of needing someone you can't have. It leaves me only one choice. I'm going to do the one thing I know will make him turn his back on me. The one thing I know will make him run in the opposite direction. The one thing I'm certain will ensure he doesn't come back. 

The thought of never again touching him, kissing him, laughing with him makes my heart twist and an agonizing ache forms in the pit of my stomach, but I have to do it. I have to. For him. For me. For us. 

So, I part my lips and say the words that'll take him from my world forever. "I'm in love with you."

I see it before my words are finished leaving my lips. I see the way his eyes flash. I see the way his body stiffens and he straightens, looking broken, looking confused, looking furious. His hand slides from my jaw and everything inside me screams to reach out and grab it back, but I don’t. I let it fall, taking my heart along with it. He takes a step back, and his eyes shut down right along with his body. I watch him shove my words into a place he doesn’t allow himself to access. 

He slowly turns away, putting his back to me, letting me know my words have achieved what I wished. Before he’s gone, he looks back over his shoulder and gives me eyes I’ll probably never see again. 

I try to capture his face in my memory, try to remember every curve and every line. Try to remember how rich his laugh is, and how he makes my heart pound. 

Brown eyes connect with mine, and in a low, husky voice, he murmurs, “I told you not to do that.”

My knees shake, and I lower myself right there on the sidewalk. 

I don’t think I’ll ever get over this. 

~*~*~*~

JULIETTA

It’s been the worst two weeks of my life. 

Most days, I barely get out of bed. I took leave from work, saying I was going on holiday. 

Liar.

I’m barely leaving my room. 

It’s not meant to hurt this much. It’s not. But I can’t stop the dull ache radiating from my chest. Every day I wake up and it just hurts so much more. I can’t think. I can’t breathe without pain. I can’t eat. I barely drink. Showering is a feat. I’m a pathetic, weak, broken mess. 

Rafael hasn’t once tried to contact me. I guess that shows exactly how little I meant to him. 

I was so naïve. So. Damned. Naïve. 

“Right.”

I look up from my pillow to see Celia storming through my room, jerking the curtains open. 

“Get up.”

I moan and wave a hand, rolling over and shoving my face back into my pillow. 

She takes it and jerks it out from beneath me. “Up. Now. You’ve wallowed for too long. Plus, your credit card isn’t going to pay for this sad fest vacation much longer.”

“No,” I groan, trying to snatch the pillow back. The sun burns my eyes. 

“You’ve barely moved from this bed,” she snaps. “Have you seen your hair lately?”

I run a hand over the tangled mess. Oops. 

“Get up, shower, do your hair. We’re going out for breakfast. My treat.”

The thought of going out there, facing the world? No. Just no. “I don’t want to go out.”

“If you don’t do as I ask, I’ll go and tell your mom and dad just what you did.”

My eyes widen. “You wouldn’t.”

“Oh, I would.”

“You’re a horrible”—I throw my legs from the bed—“terrible”—I stomp towards the bathroom—“awful friend.”

“Why, thank you!” she chirps. 

I shower and wash my hair, twice. With a dull, empty ache in my heart, I move towards the closet and pick out the most basic clothes I can find—a pair of cut-off shorts and a tank top. I brush my hair and throw it up in a messy ponytail—that’s the best anyone is getting out of me today. 

“There she is, less zombie-like.” Celia smiles when I walk into the kitchen. 

“Just so you know, I’m not happy about this,” I mutter. 

“Get over it. Come on. We’ll just go to the café two blocks down. I won’t strain you too much on your first outing.”

“How kind of you,” I mumble, grabbing my purse but leaving my phone. I don’t even like looking at it these days. It brings too much pain. Purely because it doesn’t matter how many times I check it each day, there is never a new message or missed call. 

That kills. 

We leave my apartment, and everything in my body hurts. Celia makes light conversation, but I’m off in my own little world. 

“I just have to pop in here and grab some tampons. Aunt Flow is in town,” she says, nodding to a store. 

I stop dead in my tracks. 

I blink a few times. 

I start frantically calculating. 

I haven’t had a period in more than five weeks. 

I turn to Celia, my blood running cold. “Celia,” I whisper. 

“What’s wrong?” she asks, stepping closer. 

“I’m late.”

Her eyes widen. “What?”

“I’m . . . late.”

“Okay. Okay. Don’t panic. It’s probably stress. Don’t worry. You’re on the pill, right?”

I nod. 

“It’ll be okay. Come on, we’ll get a test from in here.”

My mind starts spinning. I’m on the pill. It’s not possible. Right?

No. Of course it isn’t. It’s stress. It has to be. 

Celia rushes inside, but I just stand there. Numb. This isn’t happening. No. It can’t. The world wouldn’t be that cruel. 

Five minutes later, Celia re-appears with a bag clutched in her hand. “Come on, let’s go and do this. It’ll ease your mind.”

Or ruin my life. 

CHAPTER 27

RAFAEL

“Nobody came,” Vincent says, staring at me. 

I don’t look at him. I keep my eyes focused on the window I’m staring out of. 

My dummy shipment was a fail. Someone knew it was a test and didn’t show up, which means we are right—someone close to me is going behind my back. 

“Someone is betraying us,” I say, my voice devoid of emotion. 

“Yeah, someone is betraying us. Right now, I think we need to keep our plans amongst the closest of us. We can’t trust anyone until we figure out what’s going on here.”

I nod. 

“Raf, you’re my boss but beyond that, you’re my brother, and I don’t like seeing you like this.”

I flinch. “Like what?”

“Like a miserable fucking dog. You let her in, didn’t you?”

My shoulders tense. “I have work to do, Vin. Get out of my office.”

“Nothing wrong with letting someone matter,” he says, his voice dropping low. 

“I’m married. She was a quick, fun fuck. Now, get out of my office.”

He sighs and leaves. 

I hear the door click shut, leaving me alone with my thoughts. I just keep staring out the window, completely numb. 

It doesn’t matter if I let her in or not. This is how it has to be. 

No matter how much it fucking hurts. 

~*~*~*~

JULIETTA

No. 

Please. 

It has to be wrong. 

It has to be wrong. 

No.

Oh God.

No.

I’m pregnant with the child of the Italian mafia leader. 

No. 

Oh please. 

No.

CHAPTER 28

JULIETTA

I move quickly down the street, a shopping bag clutched in my hand. It’s full of food for my road trip. My road trip out of this town. 

I’m leaving. I have to. I can’t stay here. Not now I know I’m pregnant with Rafael Lencioni’s child. He’ll never let that be okay. He’ll never just let me move on with my life. He would never give up a child carrying his blood. He’ll want the child to be a part of his world, especially if it’s a boy. 

No.

I have to leave. It’s my only choice. 

“Julietta.”

I flinch at the soft sound of Maria’s voice. What is she doing in this part of the city?

I turn slowly and see her standing on the footpath, staring over at me. I take a deep, shaky breath and force a smile. “Maria.”

“I saw you walking down the street; I thought I’d see how you are. I know you’re not seeing Rafael anymore. I’m glad you took my advice.”

I didn’t take her advice. I should have taken her advice when she gave it to me. Instead, I listened to that lying, nefarious scumbag.

Dammit. 

I don’t mean that. I should, but I don’t. 

“Yes, me too,” I say, my voice tight. 

“I was just going to a little boutique up the street.”

I wish you’d just go away. “Well, enjoy that. It was nice to see you,” I say, trying to avoid her. 

“Ladies.”

We both turn to see three men approaching. They’re dressed in black suits, and I recognize none of them. Maria steps closer to me, obviously sensing something wrong. 

One of the men moves his coat to the side, showing a gun. “Don’t scream. Don’t run. Just get in the car and you won’t get hurt.”

What? I shake my head, confused. “I don’t know—” 

The man leading the group steps forward and grins. “Must be our lucky day. We were hoping to get Maria, but would you look at that? His mistress is here, too. Perfect.”

What? “I’m not his mistress,” I cry. “I was just—”

“Shut your mouth and get in the car.”

My hands tremble, and I move behind Maria towards a black SUV on the curb. The door opens and we climb in. 

“Smart girls. Nobody wants to see brains being blown out on the sidewalk.” The man laughs, climbing in next to us. 

The moment the doors are closed, he pulls the gun out and trains it on us. “If you try and run, I’ll kill you without hesitation.”

Oh God. I’m going to be sick. 

“What do you want with us?” Maria asks. 

“Oh come on now, Maria. You already know the answer to that.”

“Rafael,” she whispers. 

“Indeed. We have orders from our boss that it’s time to take him out. You see, we don’t like how everything is being run and figure it’s time for someone else to step up.”

My mind spins. 

“Who?” Maria asks. 

“We can’t answer that now, can we? That’ll be telling secrets, and we don’t trust you with secrets.”

Maria looks to me, and I shrug nervously. 

“If you do as you’re told, you’ll get out alive. I don’t particularly like killing women, but I will if I have to.” His eyes flick to me. They’re brown, almost black. His hair is long, flowing down around his shoulders. “I can see why he picked you. Pretty little thing, aren’t you?”

I clamp my mouth shut. 

He laughs. “Smart girl.”

I swallow down the bile rising in my throat. 

Rafael had said his world wouldn’t touch me. 

He lied. 

Again. 

~*~*~*~

We arrive at a warehouse in an industrial park in the suburbs just on dusk. There are five trucks parked out front, and a solid ten men waiting around. One of the men in the car with us waves the gun and mutters, “Get out.”

The door opens, and we climb out. My legs tremble, and fear catches my heart in its grips as I move behind Maria towards the warehouse. It’s massive, well looked after, and totally secluded. That doesn’t bode well for us. Unless someone knew what they were looking for, they wouldn’t know to find us here. My throat tightens. We were forced to leave our purses in the car, so our phones are out. 

“It’ll be okay,” I say to Maria as she quietly cries beside me. I don’t know why I’m comforting her, but it seems like the right thing to do, considering the circumstances. 

We’re taken inside the warehouse and to a back room. The windows are barred and the door lockable from the outside. A prison. My heart races as the man who took us walks us in, then stands near the door, intently studying the panicked looks on our faces. “Don’t try to escape. Even if you get past this door, you’ll die the moment you step outside. We’ll make sure of it. Keep your mouths shut, and do as you’re told, and you might just get out of here alive.”

Might. 

I sit down on the old, ragged sofa because my knees feel as though they’re about to give way on me. Breathe. You’re okay. This will be okay. Just do as they ask. Do as they ask, and everything will work out fine. It will. It. Will. 

Maria sits down beside me, and we both remain silent as we’re locked in this tiny, dirty room together. I don’t know what to say to her. I don’t know how to make conversation or if I even should. We’re both here. We’re both afraid. We’re both bait. 

A thought flitters into my mind and I want to squash it down immediately. If Rafael had a choice, who would he choose?

Of course he’d pick her. Of course he would. I’m nothing to him. 

“Do you know exactly why we’re here?” I finally ask Maria. 

She glances at me, and shakes her head. “No.”

“Do you think Rafael is in trouble?”

She shrugs. “I try to stay out of their business, and Rafael doesn’t involve me, so I honestly don’t know.” She glances away nervously, and for a split second, I wonder if she’s lying. 

Would she do something to her sabotage her husband?

I push that thought away and focus on staying calm. Right now, that’ll be the only thing that gets me out of here alive. 

~*~*~*~

RAFAEL

“What do you mean someone has my wife and Julietta?” I bark down the phone. 

“We were trailing Maria, just like you asked. Lost her for a bit. By the time we found her again, a bunch of guys were stuffing her and Julietta into a car. They drove off before we could get there.”

“You’re fucking joking?” I bellow. “What was Julietta doing with Maria?”

“I don’t know, boss.”

“Who has them?”

“I don’t know that, either.”

“Fuck,” I roar. “See if you can track either of their phones. Whoever has them is going to make demands, I’m damned sure of it. Gather everyone. Tell them to be in my office in half an hour.”

“On it, boss.”

I slam the phone down. 

Fuck. 

This is going from bad to worse. Those fuckers have both my girls. 

CHAPTER 29

JULIETTA

It’s been twelve hours. 

Morning sickness has kicked in, like it has for the last few days. I can’t stop the stomach-turning nausea that hits me around three a.m. Maria sleeps on the couch, curled up. I need fresh air. Or water. Or something. I clutch my stomach and moan, trying to stay quiet, but honestly, it’s just about impossible. 

“Are you sick?”

I flinch at the sound of Maria’s sleepy voice. I glance over at her. “I’m just not feeling well. Fear, I think.”

She studies me. “Maybe we can ask for some water?”

“I somehow doubt they’re the giving type.” I groan, clutching my stomach tighter. Damn this. 

“Was it something you ate?” she asks. 

“No, it happens every—” I clamp my mouth shut before I can finish the rest of that sentence, but it’s too late. 

Her face drops and her eyes widen. “You’re . . . you’re pregnant.”

Shit. “Maria, it’s not—”

She launches out of the sofa. “Did you plan this?”

Wait. 

What?

“No,” I say, shaking my head frantically. “I didn’t.”

“You liar!” she screeches. 

Holy shit. “Maria . . .”

“It’s not meant to be you that gets pregnant,” she screams. “I’ve been trying for years. Is this some sort of trap to get him to leave me? Because he won’t. His life is mine.”

His life is mine? What the? “Maria, you’re overreacting,” I say as carefully as I can. 

“Overreacting?” she screeches. “I’ve been trying to get pregnant and you come along, some whore, and get knocked up. I am the one to produce children for Rafael Lencioni, not you.”

“I’m sorry.” I hang my head. What more can I say? I’m a dirty tramp who was sleeping with her husband? I don’t even think that’ll cut it. 

“What the hell is going on in here?” The man who took us steps in, a gun in his hand, his eyes angry. He looks to me, then to Maria. 

She runs towards him. “I need to go. Please let me out of here.”

“Sit down,” he orders. 

“My husband won’t come. He won’t. Let me out.”

“Now, or I’ll shoot you,” he barks. 

I stand. “Maria, please sit down. We can work this out. Please.”

She turns to me. “Shut up, you stupid, stupid girl. You’re ruining all of our plans.”

Our plans? Hers and Rafael’s, or hers and someone else’s?

“Sit. Down,” the man roars, waving the gun at her. 

My stomach turns. “Maria, please,” I plead. 

“Let me go,” she begs. “I’ll give you whatever you want, any information you need, just let me go.”

“Last warning,” he snarls in her face, taking her arm and shoving her backwards. 

She charges him again, trying to drop low so she can crawl past him. He aims the gun and fires. 

Blood goes everywhere. Her screaming stops. 

Mine starts. 

Until he points the gun at me. “Do you want to be next?”

My screams turn into whimpers as I stare at Maria’s bloodied, dead body. 

I just killed Rafael’s wife. 

If she didn’t find out about my baby, she wouldn’t have freaked out. 

I. Just. Killed. His. Wife. 

I pass out.

~*~*~*~

I wake to the sound of a gunshot. 

I jerk upright. Light trickles through the barred window. My eyes dart to the floor. Maria’s body is still there. Dark red blood is scattered all over the floor. Tears burst forth and I start to panic, leaping up and pulling the blanket from the bed so I can cover her. I don’t want to see. I don’t want to see any of it. My fingers tremble as I pace the room. 

It’s my fault she’s dead. Rafael’s wife is dead because of me. Me and my bastard child. 

Another gunshot rings out, reminding me that that’s the reason I woke up so suddenly. I rush over to the window, peering out. I can’t see anything through the frosted glass and bars. More gunshots ring out and I crouch down, covering my head, fear coursing up my spine. I close my eyes and start praying, sure it’s the last thing I’ve got left. 

The door swings open. 

Someone barks, “Don’t move. Don’t look up.”

I don’t move. 

I don’t look up. 

A cotton bag is shoved over my head. 

Someone is yelling . . . in pain. 

Is that Rafael? Maybe someone from Maria’s family? 

A gun is shoved into my temple, and I’m forced to stand. I can’t breathe beneath this bag. 

Someone help me. 

Please. 

~*~*~*~

RAFAEL

“No,” I roar, dropping to my knees over Maria’s dead body. 

“Oh fuck,” Vincent says, his voice shaking. “Oh no.”

“There’s no one else here . . . oh fuck.” Benito’s voice breaks through my torment. 

I glance down at my wife. Her lifeless face stares back at me. I let her down. I should have been there to make sure this had never happened to her. Dammit. Who did this?

Julietta. 

I leap to my feet and spin around. “Where is she?”

“Who, boss?” Vincent asks. 

“Julietta. Where is she?”

“There’s no one else here.”

Does that mean she’s still alive? 

My knees feel as if they’re going to give way beneath me. “Take her body,” I rasp, my voice broken from emotion. “I need to find Julietta.”

“Boss,” Vincent says. “You need to understand that she’s probably dead, too.”

The idea of Julie being dead rips apart something inside my chest. I cherish my wife, but I’m . . . oh, fuck . . . I’m in love with Julie. 

I can’t lose two people in one day. 

“I have to go,” I say, glancing down at my wife once more. I’m so sorry, Maria. 

“Boss . . .” Benito tries. 

“Do as I ask!” I roar. 

They do as I ask. 

I’ll find whoever did this. 

And I’ll make them wish they were never born. 

CHAPTER 30

JULIETTA

The cotton bag is ripped from my head, and I’m faced with the same man I saw on the sidewalk in L.A. He’s an older man, maybe the same age as my father. His eyes are red, glassy, and he looks as if he’s in pain. He’s got a gun in his hand, and he paces the room like a cat on hot bricks. Who is he? And why has he got me?

“What do you want?” I croak, my voice thick with emotion and lack of water. 

“Who did that to my Maria?”

His Maria. His . . . Maria?

“Maria is your . . .”

“Daughter,” he finishes, his voice tight. “Who did it?”

Poor man. “I don’t know who they were. They picked us up on the sidewalk and took us there. They were trying to draw Rafael out . . .”

“I’ll kill him. This is all his fucking fault. I should have taken him out when I had the chance.”

Wait. This man was trying to take out Maria’s own husband? Who is he?

I shake my head in confusion. 

He studies me. “You look just like your mother.”

Talk about rapid change of subject.

I flinch. “What?” I breathe. 

“Your mother. You’re exactly like her.”

“What do you want with me?” I ask, backing up a little. This man is starting to scare me. 

He laughs bitterly. “I’ve never wanted anything with you, Julietta. You just came into my plan nicely when you so stupidly started fucking Rafael. I never miss a good opportunity to use a person when they’re presented to me on a silver platter.”

I shake my head, crossing my arms over my chest. “I don’t understand.”

He throws his head back and laughs, but it’s broken. “No. You wouldn’t. You live a lie, Julietta. A big, fucking lie.”

I blink back my tears. “I don’t . . . I don’t . . .”

“Stop your crying. I can clearly tell you were raised by your mother. No backbone.”

I jerk. “How do you know my mother?”

He studies me and then takes a step closer, reaching out and cupping my cheek. “I know everything about you and your mother.”

I’m so confused. And afraid. I want to go home. 

I jerk my head from his hand, and he laughs. “There’s that spirit.”

“Let me go. I don’t know anything or have anything you want.”

“But you do.”

My eyes water. “Who are you?”

He looks to me, grinning. “Long story short,” he says, pacing the room. “Your father was my best friend once upon a time, he was also Rafael’s father’s best friend. The three of us were inseparable. Your father didn’t want this life; he didn’t agree with it and wanted no part in it. For a while, we used him where we needed, shifting money, things like that, but eventually he refused to help us and separated himself. He quickly became the enemy. When Rafael’s father died, it was just me. Imagine how that felt.”

I flinch. 

“It was supposed to be me who took over, who became the new leader. Instead, Rafael stepped up. He was never good enough for it. I knew that. But I could hardly fight it. I’d be dead the second I challenged it. I wondered just how I could twist it back to work in my favor,” he spits, glaring at me. “Then you entered the picture. I hadn’t seen you for so long, but I knew who you were the second you walked into that club. I knew I could go back to my roots. I knew I could use your father to get what I wanted.”

Daddy.

No.

“So, I set it all up to lead back to him. The whole lot. I made it look like he was the one setting Rafael up. He fell for it, hook, line, and sinker. In fact, he’s so convinced your father is the one stabbing him in the back that he’ll probably kill him without questioning him first.”

“You monster!” I scream. 

He laughs. “I never said I wasn’t. Rafael is going to take out the wrong man, and that’ll start a war. Your father is a very well-respected gentleman, and the second he’s removed from the picture, Rafael’s reputation will start dwindling and people will start questioning him, especially when things keep going wrong. He’ll weaken. I’ll be right there, continuing to lead him down the wrong path, ruining his reputation until someone finally ends him. Then, there I am, ready to take my spot.”

“Why don’t you just kill him?” I hiss. 

“Silly girl. Someone would find out it was me, and I’d be killed before I could step foot in his place. Rafael needs to fail, and he needs to do it publicly. You and your father just happened to fall into my plans perfectly; I wasn’t planning on using either of you, but well, opportunity and all that. You fucking Rafael came along at the exact right moment. I’d call it fate, but that would be cocky of me. Don’t you think?”

“My father got out. He has nothing to do with this. Why would you do that? He has a family!” My hands are shake. 

The man whose name I still don’t know steps forward. “Your father took something from me. I’m simply returning the favor.” 

“I can’t understand what he could have possibly taken.”

He reaches into his back pocket and pulls out his wallet. He flicks through a couple of things and comes up with a photo. He thrusts it at me. 

I glance down and my blood runs cold. There in the photo is a much younger version of my mother standing with this man. “That’s right,” he says. “She was mine first. He came in and took what belonged to me. So I figured why not make him pay?”

“No,” I whisper. 

“It gets better.” He grins, reaching for me. 

I toss the wallet and take a step back. 

“I don’t want to hurt you, Julietta, but I will.”

“Do it,” I scream. “You horrible, piece of shit.”

He grabs my arm and presses the gun to my back. “Come with me.”

“Let me go!”

He drags me out of the room we were in and into the front yard of yet another old warehouse. It’s raining, and the second we step outside, water trickles down over my face, soaking my skin right down to the bone. I start shivering. 

He’s going to kill me. Oh God.

“Please don’t kill me,” I sob. “Please.”

He leans in close, curling a hand around my arm. “I might be a vile monster, but even I’m not vile enough to kill my own daughter.”

My knees tremble. My world starts spinning. 

What did he just say?

Daughter. 

No.

“No,” I sob.

“Oh yes,” he grins. “Your mother has a lot to answer for, but right now, that doesn’t matter. All that matters is that you’re going to help me.”

“I can’t. I know nothing,” I croak. 

My father. 

My body is trembling still over the news. 

His eyes meet mine. “You’re pregnant with Rafael Lencioni’s baby.”

I flinch. 

Vomit rises in my stomach. 

“No,” I whisper. “Please.”

“This wasn’t how I expected things to go, I’ll admit, but it couldn’t have worked out better in my favor. I’m giving you a choice. If you wish to protect your father and your baby, then you’ll help me bring Rafael down.”

Help my lover be killed to protect my father and child.

My knees tremble. “There has to be another way,” I whisper into the cold, dark rain. 

“That’s your option. If you choose not to take it, I’ll make sure your father dies a slow and painful death. I can make this go away, Julietta. I can turn Rafael’s eyes from his suspicion with your father, I can protect you and your child, all you have to do is help me.”

“Help you kill the father of my child.”

My voice is stony. Cold. Broken. 

“The father of your child lied to you, not only that but he would have gladly killed your father without a second thought for you and your feelings.”

I flinch. 

“He’s a monster. The sooner you realize it, the better. Now, how much do you wish to protect that baby?”

I put a hand to my stomach and rub softly. I don’t know how he knows about the baby. I know nothing it would seem. But what I do know is that this little life growing inside me is everything. My father. My family. Everything. I’ll do whatever I have to do to protect them. Rafael Lencioni broke my heart, he lied to me and he betrayed me. 

There is only one answer. 

“I’ll do whatever it takes to protect my family and my child.”

He grins. 

“Very well. Disappear, Julietta. Have that baby somewhere else. Stay away until you do. Do not let him know. I’ll come for you when the time is right. Don’t try and hide, either. I will find you and if I can’t, you can be assured I’ll make your mother and father suffer my wrath.”

I stare at him.  

Then I blink. 

“What are you waiting for?” he whispers, leaning in close. “Run.”

Then I turn, and I run. 

But I know I can’t run far. 

I know I can’t hide. 

He’ll be coming for me. 


To be continued...




My darling readers, please don’t panic. I know, I know. I NEVER do cliffhangers, but this book, these characters, they just needed it. You’ll be pleased to know Part two is already written AND edited so you’ll be getting it in a matter of weeks. I swear you won’t have to wait long. Big hugs, Bella xx
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