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      NICOLO

      I shouldn’t fucking be here.

      Not deep in Lowlander territory. Wouldn’t be, either, except for my damn boss’s sister, Mia, asked me to check on her new broken bird.

      She didn’t use those words, but I swear Mia’s got an eye for those in trouble, can sniff it out, and me? I’ve got a soft spot for her. Always have. But it’s nothing that would get me killed. I see her as family.

      Also, she’s the type to cut a man’s balls off if she thinks she needs to, and if she doesn’t, her husband, Christian, would.

      Since I’ve got a few days off and nothing much to do and the De Luca crime family has what’s called peace in Dallas’s underworld, there’s time on my fucking hands.

      Still, Brother’s Shack Bar and Grill ain’t exactly my idea of a good time.

      Or a good place for a De Luca Enforcer to be spotted.

      We don’t have issues with them, but there are acts of war and threatening moves and being spotted here isn’t gonna look good. My boss would not be happy if I start something like that.

      Inadvertently, of course.

      It’s early enough the place isn’t crowded, and late enough eyebrows won’t be raised by me coming in. Not that I give an actual shit about the last one. Just needless attention is not a thing I want.

      “Says the fucking six-five man,” I mutter, giving the place a sweep like I’m looking for where I want to sit.

      There are three guys packing. One woman. A couple of dudes in suits with loosened ties, and across the polished floorboards, behind the bar, standing on a stepladder putting away some actual top-shelf bottles, is probably the finest fucking ass this side of Texas.

      Any side, really.

      Not too big, just enough to fill a man’s palms, and a shapely, narrow waist with long legs encased in tight black denim.

      Down her slender back ripples golden hair, reaching below her shoulder blades.

      She has a body to die for, and that’s just from the backside view. I wonder about the front. Will it be just as desirable?

      I cross to the bar. I’m in jeans and a white T-shirt, no gun, though there’s a switchblade tucked into my left boot. Hey, take the man from the fucking job but there’s no way on this planet you’re taking the job from the man.

      She wobbles as she goes up on her toes in her boots and the bottle slides free as she grabs at the shelf.

      I lunge over the bar and catch the bottle. “Careful.”

      “Oh.”

      And that’s when she wobbles badly and turns and knocks the breath from my lungs.

      It’s a déjà vu moment, and I clutch the bottle.

      Holy fuck.

      She might be the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.

      Big blue eyes that have specks of brown. A sweet, soft mouth made for sin, kissing, and a man’s cock. The slightly pointed chin gives a heart shape to her mix of dirty sex and sweet innocence. That and the hesitancy and fire in her eyes.

      She steps off the stool and takes the tequila from me. “You caught that from there?”

      “I’ve a long reach. And . . . I’m sprawled on your bar, Tesoro.”

      A blush lights up her cheeks in pink and she half smiles as I push up to my full height. Her eyes follow me up and then slide all the way down, making her blush a little pinker. “I have no idea what you said, but I’ll take that as a compliment.”

      “Yup.” I glance at the tequila. “I’ll take a Corona and a shot of that.”

      She swallows as she eyes the bottle. “It’s . . .”

      “I know how fucking much that shit is,” I say with a wink, taking a seat. “And I think I’ll have one.”

      “I didn’t mean . . .” She flutters a little, shooting a look to the back, where a door is open, just near where the bar flap opens. Manager is my guess.

      Mia’s right, there’s a jumpiness to her that isn’t from her recent arrival at the job.

      “New?”

      Her shoulders deflate. “Obvious?”

      “Nah, just know the look is all.” I eye her, which is something I could do all fucking day. Along with other things I’m definitely not going to think about while in public. “Nicolo.”

      The blonde stares at my big hand, and then she put her slender, small one in mine.

      A powerhouse flares into life inside me.

      Her hand jerks in mine, like she felt it too, or maybe it’s just the fact I’m so big next to her, my hand the kind that engulfs hers. But . . . no. Her blue-brown eyes burn as her lips part in an unconscious invitation.

      Oh yeah. This little tasty morsel feels it too.

      I shake her hand gently.

      She’s soft, bones delicate and the kind I could crush without much effort.

      “I-I’m Avah. And yeah, I’m new.”

      She’s got a slight sun-kissed look to her that adds to the gold of her hair. I want to push but don’t.

      There are times to let things come, and a time to force them. I’m in the business of forcing, usually with brute strength and often with an end where only one comes out alive, me.

      This is one of the other times, like when I’m protecting. Except I’m not doing that. This is strictly just a Mia-based favor.

      I should have brought a book with me, or a paper, but I pull up the newsfeed on my phone as she pours a drink and opens my beer.

      “New to town or . . .?”

      “Both.” She wrinkles her nose and picks up a bar rag with the word happy printed on one side and Brother’s Shack Bar and Grill on the other.

      Avah wipes down an imaginary spot on the bar.

      The entire length is spotless, the two business guys move from their table to the other end of the bar. Their hands are wrapped around low-ball glasses that are almost empty, and the guys are locked in the middle of the kind of animated conversation that tells me they’re here to blow off steam rather than wheel and deal.

      Plus, they don’t look like Lowlanders.

      They might be criminals, who the fuck knows? But in my line of work, I find actual underworld criminals have a code that’s a hell of a lot more honest than the so-called average Joe business dude.

      And if people in my world break those rules? I break them.

      But Brother’s Shack is just a bar in the middle of Lowlander territory. Like the De Luca family and others there are legit businesses, as well as fronts.

      Only issue is Lowlanders don’t like others poking their nose in, even if it’s a legit place.

      But this Avah, I’m now interested in her deal. Not because she’s hot—although there’s that—no, because secrets lurk somewhere inside her.

      She breathes in. “Do you come here often?”

      “Never.” Then I realize how that sounds. “Don’t usually work this part of town but . . .” I shrug. “Arranged to meet a friend who backed out at the last minute.”

      I don’t usually lie. Maybe twist the truth, keep fucking quiet. Let my muscles and fists talk when needed and gun when that particular point needs to be made.

      This?

      Not what I do.

      Oh, now, girls, I can pick up and fuck in minutes. But this, sitting, talking is . . .

      What the hell am I even thinking? This isn’t different from a watch job. One where I go and keep quiet and observe.

      Yeah, except I don’t usually walk into rival territory and do it without much motive. And not when the object of that watch job is so fucking pretty and talkative.

      Or up close and personal.

      As personal as you can get with a wooden, polished slab of bar between me and the job.

      “Oh, cool.” Then she frowns, flipping her hair over her shoulder. “I don’t mean cool you got stood up, I just meant . . .”

      Avah is fucking adorable as she struggles to find words.

      So, I help her out. “Just an old friend, and I’m glad I came, anyway. I’m enjoying the view.”

      A grin lights up her face, right as a barback or whatever he is comes from the kitchen and deposits a bowl of spiced sweet potato fries on the underside of the bar for her.

      His gaze lingers a moment on her tits beneath the tight black T-shirt, then it skitters to me, and he turns and scurries away.

      “Are you flirting?”

      “With him?” I let a slow smile come. “Not my type. You, on the other hand. . . as I said, nice view.”

      She pops a fry in her mouth as I sip the beer. “What do you do, Nicolo?”

      “Security.”

      It’s the truth, a lie, the layer that gives credence to me and also explains a lot of shit without any magic handwaving.

      Avah opens her mouth when motion at the other end of the bar catches her eye. The suits are waving their glasses and with a sigh, she heads over to help him.

      Me? I fucking watch her walk, the soft sway of her hips, the line of her legs. Her ass cupped tight by the denim is something I could watch all day long. And truth be told, given the chance, I’d do her without even blinking.

      I sip the beer, and scroll through my phone, not paying attention to the newsfeed on there. Instead, I take in my surroundings. No one’s really up to anything. The Lowlanders or their affiliates that are packing seem to be just eating a late lunch.

      Mia and Scarlett—wives of the second in command and the big man himself, respectively—shouldn’t be coming here; especially Scarlett, but that’s not my business. My business is to do what I’m told and that’s what I’m doing. The fact Mia asked and not Christian or Leo is neither here nor there. The De Lucas are close-knit, a good outfit and though I’m a fucking enforcer, I’m treated like family.

      A man doesn’t take that lightly, especially one without much of his own.

      One of the guys grabs Avah’s arm and even from here I can hear him ask about her tits.

      I should keep out of it.

      Should keep my head low and report back that she’s fine and wash my hands of this shit.

      After all, she’s not quaking in her boots or looking scared for her life.

      But that’s not what I’m going to do. For some reason, washing my hands of this shit doesn’t sit well with me. Or maybe it’s because she’s a beautiful woman.

      With a sigh, I peel away from my seat and head down to the other end, knowing my size and height can be intimidating. I tap my hand on the bar right in front of the guy who’s holding her with his other hand.

      “Go away, man, she’s mine.”

      I lean down, place my mouth close to his ear. “Like fuck she is. If you like your fucking balls where they are, let her fucking go.”

      Then I straighten.

      “N-nicolo, it’s—”

      “Nah, Angel, it’s not okay. I’m not a fan of grubby little weasels handling my woman.”

      The guy stumbles half out of his stool. I grab it and him to stop them both from falling to the ground.

      “It’s all good, man, you didn’t know.” Then I smile at Avah, who’s staring. “Hey, my tesoro, can you get them a drink on me?

      She nods, eyes wide as she hurries to get fresh glasses and fill them with ice.

      Then I squeeze the dude’s puny shoulder. Hard.

      “You didn’t know,” I say as pleasantly as I can, “that the pretty lady’s taken. So, I’ll let it slide. Though you might wanna take some fucking lessons in how to treat women.”

      She comes back and puts down the drinks.

      And I squeeze his shoulder again, making him yelp so much for a low profile. I can feel eyes on me as I release him, slap his back hard, and return to my seat.

      Fuck.

      “Nicolo, I could have handled that.”

      “The correct words are thank you.” I sweep up her hand and press my lips against the back of it.

      I almost groan. She smells like ginger and honey.

      Avah makes a tiny sound that’s like a precursor to sex, and she trembles.

      Her skin is silk. “I . . . thank you . . .”

      “Y’know, Avah, I think we should—”

      “Avah.” A skinny man with wild thinning gray hair comes out of the door she looked at earlier. “What did I say about having your mail delivered here?”

      “Gregory, I’m—”

      “We’re not a post office.” He thumps an envelope down.

      Male, from the spiked block letters. This address. No return address in the top corner.

      And she pulls her hand free, the tremble having changed the moment he came out. Before it vibrated with promise and heat. When she withdrew? The sourness of unease.

      With shaking fingers, she opens it and pulls out a card.

      She recoils and drops it.

      The card lands face up.

      I read the front.

      Thinking of You!

    

  







            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    




      AVAH

      “Secret admirer?”

      That voice is dark smoke, and the man is to die for, which is weird because big men don’t usually entice me. They remind me too much of my life back in Cali. The men that have been part of my life since I remember.

      Watching. Following. Protecting.

      Even when I don’t want to be protected.

      And now . . .

      This Nicolo, he makes my heart beat hard and fast.

      My breath catches and I can’t seem to fill my lungs with the air that’s much needed.

      With just one look at him, my stomach starts doing flips.

      That dark hair and shadow of a beard is enticing, but I’ve got to admit there’s more to him. Those eyes, remind me of a tiger—golden, hungry, predatory, and hot. There’s heat that melts within those illuminating eyes, like dark, tawny melted gold. And his jaw is strong, mouth wide.

      He has about a million muscles and I’d probably be drooling if that card hadn’t arrived.

      Shit.

      I don’t know who it’s from, and I don’t want to think about it.

      The ‘thinking of you’ is creepy enough. But the other side of it just says good luck in Dallas inside. Not who it’s from or anything.

      It could be from my family. I wouldn’t put it past Dad to try and manipulate me into coming home or letting me know he’s watching. It’s something he would do for sure.

      Except . . . Dad’s never sending me high-end lingerie like I got the other day. No, this isn’t from him. I shudder at not knowing and look at the man in front of me.

      Thinking of this man is so much better.

      “No.”

      “Boyfriend?” There’s a hardness beneath the tease in his voice, and it prickles against my skin.

      There’s something thrilling about him, and when he touched my hand . . . I swear the sparks in my blood flare back into life as I think about it. His hand took mine, and I seriously forgot how to breathe as those fireworks went off inside.

      “No boyfriend,” I say, shaking my head slightly.

      Those men he intimidated are now quiet and the damp clutch of the one he spoke to no longer lingers. The words he said vanish, all thanks to my knight.

      Knight? What’s wrong with me?

      I’m swooning over a man I’ve only just met while a creepy card sits in front of me.

      Well, not in front of me as he’s turning it over, no real expression on his face, but there’s concern, it stings the air.

      “You kinda looked like this is a big deal, is all,” he says in that smoke voice. “Problem?”

      I bite my lip and half-shrug.

      “My dad’s a little . . . protective.”

      His brows shoot up. “Your father sent this to you?”

      “I . . .” I eye it doubtfully. “No idea. He’s also controlling and back in California.”

      Nicolo picks up the envelope. “This seems a little more designed to be unsettling rather than letting you know he’s thinking of you.”

      “And you don’t know my father,” I scoff.

      His gaze slides slowly over me, lingering on my mouth for a moment. “I think I might know men like similar.”

      “You might think you do, but you don’t. He’s. . .” How do I explain to Nicolo without telling him the truth?

      My dad, well he’s got his fingers in the kind of pies he shouldn’t have. He rules our small town that lies just outside San Diego. He’s organized crime, as far as I know. And I hate it. I do. I’ve always had protection and I’m sure he wants me married off to a crony. Even a young crony is gross because . . . because I want to fall in love.

      I want a home away from all the crossed lines and guns and dark secrets.

      I want to be me. Whoever that is. At twenty-three I’ve got a good idea. But boxed up is not how I want to live my life and I know my dad.

      He’s furious I took off.

      Annoyed that I’d dare leave the nest.

      To defy his wishes.

      So, yeah, he’d send a card like this.

      I’m not in hiding from him, but I should have known it was too easy to get a job and an apartment. The photography job wasn’t as easy to get, but this one was and . . .

      After the expensive lingerie that my new friends Scarlett and Mia oohed and aahed over arrived here the other day—reason Gregory gave me a lecture today—have thrown me off a little. Making me look hard at shadows and jump at noises.

      This card could be Dad. The lingerie, definitely not. Then again, it doesn’t mean anything except someone likes me.

      But then there’s the guy who grabbed my arm with his sweaty hand and told me how he’d like to see my tits and bang me stupid, while gross, informs me of something.

      I work in a bar. Men come in, get drunk, and say and do things.

      I’m justifying the lingerie, I know. But what else am I meant to do?

      Be scared?

      Run home to Daddy?

      “Earth to pretty Avah . . .”

      Shaking my head, I smile at Nicolo, which is easy to do. “Just thinking. My dad, well, is not exactly happy I’m here. He’s controlling and yeah, he’s not above this.”

      Nicolo looks at me.

      “Besides,” I add, “it’s just a card. I’m being weird about it. I didn’t expect mail, you know?”

      “Maybe.”

      I pick up a fry and eat it, and he finishes his tequila. “What else do you do?”

      “Photography.” The excitement at the one thing I do know I want to do bubbles up. “I have a second job two streets over, actually, at Perfect Memories.”

      “What the fuck is that?” He scowls.

      A small laugh bubbles up. “A studio that specializes in portraits, weddings, and special events. It’s not very exciting but it’s a good job and I enjoy it.”

      “Taking photos of people all dolled up is good?” He raises a brow. Then lifts his beer and takes a swallow.

      This time my laugh is bigger. “Well, not always, but it has its moments. I mean, you’re helping people make memories. Plus, I’m learning different techniques and so on.”

      He continues to look at me, and that wide mouth of his curves up, making my insides quiver. “So, what do you want to do?”

      “I guess art? Like, I know the world is full of great photographers, but I like people and buildings and the simple things. I like making something from the mundane.”

      My cheeks heat.

      Back home my friends are into guys and makeup and clothes. They never got me because I wasn’t. But he looks at me like what I’m saying interests him, and that’s thrilling.

      I’ve dated, fooled around, but I’m at home in a simple dress or jeans, and a swipe of mascara and I’m ready to go. He makes me want to dress up.

      No.

      Nicolo makes me feel like I’m dressed up.

      And I want him to undress me.

      I suck in a sharp breath at that thought.

      “You’re blushing, Tesoro.” He smirks.

      “What is that word?”

      “Italian.”

      He doesn’t explain, and I don’t push it. His phone lights up and he glances at it, then at me.

      “What are you doing later?”

      “Later?”

      “After work.”

      There’s something about a man who’s so laid back, relaxed, and confident. “I . . . nothing. I mean, tomorrow I have a full day at the studio, but—”

      “Dinner? Just something small.”

      “Dinner? As what, friends?” I swallow.

      His gaze heats as it moves over me. “Fuck no. I’m not pigeonholing a thing when I meet a beautiful woman, Avah. I think you’re hot.” Then he smiles. “Like every man in here. However, I’m capable of being a gentleman, of sorts, and I’d like to get to know you, show you around, and maybe see you home. What time do you get off?”

      “I . . . seven?” I find myself surprised by his straightforwardness.

      “I’ll be outside. It’s up to you.”

      Then he stands, and I have to lift my chin to look up at him. Oh, good God, is he one hell of an Adonis-type specimen of a man. I’m actually shocked I’m not drooling. He’s that good-looking.

      He pulls some cash from a money clip and puts it on the bar, then he sweeps up my hand again.

      The heat of his touch is a thrill that warms my blood. When he turns my hand, palm up, and places his soft lips against the center, the breath in my lungs stutters, and that intimate touch of flesh on flesh is flame right to my clit.

      “I’ll be outside,” he says again, letting me go and leaving.

      I stare after him, everything inside going haywire.

      It’s not until the door closes after him, I can breathe.

      And then I realize something.

      He left me a hundred bucks.

      He also took the card.
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        * * *

      

      When seven arrives, I’m exhausted.

      The rush of afterwork customers never seemed to end and when the night bartender arrived, I don’t think I’ve ever been so happy.

      Bartending isn’t for me. I get my things and linger in the ladies’ room, checking my reflection. Nicolo . . . the name sends tiny tumbleweeds of heat through me whenever I think of it. He might not be there. And it might not mean anything.

      But after a life of men in suits and guns that I was meant to pretend not to see, along with a parade of the approved eligible bachelors, I’m happy to meet someone outside that world.

      Sure, Nicolo’s in security, but that’s not crime. So . . .

      I take a breath.

      He might not be there.

      The two women I’ve met, Mia and Scarlett, are lovely but they haven’t asked me to do anything outside work, and I’m aware there are work friendships and friendships and . . .

      Maybe this could be more, with Nicolo. Maybe—

      “Slow down, girl,” I say to my reflection before poking my tongue at it.

      And then I hurry out of the bathroom and across the buzzing bar to step out into the warm Dallas night.

      “Hey.”

      That voice of smoke winds around me, and I turn.

      Nicolo leans against the building, phone in hand like he’s been there for a while, and a slow smile that could melt ice caps on his face as he takes me in.

      The entire world wobbles on its axis.

      “Hey,” I say.

      He straightens, and I’m struck again by his height. I’m tallish, I guess, but next to him I feel tiny, dainty.

      “Damn.” There’s something like regret in his tiger eyes. Gold and green that could hypnotize. People laugh and chatter as they pass, but we might as well be alone for all the attention I can spare them.

      It’s like I’ve never been in the company of a man before, and maybe I haven’t.

      Not a man like this, anyway.

      A man whose virility and strength are simply there, without him having to make a show of it.

      “Damn what?” My hand flies to my face, even though I just checked it in the mirror.

      He coils a strand of my hair around his fingers and shifts in close to me. “Damn that I got called into work.”

      “Security has emergency jobs?”

      He lets out a slow breath. “Let’s just say I’m not putting on a khaki uniform and badge.” Nicolo laughs. “Can we take a rain check? Tomorrow?”

      “Well, I . . .” Looking up at the lights and night sky, I pretend to think. “I’ve got a busy schedule, but I think I can pencil you in.”

      “Let me walk you to your car and we can discuss the details.”

      “Oh, I live near here.”

      “Then,” he says, offering his arm, “I’ll walk you home.”

      I should say no as I don’t know him. But I don’t think he’s a threat to me. There’s no radar going off, no part of me whispering run. Besides, one call is all it would take for my dad to send hellfire raining down.

      Hellfire and me back under his thumb.

      Dad knows I’m in Dallas and that’s it. I like my freedom. Stretching wings. “Sure. This way.”

      We walk down the street, and I feel like I’m buzzing high. I’m on the arm of a handsome man and it’s like something from a movie.

      “So, what kind of security?” I glance up at him. “That’s not a code word, is it?”

      Nicolo laughs. “For fucking what? Nah. Private family firm. That’s all. I am sorry, Avah. I wanted to spend time with you tonight.”

      “I have Friday off, so that would be better, and I’m at the studio, not at the bar.”

      “Fuck, I remember the part-time gigs when I was around twenty.”

      There’s a world-weariness to his voice, and the heat of him warms me inside out. The fact he’s older than me is something I don’t usually like but with him, it’s thrilling. He’s a man. One with interest in me. It might be latent, but it’s there.

      “How old are you?”

      His mouth twitches. “Fucking old, little girl. Thirty-four.”

      “I’m twenty-three, that hardly makes me a little girl,” I say, defending myself.

      He grins. “In my books, that still classifies you as a little girl, but you’re hot, sexy, and over twenty-one.”

      My legs almost buckle at that and the way he looks at me as if I were the last meal he’d ever have.

      We turn onto another street and there’s my apartment building. It’s not much, but it’s basic and even has a little courtyard once you step in through the foyer. I’m not ashamed to say disappointment fills me at the sight of it.

      “We’re here,” I announce, nodding to the building.

      He looks at it and the door, then at me. The softness of his low smile is at odds with the hard and calculating expression. But then that’s gone, and he holds out his hand. “Phone.”

      “What?” I blink, not understanding.

      “Hand me your phone, Tesoro,” he demands softly.

      Without thinking, I pull it from my bag and pass it to him before I realize that I do it, not asking further questions. What is it about this guy?

      “Oh, I need to unlock it.” As I say the words, I remember it’s locked. Once it’s unlocked, I hand it to him, and he takes it without a word. I simply stare at him, admiring him, memorizing how hot he is.

      Maybe I should rip my clothes off now and beg him to take me since I’m so eager. But he doesn’t laugh. He just says, “Here’s my number.” Then he presses call. His phone buzzes. “Now, I’ve got your number,” he says, handing it back and moving in close, “and you have mine.”

      His breath feathers warm and enticing against my cheek, and his body is almost brushing mine as he runs his thumb along the bottom of my lower lip.

      I’m trembling, like a flower waiting for the first rays of the sun.

      And my eyelids flutter shut, everything in me zeroing down to his mouth and mine and the anticipation of his kiss.

      But he doesn’t, his mouth whispers against my cheek.

      With a tiny sigh, I open my eyes, and he’s shifted back, the tiger eyes hot with a predatory light, like he’s got his prey in sight and he knows just how willing I am.

      “I’ll text. Tomorrow.”

      He stands there until I’m in the building.

      As I head to the elevator for my second-floor apartment, I glance at my phone.

      Nicolo Abruzzi. The name fits.

      When I get out on my floor, I swear I’m floating. Right up to my door.

      Then I hit the ground with a heavy thump.

      Because there’s a box. All wrapped up and waiting outside my door.

    

  







            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    




      NICOLO

      Mia’s joint is packed when I get there.

      In one corner, her man, one of my bosses, has his hands all up in his wife, borderline not suitable for work. Christian doesn’t fucking care. When it comes to her, I’ve noticed he’s touching her every chance he gets. Mia’s really trying to act like she cares and is failing miserably, though not in the sense she’s not enjoying her husband all but feeling her up.

      The woman shines around him. The scar on her face is visible from here, a constant reminder we failed to do our jobs.

      That’s the fucking issue, isn’t it? One small slip and shit hits the fan. Like when—

      I shut the thought down. There’s no way I’m going down that road.

      On the stage is some old-school bump and grind, and I eyeball the ladies for a moment, before turning to the bar.

      Tucked in one corner is Leo De Luca’s wife, Scarlett, and Diego stands in a suit, stone-faced, behind her.

      There are three top enforcers. Me, Diego and Tizio, and anyone looking over would miss the fact Diego’s like a brother. I don’t. There’s a question in his eyes. One that basically says what the actual fuck are you doing here when you got time off. I’d be looking at him with the same look if the roles were reversed.

      The pretty little dark-haired angel from hell that’s Leo’s new bride gives me a look, and I lean against the bar next to her.

      “Leo’s running late. I’m making him take me to dinner,” she says in her way of greeting.

      “Stopped by Brother’s for you and your partner in crime over there.”

      Her eyes darken. “And did you meet Avah?”

      “Yeah, I did.”

      I slide a look toward Mia, who’s spotted me and heading over, Christian gives me a long look before nodding and putting his phone to his ear as he walks out the back.

      She weaves through the people like a pro, fingers smoothing down over the dress she has on, one that’s a little rumpled from Christian. Gotta admire the guy’s fucking style. And taste in women.

      I’d never say that to him. We get along, we trust each other—have to in this line of work, this high up—but Tizio, Diego, and I have a bet about just how jealous and possessive Christian is. Gives his wife room to move, but look at her wrong, and he’ll probably torture first and ask questions never.

      I know he’d do that.

      I’ve helped him torture a few fuckers before. Fuckers that have deserved it and more.

      And not just for him; we’re talking for the head of the family, Leo, and his cousin, Theo.

      You don’t touch a De Luca family woman. Ever.

      Not if you want to live.

      “Five minutes, Nicolo,” Mia says when she arrives. “I really don’t want Christian or Leo to know about this.”

      She lifts her gaze to Diego.

      This means, of course, him too. He needs to keep his mouth shut. And Tizio. Not that he’s here.

      “He met her,” says Scarlett.

      “I like her.” Which is putting it mildly, but that’s all I’m gonna say. I’m not one for chitchat. I leave the gossiping to the women.

      This is work adjacent, so . . .

      “It’s not we don’t want Leo and Theo and Christian to know, but you know.”

      I do. I’ve got way more leeway than those three in stepping into Lowlander territory, and while the two women here have the most, no way are they gonna get away with putting themselves in danger.

      “This came for her.” I pull the card from my back pocket and hand it over, and I can practically feel Diego breathing down my neck to see what the fuck’s going on.

      Mia and Scarlett both frown at the card.

      Scarlett looks up. “Sketchy.”

      “Avah wasn’t a fan,” I say.

      Mia’s mouth tightens. “Like when that pretty lingerie came.”

      “We thought it was from some boyfriend.” Scarlett shakes her head. “But the way she reacted, nope.”

      “After what happened to me and Blake, I just don’t want her going through anything.” Mia pales slightly, and I can’t blame her. That shit was fucked and marked us all.

      “Got it.” What I want to do is tell her she can’t save the world, but I don’t. She’d have me by the balls instantly, then Christian would come in fucking pissed. That’s the last thing I need. “I’ll help keep an eye on her, see if anything’s up.”

      “Thanks, Nicolo.” Scarlett smiles, nodding.

      I make my goodbyes and start to the door when a hand grabs my arm. “The fuck, dude?” Diego’s real big on words sometimes. “Brother’s? Like Brother’s Shack Bar and Grill?”

      “What of it?”

      “That’s Lowlander, man. You know how they are. And something’s going on. They’re jumpier than usual.”

      “Finger on the pulse, Diego?”

      He breathes out. “Something like that. I keep an ear to the ground. Heard some talk.”

      “Like what?”

      My gut knots. The fact Diego’s giving me a warning doesn’t sit well.

      “New blood in their outfit.”

      “Outfit’s a little too fucking high faulting for them.”

      He snorts a laugh. “The OG Lowlanders are an outfit. I’ve gone with Christian several times when he’s had to deal with them or their people. Just supply and demand shit. But they are one.”

      “With a lot of loose threads,” I point out.

      “True that, but as I said, they got some new fucking blood, and that blood is dark. That’s what I keep hearing. Make sure those two little bleeding hearts there aren’t getting you caught up in a honey pot that hides a load of hornets,” he advises, jerking his chin toward Scarlett and Mia.

      He lets go of me, and I pat his back. “All grown up now, Diego. But I’ll inform Tiz.” I snort, shaking my head.

      “Good, man.”
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        * * *

      

      My car’s not the most comfortable place to spend hours sitting, but that’s what I’m doing, watching Avah’s building. She’s still in there as far as I know. Unless she’s lying in her answer to my text about being curled up on her sofa.

      And I don’t see her as a liar.

      What she is, though, is very much trouble I don’t need because I’ve looked her up.

      Her father is a small fry compared to us, but he’s in the business. And he’s got dealings with Lowlanders.

      Then again, so do most people.

      Lowlanders don’t like others encroaching or appearing unless by invitation. I’m in a gray area as I’m not high up, and I’m deliberately not packing. But because they are a vital cog in so many things, and their outfit, as Diego calls it, is spread wide and within so many interests and levels of darkness, it’s troublesome.

      Checking the time, I notice it’s already two. The activity on Avah’s street has died down for the night. No one is out and about watching. There’s no one around to be spotted. With a sigh, I start my engine and head home.

      But tomorrow, I’m sure as shit following. There’s something about what Mia said about that lingerie that doesn’t sit well with me. That along with that note.

      Miss Avah may not be up to something, but her father and whoever he’s in bed with just might be.

      And some old-school mafia types don’t let their female property go easily.

      If at all.
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        * * *

      

      “That fucker,” I mutter to Tizio, “had a hard face.”

      We’ve just finished some predawn work and dealt with a troublesome low-down-in-the-chain for the supply of drugs shipment we oversaw. I didn’t need to be here, and could have turned it down if I wanted, but I don’t do that shit. I’m there when needed. This isn’t just work, it’s family. And we always look out for family.

      Besides, a little workout in the physical sense of cracking skulls is good to keep up, especially when those skulls are thick and moronic.

      “You’d think they’d learn not to fuck with the De Lucas.”

      I laugh and shake my head. Ordinarily, this isn’t our usual, but a point had to be made. We just made it.

      “Diego says you’re messing about in areas you probably shouldn’t. For Mia and Scarlett?” Tizio probes.

      “Something like that. You got a problem?” I cock a brow and wait to see what he’s gonna say.

      “Not me, but he might.” Tizio inclines his head slightly toward the big man himself, Leo. “Don’t bring trouble down, not when we got out of that kind of shit. I’d like it normal for a while.”

      “Normal?” I smirk.

      “Yeah, you know what I mean. A normal that we’re all used to and not the bullshit that’s been going on here lately.” Tizio grunts and flexes his hands.

      “I know what I’m fucking doing, Tiz.” And I do. I’m not a fledgling into our world not knowing shit about it. I know I’ve gotta tread carefully here.

      He narrows his eyes. “Never said you fucking didn’t, Nico. And those ladies are hard to deny. Just be safe. Gotta feeling about this, and it doesn’t sit well.”

      “You and me both.” I’m not sure what, but I think it’s got more to do with Daddy Dearest for Avah, and the less the De Luca family knows, the more plausible deniability if shit were to hit fans.

      “Good luck,” Tizio says.

      Leo De Luca leans against his car, impeccable in his suit, as he watches. He eyes me and with a sigh I peel away from Tizio.

      “Boss?”

      “Christian tells me you were making chit-chat with Mia and Scarlett last night.”

      Fuck, this is where things get dicey. Obviously, Christian said something because just as obviously, Mia—Leo’s little sister—refused to tell him jack shit. I roll things in my mind, looking for the right angle.

      “Gonna need a few days where I’m just on call.” I’m tired and have gotten zero sleep and I won’t be heading home to do that either. I’ve got plans that I need to handle. “I’ll have my phone on me at all times.”

      He doesn’t move, but I swear he gets bigger. I’m a tall man, and I’m broader than him. But he has power and knows how to use it. And I respect him. Wouldn’t have gotten in with the De Lucas if I didn’t.

      But his father helped me when I was young and lost and set me up. Coming to work for them was all my choice and one I don’t regret.

      I don’t wanna lie to Leo, so I don’t.

      “Look, Boss, not gonna lie here, your wife and sister asked me to keep an eye out for a new friend of theirs.”

      He half laughs. “Fucking pretty, I’m thinking.”

      “Boss?” Yeah, she’s all that and so much more. A tasty little morsel I’d love to sample—devour—but she’s also an unofficial job.

      And the way he says that is like he means something else.

      But he just shakes his head. “You have that . . . expression.” The laughter never reaches his eyes and his face falls back into hard lines. “I don’t want trouble with the Lowlanders.”

      “Got it, Boss.” I nod.

      He waves a hand. “Now, fuck off.”

      I turn to go.

      “Nicolo?” he asks softly.

      “Yeah?”

      “I’m hearing stories they’re working with some out-of-towners who might be trouble on a big scale. So, you learn anything—”

      I nod. “I’ll let you know first thing.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Avah leaves her place, on foot, an hour later. I’ve been sitting in the Ford pick-up I use for light surveillance for about fifteen minutes. The store she works at doesn’t open for another half an hour but I’m figuring she’s the type to get in early to set up shit. And it looks like I’m right.

      When she’s gone, when I can’t see that fine ass anymore in the leggings she’s wearing, a backpack slung on one shoulder over her light gray hoodie, that golden hair pulled up in a ponytail that bounces in the early morning sun, I watch her door.

      People come and go, but no one who catches my eye.

      There’s no need to go and sit outside her work right now, as she won’t be going anywhere until later for a photoshoot the place has been booked for. It isn’t a wedding, but there’s a celebration for a company on the other side of Dallas that wants both candid and posed photos.

      Gotta fucking love the website for a small business. Her boss keeps potential customers in the loop about all the destination shoots.

      I give it five more minutes before I drive over to the place. It’s a boring day and I only glimpse Avah a few times, she’s been stuck indoors taking the candids, and I see her through the window of the event center here and there as her boss—who’s probably around my age—sets up outside.

      There’s no one hanging out or watching her. Well, no one other than me.

      When she packs up and gets into the car with her boss I take off and this time, I swing by my place, switch cars, and change into fresh jeans and shirt.

      Then I text her.

      Me: Avah, still on for later?

      Avah: Hi, Nicolo! Yes.

      I smile. Game player she isn’t. I think it took her about thirty seconds to text me back and yeah, it’s a fucking ego boost.

      Me: What time? I ask as I head out the door.

      I’m in my car when my phone vibrates.

      Avah: Sorry! Customer. I’ll be done at six. Anytime after then.

      Me: Seven.

      I don’t type it as a question.

      The phone vibrates again, and one quick glance tells me it’s a yes. Of course, it fucking is. Avah doesn’t know anyone in town much, and I know the effect I can have on women.

      I definitely know the one I have on her.

      And sweet little Avah is more than interested.

      Which—apart from my own interest in all things with her below the fucking belt—makes this job so much easier.

      I pull up down the street from her and am about to answer a call from Diego when I see something.

      A guy dressed in baggy jeans and a hoodie zipped high even though it’s warm out.

      And a ball cap pulled low. He’s walking with furtive purpose toward her building. I get out, switching my phone to silent, and follow. He goes in through the door and when I get there, it’s been shimmied, scrape marks near the lock.

      Fuck. He isn’t there. I sweep the foyer and catch a flash of faded blue and a sneaker. The asshole’s taken off up the stairs. I go after him and he’s running. I grab at him, and he turns throwing something in my face.

      I teeter, the box hitting me hard.

      It takes me moments to steady myself and I scoop up the box as it hits the stairs, ready to take off after him, but I stop.

      Breath leaving my lungs at the name on the small box.

      Avah Morgan.

      And her address.

      I’m on her floor. I run, catching the guy, fingers hooking into the loose material of the guy’s hoodie. I slam him into the wall.

      “Fuck!”

      I turn him, hand hitting his chest, pinning him there. Frightened eyes meet mine. A guy? This is a kid, maybe seventeen. And really, I don’t give a flying fuck. “Who the fuck are you?”

      “Hey, man.” He tries to get free, blood pouring from his nose. But I don’t release him. “Got no problem with you.”

      “I bet. Just women, huh?”

      “No, man. Some dude came up to me and my gang, offered two hundred to drop the package. The door was locked, and . . .”

      In disgust, I stare at him. “What did he look like?”

      “Black suit? White? Didn’t speak to him, Vinnie did, but Vinnie’s got a date, so I did it. Easy money. Ya know?”

      Black suit and white pretty much summed up a fair bit of this damn town. The kid also stinks of weed. I let him go. He stares up at me.

      This isn’t someone who’s after her, this is a messenger, and I could get him to talk, but I don’t think it’ll do any good.

      The way the kid’s dressed tells me this is the truth. He got paid to drop something off and paid zero attention to anything but the cash. Besides, right now, I’m in Lowlander territory. So, I’m not ready to call attention to myself. Not ready to start anything.

      I start roughing up people here, more than slamming him into the wall, questions will be asked, even if this roughing up has nothing to do with one of theirs. I’m still De Luca.

      “Get out of here.”

      The kid doesn’t wait. He stumbles into a run and heads for the other end of the hall, turning the corner. Asshole punk kid.

      Breathing out, I turn the small box I’m holding in one hand. No return address, plain paper. Printed label.

      And it’s light.

      I hold it up to my ear about to shake it when the elevator dings.

      Someone comes up and my skin starts to prick and zing with the low electric bite in the air.

      “What are you doing?” Avah asks.

    

  







            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    




      AVAH

      My heart’s thumping triple time now. When I got home, the excitement that bubbled and fizzed went a little flat at the sight of the scratch marks on the building’s door and the fact it was open.

      And now . . .

      The excitement’s gone, replaced by something darker.

      Nicolo stands there in the hall, taking up way more space than any man has a right to, even one as big as him.

      He looks at me, those tiger eyes not giving anything away.

      “I asked you a question.”

      Nicolo frowns, not moving, not coming up to me and there’s a small part of me that just might scream if he does.

      Because he’s holding a box.

      Like the one left outside my apartment door last night. A box that contained red lace lingerie, a corset with a low-cut balconette-type bra.

      I threw it in the trash and washed my hands even though it still had tags on it. Like it was dirty or something.

      And now, the front door lock of the building is broken and Nicolo is here, outside my apartment, holding a box like the lingerie one.

      I stare at him, heart still hammering for all kinds of reasons some of which I’m not proud of and can’t control, like the little thrill singing inside me. And the fear.

      “Got here early and this was outside your door.”

      His tone is pleasant, mild, giving nothing away. “And my building’s front door?”

      “Avah.” Nicolo steps up, his free hand brushing a few strands of hair from my face, fingers caressing my cheek and his touch is beyond electric.

      I’m definitely not proud of the swoop and tumble of my heart that still throbs and hammers inside.

      Men and I . . . well, try and date the daughter of a man like my dad and see how far they want to go. Or what they’re willing to risk.

      So, I’m not experienced in all the ways, but I thought I knew what it was like, well . . . liking someone.

      That stuff in my not-so-distant past? It’s got nothing on what Nicolo can do with a touch or a look.

      “That wasn’t me.”

      The elevator dings, and he glances down the hall, then at me.

      “Open your door and ask me in.”

      My breath catches and I should laugh at his almost vampiric question, but this man is as far from a debonair Count Dracula and more devastating, because this man is real. Hot. Breathing. And there’s something deep in those tiger eyes that whisper he’d like to have me up against the wall if I let him.

      “I—”

      “Avah,” he murmurs, leaning in, his mouth against my ear, breath hot and he smells divine, like man and fresh sheets, dark and clean and willing to get filthy as hell. “Open your door.”

      He steps back, and I almost stumble, and then I unlock my door.

      My place is a little messy but clean and he’s still got the box. I don’t want to open it, even as my gaze goes to it. “I-I’m going to have a shower and get changed,” I say, and then I turn and hurry off.
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        * * *

      

      Fresh jeans, what my friends in Cali call accident underwear on, and a pretty button-down shirt with a sweetheart neckline, I brush out my hair, sweep on a little mascara and a swipe of matte lip gloss and I head out.

      Nicolo takes up too much space and I like it. Those thoughts jump at me. And then I see what he’s doing.

      His dark head is bent over the contents of the package, and the scrap of material from the trash.

      “Secret admirer or boyfriend you’re not telling me about?”

      Nicolo doesn’t even look at me. Yet he knows I’m there. I swallow. “Wrong address?”

      He turns then. “Your address. On this box and the one you tossed.” He holds up the newest one in vibrant red lace and ribbon.

      I swipe the vulgar thing from his hand. Then drop it.

      “Now, I’m not fucking saying you wouldn’t look spectacular in that, but somehow crotchless panties and peekaboo nipple number doesn’t strike me as something you would wear. So, I’ll ask again. Who is it from? Or should I say they?”

      He swings the one I tossed by one large, strong finger.

      Heat burns my cheeks. “I don’t know, okay. Sometimes it happens. Or . . .”

      “Sometimes it happens? Like you’ve got a stalker who only appears seasonally?” He cocks a brow, and it makes him look all that more hotter.

      “I work in the public eye. There are drinkers and . . .” I trail off, my own words sounding ridiculous. I just got here, and who would do that, anyway? “My dad—”

      His brows rise. “Your dad? That’s some fucked up shit, babe.”

      “No. I just meant he . . . he didn’t want me to move away. Maybe he’s trying to scare me into coming back?” I shrug, trying to make it seem I’m not letting it bother me.

      He snorts out a laugh. “Tesoro, I doubt it. Not unless your father is highly inappropriate.”

      “No.” I try and smack that scrap of material away, too, but he holds it high, and I keep trying until his other arm slides around my waist, pinning me to him. I find it hard to breathe. “He’s the type to scare off men. Protect me.”

      “He can try,” Nicolo says softly.

      I’m hot all over and not from embarrassment.

      “Also, unless the bar or you like to give out your address, I think this is stalker behavior.”

      “Are you trying to scare me?” I frown and lick my lips nervously.

      “I’m trying to make you take things seriously. I want you to be aware. I like you.” Nicolo’s husky voice rolls over me in waves as he speaks, and I watch his mouth.

      I want him to kiss me. I want to feel his mouth on mine. But he lets me go and steps away.

      “Okay,” I whisper the word as he takes the lingerie and wads it up, dumping it in the box.

      “So, what do you want to do?” He asks this like all that just didn’t happen, and I don’t really know what to say.

      I have a film SLR on the counter and he picks it up like he’s weighing it. “How about a walk around a part of town and you can take some photos and then dinner? Drinks? Maybe a little dancing?”

      My heart starts a long, slow, throbbing beat. “Really?”

      “Why not?”

      “Because most people don’t want to hang about with someone taking photos.”

      He grins slowly, and everything goes into free fall. “If you’re that someone, those people are idiots. I want to spend time with you, anyway, anyhow.”
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        * * *

      

      We walk around parts of town, and he stops where I want. I take photos of people and nightlife but each time I raise the camera to take a photo of him he stops me.

      “Are you afraid of a camera?”

      “I don’t like my picture being taken,” he says as we go down the street. There are businesses and bars, and he seems to like to take me weaving about abruptly.

      But I can’t shake the feeling that he’s keeping an eye on something even though he’s attentive and there and always in perfect touching distance to me.

      “Sounds like you’re scared of my little old camera.”

      Nicolo takes my hand, sending sparks of electricity racing up my arm, and he suddenly pulls me into a darkened doorway and presses me against it.

      My heart beats wild all over again and my pulse jumps and leaps as his mouth skims along my throat to my ear. “I’m not scared of your fucking camera, little girl,” he says, the smoke of his voice winding slowly around me. “I just don’t like my photo being taken.”

      “Sounds like you’re scared.” My voice comes out a little breathless.

      “I think you’re provoking me. Be careful, Avah, about what you provoke.” The light tease in his voice holds something else but before I can pinpoint it, before I can throw caution and dignity to the wind and beg him to kiss me, he laughs and whirls us away. “I promised you dinner, drinks and dancing, not a mauling against a wall. Come on.”

      He still has my hand and I have to hurry to keep up with him. All the while I want to tell him I wouldn’t mind a mauling if it was by him.

      But we get into his car, and as we pull out, I see a car pull out two behind us. It seems familiar.

      He glances at me. “What is it?”

      “Nothing.”

      It’s nothing I tell myself. Nothing but an overactive imagination.

      Besides, I’m with Nicolo.

      Something tells me he’ll keep me safe.
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        * * *

      

      “High school?” he asks as he pulls up outside a bar.

      I wrinkle my nose. “I’m not Miss Outgoing. Something where I could be by myself. And I like peeling back layers and seeing what can be found in the mundane.”

      He laughs and jumps out, then comes around to open my door. “Well, I’m sure glad that high school led you to photography.”

      “You are?” I stare up at his handsome face as I place my hand in his.

      “Yeah, because I’ve gotten to see you work, and fuck, Avah, I like the way you light up.” He kisses my fingers, making me want to swoon.

      But instead, I tuck my camera away, the scent of BBQ redolent in the air. Country rock music and laughter tumble from the door to the bar.

      It’s in a different part of town to where I’m staying, and it’s one of those country bars, but it isn’t trendy, it looks like what it is. A bar that’s barebones and not sleazy. There are girls in pretty dresses drinking outside with guys, and as we walk up, I’m more than aware of the eyes looking at us. At him.

      He cuts quite the dynamic figure with his height and build, and the black T-shirt molds into his chest when he moves, the dark blue jeans showing off his long legs and very hot ass.

      Girls cut drooly looks at him and size me up and guys just give a glare if the look comes from their girls.

      Not, I suspect, one of them would pick a fight with Nicolo. He carries himself like he can take on anyone or anything, and with him, I feel safer than I ever have.

      And yet . . . a thrill races through me every time he touches me.

      Inside we get some food and drinks and he’s funny, he’s smart. He swears a lot but I kind of like it, because it says he’s not trying to be anyone he’s not.

      “You tell stories,” I say to him, aware his hand rests near mine, “but nothing really personal. Nothing about your family.”

      He shrugs, picks up his beer, and takes a long swallow. “Nothing personal to tell. No family.”

      “You say that like you do but not—”

      “You wanna add fucking investigative reporter to that?” He moves his hand away from mine and hooks it on the chair next to him as he half smiles. “I grew up in the system, Avah. My parents died when I was young, and I got into a lot of trouble, and then I met some people who took me in, gave me a real start, and now I’m what you see. It isn’t much. And the past is exactly that, the past.”

      “There’s a lot more to it than just that.” But I hold my hands up. “It’s your story. So.”

      “So?” His brows rise. “You’re just giving up?”

      That slow light tease is back, and it curls in my stomach. “For now.”

      “That’s my Tesoro.”

      I frown. “Are you going to tell me what it means?”

      And he grins. “Nah, not yet. C’mon. Let’s play pool.”

      He says this with ease, but his tiger eyes harden as we get up. I follow the direction of his gaze and my gut lurches.

      Nicolo’s looking at a guy with a white ball cap pulled down.

      One who I think I saw a few times already this evening.

      And for the first time, the spark of fear over everything flares up.

      Is that guy following me?

    

  







            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    




      NICOLO

      That asshole who I let trail us, who I led on a merry little tour of Dallas is here and it’s not a coincidence.

      Avah definitely seems to have a stalker. Of some kind, though I’m not sure of which. Given her family, there might very well be a fucking link to that, but she’s with me, and I’m going to make it known who she belongs to.

      Me.

      There isn’t danger in here, and I’m not sure what this fucker wants or who he works for. Because I’m thinking he must be working for someone.

      I weave through the crowd with Avah, my hand at her waist, fingers just beneath the pretty little red shirt, resting on silky, warm skin I want to explore.

      “Um, Nicolo,” she says, voice low and hits my ears like pure silk, “I don’t know how to play pool.”

      “Not a problem.” I grin and nod to the table. “I’ll show you.”

      We get to a table that’s just been vacated, and I introduce her to the cues and chalks, and set up the balls, all the while keeping an eye on the fucker in the corner from my peripheral.

      Playing pool is good because I’ll get to touch and lean over Avah as I show her how to hold the cue and how to shoot. And she’s not bad. If I linger for longer when I position her arm and body, or when I’m taking her through how to line the ball up, and the rest, then I’m not going to complain. Not one bit. Right now, we look like a couple. I look like what I am, a man staking his claim.

      Because let’s fucking face it. One other guy in here touches her, and I’m gonna touch him, and he’s gonna end up bleeding with maybe a broken nose or more.

      A little caveman, maybe, but she’s soft and sweet and young and vulnerable. And I want to sink into her. Right down to her soul.

      Fuck yeah, I’m laying claim.

      And I haven’t even kissed her.

      Yet.

      The guy’s still watching, moving in and out of the crowd, a little too far for me to try and reach, even in here. Who the fuck knows if he’s got a friend or two lying in wait. I don’t think so, but leaving her alone in this bar while I turn my back isn’t on my agenda.

      She turns in my arms, pool cue in one delicate hand, and she looks up at me, cheeks shining, and her eyes holding all kinds of offers for me I’m not sure she knows she’s sending.

      I say don’t know because there’s a real air of innocence about her, one I wouldn’t mind sullying in all kinds of deliciously perverted ways.

      She’s so close I can smell the sweetness of her scent, that honeyed hint with a touch of ginger.

      I want to bury my nose in her throat and breathe her deep.

      I want to bury my cock in her pussy too.

      Her free hand comes up to curl on my chest. “Do you think I’m ready for the big leagues?”

      “Tesoro, the big leagues aren’t ready for you. Flash those pretty eyes and that spectacular ass, and they’ll forget how to play the game altogether.”

      Her cheeks go a deep pink.

      I groan softly, sliding one hand onto that hot little ass and pulling her in, just close enough she brushes against me, and the widening of her eyes tells me she’s feeling the length of me for the first time, and the beginnings of my arousal.

      “The things your blush does to me,” I say, biting her ear a moment before releasing her.

      I sweep the room without moving my head. The guy’s a little closer, and I still can’t see his face.

      If I didn’t have my sweet Avah, I’d have him bleeding, broken, and telling me everything in minutes.

      “C’mon, Allison Fisher, you need to practice more.”

      “Who?”

      I laugh. “One of the best female pool players in the world.”

      “You’re a terrible person, Nicolo,” she says with a little laugh, her eyes all sorts of flirty and wicked innocence. “I’m not that good. Yet.”

      Fuck me, the things I’d do with her. “That’s why we gotta fucking practice. I’m intending to make a shit ton from you.”

      “I knew you weren’t just being kind and offering a newcomer a friendly hand.”

      “Sweet Avah,” I say, “I’m never kind.”

      She makes a sound like she doesn’t believe me, but it’s true. In a million years, I’d never take time from my life to step in this far for a favor, or to just be nice.

      She jerks a little as she turns back to the table so we can go through the moves.

      Fuck.

      That guy. She noticed him.

      “Trouble, babe?”

      Avah’s a little stiffer than she was moments before, and she utters a tiny laugh. “No. I just . . . I thought . . .”

      Hell, she saw him too. But I give her space, ignoring my inclination to push. Giving space while watching is part of my job, and I know how to do it. With her? Yeah, it’s hard as fuck to do.

      And I couldn’t begin to say why.

      I’m attracted and want to protect her, sure, but there’s something deeper, that hides beneath the layers.

      “I thought I saw someone from earlier on our photography walk, is all. I guess your talk of a stalker is making me a little jumpy.”

      I want to soothe, but I don’t. “Jumpy’s good, Tesoro. Keeps you aware. But I’ll keep you safe.”

      “I know.”

      Her words are so soft they’re almost swallowed by the music and voices in the bar, but I catch them, and they slide slow and low inside me.

      I have a lot of digging to do later tonight. My dive in normal channels showed up nothing, and my skim of the information available to the De Lucas gave me enough to know about her father.

      But I’m getting the feeling I need to go deeper, and I will. But right now, as I take her through the moves of pool, I shift my focus on her and the dude who’s still there.

      And I stake my claim.

      There’s no fucking way anyone can look and not think she’s mine.

      A redheaded girl comes up to ask Avah if she wants to play a game, and I glance over the top of Avah to the girl. She’s not a threat, and the guy she’s with is in the middle of a loud and drunken conversation with another dude.

      “Oh, I don’t know,” Avah says with a shy smile.

      Raising my hand to her hair, I slip my fingers through the soft silk of the golden blonde locks and whisper, “Go for it. I’m gonna get us a couple of drinks, and then we’ll play, and after, I’m gonna spin you around this dance floor.”

      “You mean the middle of the bar?”

      “Babe, what do you want? Some dumb thing with light-up squares?”

      Avah turns to me. “Just you.”

      “Keep that up, and we’re skipping the dancing completely.” I glance at the redhead. “She’d love to.”

      I head for the guy, but he sees me and takes the fuck off like the coward he is.

      Go after him and Avah’s alone. Even if she’s playing a bad game of pool with the redhead.

      If he’s got a buddy in here . . .

      Fuck.

      I let him go and mosey on up to the bar, ordering two beers. A group of young guys have just arrived and are doing shots. They look like the entitled shits who attend college here, from their designer clothes and expensive haircuts and ability to take up space they don’t need just by spreading out.

      One bumps into me. He’s about to say something when he looks up. And up.

      I don’t say a word as I look him in the eye and make my way back to Avah.

      Leaning against the wall next to the table, I kick back against it with one foot as I take a swallow from my beer.

      Honestly, I don’t know which girl’s the worst player, my Avah or the redhead, but they’re having fun, and they’re cute as hell, though in a hotness battle, my sweet little morsel would win. A sweet morsel, I remind myself, I should keep my hands off for as long as possible.

      Somehow, I think as she bends over, wiggling her fine, award-winning ass, it’s not gonna be fucking long before I’m up in her, fucking her brains out.

      The game ends, they exchange numbers, and then I hand the beer to Avah. She’s shining and happy, and it pulls deep in my guts, that look.

      “Nora—that’s her name—says you’re hot as fuck.” Her lips turn into a smug little smile. “I told her hands off.”

      Sliding an arm about Avah’s waist, I pull her in close, and as a slow dance starts, I pluck the beer from her and set them both down on a nearby table.

      “I just took a sip,” she says.

      I spin her out among the other dancing couples. “I’ll get you another one. I want to hear more about your possessive ways.”

      “Oh, God!” She buries her face against my T-shirt, and yeah, I could be happy with her like that for a really long ass time. “I sound like a demon.”

      Easing her a little closer as the song about love and heartache and motorbikes plays, I say against her ear, “Maybe I like the possessive demon sort.”

      “Maybe you’re a flirt.”

      “I go for what I like, Avah. Flirting is—”

      “Lifeblood.” And she sighs, her arms tightening around my neck as I slip a hand from her waist to rest on the top of her ass.

      I’d been about to say flirting’s a waste of time, but her response seeps into my bones. It isn’t a waste of time, and I’m flirting with her, I realize. But what I don’t do is flirt without fucking intent.

      Christian used to flirt with anything that moved, one eye always on Mia. I’m not made like that. I’m the kind of guy who fucking sees what he wants and gets it.

      And this . . .

      This is both complicated and the easiest thing in the world.

      Complicated because Avah thinks I’m here just because I want her. I’m interested, but she doesn’t know I’ve been asked to be here, and she doesn’t know I’m digging into things. She doesn’t know what I am.

      Easy because Avah makes sense. Being in her orbit makes the most sense in my life.

      I’m not the marrying kind. I’m not really the hold-hands and dates kind. When I see someone, it’s sex. Hot fucking sex. In the literal and the figurative way.

      It’s about lust and minds and dirty, filthy things that are lifeblood.

      And they always have an end date.

      This will be no different.

      Except . . . except Avah’s the kind of sweet thing that wants the forever, d the flowers, and the hand holding.

      The delicateness wrapped around a core of steel. Fresh innocence coiled about an earthy, erotic being waiting to be released.

      The trick is to do that and not hurt her.

      Shit. What the actual fuck am I thinking?

      I’ve got a job to do, an off the books job, but a job. And one that has no real rules apart from keeping her safe for the bosses’ wives. Beyond that?

      Anyone’s game.

      And I pull her close because I can.

      Because I should.

      Because she feels so fucking good and right in my arms.

      Anyone watching and thinking they can touch her?

      They can go fuck themselves.

      Because when she’s with me?

      She’s mine.
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      AVAH

      Being in his arms is thrilling, dangerous, and safe. Dangerous in the right ways. That edge of something that ties into the thrill and the knowledge this man will protect me.

      At least, that’s the feeling I get.

      I’ve never been held by a man like him. Actually, I feel like I’ve never been held by a real man before.

      And I’m right back at thrilling all over again.

      I want to kiss him. Desperately, he makes me hot and tingling inside, makes me wet, and I’ve never been so aware of being sexual before, not to this extent.

      When Nicolo sways me to the music, the heat of him tumbling down into my blood, the solid wall of muscle, the way his big hand rests on the small of my back and the other just touching my ass, I feel I could take any sex pot down and rise victorious.

      He makes me feel alive and my pulse leap. There’s an electric connection between us that rivals the most spectacular of storms, the steam of the sultriest night.

      What does his kiss feel like? Hard? Soft? A prelude to sex?

      I need to stop, otherwise, I’m going to make a fool of myself.

      And yet I can’t pull away.

      I could fall in lust with him. Deep, pure, and unadulterated lust. Nicolo is everything I never knew I wanted and everything I desire. Rubbing my cheek against his shirt, the steady beat of his heart soothes something inside me.

      He’s divine.

      I’m losing it here, I know, but his hand on my butt lifts to stroke gently against my hair, and I try and breathe in smoothly, even though my breath catches in little sips because he sort of overwhelms me.

      Both in size and presence and that indefinable call to me that’s like a fire in my veins. The kind that’s addictive and something I might crave. And he smells so good.

      I’m used to boys who bathe in aftershave and the rich men who smell of money and expensive male cologne in crisp suits that Dad wants me to find an interest in and marry.

      He’d never make me marry a man to form an alliance, but he’s also the kind that will keep me wrapped up and try and guide my hand with a forceful touch.

      Which is why I ran.

      Why I thought things like the card might be him.

      I already guessed the ease of the job at the bar, and the apartment were him. Their close proximity? The idea of me being somewhere he can somehow watch over me? Yep.

      I shiver because what the hell will he even begin to think of this man? Of Nicolo?

      And I shiver again because I don’t think I care.

      I like Nicolo.

      He’s a breath of fresh air, a world away from crime, Dad, and all the rest. He’s also hot as anything and gorgeous.

      Nicolo is everything I never knew I wanted. That thought comes back and settles in me.

      His fingers are still stroking soft on my hair, and there’s an uptick in the beat of his heart, that steady, strong vibration sound. I can feel him, a thick, big hardness pressing on my stomach.

      It makes things in me swoop and fly. It makes me wetter, and my clit throb. And I don’t even think it’s at half-mast. I want to rub against it to find out.

      “Keep doing that, Tesoro, and we’re gonna be in trouble here.”

      His smoke voice holds lazy humor as it winds about me and, as the music changes to an upbeat one, I look up at him. “Do what?”

      “Keep rubbing that delicious body against me. Your tits are already pushing at me, and now you’re moving your sweet ass in that way designed to get a rise from a man, you know?” But he’s not angry. Amusement and hunger glow in his tiger eyes. “Plus, the music’s changed. We can cool off, have a drink, and maybe dance again.”

      The way he says it sends thrills bursting life into my bones.

      Nicolo guides me through the crowd, his hand on my lower back like he’s claiming me as his, and he sets me down at an empty table.

      But I get up again as he reaches for his money clip.

      “No, let me.”

      “Avah, there’s no way in fucking hell I’m letting you buy me a drink.”

      “It’s the modern age, women can do that.”

      “Not,” he says, “on my watch.”

      But I’m not about to take no for an answer, and I narrow my eyes and look up at him. “Nicolo.”

      He breathes out, and for a moment, I think he’s going to toss me over his shoulder and take me out of there, and I sort of want him to go he-man on me and do that. But his mouth turns up a little at the edges. “Miller Lite,” is all he says, handing me a twenty.

      I don’t want to take it but a win’s a win, no matter how small.

      He takes a seat as I make my way to the bar, and I’m pretty sure he’s watching my ass as the back of my neck burns.

      When I get to the bar, it’s about two people deep, but these young men step aside and usher me in. “Thanks.”

      Young? They’re my age, but with Nicolo waiting for me, they might as well be teens.

      “No problem.” The one who speaks to me is blond and blue-eyed and is the type who might have made my heart squeeze type a handful of days ago. He’s hot, and he knows it, and he leaves me cold.

      Nicolo again.

      He hasn’t even done more than touch me, and I’m already ruined for other men. It’s a lust-filled crush I’m in the middle of, I know it. And I know crushes go, but what the hell, I’m gonna ride that Nicolo train of crushdom while I can.

      “You with someone,” the blond asks.

      I smile. “Yeah. Well, maybe. I mean, we’re out.”

      Shutting my mouth, I turn and order the beers. What is wrong with me? Going on like that?

      But the guy doesn’t seem bothered. “Lucky guy. Hey, we’re having a shot, have one with us. And if it doesn’t work out with you and your bugbear, maybe I can show you a real good time.”

      “Thanks, but no thanks.”

      Again, his easy, smug smile is in place, and he puts his hand on my arm. “Have a shot with us.”

      “No—”

      “Go on. One drink.”

      He’s not about to let me go, and I don’t want to be the girl who looks for the man to rescue her, so I do. I just take the glass he presses into my hand and down it, sputtering.

      “Good girl. Another, and then you can go . . .” He leans in. “And, hey, maybe this dude’s already gone. Or you can stay with us. You like me, don’t you.”

      “No, she doesn’t.”

      I breathe a sigh of relief at Nicolo’s voice above me. He wraps a hand around my middle, a big hand splayed on my stomach, and from the way blondie snatches back his hand and shrinks back, I’m betting Nicolo has pinned him with a look.

      “We’re just having fun, man,” the kid says.

      “Do it on someone else’s watch. I’m not the kind of man who shares.” And without waiting, Nicolo sweeps up our beers and heads back to the table, hand sliding to the side of my waist and making sure I’m pressed against him as we go.

      He looks at me and hands me my beer, smoothing the hair from my face as we come to a stop, standing close.

      “If you say you could have handled it,” he says, “I know you could have, but I’m still the type who’s gonna step the fuck in.”

      “Thanks.” I take a sip of my drink, and he has a swallow of his, and he’s about to say something, maybe lead me on to the table when everything gets brighter, better, like a burst of lights in me, and I down my beer as much as I can and lurch into him, the world fraying a little at the edges. “Dance!”

      He laughs but doesn’t move. His hand coming up to cup my chin. “Again?”

      “Mm, yes. I like the feel of your arms.”

      “Whatever the lady wants.” He takes another swallow and puts our bottles down, and I wind around him, the urge to have him suddenly all there is inside me.

      Something’s a little off, but I’m also not a huge drinker, so maybe it’s the shot that’s fizzing in me.

      It’s definitely the shot.

      I grind against him, hot everywhere as the world spins and slips, and I’m nothing but safe in his arms.

      “Hey now.”

      I breathe into his shirt as I lift my head and squint up. “I’m hot.”

      “Well, there’s fucking that, all right.” There’s a smile on his mouth, but he’s also wearing a frown.

      I reach up to smooth it away, and he moves me with him, taking my hand as a coolish breeze winds around me. He kisses my fingers.

      “Let’s get some air, Avah.”

      “Anywhere with you.” My voice comes out thick and from a room away. And all I can feel is the delicious bite of his hand around mine as he takes me outside.

      It’s cooler here in the narrow section of the side of the bar, noise spills out, and there are tables here, couples and groups dotted about, but I press against the wall, the rough brick at my back. And though the breeze licks against me, it’s not enough to cool the fever or bring down the spin.

      “That shot,” I say. “I’m not a drinker.”

      “No?” He comes up against me, and I pull him in so he’s flush, so I’m trapping myself between him and the wall, and it’s the only place I want to be.

      Unless it’s naked and under him.

      I want to have sex.

      I want to do it with him. Have my first man, go all the way. I don’t want to fumble or touch or tease. I want it all.

      “Nicolo . . .”

      He lifts my chin as I slide my hands about his narrow waist, over his tight ass, and try to press him into me.

      “Your eyes are beautiful, Avah.”

      “I want you.” I blurt and lift one hand to curl at his neck to tug his mouth to mine.

      Our lips touch, and there’s an explosion of heat and flame inside me.

      “Fuck, I shouldn’t,” he says, right before his lips tease mine apart.

      I’m flying. I’m lost. There’s his mouth on mine and his tongue sliding into me, and it’s all tease and promise and held-back force. The kiss is a light exploration, a prologue to more. I want to dive into the wetness and heat of him.

      We fit. It’s there, more than I’ve ever known before. It’s like he’s a piece I’ve been missing, a piece I need.

      And then he breaks the kiss, and he’s so hard against me, so big, and I can feel the throb and beat of the artery in his throat. I rise up, pitching into him so that I can have more.

      I want more.

      I need it.

      “Nicolo, Nicolo, I want you to be my first.” I kiss him hard. He groans against me as the world spins and tips like a top. “I’m so glad you came into my bar. That I met you. Take me home. I want your cock.”

      A thrill of delight slams into me when I say that, and the world spins harder. My hands slip, and I dig into his shirt against his hard, hot flesh.

      “Nicolo,” I say, his name slurring. “Take me home with you. Please. I think someone is after me.” Those words come from nowhere, but they seem right. Everything seems right. “I’m glad you’re not a criminal. I want you.”

      “Avah, fuck.”

      And the world spins harder, and things start to fade.
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      NICOLO

      Fuck, she’s gorgeous.

      I stare down at her on my bed. Her golden hair spilled like some kind of fallen halo around her as I strip off her jeans.

      She passed out on the ride home, and I’m sure as fuck those assholes slipped her something.

      I managed to get her to my car, and she stumbled along the way, falling into me until I swung her into my arms. And now?

      She’s out for the count. Those satin and lace panties she’s got on in a lilac shade are damp enough I can see the line of her cunt’s lips. I can tell she shaves or waxes, and I’d like nothing more than to slide those off her, too, part those thighs and thrust into her.

      Mouth, fingers, cock. All of the above.

      But I’m not gonna take advantage of her. Instead, I undo the buttons of her shirt that’s already twisted up around her and ease on one of my T-shirts, a gray college one with most of the insignia worn away from too many washes.

      I pull it down over her breasts on display in the same lilac lace and satin, the pink of her areolae delicate against the confines.

      But once she’s in something comfy and she can, if she stirs, make it easily to the bathroom, I pull the comforter up over her.

      Avah makes a small sound, and the taste of her is still on my tongue. That kiss held so much. I wanted to crush her to me, devour her, take her, ravish her, but I didn’t. I kept it light because I knew I shouldn’t have gone there. Not when I could see something was up.

      She might not be a drinker, but two light beers and a shot aren’t going to have her stumbling, slurring, and suddenly losing inhibitions.

      I sit, fisting the comforter.

      Fuck, shit, is she really a virgin?

      Untouched, there ripe and ready and just for me?

      I really don’t care if someone’s a virgin or slept with half the city. That’s not my business. As long as when I’m with that woman, she’s only mine. That’s all I’ve ever asked. I’ve never sought out virgins. I haven’t run. If it’s right, then it’s fucking right.

      And this sweet morsel of delicious female . . . Christ, she might be right. For now, for however long.

      But I’m not pondering. I got other fish to fry. Heads to smash, people to see to.

      I stand and flick on the lamp next to the glass of water I’ve left for her and then leave the door to the bathroom ensuite open, light on, and I trail down the hall.

      One of my guns is in the side table near the door. I have a number of them, but I like having one if I need to dash out. I can hold my own without one. I’m not infallible, no one fucking is, but I hesitate, then leave it.

      Take my gun, and I’m gonna want to put holes in fuckwits who think they can get a girl by drugging her.

      They probably figured they’d take a chance on me not stepping up before they saw me. After? Well, they’re the type to think there’s a chance I’ll either want to thank them for doing me a favor or dump her for coming on too strong. Or, let’s face it, the type to think she’ll dump whoever she’s with for them.

      It’s still early enough as I set my alarm and head to my car.

      The drive back to the bar was easy, even in the nighttime traffic.

      Parking, I slam and lock my door and then step into the bar.

      And there they are, with a girl who can barely stand. This place doesn’t have a bouncer, but their barback is a big guy, and they know me here. I signal Eduardo.

      “Nico,” he says, “didn’t I see you with a pretty thing?”

      I narrow my eyes. “I’m not gonna cause fucking trouble in here. I’ll take it outside, but those guys?” I incline my head to the bar. “They’re slipping shit into drinks. Look at that girl.”

      “Fuck.” He pushes a hand through his hair. “Sorry, man, busy.”

      “Yeah, well, take care of her, and I’ll take care of them and get management to make sure they don’t come in.”

      I don’t wait for him as I push my way up to them. “You okay?” I ask the brunette girl.

      She looks at me, swaying. “I like you.”

      “My friend will make sure you get home. Personally.” Ignoring the protests from the college fucks, I ease her gently to Eduardo.

      This place has a service to take care of people as fucked up as the girl, so I know she’ll be in safe hands. Eduardo already has hold of her and is talking to Anna’s Night Ride on his phone.

      “What the fuck is your problem?” one of the college guys says.

      They’re just fucked up enough that they’re not thinking straight, and fear and common sense are firmly snoozing in the back seat. Otherwise, one look at my face and they’d back away.

      The blond dude was the one touching Avah, so I grabbed him by his shirt and pulled him up so we were close as can be.

      “You think it’s fun drugging girls?”

      “Just some fun, man.”

      I grin, nod, and drag him outside the bar and around the corner to the alley.

      He protests the entire way, and I ignore every sad little sound from his cowardly mouth.

      I push him into the wall, holding him there with one hand. “I’d have asked you outside with me, but I don’t think you’d have come on your fucking own.”

      “Do you know who I am?” the kid asks.

      “I don’t give a fuck.”

      “My father is—”

      I grab him by the throat, lifting him from the ground and stopping his words in their tracks. He squeaks, sputters, and turns a red tinged with purple as his legs kick out and his hands scramble at me. I’m not killing him, just making him feel like I am. Just so he gets what it’s like to feel helpless.

      Shits like him always forget that targeting those weaker isn’t a sport, it’s pathetic. And to use drugs to do it? Fuck no.

      If he was a dealer and I caught him doing this, I’d rip his balls off him and kick them like a hacky sack. Actually, trying to drug females to have sex with them, he’s lucky I don’t do that and worse.

      Behind me, footsteps approach. His friends, no doubt.

      And I don’t give a flying fuck.

      “I really don’t care who your daddy is, little boy. Stay in your lane, and if you can’t get a girl the regular way, look into celibacy.”

      I feel the air before the piece of wood hits my shoulders. I turn, throwing the blond brat at his friends.

      “Looking to annoy?” I ask mildly.

      They pick themselves up, and one of them, the biggest, steps forward, fists up. I sigh.

      “You wanna take all of us, big guy?” he says and sneers, flying high on booze.

      “You wanna take yourself to the hospital with broken bones? Because,” I say, “keep this fucking shit up and I’ll do that. Leave you bleeding and broken.”

      “You think you can take all of us?” one asks.

      There are six of them. “Yes.”

      That pauses them for a moment, and just before the one with the wood comes at me, I swing his feet out with my foot and stomp on his chest. Enough to make him howl, not enough to break ribs.

      The big one swings, and I drop him with a hard fist to the face, breaking his nose.

      “I can keep on trucking here,” I say. “Or stop drugging girls, and I’ll leave you be.”

      With that, I turn on them and walk away, down through the front of the alley.

      They’re not going to follow. Too many groans and moans behind me. The fear in their swearing and building up of one another is so pathetic I’ve got a good mind to finish them off.

      Not finish them off like the final curtain, but just really teach them a lesson.

      However, I’m not fucking leaving Avah longer than I have. And they’re gonna feel the pain and the lesson for the next couple of weeks.

      Assholes.

      Little, spoiled, fucking cowardly assholes.

      I get in my car and head home, taking the long way, because I want to come in farther down the street, and watch the front for a bit.

      If someone saw me come here, then I want to see if they’re either following now, or back at my place.

      They won’t get in. My state-of-the-art alarm system doesn’t hook into any security service or alert the cops. It’s much more deadly than that.

      It calls in De Luca reinforcements.

      Leo’s rich as fuck. Born into the job, the life, even has a personal chef. We all do well, but the De Luca name is one to be respected and feared. And yet never in a million years would he be so smug as that. He went to the best schools. Leo De Luca would spit on those idiotic boys’ faces.

      No one is equal to Leo. But he also doesn’t make assumptions or judge. You earn respect. Family, friend, foe.

      It’s one of the reasons I’m there with the family— that and his father.

      But when Romano stepped down, if I didn’t fucking respect and like Leo, I’d have walked. I didn’t. And in my way, it says a lot.

      Shit. I pull up and survey the street. It’s quiet, my little house is small but set back. The alarm system hasn’t gone off—I have it hooked to my phone. But it doesn’t mean there’s no one out here. And . . . yep, as I look, there’s a car across the street. And someone’s in it. I can’t see who, and I jot down the plate.

      Going up to them is a fine plan. It could be nothing related, it could be definitely related, and I’m fucking thinking it’s the latter.

      But going up?

      Do that, and they know——whoever the fuck they are—I’m onto them. Right now, after the delivery kid and the guy who followed earlier, the guy who took off when I headed his way, I think I’m going to let them think they have one up.

      What is it? Give the fuckers enough rope, and they’ll tie their own noose?

      With a sigh, I get out, cross the road, and go inside.
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        * * *

      

      I strip down to my boxer briefs, Avah still sprawled in my bed. I’m not sure she’s moved much. She looks even more delicious, more innocent in sleep.

      Rubbing a hand over my beard that’s starting to grow in, I growl softly because I want nothing more than to crawl into that bed and drape her over me. Maybe somehow wake her to have my way with her.

      Which I’m not going to do.

      Instead, I head out to the kitchen and pour a glass of water, and in the semi-darkness go to the window and peek out through the small opening.

      The car’s still there.

      It’s midnight now, but Diego will be up, and right now, I need to tire myself out before going into that room.

      Yeah, I know. I could fucking bunk down on the sofa or find the spare bed in the guest room that’s currently buried under a load of shit I need to sort. I don’t have guests, so snow gear and Kevlar and other stuff are in there. Things I need for special operations. Along with camping gear and the like. Sometimes, I like to take off by myself and camp. What can I say? I like me time.

      I could go and do that, but fuck that. I’m not about to miss out on the sweet torture of getting into my bed with her and not doing a damn thing.

      Grabbing my laptop from the coffee table, I put in the password and begin to surf the net deeper.

      Picking up my phone, I call Diego. He answers on the second ring.

      “Nico, what’s up? Thought you’d be fucking your new little piece by now.”

      I breathe out. “Not when some fucker roofied her.”

      There’s a moment’s silence. “Want some help in breaking skulls?”

      “Been there, done that.” Almost, but y’know. Semantics.

      “So, I ask you again, what the fuck is up?”

      “I need some information. A few things, but let’s start with this license plate I have . . .”

    

  







            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    




      AVAH

      My head hurts.

      Opening an eye, I’m blinded by the horrible brightness of sunshine, and I turn, moaning, hitting a solid and warm body.

      For a moment, panic rushes through my bones.

      But then the man speaks. “Good morning, Tesoro.”

      Relief rushes me, relief followed by swathes of heat. Bit and pieces come back. I put my fingers on burning cheeks. “How did I get so drunk?”

      I expect laughter, but there isn’t any. He shifts, the covers rustling and my mouth goes dry.

      There, in front of me, is a bare golden chest tattooed down and across his abs. I know he’s gorgeous, but this . . . this isn’t what I expect, and I also don’t expect my body to rev its engines and hurl itself into some kind of purring roar.

      Tattoos haven’t ever been my thing, but oh, my, this man . . . he makes me rethink that. Completely.

      And then I go still.

      I’m not wearing jeans, my feet are bare, and the top I was wearing is gone, instead I’m covered in soft, worn cotton that smells like Nicolo. That clean scent edged with dark.

      “We didn’t have sex,” he says, fingers brushing soft on my cheek, “and you weren’t drunk. Those assholes who gave you that fucking shot drugged you.”

      “I kissed you.”

      “Oh, fuck yeah, you did, Avah, and it was a hell of a kiss. And then . . . then you could barely walk so I took you here.”

      “I didn’t think we had sex,” I whisper, sliding a finger down over his hot flesh, along the curve of the wing of one of the ravens tattooed there. “I’m still wearing my underwear.”

      He captures my hand and presses it flat against him. The heat and the beat of his heart is a song that slides into me from my palm. “You need to stop, pretty thing, otherwise you won’t be keeping hold of that underwear, or your virtue.”

      “Maybe,” I say, trying to curl my hands against him, “I don’t want to.”

      “And maybe you should get that fine ass of yours up and in the shower before you don’t have a choice.”

      On the nightstand, his phone starts to vibrate, and he sighs and lets go of my hand before hauling me against him to feather a kiss on my lips.

      My head is spinning, and I’m wet and aching. Down there, between my thighs, I’m aching with the kind of throb and need only he can fix. But he’s already gone, up and out of bed, and that fine form of his, the lines of his shoulders, the wideness of his back, the muscles that have tattoos of birds and spires and twisted thorns on there transfix.

      That and the way his torso vees down to narrow hips and a toned ass in the black, fitted underwear.

      Those long legs of his are densely muscled, and I didn’t miss the shape and size of him, his cock cupped in the front by the black material.

      Honestly, is it even fair a man like him exists?

      “Diego, what’s up?”

      He doesn’t look at me as he leaves the room. I finally sit up, looking about the simple room with the dark oak and clean lines. The bedding is cream-colored and simple without adornment.

      I’d have thought blacks or blues or grays, but it suits the room. There’s an elegance to the simplicity, to the functionality, because I don’t think he really cares about being Mr. Homemaker of the Year.

      The throb starts in my head again, and I groan. I spy a glass of water by the bed on the side table. There’s a book there too. Thick, a scrap of paper poking out about two-thirds of the way through like he ripped it from something because he needed a bookmark.

      It makes me want to smile. But smiling might hurt.

      I down the water in gulps and set the glass down before carefully setting my head back on the pillow.

      I should get up, I know that. He told me to shower, so maybe that means he wants me to go?

      He comes back in, phone in hand. “Damn, that shit really knocked you about.” Nicolo opens his closet and pulls out his clothes. “I’ll be back.”

      There’s an ensuite in the room, and he heads to it, then stops at the door. “There’s another bathroom down the hall if you need it.

      Then he disappears into it. The hiss of water fills the room, and I think I drift off because when I open my eyes next, he’s crouched next to me, smelling clean and like a man, and everything good. Those green and gold eyes have a hint of dark brown to them as he looks at me.

      My heart squeezes tight in my chest.

      “Avah, I have to go do something, I’m gonna set the alarm, and I want you to stay, okay? There’s food in the kitchen, soda in the fridge, along with juice and water. I’m fucking civilized, so I even have a big-screen TV. I left some shorts and another shirt for you.”

      “But I can’t.”

      His eyes harden. “Oh yeah, you fucking can, Tesoro. I don’t want you out there with someone sending you trashy sex lingerie that, okay, would be phenomenal on you, but really? No. People are dangerous, Avah, so wait for me.”

      “Okay.” I’m not used to being bossed around when it’s wrapped up like this.

      He’s not pretending to be anything that he’s not, but there are promises wrapped around his words.

      The kind of commands a part of me wants to follow.

      Also, I’m not sure I can move yet. Gross that those guys slipped me something. Gross that I didn’t notice.

      He smiles, half gets up, and then presses his nose against mine. “Your thoughts, babe, are all over your fucking pretty face. Last night? Not your fault. Also,” he says softly, “you asked me to take something from you, and I’m thinking when the time is right, I just might.”

      This time I frown. “What?”

      “Just stay, okay.”

      He stands then, and my mouth starts to water. Oh, boy, he’s in a black suit, complete with a tie and black shirt that fits him to perfection.

      Nicolo is killer hot, killer gorgeous. And I’m betting that suit cost a lot. Along with being custom made.

      “How long will you be?”

      He walks to the door, checking something inside his coat. “Not sure. But hopefully not too long.”

      And then he’s gone.

      I flop down on the pillow that smells so much like him. My head hurts, and I’m frustrated.

      Oh, God. For the first real time in my life, I’m sexually frustrated. I’ve wanted guys before. I’ve fooled around and been turned on, but this?

      This is next level.

      Suddenly I groan as more flashes come back.

      Oh yeah, I kissed him, gave him no choice. I also ground my pussy against him, and I told him I thought I had a stalker and that I wanted him, and that . . . I swallow. That I want him to be my first.

      I told the hottest man in existence I was a twenty-three-year-old virgin.

      “Way to go, Avah.”
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        * * *

      

      It’s almost one p.m. when I finally drag my ass up and to the shower. After, I pull on the clothes he laid out and wander about, poking and prodding in the kitchen, settling on some healthy-looking cereal and low-fat milk.

      Nicolo’s fridge does have soda. But it’s also full of healthy food, as is his pantry and freezer. Part of me expects slabs of meat, but there’s only a little, and it’s got a pasture-raised stamp on it.

      Who is this man?

      He gets more intriguing by the minute.

      The book by the bed is about the Middle East, by some award-winning journalist. I know the man isn’t an idiot, but he’s a lot of different puzzle pieces I think will take a long time to put together.

      I’m not saying he’s a mysterious creature, but he’s a straightforward man with a lot of hidden depths.

      My phone rings as I settle on the sofa.

      “Hey, Tesoro. Everything good?”

      His voice coils against my ear, and I can’t help but smile as a soft flame licks at me inside.

      “Having some cereal. I’m feeling like some kind of kept woman here.”

      He laughs. “That’s a thought I can get behind. Listen, I’m gonna be a little longer than I thought, maybe late afternoon or early evening.”

      I pull my legs under me as I put the bowl down on the coffee table. I like the smoke and purr of his low voice against my ear. “I can go home.”

      “You’re staying there. Stalker, remember?”

      “Well, it might be,” I say.

      “Babe. There are menus in the drawer. Ones I use and trust. If you want to order in, use one of those, and for fuck’s sake, make them leave the food on the step. I’m gonna text you the door code, all right?”

      Nicolo doesn’t wait for an answer. He hangs up, and minutes later, a small string of numbers comes in.

      It sets off something inside me that he gave me his code. I know he can and probably will change it, but it’s still a little tremor of excitement that rocks me.

      I veg out for a while after the cereal, flicking through the channels on the TV. I’m not really in the mood to watch anything. I’m not a fan of sitting and doing nothing, but there’s also something nice to it. Just a stretch of time with nothing to do, and soon I get sucked into an old rom-com on the screen.

      When it’s over, I get some more water, and sipping it, I go looking for the menus. He hung up before he could tell me exactly where, but most people kept them near the front door or in the kitchen. When I don’t find anything like a menu in the kitchen drawers, I wander into the living room and poke around.

      There’s a small side table with a bowl that’s no doubt for his keys when he gets home. And the table has a drawer.

      I pull open the dark wood. “Bingo!”

      Grabbing the menus, I stop still.

      Beneath them is something sleek and black.

      A gun.

      The breath whooshes from my lungs.

      I’m no expert in them, and I’m not a fan, but it looks powerful. There are also a couple of clips too. I recognize it. The shape of the whole thing. This gun . . . it’s been around my home. Back in California. Our little town outside San Diego is idyllic and the kind of place where guns like this, no-nonsense ones, have no place.

      But it’s the favored one of Dad’s and his men.

      With shaking fingers, I pull it out, and oh, yeah, it’s that. It’s well conditioned, and I think about the size of Nicolo, that hardness to him, the fact he told me he’s in security and his suit.

      Horror streaks cold and white through me, and I drop the gun back into place. The safety is on, and I’m betting it’s not loaded since the clips are there. But it’s ready to take with him.

      I grip the glass tight, then carefully set it down along with the menus on the top of the table.

      It’s not that late. Maybe a few hours of daylight left, and I need to go.

      I don’t care what Nicolo said. I need to go.

      Because what if he does the one thing I can’t stand? What if he knows my dad?

      I wobble as I walk and stop at the sofa, gripping the back of the leather. On the table is a sleek computer, and I want to open it, but I’m not going to. It’s going to be locked like all computers, and besides, I’m not sure what I’ll find if I open it.

      A hysterical laugh bubbles up and out. It’s not going to say ‘Mafia or Us’.

      I’m not that stupid.

      But it all fits. The gun, what he’s told me is his job, the way people peel out of his way . . . that hot suit.

      Is he in organized crime? Or something like that?

      And I make myself breathe, and the thought I didn’t want to think comes.

      What if he’s working for Dad?

      My humiliation would be unbearable.

      Without another thought, I turn and strip off the clothes he left for me, pulling on mine.

      Bag, wallet, keys, camera, they’re all here. He didn’t leave them in his car, and I thank everything for that.

      I grab them and my phone and hurry to the door after shoving my feet in my boots. Then I use the code and I’m out the door, slamming it behind me.

      Using the google maps app on my phone, I figure I can navigate home. Or even walk. Or get an Uber or something, but for now, I’m going to walk and take photos.

      And try like hell not to think about Nicolo Abruzzi.

      If I can.
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        * * *

      

      A couple of hours later, I’m down among an industrial area I find. I like those, the age of buildings, the people working, and that air of abandonment even busy places get.

      And sure, right now, with the light beginning to dip, it’s feeling very abandoned. I still can’t shake the feeling I’ve had for the past couple of hours.

      That someone might be following. I look at the camera, and the roll is full. Slipping it out, I pop in a new one and put the used one into the canister, taking the opportunity to glance about as I do so.

      Like every time I’ve looked back, there’s been no one following. No faces the same, and this time, no one at all. Just like the last few times.

      Although as a shiver runs through me, I grab my phone thinking I might get an Uber, when a familiar voice comes from my right just as a hand comes down on my shoulder.

      “Hello, Avah.”

    

  







            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    




      NICOLO

      Avah’s fucking lucky I got home when she decided to run. What’s wrong with her anyway, that’s what I want to know.

      I’ve been following her, and so has someone else.

      I’m not sure why I let the guy move in on her, maybe to have a reason before I pound him into the ground or put a bullet into him.

      I do, though, and I’m also ready for action.

      But what I don’t expect is Avah’s total lack of fear.

      Or her anger.

      But she turns and glares, hands on her hips. “What the hell, Dan?”

      The guy holds his hands up. “Have it out with your father, little girl. He’s not gonna be happy you’re running around town with a guy he hasn’t vetted.”

      I frown, staying in the shadows. I don’t like how he said vetted, like he’s recognized me. No, these types don’t bother with knowing who the enforcers are, we’re supposedly interchangeable, and this is a Theo or a Christian—a right-hand man to her father, or someone high up.

      I can smell that a mile away.

      She pokes him. “Why the hell are you following me? Scaring me?”

      “Okay, okay, I followed you today. When you left your boyfriend’s place. A boyfriend your daddy doesn’t know about, I might add.”

      Dark and thunder-heavy clouds settle on her beautiful face. “Nicolo isn’t my boyfriend.”

      Ouch. What the fuck did I do? I didn’t even touch her when I was more than tempted to. Is she mad I got her out of restrictive clothes so she could sleep it off? Or mad I didn’t touch her? Fucking women. Fucking Avah.

      “Kid,” this Dan says, “I just got into town yesterday. Saw you head off with your not boyfriend and then followed you to the bar. He took you home. That I’m not telling Daddy, okay? I like my balls.”

      “Why are you here?”

      “Because he’s worried about you.”

      “I’m a grown up,” she says, and I’m kinda shocked she doesn’t stomp her foot.

      “Yeah, he knows.” Dan doesn’t sound too happy, which means Daddy isn’t too happy, and a heaviness starts to sit in my guts. “But seems he got a call saying you’ve been getting some excess mail at the bar?”

      “From him.”

      Dan laughs and shakes his head. “Not from him, kid.” The man breathes out. “And he’s worried because you didn’t tell your friends.”

      She presses her lips together. “I’m going to. I just wanted . . .”

      That’s when I step out, and her words falter. “So, her father didn’t send the card?”

      The guy whips around with his hand going under his jacket where I know his gun is.

      I raise my hands a little to show I’m not about to do anything. This is a professional, like me, but this is also his boss’s daughter, so taking chances when things might be even isn’t on my agenda.

      Besides, I’m not sure Avah’s gonna like it if I shoot her dad’s man or vice versa.

      The guy looks me over. “No card. And you are?”

      “Nicolo Abruzzi.”

      His gaze sweeps me again. “Who is?”

      I know what he’s asking. “Security,” I say. “For De Luca.”

      His brows go up. “Big firm.”

      “Strong. Reputable. And trustworthy.”

      He nods slowly, the gray streak on the left side catching the light as the streetlamps come on. He knows what I’m saying to him.

      His ward is in good hands. The De Luca reputation lives up to its hype, and he gets my warning that if you cross me, you cross the family.

      Not that he’s going to. We have no beef or dealings with the Morgan affiliates. Or the Morgans. And right now, we’re in a kinda no man’s land here where Avah decided to wander.

      It’s a good thing she had two pros following her; otherwise, she might have been fodder for a local low-lying gang.

      I’m idly thinking of spanking her. Just to get the message across. Also, spanking her sweet ass is something I’d enjoy.

      I pull my thoughts back. The last thing I need is to get anything remotely like a boner with her father’s right-hand man here. “So, this is the first her father has had a hand in?”

      “I’m not a fucking liar, Abruzzi. And Avah’s special—”

      “If you say goods, I’m hurting you,” she says, low and vicious. Like a cat. But one with very sharp claws, I’m thinking.

      But I shift my attention from her to him. Not looking directly at him, just letting my focus settle on him.

      There’s something more. A few little packages shouldn’t have Daddy sending his best man down. And Avah doesn’t act at all like a mafia or crime princess. If she was, she wouldn’t be here. I know how they operate. I know how Mia’s father operated, how at one point he made a deal to marry her that caused all kinds of trouble.

      No, her father isn’t doing that, and she hasn’t been groomed for that.

      But . . . yeah . . . something is off. He got a call?

      Does her fucking boss at the bar know what was in the package that came there? Mia and Scarlett were there, so it’s possible, but him calling her father? It doesn’t quite fit.

      That bar might be in Lowlander territory, but it’s like a ton of businesses in ours—above board. I’d have heard otherwise if it wasn’t.

      So, again, I come back to why her daddy’s so worried that he sent Dan.

      “You’re not goods, kid,” the guy says.

      Her gaze hits me like lasers. “And you? Do you work for my dad too?”

      “Fuck no,” I say. “Never met the guy.”

      She crosses her arms, and those pretty tits of hers suddenly become prominent as she does so. The fold of her arms accentuates them in the cut of her top. Dan clears his throat and looks away.

      Like he’s embarrassed.

      That’s the key here, like. He isn’t. But he saw where my gaze went, and he’s furtively glancing about.

      He doesn’t like being here.

      “Really? And your gun?”

      “That better not be a euphemism,” Dan says.

      “Shut the fuck up, Dan,” I say as pleasantly as I can. Shit, she found the gun in the drawer with the menus. That explains a shit load. “I have a gun, Avah.”

      “A big gun.”

      “Shut up, Dan,” I say before he can open his mouth.

      He’s definitely scouting the area.

      “And you, Avah, why the fuck did you run? Someone’s sending you shit. Did you know that, Dan?” Now, I turn and face him completely, and he stops his scouting of the area. “Someone’s sending her things. Like a stalker. You gonna tell Daddy?”

      He runs a hand over his shaven jaw and shrugs. “Maybe.”

      It’s a no. I don’t know why, but it is, and I’m thinking because they’ve got business here. Or they have trouble from here, and Dan’s killing two birds, checking up on the daughter to make sure she’s good and safe, and checking up on whatever issues they might have.

      Telling his boss that someone might be targeting Avah’s a wrench in the works, and we both know it. I’m also guessing Avah who’s quiet, pretty, and slightly shy, is also a firecracker and stubborn as all hell when she wants to be.

      I glimpse that now with her mini explosion at Dan.

      Her father might want her home but short of kidnap, and he’s not going to be able to do that easily. And if he sends in more than one person, I’m guessing that’s not going to sit well with the Lowlanders, especially as I’m betting Daddy pulled some Lowlander favor strings to get her a job and a place in their territory.

      “Don’t you dare, Dan,” she says, turning that glare on him. “I’m not going anywhere, and I’m definitely not going home. He’ll have to send in an army to do so.”

      Much as I hate it, I need to go there. “Maybe you should go home, Avah.”

      She blinks at me suddenly and fast, and her eyes glimmer. Fuck. “You can go away. I don’t need you either, and I don’t need you to reject me—”

      “Avah, Tesoro,” I murmur, coming up and capturing her shoulders. “I’m not rejecting you. Just thinking of your safety.”

      “Your boyfriend has a point.”

      “He’s not my boyfriend.” That little note of longing in her tone twists inside me. “I don’t want to go back home. I like it here.”

      I look over at Dan. “You don’t know anything about someone following her?”

      “No.”

      I’m not one hundred percent sure I believe him, but I also know it wasn’t him hot on her trail, and again, that lingerie isn’t something from her family or their people, not unless there’s some perverted rat in their fold.

      But Dan isn’t it. His eyes on her are those of an uncle, someone who cares and watches like she’s one of his own. The thing is, Avah is special, and if she’s caught herself a stalker and it’s not the family, then it’s either some creepoid or maybe someone who wants to target her because of family connections.

      I don’t trust him entirely because I don’t know him, but whatever he’s up to, I don’t see an immediate connection.

      “Dan, I think I’ll keep an eye on her.”

      “Where she lives?”

      He’s skirting the Lowlander name because she doesn’t know it. “More or less, yes. I work for De Luca security, but . . .” I slide my hand down to rest under Avah’s upper arm, keeping her tight next to me even as she tries to pull free. “What are lines when personal lives are intertwined, right?”

      The guy’s eyes narrow, but he nods slightly. “It’s on your head if something happens to her. Expect a call, Abruzzi.”

      “Sure thing, man.”

      Then he turns to Avah. “And you, don’t come down here and stick with your boyfriend, you hear?”

      “I can do what I want,” she says in a dangerous tone.

      “It’s not safe down here.”

      “He’s right,” I say softly. “It’s not.”

      “Take her home.”

      And with that, he looks hard at Avah.

      “Your dad’s gonna call. I’d answer.”

      Then he’s gone.

      She looks up at me, half mad, half melting as it does things to my libido that look, it really does. The wild cat, the innocence, the rest of her I’m itching to uncover in all the ways there are.

      “I’m not going anywhere with you,” she says.

      Something snaps inside me. I pull her real close and bend into her. “Yeah, you are. I’ve had one hell of a fucking day, and we’re getting out of here. You and me. The two of us.” Then I look past her, and Dan’s still there, at the edge of a building, his shadow is long on the ground. Idiot.

      I drag her with me until we reach my car, then open the door and make her get in. “You be here when I get back. I’m talking to your friend back there.”

      Her eyes spit fire. “And if I’m not?”

      “I know where you work and live, Tesoro. I’ll find you, and when I do, you’re not going to like it. Or maybe you will, who the fuck knows? But really, I wouldn’t test me on that. I’ve had one hell of a fucking day.”

      With that I slam the door shut and lock the car.

      This isn’t going to take long.
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        * * *

      

      “Yeah, yeah, I know, I fucking know, but it’s Avah, and she’s gotten herself a De Luca. Enforcer, I think. Big guy.”

      I pluck the phone from his hand. “Mr. Morgan,” I say pleasantly. I’m crossing all the lines right now, and I don’t care. “Your daughter’s safe. She’s in my protection.”

      “Protection?”

      “Yes.” All the fucking lines. And maybe I’m setting them on fire too. I almost ask him to call Leo, but I stop myself. This isn’t De Luca business. “And this is personal, not business. I like Avah.”

      “Fuck.”

      “I’m sorry, sir, but she’s sitting in my car. Well, I’m sure Dan told you where, but I don’t want to leave her there longer than I need to. You can call me later if you like. Avah will give you my number.”

      I hang up and hand the phone back.

      Dan whistles low. “You got solid balls there, Abruzzi.”

      “Oh, yeah. And I’m also a real stand-up fucking guy. Let’s cut the crap. I meant it. This is no man’s land here, and I don’t like Avah sitting in the car alone, even if it’s mine.” I look him up and down. “See the way I figure things, you’re not comfortable here, either. And you sure as shit don’t seem inclined to tell Morgan she might have someone stalking her.”

      “Does she?”

      “I think so, yeah. My bosses’ wives made friends with her and asked me to check on it.”

      “And you helped yourself to some Avah?”

      I give him a hard look. “No. I don’t fuck women who’ve been slipped roofies, but I like her, not gonna fucking lie. And this is off point.” I push a hand through my hair. “I’m betting the car we couldn’t trace is the one you were driving and had parked outside my place?”

      His mouth goes hard. Yep, on that one.

      “But I’m betting Morgan will be put in a tough spot, am I right? You know, if you tell him Avah might have someone a little too . . . interested, because of dealings with the Lowlanders?”

      He doesn’t speak.

      “I can’t protect her if I don’t know what’s going on.”

      “Fuck.” Dan closes his eyes a moment, and then he looks at me. “There’s a beef going way back between Morgan and the El Cabeza gang. They’ve got some connections that help the Lowlanders.”

      “What’s the beef?”

      “I don’t know. I’m not privy to everything. There are things Morgan’s done before he took over his area, could be big, could be small. He just sent me down to check on his kid and to poke around.”

      I adjust who he is from right-hand man to something like a cross between that and enforcer. It makes sense. Morgan isn’t huge. He’s an important cog with nicely carved territory in San Diego, and half the fucking country uses Lowlander supplies and swaps favors with them. Fuck, even Leo.

      But as we look at each other, there’s an understanding. He knows I’ll watch over Avah. “Okay,” I say, “but if you hear anything, let me know.”

      He hands me a card, and it has a number on it. His, I’m betting. “You too.”

      Then he checks his watch.

      “Keep her away from unsavory places. I’m in town for a few days, but if she’s in good hands than that’ll make the boss happy and my job easier.”

      “Meaning you don’t want these El Cabeza paying attention to her.”

      “Call if there’s trouble.”

      I turn and go back to my car.

      Avah is fuming. I can feel the heat radiate as I open my door.

      I get in, my brain totally on the conversation. I have a shit ton of questions I couldn’t ask, but I also don’t think he has the answers, and he’s not going to tell me what he’s here for, either. I wouldn’t. I’d keep it vaguer than he did, which tells me this El Cabeza lot isn’t good. And I’ve also never heard of them.

      She hits me.

      “Avah,” I say, “don’t test me.”

      “Who are you? Are you a criminal?”

      Fuck.

    

  







            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    




      AVAH

      He doesn’t answer me, a muscle working in his jaw.

      I wait. Count to ten. Twelve. Fifteen. Twenty.

      A mini storm swirls inside, and I’m not exactly sure why I’m so wanting to kill, so feeling betrayed. I don’t even know him.

      But I want to.

      Isn’t that the issue?

      And still, he doesn’t respond.

      “Nicolo?”

      “What?”

      “I asked you a question,” I say softly, and line it with all the steel I can muster.

      He’s taking a long, circuitous route. I might not know Dallas that well—yet—but this is taking a hell of a lot longer than it should getting to this place. There are houses and buildings, and changing neighborhoods as we go, mostly places I don’t know. Outside my window, other cars share the road in the gathering dark, and lights sparkle from bars and restaurants when we pass them.

      With a loud, irritated sigh, I look at him. “You understand what a question is.”

      And though I doubt it reaches his eyes, the corner of his mouth flickers in something resembling a smile.

      Those kisses last night suddenly flare into life. I might have been flying high, but those, they stand out like a supernova.

      “Nicolo?”

      “Most people wouldn’t dare speak to me like you are.”

      It’s not even censure in his tone, just tight amusement that slicks over something harder.

      “I’m not most people.” I don’t even know where this bravery is coming from. There’s something about him that thrills, scares, and soothes. Safe. He makes me feel safe. Like I can step out of my comfort zone, throw back the covers on me and just be myself. “And please . . .” My stupid voice breaks a tiny bit. “Are you a criminal?”

      “I told you,” he says in that low, smoky way, “I work security.”

      He’s lying to me, and it hurts.

      It permeates the air. I’m not stupid. Those looks between him and Dan . . . and, hell, not even those, the way they understood each other.

      It was like my world growing up.

      Anger beats low in me, rushing up over the pain, and I fist my hands, my camera and bag perched on my lap. How the hell did they both find me, anyway? That feeling of being followed? It came from both of them.

      But I’m not going to say anything, not more than I have. I’m not—

      “Bullshit.”

      It’s like I said the word fuck to him. He hisses in the air.

      “It’s not a lie, pretty Avah,” he says.

      I glare at him because the rage rushes up into my sinuses, making them tight and hot, and if I don’t glare, maybe I’ll cry, and I’m not going to do that. Nicolo is what my dad is. Or something like it.

      Has to be. Why would Dan just let him step all over him otherwise?

      Okay, Nicolo’s a lot bigger than Dan. Maybe scarier too. Not that I find Dan scary, but plenty do, and I’m getting myself off track. “It is.”

      “I am in security.”

      There’s something else there, like an of sorts.

      “Take me home.” I look away from him then. So many dark, complicated feelings swirl low in me, down deep, where I can’t get at them.

      “We’ll go to my place.” He says this like he’s discussing we take in a game.

      “No.” I suck in a breath. “Maybe we shouldn’t hang out.”

      I sound like I’m fourteen.

      He taps his fingers on the steering wheel.

      “Here’s the thing, Avah.” The air grows thick and taut. “I made a deal.”

      “I knew it. When I saw your gun, I knew you worked for my dad.” The bitterness bites through the thickness or adds to it. I don’t know. All I’m sure of are those horrible swirling emotions sucking at me and the fact it seems Dad’s hijacked my life yet again.

      And Nicolo, a man I want with desperation, a man who can make me melt, works for him.

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake. Let’s get one thing straight. I don’t work for your fucking father. But it’s up to you if you want to ‘hang out’ as you put it.”

      “Good—”

      “I’ll keep my hands to myself.”

      The way he says it makes me swing a suspicious look his way. Nicolo says it like he’s just placating me and has every intention of doing his version of hanging out, which sounds a lot like his hands all over me.

      It should make me mad.

      It sends shivers of unwanted delight rippling through me.

      “But I made a deal back there”—tap, tap, tap go his fingers in a sharp and irritated staccato— “so you’re not getting rid of me.”

      I try and breathe in slow and calm, but I can’t because my head spins. I don’t even know which way is up and whether I should be hurt, thrilled, angry, or all of the above.

      “A deal, Nicolo?”

      He laughs. He actually laughs. “Yeah. With your friend back there. I’m protecting you, keeping an eye on you.”

      “No.” I don’t want protection. I want him. Hell, I’m lusting hard and out of control for a man I barely know, one I feel like I’ve glimpsed into his sinew. I want him to want me, not as a protection gig.

      “Sweet thing, it’s either me or your father’s man. Up to you. But I’m just gonna fucking say you’ll have a hell of a lot more fun with me.”

      Okay . . . I drag in a sharp gulp of air. That definitely holds all kinds of dark, erotic promises and call me weak, but my anger is slipping.

      After all, what do I know about security or the type he does? Dad hires security for events. And okay, those events are for his legit business, but still . . .

      Dan or Nicolo? There’s absolutely zero competition. “Fine,” I snap, “you’ll do. For now.”

      I turn and stare out the window. But I’m watching his ghost of a reflection in my window. And though he’s watching the road as he moves through traffic, I’m positive he’s focused on me too.

      “Actually, Avah, maybe it’s best we go to your place.”

      The slow slide into thrill stops abruptly.

      “That way,” he says, “we can get your things together. You’re gonna come stay with me.”

      “No. I’m not a project.”

      “But you are, Avah. A fucking delicious project.”

      “You’re not being honest.”

      “I’m trying, I really fucking am. And I want you to stay with me. Please.”

      He tacks the last word on to twist it into a request, but it’s an order if ever I’ve heard one. And boy, do I know orders.

      “You’re not asking.”

      “No, I’m not. But I’m putting it as nicely as I can. You’re coming to stay with me.”

      The tapping stops as he lifts his hand to pinch the bridge of his nose before returning his hand to the steering wheel.

      “Nicolo—”

      “This isn’t an argument you’re going to win, and if you do, you’ll lose because I’m betting right now that I’m what’s gonna keep fucking Daddy sending in men to bring you home.” He pauses. “And yes, I know who and what your father is. How’s that for honesty?”

      I press my lips together.

      “This,” he says, “is getting us nowhere. You know what will?”

      “What?” Nicolo pulls the word from me, along with my interest despite myself.

      “Helping me work out who might be sending you that shit.”

      “I don’t know. I don’t. I wish I did, but I don’t. I only know you and these two women who’ve come into the bar.”

      He glances at me as we round a corner, and I know we’re in my neighborhood now. I recognize it. “What about your bosses? People you work with?”

      I play over the bar, but there’s nothing there. Everyone is friendly, mostly. And the photo studio . . . well Rhett asked me out once, and when I hesitated, he apologized. I don’t think the grandma who runs the front desk is the stalker type, and I’ve met the apartment building’s owner once.

      “Everyone is fine.”

      He sighs impatiently. “An enemy of your father?”

      I open my mouth and shut it again. “He’s a small fry in the grand scheme, especially here. I think he has dealings on occasion in Texas, but,” I shrug, “I don’t pay attention to that. I try and keep away. I hate that life.”

      For long moments he doesn’t respond.

      But when he pulls up on the street where I live, he turns off the motor and turns to me, fingers trailing my arm. “Avah . . .”

      God, his voice does things to me. The concern and gentleness in his tiger eyes are at odds with the hard planes and angles of his face. He makes my stomach lurch and slide and stokes fires within.

      “I’m trying to help, so work with me. Please.”

      This time it isn’t a command.

      “I guess we can develop some of my photos. See if there’s anything on them? I had things set up to develop, anyway, so . . .”

      “Might as well do that before we pack up.”

      I grit my teeth as he grins and gets out of the car. He opens my door.

      “Move that sweet ass, Avah.”

      And I do.
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        * * *

      

      My heart skitters when we get to my door. The handle turns, and I pull my hand back. I know I locked it.

      He leans against the wall and watches me. “Something wrong?”

      “No, and quit crowding me.”

      He just laughs, but it’s not a friendly sound. I get the feeling not much is lost on him, like my door.

      But when I make a show of the keys and pretend to unlock the door, he doesn’t say a word. And my apartment?

      It looks fine.

      That disturbs me more than if it looked like it had been tossed.

      “Avah, you know you can pretend your pretty little heart out, but you’re not staying here,” he says, moving swiftly through my apartment before coming back to examine the door. Then he pulls his tie off before shoving it in his pocket. “Darkroom. Now.”

      He just went through the place, so I’m assuming he’s seen the small little study I’ve converted into a makeshift darkroom. But I sigh and lead the way.

      The room is small, but it’s almost too small with Nicolo in there. I close the door and set up the lights and chemical solutions. Nicolo stays perfectly still while I do so, the air redolent with the chemical baths and the soft hint of him.

      My hands shake as he watches, and when I’m done hanging up the photos, his hand brushes against my throat.

      “Avah.”

      My clit throbs as my pussy tightens at the tone of his voice. At his touch when he slides my hair over my shoulder to bare my nape.

      His lips whisper against my skin like the sweetest kind of burn and I’m shaking, breathless.

      “Avah,” Nicolo says again, “turn around.”

      I do. Helpless to do anything but obey him. The pulse in my throat throbs, too, and his gaze drops to my mouth.

      “Give it to me. Your mouth.”

      “Yes.”

      I whisper that one word and rise on my toes as he slides his arms around me, bending into me, and he takes my mouth as I offer it, taking it in a slow, deep kiss. He plays with me, and teases me, his tongue sliding into me.

      He’s hot and wet and knows how to take me from seduction to erotic assault. Deep and slow, to hard and demanding, to soft and shallow teasing little sips.

      I’m wet, hungry, and I’m a mess. I want to slide down into him. I want to ride him, and I want to embarrass myself by trying to fuck him.

      I don’t think he’d see it that way. The way he kisses me, like this is lifeblood, this is air, pure and unadulterated need, I don’t think he’d find anything I did wanting.

      When he lifts his head, we’re both breathing fast and unevenly, and in the red, low light, his eyes glitter.

      I can’t help myself as I rub against his huge hard on. “Are we going to have sex?”

    

  







            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    




      NICOLO

      Jesus fucking Christ. She might be the end of me. All that sweet and dirty innocence is in her words.

      And they wind about me, tempting me.

      I want to. I can’t hide that fact. My erection is there, very big, very hard, and she’s rubbing herself against it to the point she might make me come in my pants.

      Which I’m not going to do.

      I laugh and push away from her. Not that there’s a lot of room in here. Which is part of the reason I push her from me. “No, we’re not.”

      In the darkness of the room, she frowns, and I glance over at the photos. The stench of the chemicals is a metallic, almost gas-like thing in the air. It’s not horrible, I guess, but she smells a fuck load better, and I’d prefer just to breathe her in.

      Plus, there’s no way her first time’s going to be up against the fucking wall or spilling all the wrong shit all over the floor.

      Avah deserves . . . I don’t know. A bed?

      What I want to say is the whole romantic works, but I’m not that guy and call me a fucking sleaze, but I know I’m taking it from her. That stupid virginity. I’m going to mark her, stamp her mine, make her unable to see straight, and walk wrong for a week. I want to leave her knowing what good sex is. I want her to crave me.

      Even when we part ways.

      Because that will happen.

      Our conversation in the car told me that.

      She wants a world I’m not part of, and I can’t be part of hers. I’m not built for whatever the fucking picket fences painted white scenario she’s got in her head.

      “Fine.”

      She turns and I catch Avah’s elbow as she nearly careens into a tray of solution. “Careful, Tesoro,” I say and meet her gaze. “Can we get out of here yet?”

      “Yes,” Avah hisses the word.

      I open the door and step out, blinking in the bright light. In the room, she’s moving about, banging stuff. I go, reach in, and pull her out, pinning her against the wall, caging her head with my hands on either side.

      “You’re a real fucking brat, Avah. Did I mention I’m not above meting out punishment? A good spanking for bad little girls?”

      I’m playing with real fire here. Saying things I shouldn’t, going hot to cold and back to hot again.

      But fuck it’s hard not to touch her. “You . . . you kiss me like that and reject me. You lie to me, you—”

      “I might be omitting a few things.” I stare down at her. She’s both right and wrong about me lying by omission. I guess I’m a criminal if you want to view it that way, but there are so many legit criminals out there that what I do is way more honest.

      It’s not because I can’t trust her or she can’t handle it, but because she hates my world. Security is my job—a big part of it. I protect what belongs to the De Luca family, I enforce it. Often with a fuck ton of prejudice.

      Avah grew up in a world like that, but she isn’t front and center in it and what she knows she hates.

      So, security.

      “I carry a gun. I own guns. My job is often dangerous. But I do security. And that’s not important. I’m here with you because I choose to be.” It’s true. I don’t need to take time off and try and balance my world and the demands of my job to protect her. I could have just extracted her and returned her to Daddy.

      But here we are.

      “I’m not fucking you in a damn makeshift darkroom. Not for your first time.” There’s something that’s very much horror on her face and I don’t know if she remembers telling me that, so I add, “For us.”

      “You want to?”

      Oh, dear fucking God. That unsure innocence, the lack of confidence. The woman is spectacular, and I’m not sure she understands exactly how much of a stunner she is. I lift a hand, grab hers, and push it onto my hard on that’s having a really difficult time deflating with her right here.

      “Feel that?”

      Her fingers curl instinctively around it through my trousers, and it’s like lightning. As I think I said, she’s enough to put me in danger of coming—literally—in my pants.

      “That right there, Avah, is how much I want you. Right now, you’d run away at the filthy perversions in my head. If you could see all the things I want to do to you.”

      Her fingers tighten as she blinks, and my cock gets even harder. “Like what?”

      Like fuck her ass, like fuck her skull, like slam into that cunt so hard, she sees stars. I want to have her on her knees, take her from behind. I want her feet on my shoulders. I want to spank her and finger her and go down on her. I want to pervert her, worship her, call her my slut. I want to make her my own personal whore. I want everything there is. I want nothing between us but sweat-slicked skin and bodily fluids.

      I want.

      As I said. I want to be as filthy and nasty as I can.

      And sweet.

      Weirdly, I want also to be fucking sweet. I want to take her slow, and I want to spend days between her thighs. I want to call her my goddess, my complex Aphrodite. I want to know her in every way there is, even all the ways with our clothes on. I want to hold her.

      I’ve gone and lost my fucking mind.

      “Everything, Avah. I want it all.” I pull away from her and turn to start picking up things from her little coffee table. Books, magazines, camera equipment. “So, don’t you dare fucking say I don’t want you. Now, we need to pack.”

      “I don’t want to run.”

      “You’re not running. You’re getting your shit, getting in a car with me, and until we work this out, I’m taking you from my place to work and back again.”

      She makes a small sound that curls in the air, and it’s so huffy and soft and full of frustration it makes me smile. “You’re so weird. Hot and cold, that’s you.”

      “I’m what I am when I have to be.” Shrugging, I hand her the things because I don’t know what the fuck to do with them. “Pack.”

      As I say that, someone knocks on her door, and she jumps.

      Oh, yeah. She’s fine. Right.

      “Go. I’ll get it.” I think of getting my gun, but that’ll piss her off and make this even harder, so I leave it in the holster.

      I stride to the door and rip it open. The jimmied lock downstairs wasn’t busted by her visitor yesterday. So, unless it’s a neighbor, no one should be knocking.

      But it’s not a neighbor.

      The guy is young, in blue, with the stitched name on his uniform shirt. Dale, it says. The Daily Bunch. And to prove he’s from a fucking florist, he holds a bouquet of some shit. Pinks and reds in roses and other flowers I can’t identify. They’re flowers not exactly in my wheelhouse of things of interest.

      “How did you get in?”

      Young Dale actually recoils and quivers. I’m being an asshole, but I really don’t care. I instantly know he’s not a threat, but I don’t like it when people can just waltz in, and the flowers situation isn’t going to be something from her dad or from a friend.

      “I—” He stops as his voice pitches about an octave or two too high and he clears his throat. “Uh, a neighbor let me in? They had keys?”

      “Yeah,” I say. “Fine.” I pull a twenty from my money clip, take the flowers. and thrust the money at him for a tip. I’m about to close the door, and Dale’s breathing a sigh of relief when I stop. “Dale?”

      His eyes pop wide in fear, and then his hand goes to the stitched name on his shirt. “Uh, yes? Sir?”

      “Do you know who sent them?”

      He frowns and shakes his head. “It was either online or a phone order. Sorry.”

      I mutter thanks and close the door. From her bedroom, things thump and clatter. I pull out the card—there’s always a card—and scan it.

      Clearly, this was online, as it comes with a printed photo.

      Of Avah.

      Today.

      Fuck.

      I grab my phone and text Diego who’s got computer connections with the relevant information, and that’s when Avah comes out with a bag. She skitters to a stop, blonde hair swinging, as she takes in the flowers.

      “Your admirer.”

      “M-maybe they’re from Dad?”

      I narrow my eyes. “Unless your father’s the real creepy sort who sends photos of you and a card that says, ‘Love to watch you.’, I’m thinking not.”

      She swallows, looking lost and young and scared at the edges.

      “Those all the things you need?”

      Avah might look young and lost and a little scared, but she’s also mad, and she scowls. “No. I need my camera stuff, my car, my portfolios. I—”

      “Tesoro, we’ll make two trips.”

      “I hate this. I don’t want this. I refuse to be intimidated by a coward.”

      “Babe, it’s me, or Dan, or back to your hometown.” I dump the flowers on the coffee table and slip the card into my pocket as I cross to her, raising her chin with a finger. “Your choice.”

      “It’s not a choice, and you know it.” But she looks at me with a soft, fierce light in her eyes. “But I choose you.”

      Fuck me. I brush my lips over her sweet ones and take her bag.

      “We’ll come back for the rest.”
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        * * *

      

      Avah doesn’t have much, not really. Just clothes, toiletries, and her camera stuff. We get the latter on the second trip. I pile chemicals, trays, and all the other shit into my car, and she gets in hers.
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        * * *

      

      I make her sit as I put everything in my living room.

      She looks at me. “You’ve got me now.” She glances about like she’s not really sure what just fucking happened. To be fair, neither am I.

      Except . . . this is the safest place for her to be. I can collect her from her job, keep her here, and go to work.

      “So, what now, Nicolo? How do I fit in?”

      I know I should be a gentleman and clear the guest room. But I’m not one, so I don’t. She can stay in my bed and . . . oh fuck, yeah, I’m going to touch her. I know that.

      It’s just going to be a game of how long I can keep my hands to myself.

      “You fit.”

      “Where am I sleeping?”

      I just look at her, and pink blooms in her cheeks. Her fucking pretty eyes go a little dreamy, and she presses her thighs together.

      Right now, I’m guessing it won’t be long before I strip her of her virgin label, or whatever version of untouched she is.

      But if someone slid his filthy hands over her pussy, pushed so much as a finger in there, I want to kill him.

      That’s a new feeling, one I don’t think I’ve had before—that level of sudden onset possessive jealousness.

      My phone starts to buzz. I pull it out and frown. “Diego?” I say as I answer.

      “Yeah, bro, Got you something. You free?”

      Not really, but . . . “Where and when?”

      “Now. The De Luca building basement.”

      “Give me thirty.”

      She’s all curious. “Who was that? Who’s Diego?”

      “Colleague. Something’s come up. You’re sleeping in my bed, babe. But I won’t touch you unless you ask. And Avah?”

      Those pink cheeks go brighter and a small smile plays on her mouth. “Yes?”

      “Stay here. I’ll be back soon.”

      She nods and opens her bag. “I’ll be here.”
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        * * *

      

      “How’s your sweet little thing?”

      I give Diego a stern look. “Not my anything.”

      He just laughs.

      “What?”

      “It’s all over your face. And you smell like honey and spice and everything nice.”

      He’s lucky we’re buddies, otherwise, I’d punch him. But honestly, it’s night, and though I have a good alarm system, I’d prefer to be home. With Avah. Protecting her.

      We go down the stairs to the basement. There’s the talking room, where we torture fuckers who don’t play nice. There are a lot of toys, chains, and other things that help make people talk. Or suffer. Or die. It really all fucking depends on the situation.

      There’s a room where actual talking goes on as well as showers and lockers. But we head toward the smaller room, not the dungeon.

      “Traced the flowers to a guy. It bounced over a few different routers, but my friend is good at his fucking job.”

      Inside the room is a man, probably in his forties, a little soft in the middle and scared as hell. His glasses are fogged, and his thinning hair is up at angles.

      I narrow my eyes.

      Diego leans against the wall as I sit opposite.

      “Let’s talk,” I say.
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        * * *

      

      I punch my steering wheel for about the tenth time as I drive home.

      “Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. Double fuck.”

      To say it was a bust is spinning it the wrong way, but I wanted answers and all we got were more questions.

      The sleazoid—because that’s what that fucker is—didn’t know enough. To pay for his habit of sex with borderline legal girls who wouldn’t look at him once, he does shit online, no questions asked.

      I don’t know how it works, but he’s got a setup for anonymous shit. People pay him to do all kinds of dirty work, none of it exactly illegal, and it only goes one way. So, he doesn’t know who it came from, the whole flowers thing.

      Still, it took everything I fucking had not to beat the guy to within an inch of his life for even having Avah’s address.

      I didn’t because he could prove useful, and he’s on our radar now.

      If he crosses lines into illegal, we’ll take him out. So far, borderline is borderline. He fucks seventeen and eighteen-year-olds selling themselves, and it’s expensive.

      But finding his anonymous client will take more digging.

      So, waste of my fucking time.

      I frown as I pull up. My place is dark and quiet.

      Hurrying up the path, I punch open the alarm and my gun’s in my hand. “Avah?”

      Nothing.

      It takes minutes to check.

      She’s gone.
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      AVAH

      I feel bad. I honestly do. But I meant it when I told Nicolo I’m not about to be intimidated, even if I am.

      The only reason I left is Gregory texted me in a state. Tonight’s bartender called in sick, and he wants me there. It’s a slow night, the text said, because of course he doesn’t think I can handle a busy one.

      He gave me a couple of hours, but I’m going in now. I pull up in the lot in the back of the bar.

      Taking a deep breath, I try and calm down. Not about work. About Dad. About the stalker person. The flowers. Dan. About Nicolo.

      I start shaking because I like him too much and I just met him.

      When I put stuff away, I didn’t poke my nose into things at his place, but at least I know it’s his. I knew that, anyway, I guess from this morning which seems a lifetime ago. But it’s bare bones. Or maybe that’s just my overactive, over-suspicious mind at work.

      “There aren’t any family pictures.”

      He said something about losing them when he was young, how he grew up in the system and got into a ton of trouble.

      Nicolo said that like he was reading from the back of a cereal box. But not even one picture? I have them, and I lost my mom when I was a baby. Even though Dad pisses me off, I have pictures in frames of him and me. I don’t know, it seems strange.

      Or maybe it’s just I’m looking for problems because Nicolo turns me inside out, and I want him.

      With a sigh, I go inside. It’s packed when I come through from the back. With a frown, I look around. The bartenders are slinging drinks, these two I haven’t met, a hot dude and a hotter girl, and the barbacks are moving swiftly, making sure the beer bins are full and the tables cleared and wiped down.

      What’s really clear is I’m not needed, and if I was, I’d be in over my head.

      I pull out my phone, wondering if Gregory changed his mind and hired someone else. But there isn’t a message.

      Turning, I knock on his door.

      “Enter.”

      “Hi, I got your message and . . .” I trail off at the frown on his face.

      Like he doesn’t know what I’m talking about.

      His office is cool, small and the heat and noise from the bar hits my back, even from here.

      “Why are you here? I don’t do free drinks for employees, and I prefer them to socialize elsewhere. Especially if they’re new.”

      I stare at him, my mouth working soundlessly for a moment before I find my voice. “You texted me to come into work.”

      “I wouldn’t have a wet behind-the-ears bartender work a weekend night, Avah. And my phone was lifted by some prick this afternoon. So, I didn’t text you.”

      “Oh.” I flounder for words but can’t find any.

      “That it?” He sweeps a hand over the paperwork and glow of the computer screen. “Because I have work. Orders to fill for Tuesday delivery.”

      “Yes, that’s all, I’m sorry to bother you.”

      But his head is already bent over the papers, and I slowly back out, closing the door.

      I’m not sure I breathe again until I’m outside in the back lot where employees usually park. Leaning against the wall, I kick at the gravel. I try and breathe and swallow and get things back to normal.

      Nicolo’s going to kill me.

      And that whole scene in there? Apart from the burn of embarrassment, an uneasiness rocks the pit of my stomach, and fizzes at the edges of me.

      Taking another breath, I straighten and make my way to my car, keys already in one hand. Suddenly I’m aware of the dim pound of music and noise from beyond the door at my back, it’s not that well-lit, and I’m alone.

      Traffic buzzes on the road beyond as does the sounds of people, but . . . yeah, I’m alone and Nicolo is going to kill me.

      How and when he suddenly matters to this degree is something I’m struggling with, except, oh, God, he does matter. He’s inserted himself in my life like my very own overgrown guardian angel. Or is that devil?

      He’s very hard to ignore and I want him so much it makes me shake.

      I keep thinking that.

      Because I don’t understand it. I mean, I completely understand wanting him, he’s gorgeous, unexpected, and overwhelming. He makes me wet and aching, and I want him to be my first.

      Maybe my only.

      That stuns me so much that I try and pull out of the lot—without even turning the key in the ignition.

      Holy hell.

      All we’ve done is kiss a few times.

      Was it only two days ago I met him, and my heart skipped and danced at the thought of a man like that interested enough to ask me out? It feels like a lifetime.

      He’s made me move in.

      It’s temporary, but . . .

      This time I turn the key and pull out, and Nicolo’s going to kill me.

      I drive the short distance to the studio. I have keys, and there are some things I want to grab, a photo for a client I want to touch up and have ready because, hey, if he’s going to kill me, I might as well do some work.

      Besides, I don’t want to let some coward of a stalker control my life.

      With that in mind I make my way into the studio, locking the door behind me.
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        * * *

      

      I lose myself in my work, and when I finish, I’m turning off the lights when something flashes. Oh, shoot. My phone. I put it on silent.

      My heart skipping about ten beats, I pick it up. There are exactly five texts and three calls from Nicolo, and he’s pissed. So pissed from the texts that even though the smoke of his voice does things to me, no voice ever should, I don’t listen to the messages.

      He’ll have to wait until I get back to his house. I flirt with the idea of going to my place to really piss him off, but honestly, I don’t think that’s smart.

      Someone broke in while I wasn’t home.

      I’m about to put my phone away when it lights up. “I’m on my way, I—”

      “Avah.” The voice is accented, and I can’t place from where. It’s an exaggerated hiss, and I don’t recognize it. I didn’t even look at the screen when I answered, thinking it was Nicolo.

      But it’s not. It’s most definitely not, and I lean against the front desk in the dark, heart hammering my ribs as my stomach clenches.

      “Avah . . .”

      I lift the phone from my ear, but the number is private.

      “Avah . . . your boy isn’t in security. He’s not what you think.”

      And the phone goes dead.

      I almost drop it in absolute disgust. Instead, I start to straighten and gather my things, some photos I took from the recent event that the clients won’t want, but I do. I’m adding some to my portfolio.

      My phone lights up again and my knees buckle. “Nicolo?”

      “Tell me why I shouldn’t beat your ass to an inch of your life, Tesoro?”

      “I didn’t run away if that’s what you think.”

      My hand is slippery with sweat as I start for the door. The darkened studio is starting to freak me out, made worse with Nicolo’s voice in my ear on the other end of the phone because wherever he is, he isn’t here.

      “I don’t fucking think that, Avah.” He snorts. “Jesus. Your stuff is at my place. But that doesn’t absolve you from a possible ass beating.”

      Honestly, if it were anyone else speaking to me like this, I’d be furious. Instead, there’s a rush of something sweet and warm in my veins, and maybe my clit throbs a little at his promise or threat or whatever it’s meant to be. “I’m coming back now.”

      I hurry out the door and lock it.

      Somehow in the open seems marginally better, but then again, as I sweep the quiet street, the breeze rustling leaves of trees, moving the shadows, maybe it isn’t.

      “Just . . . stay where you are.” Irritation is high with gale warnings in his tone.

      “No, I’m almost at my car.”

      The words of the weird call slap at me, but I can’t deal with them now. Later.

      “Fuck, Avah, just—”

      I scream as I’m slammed into my car, the phone skittering on the pavement as the big envelope I have is pulled from me.

      Big hands maul at me, and I scream again, kicking out. “Fucking bitch.”

      I kick again, flailing out with my hands, and I hit the ground hard, pain ricocheting up my leg. I try and move, but those hands dig in, hauling me up. I punch back, aiming low, and connect with the assailant’s crotch. I don’t think, I grab and twist, and there’s an unholy howl before I’m dropped again. For a moment, I’m free.

      I rise, but I’m between my car and the guy. I try and dart sideways, but a hand grabs my arm. I pull hard, trying to get loose. The hand releases me, and I need to get in my car. It’s the only way out. If I can get it open and hit with my door, then maybe I have a chance. Maybe—

      My keys are in my bag, and whoever it is doesn’t go for that, but they grab at me again.

      There’s a wild growl, and the man at me is no longer there. I use that.

      This time, I swing my bag, connecting with flesh. I try and grab the keys as I gulp in air. I want to turn and look but I want to get into the car more. Or run. Get away.

      And then something big slams into me.

      There’s a grunt.

      And bigger, stronger hands hurl me into the car.

      I scream again. Total panic swallows me as I’m hauled up and back.

      This time, I know they’re too strong.

      I’m never getting away.
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      NICOLO

      “Jesus, fuck!” She fights me, hitting out. But I don’t let her go. “It’s me, Avah. Nicolo.”

      Like that, the fight flows from her, and she goes limp momentarily before suddenly pulling away and turning, hurling herself into my arms.

      I engulf her, hugging her to me, her soft, sweet-smelling hair a river of pale gold in the lamp light, and I never want to let her go.

      Avah holds me tight, and she’s shaking. “I don’t know what happened.”

      “Your car locked?”

      She nods against me.

      “Good, come on.” I don’t want to stand here on the street longer than we have to. But she doesn’t let me go. She’s still trembling.

      I want to fucking tell her she deserves it for running off, but I don’t because she doesn’t. I’m just so mad because . . . yeah, that scared me.

      I don’t give in to things like fucking fear. I feel it, of course, I do. My job’s scary as fuck. But that always fades when I step into work. Even with Mia, Scarlett, and Blake—who Theo’s more than knocked up for the second time, as she’s pretty much ready to pop. I’ve been scared for them when they’re in shitty and life-threatening situations, but it always faded when it had to.

      This wasn’t much, someone grabbing Avah, and I can still feel the fear that she’ll get hurt down there in my veins. The what-if questions push at me, things I never let in. And now they’re knocking on my door.

      “Can you move?”

      She nods against me.

      I pull back, smoothing my fingers over her face. There’s a scrape on her cheek that’ll probably bruise if I don’t ice it. I most likely did that when I fucking flung her away from the guy. Fuck. Shit.

      “Good thing I worked out where you’d be, Avah.” The words come harshly because that’s the only way I’m getting through this.

      I grab her hand and start moving, and she’s slow. I look at her. There’s a wince of pain on her face, and she limps.

      Fuck and shit. Again.

      My car isn’t far, and I bundle her in, throwing her things on the back seat. I take off to my place, not stopping until we get inside.

      Then I take hold of her and kiss her. Slow and lazy and borderline deep. There’s fear in that heat. A coldness too. I keep it up, just kissing her, not pushing, a tease. I dance with her tongue, and slowly, she melts, leaning up into me, kissing me back, her mouth opening more, lips sliding against mine, tongue there and ready for the slow dance of seduction.

      That sliver of coldness melts and morphs into want, need, and answering, trembling passion.

      And when she’s trying to devour, trying to push the kiss into dark and wanton territory, when she’s plastered on me and soft and whimpering, I let her go.

      “Babe,” I say. “Sweet little, Tesoro. Fuck. I should take a belt to that ass.”

      Stepping away from her, I point at the sofa. “Sit and take off those fucking jeans.”

      Her body jerks, eyes dark, lust filled, and confused, the blue with hints of brown a twist in my guts.

      I motion to her fucking right leg. “You got yourself a rip in your jeans, Avah. And there’s some blood. Now, strip those jeans, sit the absolute fuck down, and wait.”

      In the kitchen, I put my hands on the edge of the sink, letting my head hang a moment as I breathe in, then out, pushing out the aftermath of fear, the anger at her and whoever did this. At myself for adding even though I rescued her.

      Not with any sort of finesse, but she’s here.

      Alive.

      Breathing.

      Mostly in one piece.

      Opening the cupboard over the sink, I pull down a bottle of tequila and a bottle of bourbon.

      I’ve got no idea what she likes, but she’s a chick, so she probably likes the fucking sweet bite of bourbon. So, I pour two big glasses—tequila for me and bourbon for her. Then I retrieve one of my first aid kits from under the kitchen sink.

      Carrying them out, I suck in a breath.

      Long, pale legs. This time, she has cornflower blue panties that look like boy shorts, but they’re lace. And her knee, it’s bruised and scraped. She also rubs her elbow.

      With a sigh, I come over and set everything down, pushing the bourbon glass into her hands.

      “I don’t want—”

      “Fucking drink it, Avah.” Then I soften my tone. “It’ll help warm you.”

      The flash of her eyes whispers she wants me to warm her. I take a swallow of the tequila, set down the glass, go back to the kitchen, and return with some ice in a tea towel that I place against her cheek, and then I put her free hand on it. “Hold it like this.”

      She nods as I go down on my knees in front of her and pull the kit to the sofa.

      I put my hands on her thighs.

      Fuck, she looks tiny under them. “I’m fucking sorry about your cheek.”

      “It wasn’t you.”

      “Yeah,” I say, voice clipped, heavy, “it was.”

      “Nicolo?”

      There’s a softness, a keening note of need, of lost little girl and woman who wants to ask things she shouldn’t in there.

      I don’t look up as I prep things. “Yeah?”

      “You were saving me, not beating me up.” She breathes out, and the soft sigh of air brushes my senses.

      “It wasn’t intentional. Still doesn’t change the fucking fact I did it.”

      I start to clean her knee. It’s just a scrape, and I administer to it, her skin soft, warm, and smooth. Then my gaze travels up, and my pants get tight as she’s sitting, thighs parted, that pretty pussy just there, faintly visible behind the lace panties.

      Slipping a hand up her thigh, I take her glass that she’s finished and set it down, and then I look at her arm gently.

      “Give me your other one.”

      She switches hands with the ice and holds out her arm. I take her hand and slide fingers gently along it, listening for a sharp breath of air or waiting for her to flinch. There are bruises forming, and I can see one on her hip that peeks from beneath her tight black shirt. But her arms are fine.

      And me . . . I want to keep touching her.

      Instead, I get up, go to my room, and grab a T-shirt that I hand to her. “Put this on. And I’ll get you another drink.”

      “I don’t need another.”

      “Okay.” I rub a hand over my face. “I’m gonna get me another.”

      I grab my glass, down the rest, and return to the kitchen to get more. What I want is for her to put that fucking T-shirt I gave her on. What I want is her naked and under me.

      “I tried to hurt him,” she says as I come back. Of course, she hasn’t changed, and there’s something a little too erotic about her in just those blue fucking panties and her tight top that threatens to push me to the edge. “I think he took my folio I was bringing back.”

      I go still, flick my gaze to her face. “Anything of interest in there?”

      “Just photos from the event the other day. He might have thought it was worth something.”

      He might have fucking thought that, but not in the way she meant. Did she take a picture there of someone who didn’t want their photo taken?

      But how the actual fuck would her would-be assailant know what was in there?

      “Was this a folio of work photos, then?”

      I go down in front of her again. Now, I run my fingers down her waist, looking, checking for injury beyond the bruise. Loving the little hiss of breath, the flutter of her tummy, the quiver of her thighs. And there, between them, at her apex, her panties grow a little damp. Fuck.

      I want to touch. Sink my fingers into her. My tongue. My cock.

      “N-no. Yes, I took them at the event, but they weren’t for it. Just some photos of people.”

      But I don’t, I just look at her. “You shouldn’t have fucking been out there by yourself, because we don’t know what the fuck is going on or who’s behind this. Or why.”

      “It’s my fault.”

      I catch her face in my hand. “Nah, not that. Not ever fucking that.” I bring my face in close to hers. “And you’re okay.”

      “Nicolo . . .”

      Her lips part, and she sighs so tenderly. Her eyes so needy that I can’t fucking help myself. I brush mine against hers, and she whimpers softly.

      “More, please, Nicolo.”

      I can’t resist that.

      My mouth trails kisses along her cheek, then down her throat. I bite down and suck on her skin, and her thready voice isn’t music, it’s porn.

      She’s sweet, soft. She has so many treasures I want to uncover, pillage, and take as my own.

      Avah moves her hands to my hair, down along my nape as her mouth opens for mine, her tongue there, ready to dance.

      It’s a need, a fire, that flares. My cock is so fucking hard, balls tight, and I want nothing more than to take her.

      She whimpers again, and this time, she slips her hands farther down under my jacket.

      And Avah goes still.

      So do I.

      Because her hand isn’t on me

      It’s touching something on me.

      The gun in the holster.

      I squeeze my eyes shut and try to get everything under control, putting the lid on the need. What the actual fuck am I thinking anyway? I know I’m going to have her. It’s as inevitable as breathing. But like this? No. I need to clear shit out of the way. I need to make sure she’s safe.

      I promised Mia and Scarlett I’d do that, and I don’t think they figure safe means fucking Avah’s brains out.

      Her soft mouth is still there, and we’re both breathing like we ran a marathon.

      I pull away from her and sit next to her on the sofa. My hands, forearms on my thighs as I hang my head to breathe.

      She knows I have guns, but I should have stripped this off earlier. I know how she’s teetering on the edge, how she feels about people in my line, how it doesn’t fit in with her dreams.

      I’m not even thinking of a future with her, no matter how tempting the fucked up fantasy might be. That’s not for a man like me.

      But I also need to protect her.

      I can’t have her run.

      So, I should have fucking taken it off.

      The thing is, I’m so fucking used to a holster, a gun, having weapons on me, they’re part of me. When they go on, it’s like an old friend, and then I don’t notice until I need it. And then when I do it’s instinctual.

      I fucking forgot to take it off.

      The leather of the sofa squeaks a little as she sits back. “You’re wearing a gun. Like . . .”

      “Avah.” It’s a warning and one I don’t think she’ll listen to.

      She breathes out next to me, a soft hiss of air. “Security?”

      “I told you, yeah. I mean, did you think I bring flowers to a job?”

      She’s quiet a long time. “No, I don’t, but it doesn’t add up. I know people in security have guns, but how many do you have? And you seem so used to checking for injuries.”

      Cold coils in my guts.

      I don’t say a fucking word because she’s going to say something. And right now, I haven’t exactly lied to her. I’ve omitted a whole world of things, but that shit is also not really her business. I’m not in the line of work that leads to open books and garden parties.

      “Nicolo.” She says my name in an almost whisper. This time I look at her.

      Her cheeks are flushed, blue eyes are wide, and dark. Blonde hair mussed. Naked. And she stares at me like I’m her fucking enemy.

      And it sort of pisses me off. Of all the people in this world, I’m nothing even remotely like her enemy. Unless it comes to her V card. Even then, she’s acting desperate to lose it. And I’m trying. I’m really fucking trying to be good here.

      “Nicolo, what?

      “I want you, Avah, like nothing or no one before. That’s the truth. The rest of it is . . . dressing.”

      The minute I tell her what I do, I have to explain the Mia and Scarlett angle.

      Maybe she’s just picked up some weird stalker dude, but considering her father’s business, I think it’s more than a weirdo with a crush. My instincts scream that. I can’t have her run.

      And fuck. Maybe I want her to look at me, at least a little while, without judgment.

      “We need to talk,” I say. “But not right now. Right now, I’m going to have a fucking shower, and you just get changed. I’ll leave shorts on the bed for you.”

      I get to my feet and head for the bedroom. But then I pause, looking back at her.

      “Be here when I get out.”

      In the bathroom, I strip down and get under the heavy, hot spray. I’d love to take my cock in my hand and stroke myself to orgasm. Relieve the tension. But she’s out there, and . . .

      Fuck.

      I grab the soap and start to lather when there’s a knock on the glass door.

      There she is outside.

      Naked.
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      AVAH

      My heart is hammering hard.

      The water sluices down over his powerful muscles as he pushes back his hair, his gaze hungry.

      I swallow.

      Of all the dumb things I’ve ever done, this might be the dumbest. I haven’t told him about the call, or what was said, and I’m sure he’s more than a man working in the security business. Everything today tells me that, but oh, God, I want him. So, maybe this is both the dumbest and smartest thing I’ve done.

      I’m burning inside for him, all along my veins, down in my bones, and the longer he stares without moving or speaking, the more I doubt myself.

      But I don’t move either. Just drink him in, all the male beauty, the power, the lines of him. The way his broad chest narrows down, and a dark arrow of hair over the lower part of his delineated abs leads me to his cock.

      His erect cock.

      My feet on the slick wet granite floor of the shower wobble and my mouth almost falls open at the sight.

      Oh. Dear. Everything.

      He’s huge.

      It’s not like I’m untouched, but it’s not like I’ve come within moments of sex, either. And this is a very big man. In all ways. I’ve felt his cock. Seen how it pushed hard at his trousers, had it against me hard when clothed. And yeah. It’s . . . big. Huge. All the euphemisms.

      I’m practically drooling.

      “What are you doing, Tesoro,” he asks in a low dangerous voice.

      A million things are swirling through my head.

      But if I’m going to lose this albatross as it suddenly feels like my virginity is, then I want it to be him.

      I try and think of something to say, but nothing comes. Nothing to explain. So, I move under the large rain head of water, and it’s hot, but I only barely register it as I touch his wet chest. Now, that heat, I feel. It burns like a beacon through me, and I step closer, legs shaking, and curl my other hand around his neck and rise on my toes.

      “Avah?”

      Tugging, I pull his head toward me and put my mouth on his.

      He’s hard against me, that erection pushing at my belly. For a moment, I don’t think he’s going to kiss me back.

      Then Nicolo’s mouth opens, and it’s like floodgates open. His hands come around me, cupping my head as he kisses me so hard everything spins and melts. His tongue is a welcome invasion, and he tastes like the water and him. It’s a delicious, dark place, full of erotic need, a savage edge of desire, and it makes me moan into him as his other hand grips my hip. I’m suddenly pressed against the wall of the shower.

      He kisses a burning trail down my throat, biting me, licking, like he needs to devour, and then he’s at my ear, sucking on my lobe. That smoke voice is there, a rumble that rocks through my veins and turns the flame to combustion inside.

      “Put your legs around my waist, Tesoro.”

      I do, I’d probably jump in shark infested water right now if he asked me to.

      Everything throbs, right in my center, my clit, and there’s a wild, deep ache that I think only he can relieve.

      He bites down on my lobe and then kisses his way back to my mouth. He takes mine in the kind of kiss that’s seduction, a dance, like he’s the maestro and I’m the instrument, and I am completely liquid.

      I follow his mouth when he draws back, hungry for more, and I try pulling him in closer, but he’s the one in control. He goes in and deepens that kiss when he wants to, hotter than the water, and the most delicious thing I’ve had. Everything in me is so focused on him, and I move, I want, I want—

      He lifts his head. He looks at me as his fingers stoke over me, slipping between us, to my pussy where he teases my clit, and slides along the folds to my opening.

      “I don’t want to hurt you.”

      That smoky voice is rough and thick, and his cock is huge and heavy, so hard. I try and wrap my fingers around it, but he just shakes his head.

      “No, Avah. Not unless you want me to fucking lose control.”

      “I do.”

      He closes his eyes, and his muscles bunch, breath coming out like a hiss of steam.

      The stroke of his fingers on my pussy stops.

      And then his mouth comes down on mine in a deep kiss that sears me. He pushes slowly into me, making me gasp and cry out into his mouth.

      He’s big, invading and as he starts to stroke into me, thumb pressing on my clit, it sends my body spiraling. My pussy walls clench at him, and the wild throb gets deeper, more intense, a pleasure tinged thing.

      Something even bigger is poking me—his cock. He’s using his fingers in me, sending me into that heat. The flame of need and pleasure.

      Stretching as he goes. I can’t help it, I bite his bottom lip, making him growl, one hand on his abs, the other at his nape. He rocks me into the wall, and small waves start inside. My muscles clench on him as he makes me roll and expand, a flood of sweet, bright pleasure cascades, and I can’t think of anything else but that, as I convulse.

      I’m so high. He breaks the kiss and sinks his teeth into my throat, low. It’s pain and it’s a good throb that intensifies what’s happening.

      Suddenly his fingers are gone and he mutters something against me I don’t catch.

      But then he’s there, and oh, my dear God, now I can tell the difference between his fingers and his cock.

      The head of it is both soft and huge, but also with a strange hardness I need. I crave.

      When he pushes in, he grunts.

      Nicolo’s mouth is at my ear and his harsh uneven breathing pure music.

      “Oh my God, oh my God,” I pant the words as he enters me. It’s slow, an invasion like nothing else.

      There’s a burn, because I’m being stretched beyond capacity, I have to be.

      “Hang on, Tesoro. I’m going as fucking slow as I can.”

      My pussy contracts. A bolt of hot lightning, such exquisite deliciousness, slices me, and that burn turns good as he fills me, bit by bit, my body accommodates him.

      And soon, he’s in me. All the way, his body is against mine, breast to chest, pelvis to pelvis, and he’s buried in me.

      I don’t think there’s anything like this in the world. This fullness. This stretch. I can feel him twitch in me. I wiggle because there’s more, and I need it. I need to come. He gave me a taste, but I want more. I want the world to come apart. I want everything I know he’s holding back.

      “You are so unbelievably fucking tight.”

      He begins to move.

      I whimper when he pulls out a little and sigh when he pushes back in. It’s a slow, measured, planned invasion now, and I’m there for it.

      He pushes his hand between us as he starts to move in me, and my pussy sucks at him. It’s all I can think it’s doing, and he touches me, starts to stroke, and push down on my clit. Each time he pushes back in, he’s a little harder, a little faster, until soon I’m banging hard into the shower wall, and my entire body is aflame.

      Something is happening in me. I seek out more, try to push down, try to make him go harder, faster, deeper, but he’s in control. Like he’s manipulating me with each stroke as if he knows me better than I do.

      “Let go.”

      I do, I give over to him, and suddenly everything is a cascade. Everything is white. I’m crying out, the world is wavering, cracking around me, and inside is a tsunami of pleasure. It crashes over me, and I whimper out his name, the word yes, and then I come so hard I can see the stars. I’m clenching down on him, and he keeps his pace until finally, I go limp.

      After, he kisses me, dries me, and takes me to his bed, and then he parts my thighs.

      Nicolo doesn’t say a word as he leans over me and his mouth feathers kisses on mine, my cheeks, my eyelids, my throat. He works his way down, kissing a meandering path.

      From one breast to the other, sucking at each breast, laving my nipples. I’m quivering, every single sense and nerve tingling, jumping, and spinning. He moves down over my ribs and stomach to my pubic bone.

      He spends time tasting me, licking and kissing along that edge, dangerously, frustratingly close to my clit. But he doesn’t touch it, he settles between my thighs, licking paths on either side of my pussy, nibbling along the lips and making me gasp and clench at him, but again there’s control.

      I vaguely think he’s still hard, I feel the heat from his erection as he shifts, and it brushes against me, and I thrill at that. Then I stop thinking because his mouth has moved, and his tongue strokes against me, up the line of my slit. He sucks on my clit, his mouth going around it, and he sucks and licks and sucks again until the intense waves of pleasure shoot through me, making me buck and gasp.

      He lets go, and this time, his hands are there. One on my right thigh, the other at my clit, resting there.

      “Nicolo, please . . .”

      He laughs against me and pushes his tongue into me, making me squeal as he starts to tongue fuck me. The hand on my clit moves, the other sliding to my pussy, below his mouth, and he starts to torture me, stroking my clit light. His fingers toy with my folds as his tongue invades.

      I want more. He’s bringing me to another edge, but this one is lower, broader, and made up of nerve endings begging to release waves of pleasure. If only I could get him to do that, to help.

      Each time I try and move, he doesn’t let me. He just keeps up that divine assault, a slow rhythm that adjusts and shifts to make me whimper louder, moan, and when I’m quivering, his finger also pushed into me, His fingers on my clit pull and stroke, and it’s all with the beat he found to drive me insane, and then it happens.

      Those nerve endings bloom. I’m just flooded with a band of pleasure that swells and swells into big, slow-rolling waves that grow in intensity until I shatter into filaments. I come like nothing before, like each orgasm is connected to culminate into this.

      And in that moment, time stops. It’s just Nicolo and this and him in me and the waves.

      When I finally come down, he withdraws, pulls me into his arms, and whispers one word.

      “Mine.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I’m still flying high, body trembling, and he draws patterns on my sweat-slicked stomach.

      I didn’t know sex could be like that.

      Mind-blowing.

      Bone meltingly good.

      And for the first time?

      Insane.

      Then he ate me out and made me come all over again. Three times, and I think I’m greedy because I want more. More and more and more.

      With Nicolo.

      I’m smiling, and I know it’s goofy. I don’t care as I fly, probably too high, and I know there’s a crash coming.

      But selfishly, I want to stay here and hold off on that crash, create a bubble of sex, and—

      “You okay?”

      I nod. “I . . .”

      “Did I hurt you, Avah?” He goes up on one elbow, those tiger eyes concerned and tinged with male satisfaction. “I should have taken you fucking here, not in that shower. I should—”

      I turn. “Only in the best way. I want to do it again. With you.”

      “Jesus, Tesoro.” He half smiles, and then it fades.

      I look down because I know sex isn’t solving whatever this thing is inside me. What was said on the phone before the attack, the fact I’m sure he’s into what my father does, and how I don’t know what to do with that. But he guides my chin back up.

      “Talk?”

      I breathe out. “This thing . . . with you and me, I know it’s not forever. It can’t be because . . .”

      “Not a white picket fence guy.”

      I know that. I nod.

      “But I need to know some things, okay? Like how you got your jobs, the apartment?”

      Frowning, I look at him. “I don’t know how that helps.”

      “I’m trying to figure out why someone is sending you shit, why someone attacked you. And your friend Dan is here, not just to check on you.”

      “You know what Dad does.”

      “Yeah, I’m fucking aware.”

      I blow out a breath. “But I told you I keep out of it all.”

      “Not what I asked.” Those tiger eyes glitter, and he doesn’t smile. “But others here, they know who you are?”

      “I don’t know. I’m sure Dad helped with the apartment and the job at the bar. But it’s not like he sent me here to meet mafia or organized criminals. I took off and came here, and it’s him, so when the job and apartment happened quickly, I figure he used his influence.”

      He nods. “You said job, babe. What about the other one?”

      “Photography job I got on my own and it wasn’t easy. But Rhett—he liked my photos, and he gave me a go.”

      I almost tell him how my boss first asked me out, but I know he’s not a man who’ll like that, so I don’t.

      “I don’t have connections, Nicolo. I . . . I hate that life.”

      “I know.”

      Then I put my hand on his chest, curling it over his heart. “B-before the attack. I got a call.”

      He frowns. “What call is that, Avah? From who?”

      “I don’t know. But . . .” Oh, crap. He’s not going to like this. “But it was about you. Said you’re not what I think you are.”

      Nicolo doesn’t answer immediately.

      “And what’s that, Avah?”

      I flinch as he says my name, at the little thread of coldness. “A liar? I know who you are, Nicolo.”

      “And what’s that?”

      “Organized crime. Mafia. Aren’t you?”

      He looks at me and sighs.

      “Yes.”

    

  







            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    




      NICOLO

      I haven’t come. I’m aching. So fucking hard. And the fact I held off is only because she’s a virgin. Was.

      I more than obliterated that shit. Christ, her cunt is the tightest fucking thing I’ve known. And the way she responded? Opened herself to me, offered herself? Better than the fantasies of her. I wanted to come in her, unload my seed, mark her, claim her in that utterly primal way that says mine.

      But I’m a big man. To come in her then would be to lose control, give over to my lust and pound into her. So, here I am with a massive fucking case of blue balls, and we’re both naked.

      With my answer hanging in the air.

      Her face is almost expressionless, because she’s trying to do that. But her blue eyes darken. She sucks in a breath and nods.

      Avah’s been poking and prodding this, but there’s a fucking difference between suspecting and knowing.

      “I think I need to get some air.”

      She sits up and before she can so much as move an inch farther, I plant a hand between those luscious tits, and push her back down on my pillows. Her hair is still wet, a darker gold, and she looks beautiful, only slightly used and a little horrified.

      But not surprised.

      “And where the fuck are you getting this air?” I narrow my eyes because I’m pissed off. “In my living room? Or are you planning on going outside naked?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “We’re not fucking done, and you’re not going anywhere.” I throw a leg over her for good measure. Just to make my point, and my cock pushes against her because the damn thing isn’t about to lose its edge because of my irritation. “And more so, I’m not done with you.”

      “I hate that life. Your life. That’s what I ran from. I don’t want—”

      “What? Babe, I’m not offering a ring here.” My words are tight and maybe reckless. I’m not thinking about a forever here, and I’m fucking getting all up into things I should leave alone.

      Because I’ve forced her into this situation. Not my bed, but an intense acceleration. I know that even without this whole stalker shit—and I use the word stalker since I don’t know what else to call it yet—us meeting meant this moment in bed would be investable. Sex would be the end game.

      But without this threat, she’d never have to know I’m the kind of thing she ran from.

      Except . . .

      “And I’m not what your dear dad would choose for you.”

      “You’re in that world.” Her words are quiet, alive and writhing with emotion. “A world I hate.”

      “I didn’t lie. A lot of what I do is security. I keep people safe. I keep products safe. I go in and extract when needed. I don’t know what you want here. I don’t run any of this. It’s my job.”

      She looks at me, her hand forming a fist as it hits my chest softly. “In a world I swore I wanted to be as far from as I could.”

      “You need protecting. We both know it. Someone is after you, targeting you for a reason. It might be because of your father.” Avah flinches when I say that. “And it might be because you’re so damn gorgeous some sick fuck is being obsessive. I don’t know.”

      Her dark blue eyes meet mine, and her mouth is a mix of vulnerable and defiance, and it makes my cock twitch. Shit.

      “Walk. Run. When this is over, Avah, and not one fucking second before. Because I’m not about to let you.”

      “Nicolo,” she taps against my chest with her fist, “you don’t strike me as a bad man.”

      “Depends on your definition. I’ve done a lot of bad shit. But I now try and do it to a code, to protect my people, and that includes you.”

      “I was born into it, and I hate it.”

      Leaning down, I brush her lips with mine. “You were protected and not forced into it. I fucking see that. It’s all over you. And yeah, I can see how your dad might have ruled over you with more control than you liked, but he’s letting you choose. And you can. When you’re fucking safe and sound, and no one will come after you.”

      “What about you?”

      “I can’t give you what you need after this.” I close my eyes for a second. “Not forever, not even a taste of the life you want. All I have is the ability to protect you and this.”

      The control is fraying at the edges as I bring my mouth to hers again. This time harder, demanding her lips part for me. She moans, her tongue finding mine, dancing, teasing, delving deep, setting all kinds of fires alight.

      Her mouth is so sweet, with that hint of dirty sex I crave, and she pushes her hips up. Her hand unfurls and slides up my chest to clutch at my jaw like she wants this kiss to be sex. And her hunger is bright.

      Oh, fuck me. I’m gonna need her again. I’d planned to stake another claim, to go down on her, eat her out, prepare her again for my cock, but as the kisses grew harder, hotter, the edge of violent need stuttering everywhere in her urgent push-pull at me, I slide my hand down her chest, and straight between her thighs.

      Her cunt is hot, wet, and tight. I thrust two fingers into her. Her walls clench on me as she moans again, into my mouth, hips bucking up.

      That fucking hold is almost gone, the ache in my balls beyond anything I’ve ever felt, and I finger her hard, in and out, loving the feel of her cunt, how she breaks the kiss to bite my throat. The hiss of her breath.

      She’s got to be sore. But she’s biting me hard, kissing, sucking, and I hear the word, “More.”

      “You want more, Tesoro?”

      “Yes . . .” This time her nails slide against my back. And I fucking love it. “Please.”

      “You’re a dirty, filthy girl. More already? I’m here to do that. And this time, I’m gonna fuck you so hard you really won’t walk straight. I’m gonna come this time, mark you inside and out.”

      Make her mine.

      That thought burns like a beacon in my blood. Before she can say a word, I pull my hand free, climb on her, my fingers wrapped around my cock, and I push in, balls deep.

      Fuck me, her pussy clenches me so hard and she convulses.

      I move. Riding her orgasm, my control gone and I pull her legs up as I slam into her over and over again.

      The bed hits the wall with a rhythmic thump, and I let go. Not to the point I’m the kinda rough I love, but enough to ride my edge, ride her, and the pleasure builds in me as I kiss her, my balls going so fucking tight. I’m about to explode.

      Avah’s crying out, moans and groans. My name is there. Pleas. Nonsense words, and I keep pulling out only to thrust deep into her walls, and I lose it. Completely, my cock seems to swell as she closes down around me, her cunt spasming, and she’s crying now. I come.

      I spurt into her. The contractions of her tight pussy are a vice that milks me and my orgasm and makes me come apart.

      My vision wavers. The wave is that good in my balls, cock, radiating out until spots of darkness tinged with bliss explode.

      I grit my teeth. “Avah, oh, fuck, Avah!”

      Collapsing onto her, I lie there momentarily, trying to breathe, and then I turn, keeping her there.

      She’s limp on me, and I’m still inside her, half fucking erect.

      “Oh.” Avah’s voice is ragged, depleted, and soft. “That . . .”

      She puts her head on my chest, and I tangle my fingers in the damp strands of golden hair.

      “Yeah,” I say. “Fucking revelatory. And I think you might be one dirty, filthy virgin.”

      “I’m embarrassed.”

      Somehow I find a laugh. This is not reality. It’s another moment stolen from it. The reality is we have zero future, but it’s not even something to think about. I’m not looking for that, no matter how much my cock might want a future with her honey pot.

      But I’ll take this moment.

      Take it all.

      “Why? Fuck, Avah, I’m glad to have obliterated that card for you. Glad to be your first.”

      Her only.

      I shut the thought down.

      “This isn’t real, is it? You and me?” The sadness in her voice hooks at my heart.

      I lift her head with my hands, and make her look at me. “It’s real. But no strings except I keep you safe. So, we enjoy it, and you go on after when that happens. And use the memory.”

      So fucking noble. Yeah, that’s me.

      But she lies down again, head back on my chest, and I draw lazy patterns down her spine. “Okay.”

      If there’s sadness there, a crushed fantasy, I pretend not to hear it.

      If something in me punches walls at the thought that this isn’t more than this, right here, then I ignore it.

      Just like I ignore the thought of how she’s mine, and how I never want to let her go.
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        * * *

      

      The buzz of my phone pulls me from a doze. Outside, it’s light, and the night of sex, and talk, and more sex recedes into where it should be. In the dark, under the cover of dreams.

      I check my phone.

      Tizio.

      Next to me, in a tangle of bedding, is Avah, her golden hair spread out, one of her hot little handfuls of tit showing. The bite marks and bruises from my mouth on the pale flesh should make me cringe with guilt, but it doesn’t. It makes me hard.

      I brush a finger over her nipple and the little pale button peaks. She moans, turning in her sleep like an offer to me.

      Fuck. As I answer the phone, I shove my way out of the bed and snag a pair of jeans from my closet.

      “What’s up?”

      “Got some info for you.” Tizio hums to himself, and I know he’s pulling up some info on a computer.

      In the background comes a child’s high-pitched voice and the bark of two dogs. He’s at Leo’s. That’s Rocco, along with Tink and Blue, Blake and Theo’s child and dogs. I half smile because the dogs are sweet and the toddler even sweeter.

      But that half smile fades as I tug on the jeans and set up some coffee brewing in my kitchen. Something tells me I’m going to need it.

      “So, you asked some questions and went into some fucking places you probably shouldn’t,” he says, voice low. “Lowlanders are twitchier with the tightening of supply chains on their end.”

      “El Cabeza are playing with them?”

      He doesn’t laugh. “More than usual. They’re able to get in through the crackdowns, which, word on the street, means E.D.’s importance had grown.”

      “Bigger footholds.” There’s an uneasiness inside as I pour the coffee into a mug. I hesitate, then pour one for Avah. I don’t know how the hell she likes that shit or even if she drinks it. “You think they’re into more than the supply chain?”

      They’re dangerous, run a chunk of Mexico, and are secretive. And . . .” He blows out air. “Seems your little girlfriend’s dad had a tryst with someone from that family. About eighteen years back. Retaliations, standoffs, you name it, but this wound . . .”

      “I fucking hate you using that word.”

      “Yeah?” Tizio taps loud on a keyboard. “It went south and the woman died in the crossfire. No idea what level of relation she was to the head of the El Cabeza family, but I’m thinking some things here.”

      “Like revenge?”

      “Fucking A. Then again, it could be nothing. They don’t like shit known, so it’s beyond lockdown on the information. Took me a lot to get even this. But . . . look, dark shit, remember? Dark fucking blood, Nic,” he mutters. “They bury everything and all rumors. It’s like hardcore level security. The only thing that gets out is people don’t want to work with them. And . . .”

      I kind of have an idea of what he’s going to say.

      “There’s one thing.”

      “Let me guess, Tiz. The Gheatas? They used to play with them?”

      “You got it.”

      Old enemies are playing with an unknown that apparently leaves an unsavory, bad taste. “So what the fuck are Lowlanders doing?”

      “No idea, man.” His voice drops a little more. “The crackdown? A deal they couldn’t refuse?”

      A loud bark is followed by the howl of a child’s laughter and the growl of Frozen himself. But Theo’s all warm and gooey when it comes to his kid and wife. He’ll turn on a dime to destroy anyone who dares touch his family.

      To have that kind of ability comes from a good family life and a woman like his little Snowflake.

      Something comes to me. “Maybe they don’t know, Tiz. The Lowlanders.”

      “Or they’re in it all up to their eyeballs, or know enough to playthings to their advantage?” He sighs.

      “I’m thinking I have to go to the source.”

      “What the fuck is wrong with you?”

      But the way Leo, Christian, and Theo are, they will and have done shit to make sure their claim is known.

      Maybe I have to too.

      Outwardly. See what I can learn.

      I take a swallow of my coffee. “Taking a risk and doing something that’ll make sense to even the Lowlanders.”

      “Nic?”

      “Send Diego to take care of, as you all keep putting it, my girl.”

      “Are you insane?” he asks.

      “Maybe, but think about it. I’m an enforcer, and she’s a girl who lives and works in their territory. I think by staking a claim and showing my so-called intentions, I might be able to find out something. I’m going to the Lowlanders and fucking telling them I want to talk.”

    

  







            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    




      AVAH

      I’m not going to lie. Every step I take is weird, and yeah, I’m sore. Sore in places I didn’t even know I had.

      “Nearly there.”

      The man, Diego, is good-looking, big, and scary, in the way Nicolo looked when he took off. But this man is in a black suit, and Nicolo left in jeans and a T-shirt.

      I have no idea where we’re going because, as far as I can tell, Diego isn’t big on speaking. Or maybe that’s to me. He looked me up and down and then over at Nicolo with one barely raised eyebrow.

      Honestly, I’m not sure if I should be insulted by that.

      Even more honestly, I really don’t know how to feel.

      At all.

      In the backseat of the SUV I’m in, sun high in the sky, I watch neighborhoods flash by.

      Memories also kick up inside of times growing up that felt like this, when Dad was no doubt in the middle of some kind of problem, and I was there. Not so much as a teen, but when I was little.

      At least, I guess he tried to keep it all from me.

      But I still hated it all, still do and . . . I rub a hand over my face.

      “Where is there?” I turn to look at the man in the front seat.

      The almost smile I catch is like those from my other life, of the men who were always there. It’s the princess smile, the acknowledgment I’m worth something because of birth and their loyalty and not who I am.

      It’s a look that pisses me off.

      One that Nicolo never gave me.

      Beyond him, out the front window, there are bars with bikes, and some strip joints. Then we’re on a long road beyond that.

      “Taking the long way to the club. Your man’s orders.”

      I hate the small thrill that rocks me at those words from Diego’s deep voice.

      “Everyone orders me about. This is no different than Gold Bay.” I pause. My hometown’s name is something I haven’t said in a while. “And he’s not my man.”

      “Uh huh.”

      I shift, leaning forward, hands on the leather seat in front of me. “Where did he go?”

      And Diego stops talking. With a sigh, I settle back as we start to weave through some warehouses and past a flea-bitten motel, one of those old ones that seem to be relics of the past. Then it’s a few properties, and they give way to a strip of little restaurants and bars until he finally pulls into a lot attached to a bar or a club.

      He takes me in through the back, that perfect distance of uncomfortable and respectful, a little too close and not touching me.

      Diego’s stepped into Nicolo’s shoes, I realized with a start as each step pulled muscles in my upper thighs, and my pussy ached from all the sex.

      Another big man opens a black door, and we step into a long, quiet hall. It takes a few blinks to adjust to the dim lighting.

      “Wait with Mike a moment.”

      Diego disappears up ahead, leaving me with the big, bald man who barely looks at me. He’s in all black too. He stands with folded hands, and I sigh.

      Am I pissed off? I am, most definitely, but there’s a post-coital haze that softens it. The thrill of what I did all night with Nicolo hums through me, flaring up as the memory of him stretching me, making me come slams into me.

      Not to mention the fact he didn’t come the first time we did it, and something tells me it wasn’t because he couldn’t. He held back. It makes me shiver, that thought.

      Of course, it’s not post-sex sunshine and roses. There are thorns and clouds and unexpected cold breezes. Because I’m still crushing hard on Nicolo. If anything, the crush has bloomed, and with that comes the cold and pain.

      He more than let me know what’s between us is sex and nothing more.

      Unless, of course, you count him protecting me.

      His self-appointed job.

      That makes the anger spike. The indignation and frustration.

      The door up ahead opens.

      “This way,” Diego says.

      I go forward and through into a club that’s clean and still sleeping. It’s black and red and gold and lush with a stage in the front and a bar.

      Then I see the three women. A little one who’s about to give birth from the looks of her. I don’t know her.

      But I know the other two.

      And pieces fall into place.
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        * * *

      

      The knock on the bathroom door won’t let up. I’m being a baby, I know, but the moment I saw them, I shook my head, backed away, right into the solid form of Diego, and then I just said, “Bathroom.”

      The little pregnant one pointed it out, and here I am.

      “Avah? You can’t stay in there forever.”

      I run my hands down my jean-clad thighs as I sit on the velvet-red bench in the surprisingly beautiful bathroom. It’s something I’d expect from a high-end restaurant.

      “Avah?”

      The voice is bright, worried, and has to be the pregnant woman’s, so with a sigh, I get up and unlock the door. She comes in and sits, groaning.

      “They never tell you just how gross swollen feet are,” she says.

      She has long, dark hair like a cloud, and she’s as gorgeous as her traitorous friends.

      “I’m Blake De Luca, my husband, Theo, is part of the family your Nicolo works for.”

      “Not helping your case, Blake.”

      Blake smiles, and it’s bright, sweet, and honest. “I know they blindsided you, but come out, please?”

      I squeeze my hands. “I ran from this life. I hate it. And now, here I am. Betrayed on each side.”

      “No one’s betrayed you. Come out, please? I’m jonesing for a Coke with apple juice.”

      I stare at her. “That’s . . . disgusting.”

      She giggles. “I know. Tell that to the baby.”

      “Yours or me.”

      Her mouth curls up. “This family can be a lot. I don’t blame you, but come on out.”

      I swallow a sigh and follow her out, thinking it’s time to put my big girl pants on.

      When we’re back in the club, Mia and Scarlett exchange a look, and then Blake guides me over to a booth. 

      The other two sit as well, and then Mia puts her hands on the table. “I’d say welcome to my club, but you look like you want to bite off heads. And . . . I’m sorry.”

      “You sent Nicolo to me.”

      It feels like betrayal, worse than when I thought my father was maybe behind it.

      “Yes,” Mia says. “Because we saw the look on your face when you got that lingerie, and no woman should look that way. Trust me, I know fear. I know, well, a lot of bad things men do.”

      Her gaze is on my face, where the bruise is, when she speaks.

      I swallow. “And you’re all part of this world.”

      “Guilty as charged.” Scarlett raises a hand. “I help Leo, and I hold a patch of power to keep things in balance. Hopefully peace. But Mia and Blake? By marriage, proxy, birth? And love.”

      “I ran from this life, you know, and now . . .” I shrug helplessly. “Here I am, in it again, because of stupid lingerie.”

      Mia sighs. “If Nicolo thinks you have a stalker of some kind, then I think he’s right. Because it all looks like someone is after you. And come on, you’re part of this world whether you want to be or not.”

      “Sins of the fathers,” Scarlett says.

      “I hate being treated like I’m a small child.”

      Mia laughs as Blake’s phone rings. She answers, her eyes lighting up, and I can hear a man’s voice and a kid.

      She holds up her hand and excuses herself, lumbering up to her feet.

      Like magic, Diego is there, guiding her gently to another table like she’s made of glass.

      “The thing is, De Luca men,” Mia says, “are a pain in the ass. A glorious pain in the ass, and there’s nothing they won’t do for their women.”

      “Even when they don’t want to admit it.” Scarlett gives me a smile.

      Why they’re telling me this, I don’t know. I don’t want to be chattel. I’m not. Nicolo has been explicit in what he wants from me. Sex. Now. Nothing more.

      And me? I could fall for a man like him. It’s there in my bones, my blood, way down deep where I can’t reach. I could, but I’m not going to. The crush is bad enough, and his world and the one I want are too different. I’m not about to step back.

      “Nicolo is a De Luca. Maybe not by birth, but he’s family.” Mia gives me a pointed look.

      “You both had no right to send someone to pretend to like me.”

      She holds up her hands, and Scarlett pats my shoulder.

      “I asked him to check up on you, keep an eye on you,” Mia says, “not lay claim.”

      “We wanted you safe. You’re our friend.” Scarlett’s quiet words warm me.

      “I’m not a mafia princess. But this. . .” Mia spreads out her hands. “Is mine. Burlesque, high class, with great clientele. Come on. I’ll give you a tour.”
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        * * *

      

      I didn’t want to warm up again to these women, but I did. Blake stays in the main room on the phone, drinking her horrible drink, and my mind keeps going back to Nicolo.

      How I can be all tied up is beyond me. I should be out of here. It’s the smart answer. Just pack up and go.

      But that’s running.

      I did it once to give myself a chance to have the life I wanted, and I didn’t want to run because someone might be stalking me. I’m stronger than that, right? I know I am. After all, I am my father’s daughter.

      Might be? The low-level irritation of the rub of my knees scrape against the soft denim of my jeans and little pull to my elbow remind me.

      As does the small bruise blooming on my face.

      I like Mia’s place, and I like these women. And they really do like me. But I hold back a little because they’re so at ease with everything, open in ways I’ve never seen with people in this business.

      Or married into it.

      All the versions of them I met or passed through our home back in Gold Bay did two things. They kept to themselves like they were nothing more than subservient offshoots of their men or went out of their way to draw me in.

      And by in, I mean they were about the life, the structure, and these women? They told me who and what they were, and then everything was just normal girl chat, like me and my friends in Cali.

      With the tour done and Mia needing to get things ready for that evening, and Scarlett on her computer, I’m chatting with Blake as she shows me Rocco, her toddler, as she careens from subject to subject. Her dogs, her husband, the new baby, her son, her writing, and I can’t help but like her more and more.

      My phone buzzes, and I pull it from my pocket, blood draining as I see who it is.

      Brother’s Shack Bar and Grill.

      “Oh, God,” I say as we sit at the bar, Blake next to me, and Mia is on the other side with a ledger in her hand. Scarlett looks up from her laptop.

      “What is it?” Blake asks.

      “I forgot I was on the lunch shift today.”

      “It’s not quite eleven,” says Mia.

      “I know. But we need to be there at ten-thirty.”

      Suddenly my skin pricks as my heart starts to thump.

      I know Nicolo is there.

      Then he speaks. “You don’t have to go in. You don’t work there anymore.”

      “What?”

      “I told them you quit.”

      I’m going to kill him.

    

  







            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    




      NICOLO

      Goddamn the fuck out of everything.

      Mia, Blake, and Scarlett all stare at me as I storm in and take Avah. Diego doesn’t say a word. The bouncer slash bodyguard who’s meant to be secretly a bodyguard for Mia, and Mia tolerates for Christian, is trying not to act like he’s avidly interested in any of this.

      I really don’t give a shit.

      It took longer with the Lowlanders than I’d have liked, and shorter with her now ex-boss than I’d hoped.

      And now?

      Fucking sweet, gorgeous, bratty Avah is mad.

      Diego already informed me she was steaming mad. Still is. Okay, yeah, I made her madder than a hornet’s nest on a hot fucking day.

      “In the SUV, Avah.”

      She glares at me, the sun making her hair shine, and the blueish green of the bruise—much smaller than I expected—stands out. That and the hurt behind her anger and defiance squeeze and pull at my heart.

      I open the door.

      “Not the back seat?”

      Fucking Diego. I know why he put her there. Protocol, to protect her more and to also respect boundaries, but I’m guessing she’s been made to sit in the back of big cars before by her father or his people.

      I sigh. “Tesoro, just get the fuck in, please? It’s been a long morning.”

      She slides me a look and then climbs in. I slam the door and get in my side, pulling out and onto the road.

      We drive in silence a little and though I love the sweet, clean lines of her profile, the slight lift and shake to her chin threatens to make my heart bleed.

      I return my attention to the road, the mirrors, looking out for someone following, an attack. It’s second nature. Reaching out, I take one of her small, delicate hands, where they’re bunched on her thighs. That familiar little tingle and surge of electricity from that touch almost makes me smile as it sings through me. I lift her hand and turn it, kissing her palm.

      For a moment, her fingers curl on my face, but I pull her away and give her back her hand. “Tesoro—”

      “You can’t come in and take over my life like this.”

      “I have, though.”

      She doesn’t speak, but the thick, heavy silence tells me whole books of information. Mainly of the pissed off, angry kind.

      “Avah, babe, you didn’t want to be a bartender. Fuck, if you do, Mia will give you a job—”

      “Do I look like I want to work with the mafia?”

      Mafia, organized crime, whatever you want to call it, the fact I work on the opposite side of so-called law and order doesn’t matter to her. She had a life of restriction, of seeing what happened at the edges in her own family.

      She’s smart, and though Daddy tried to keep it from her more or less—at least that’s the entire vibe I get here—the fact I do what I do is all the same to her.

      Avah hates it, and me? I love it.

      Even if this had real wheels, this attraction between us, where the fuck could it possibly go?

      “You don’t think that Happy’s is in neutral territory, do you?”

      “It’s a front?” She sounds horrified, defeated, and a little defiant. “I never saw anything to think that.”

      “It isn’t. Mia and Scarlett wouldn’t be somewhere like that, and I figure you’d be able to tell. Just like I’m pretty fucking sure you can tell Mia’s club isn’t a front. I quit for you”—overstepped—“because of where it is. And I really can’t be hanging there all the time.”

      Now, I suck in a breath and drop my bomb.

      “They know I’m an enforcer. It gives me certain leeway, but the operation whose territory your bar, your home, your photo studio’s on? They don’t like people like me hanging around.”

      She shifts, and her gaze burns into me. “So, you what? Decided I’d quit?”

      “Avah, on the backseat are some packages that were hand delivered this morning. There have also been calls made to Happy’s. Combine that with the fact your ex-manager’s phone weirdly showed up again last night, and well . . . even if the place were deep in neutral territory, you’d still have quit. The job’s too public for it to be safe.”

      “So, you think it’s okay to be . . . be worse than my dad or his people and take over my life?”

      I turn on the indicator and swing a right, heading out of town. “Yes.”

      “I hate this.”

      “I’m fucking aware. You tell me all the time, Avah.” I take a breath, gaze cutting to the rearview mirror. No cars following. “I went to see the Lowlanders. They do supply mainly. Their other stuff? I don’t know, but while the De Luca family might have connections with them, we aren’t in deep. There’s no bad blood, but they’re also the kind I can’t afford to step on. My boss wouldn’t like it.”

      She’s deadly quiet. “Your boss? He doesn’t know, does he?”

      “It’s complicated, but . . . no, Leo doesn’t, nor do the other two. They know I’m messing with things, but we’re going with plausible deniability. And Tesoro, that’s not important. What’s important is the fact you’re being stalked. Someone is after you, and I can’t figure out why.”

      It’s not totally fucking true. I’ve got inklings. But if there’s something bad in the bones of the Lowlanders, they either don’t know or care.

      “I staked my claim on you,” I say. “That’s what I was doing this morning.”

      “You what?”

      “You heard me. I’m an enforcer, I work for the De Luca family, and I’m on their territory with you. Figured I’d do the kill two birds. Let them know things were personal and not professional, and also to see what they knew.”

      She doesn’t say a word, but she nods. “And?”

      “Nothing.”

      Then she sits up, the rip cord hiss of her seatbelt filling the air as she does so. “This isn’t the way to your place or mine.”

      “No,” I say, “it’s not.”

      “Where are we going?”

      “My old family home.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Avah looks around the simple house. I don’t even have to see her face to know what she’s thinking.

      The basic place isn’t more than a cabin because that’s what I did to it. We’re not too far from Dallas, about twenty minutes, but this place, the piece of land, has been part of our little unit since my father came to the United States.

      And Avah’s thinking I’m either lying or lost or somewhere in between.

      I dump the overnight bag and lean against the simple kitchen bench.

      “I thought you said you didn’t have a family.”

      “No, I said they died when I was young.” I straighten and go to her, rubbing my hands along her arms because I need to touch her, I want to soothe, I want . . . I want a fuck ton of things I can’t have. “I turned this place into a getaway cabin that’s close to town, and a place where I can do things like target practice. You ever use a gun?”

      She wrinkles her nose, looking up at me. Her expression hooks in deep, pulling at my libido, which is a hair trigger around her.

      Right now, that expression is loneliness, need, lust, vulnerability, and behind the distrust, something I don’t understand but want.

      The heat of her is a beacon, a calling. Her softness is something I want to sink the fuck into, right to the core.

      “No.”

      “I’m going to show you, Tesoro.”

      “I don’t want to.”

      “Babe, I don’t give a fuck.” I do. It feels an awful lot like sullying her pristine heart, me doing that. But I need to know if I’m ever not there, if something happens to me, she can protect herself just enough.

      “Nicolo.”

      “Avah.” I brush my mouth against hers, and for all the distrust, anger, and frustration, her lips tremble as I come in for another slow kiss. They soften, and she makes a tiny sound that sets the flames too high in me. My cock immediately starts to harden, and the thought of those soft, trembling lips wrapped around it almost has me guiding her to the floor.

      Almost.

      But I’m not entirely a monster.

      I ease back.

      “Avah. I’m not asking you to carry. Just have a passing familiarity with how to use one.”

      “Point and shoot?”

      “Kinda. Come on.”

      I take her hand, leading her outside and around the back.

      When we’re there, under the shade of a large pecan tree, I set up a target and go through how to use the gun, the basic parts. The safety, trigger, how to point, breathe and stand.

      She looks miserable, but there’s also steel there which tells me she won’t ever freeze in the moment. I’m hoping like fucking hell this is a waste of time, and she’ll never have to use a weapon, but I’m also not taking chances.

      I slide behind her, and adjust the aim, her body pressing against mine.

      “Yeah, Tesoro, just like that. When you point a gun, you have to prepare to follow through and pull the trigger. So, make sure it’s loaded, and the safety’s off . . . no, Avah, loosen up, you’re too stiff.”

      A tremor runs through her. “So are you.”

      “Fuck yeah, I am. You’re very close and very delicious. But this isn’t a lesson in how to turn me on. You pass that test with all the fucking awards. Okay, line it up and squeeze the trigger.”

      She does.

      “Boom,” I say against her ear. “And again.”

      We do this over and over until she’s more natural. It’s fucking torture because I’m turned on. Not by her with a weapon, but by her being so damn close. Her ass against my cock.

      I step away, take the gun, and then I load a clip, handing it to her.

      “Now, we’ll try it for real. There’s gonna be fucking kickback. Not like a rifle but some, so always be ready as not all guns are equal. Okay, go.”

      She does everything like I showed her, and after we’re done with the clip, I can see she’s a natural. She’s hit the target each time, and though it’s all rudimentary, I’m not aiming to turn her into any kind of markswoman, just someone who knows how to point and shoot with some kind of familiarity.

      “Okay, boss man,” she mutters. “Happy?”

      “I don’t like this anymore than you. But yeah. I feel a whole fuck ton better, babe.”

      “I’m still mad at you. At the world. You know?” She looks up, searching my face as the warm breeze flirts with her blonde hair. “I want a normal life. But thank you.”

      “We’ll practice again later. Now, we should go through some self-defense.”

      She groans. “I was thinking about lunch.”

      “I was thinking of keeping you alive.”

      “Fine,” she says. “Lead on.”
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        * * *

      

      “Avah, this is beyond simple. Aim to hurt. And use the fact you’re smaller to your advantage. You told me you fucking went for the dick and balls. Remember that, but be more vicious.”

      Her eyes narrow.

      We’re inside, and I have her pinned against the ground, her hands pinned.

      “But right now, you can’t. I’m bigger, stronger, so what do you do?”

      She weakly brings her knee up, and I block her.

      “I know you’re being gentle, but if I do this?” I stop her with my leg, press into her, and she gasps.

      Not a gasp of pain or frustration, but arousal, because the weakness was more than her not wanting to hurt me, but because she instinctively also raised her pelvis to me. Her cheeks are flushed, eyes dilated, and mouth red.

      I lean in because my control is frayed. We’ve been at this for an hour, and each move and lesson gets harder because I do. Just as she gets softer and warmer, our gazes keep connecting and that sets off lightning.

      “Nicolo.”

      “Bite, head butt, go for the ear, the lip, cheek, neck. And when you bite, go to maim. Do what you can. I won’t let it come to that, but it’s better if you’re prepped.”

      I need to get off her. Because otherwise—

      “Nicolo.” My name is a thing of fucking beauty when she says it. “I think I’m ready to try.”

      “You are?”

      She nods, blue eyes dark pools of desire. She starts to rock up against me, and since I have her hands, Avah goes for my throat.

      Her lips and tongue are hot and wet, the slight graze of her teeth something erotic that makes my cock twitch with need.

      I roll, taking her with me so she’s on top. I hook my hand into her hair, gripping it at the base of her skull as I lift her head and then bring it in for a kiss I’ve been craving since this morning.

      I delve into her, tongues dancing, sinking into her mouth, wanting to devour, and to worship. To take and to give.

      My little ex-virgin is rocking harder, basically humping me, and it’s the hottest thing ever.

      Then she breaks the kiss and strips off her shirt and bra. Fuck, I love her tits. I cup them, and she moans, leaning into my touch, but then she pulls up, and stands, kicking off her shoes, socks, jeans, and panties.

      Her pussy has that flush of arousal, the slight swell of the lips that I want to suck, bite, and kiss.

      I don’t move.

      “Still mad at you, at the world,” she says, coming down to fumble with my jeans. I help, unbuttoning them for her. She reaches in, wrapping her hand around my cock, and I arch up.

      “But, Nicolo, I want you.”

      “Preaching to the fucking choir and the entire philharmonic here, Tesoro.”

      “I want to forget everything and take the good while I have it.” Avah tugs on me, her thumb massaging the tip, and I’m beyond steel in her hand. I look down, and she’s on her knees. Damn if I’m barely thinking of anything other than getting her naked, spread on my upper thighs, my cock poking through my jeans, in her small hand is the lewdest, hottest thing.

      I push up into her hand. She continues her tug and pull, a gentle thing I need harder, but I don’t say a fucking word.

      My cock is in her hand.

      That’s what matters.

      She leans down, her blonde hair teasing the sensitive head like a precursor to a blow job. I want her to fucking blow me. I know she’s going to ride me.

      I want both.

      I’m a greedy mother fucker, and I don’t give a damn.

      As long as she’s touching me. As long as I end up in her.

      Yeah.

      “This isn’t forever. This is just for now.” She says the words right as she comes down with her cunt on my thigh, and then all reason in my brain stops as her lips come down on my cock.

      Oh, fuck. She’s a mess. I know she hasn’t given many, if any, blowjobs, but it’s the most erotic, amazing thing ever. As she bobs up and down, trying to take me in, I’m gripping at the floorboards and her hair.

      Her cunt is hot as she grinds on me, and her little moans hum on my cock, making it hotter than ever.

      I need more. I want more. I start to guide her down, push right up into her, to the back of her throat. I want to fuck her mouth, but I need to let her have the control.

      “Fuck, Avah, you’re a dirty thing. Wanting my cock in your mouth. Stripping naked for me. Grinding your cunt on me, getting me wet, filthy from your juices.”

      My head buzzes along with my entire body as she starts to move faster, trying to get me in. She’s gagging, but she’s going harder at it, and I can’t stop myself. I push her down, holding her head, my cock pulsing in her throat.

      She’s fucking wet and perfect. I pull her up by the hair, and she’s spluttering, gasping.

      “Ride me.” My voice is rough, slurred. Every single part of me is a burn of pleasure and need for release. My world is her mouth and my cock, and if I let her keep going, I’m really going to lose it. I don’t think she’s ready for me to come in her throat.

      “No. I want . . .”

      “Tesoro, you’re going to make me come. I’m going to get rough, and I’ll come.”

      “Good.”

      Then her mouth is back on me, and all reason leaves me. I take over, fucking into her mouth, and she sucks, coughs, and struggles and then goes back down, helping me.

      My balls tighten, and the pressure intensifies. Suddenly, the pleasure bursts free, and I come, hard. Holding her there, as close to the base as I can, right in her throat.

      Avah keeps sucking me to the point it’s almost agony, but I let her because she’s muttering, rocking hard on me, and then she cries out.

      I think she just came.

      I pull her head from me and her into my arms. I kiss her hard, deep, and reverently.

      If I was another man, someone right for her, I think . . . I think I could fall in love with Avah Morgan.

    

  







            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    




      AVAH

      I’m so limp. His heart is beating so hard and erratic under my hand as we kiss.

      The slight salt of his cum is in my mouth, and he’s devouring me like I’m chocolate cake.

      He smooths my hair, his tiger eyes searching mine, the male pride hot in him, and the concern for me. “Are you okay?”

      “More than okay. That was . . . I didn’t think I’d like it so much.”

      “There is nothing like your mouth, Tesoro. Or your cunt. Fuck, I might be ruined.”

      He was beyond rough. My throat and jaw hurt, but it’s so good. Having him there, I . . . oh, hell. This crush, these tumbling feelings that swirl in me, threaten to swamp, to grow. They are growing.

      How can being physical with him be so right when everything is wrong? If I didn’t know what he was, I’d be wrapped in bliss. But I do.

      I’m not sure how to reconcile what I hate with what I lo— like. How to fit it together.

      He lies on the floor, naked, his cock limp but still big, and I run a finger over the silk of that skin, still wet from my mouth. I want to wrap my lips around him again, see if I can make him swell to attention. It twitches, grows, and he groans, his hands slipping down along my spine with a light, delicate touch that belies the brute strength this man has and commands.

      “Keep that up, babe, and I’m gonna be hard again.”

      My pussy tightens at his words. “Good.”

      I came just by going down on him. Me, Avah, came that way. But it’s not enough. I want him all. I want him to make me his. It’s a primal thing that stirs.

      So, I wrap my fingers around his cock and start to work him.

      It takes seconds. He’s hard, stiff, and huge, and I don’t even think. I rise and straddle him, ignoring the ache and tenderness from the night before, from this morning, and I push myself down on him.

      I hiss out a breath, and he grabs me by the waist, holding me from getting where I want, all the way down on him.

      “Babe. Avah. Tesoro.” Those tiger eyes flash.

      “I want this.” I need this. “Please.”

      He releases me, and he fills me. He’s almost too much, and it’s like he’s everywhere. So hard, hot. Slowly, I start to rock on him, getting used to him, and the soreness starts to give way to satisfaction and unfettered pleasure.

      Nicolo pulls me down for a kiss but then lets me move, adjust, and find something that really hits the sweet spot.

      The rock and roll of me on him is pure pleasure, it radiates out like ripples, And his cock seems to get harder in me, bigger, as I move.

      He’s gritting his teeth. His hands come down to my hips, digging in, and he’s trying to hold himself back, trying to let me set the pace, let me control. But I don’t know what I’m doing. I just know that I want him so deep he’s in the center of my being. I want him to be part of me beyond this joining.

      I can’t explain it, and the more I try, the more it seems to just stay there, out of reach, leaving me floating on the edge of everything.

      “I want more, Nicolo, help me.”

      “Oh, sweet, filthy baby, I want to destroy you.”

      A thrill, dark and dirty pierces me making my clit throb. He bucks up, hitting hard inside.

      “Yes.”

      “I want to fuck you so hard it hurts. In a good way.” His words come out like thick smoke, rough at the edges.

      It should scare me.

      It doesn’t.

      He makes my entire body shake with need, with wanting exactly that. I want him to devour me. To take and take every last thing I have to give.

      “Do it.”

      Because I think he’ll give me that back, a piece of himself.

      “Look at me, Tesoro. If I’m going to fuck you so hard you won’t want any other man, you look at me. You give me everything. Every. Fucking. Thing.”

      He takes over, thrusting up in me, pulling me down, invading every last part of me. He fucks me like it’s his own personal war, and I’m the prize.

      Nicolo sits up. “Wrap your legs, babe.”

      I do, and he uses the change to push in deep, to rub my clit against his body, and then he pushes a finger into my ass, and suddenly, the game changes. I’m full. So full. He moves that finger in tandem with his thrusts, and the head of his cock touches and rubs places inside me that I don’t think have ever been touched except by him. He rocks into me over and over. Hard and slow, deliberate and showing no mercy, and there’s nothing I can do but hold on as he bends his head to suck at my nipple, his teeth biting and mouth suckling hard.

      It pierces me that attention. Right to my clit, and I come apart, waves and waves of violent, unexpected pleasure crashing down. I’m convulsing around him, on him.

      He releases my breast and throws back his head, shouting, “Fuck.”

      Inside me, he’s pulsing, and he doesn’t stop the thrusts. Picking up speed through my orgasm, and then he rolls us so my back is against the floor. He’s removed his finger from my ass to hammer into me. Every time he hits all the way home, I slide a little on the floor, and he doesn’t stop.

      The waves start up again. “Oh, my God, Nicolo, I’m going to come again!”

      My voice is from a million miles away, and all I can do is hold on to him as his cock comes almost out of me. My pussy lips clinging to him, an emptiness filling me, only to be shattered by his thrust as he bottoms out. He fills me to a bursting point, stretching, filling, perfect.

      He does this, over and over until I’m on that edge, so high, I’m crying, scratching at him. Trying to get him back in me each and every time.

      He slams into me again and again, and I don’t know if I can take it even as I beg for more.

      “I’m gonna fucking paint your insides, Avah.”

      With that, he slams so deep into me I scream as I fly apart, and as I’m coming, he does too. The hot spurts and the pulse of his cock set off another orgasm until I think I’m going to black out.

      But finally, when we’re done, he rolls on his back again and holds me on him.

      Arms around me.

      Mouth on my hairline.

      Nicolo just holds me.

      Right then, nothing else matters.

      Nothing at all.
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        * * *

      

      Tiny shivers keep running down my spine as we shower and dress, and I’m glad he brought a change of clothes for us both.

      Nicolo is outside on his phone, and as I go past the bed in the wide-open cabin, my gaze keeps skittering to it.

      It’s so large, and it looks inviting. I want nothing more than to strip down and dive under the covers. But this isn’t some great love affair. This is what it is. Amazing sex—at least I’m sure that’s what it is, because no one, when they’ve touched me or kissed me, has ever even come close to how the stroke of Nicolo’s fingers on my cheek, or the graze of his mouth against mine feels.

      Or even when his tiger eyes hit mine.

      All of that is pleasure of its own.

      And it is elevated beyond anyone or anything.

      I don’t know what to do with it.

      My phone is sitting on the low carved wood coffee table, and I pick it up. Almost five p.m. There’s food in the open kitchen. A rustic loaf, butter, and when I open the fridge there are only things he’s added now, along with some beer and condiments I’m sure were already in there.

      Family home. One he’s clearly renovated. I have so many questions that bubble up, and I look around for something to drink, my nerves suddenly jumping.

      I don’t know what I’m doing.

      That just keeps coming back at me. Over and over.

      On the counter are bottles of booze and I’m thinking maybe I need one. Just to settle things. But I half reach for the bourbon but snatch back my hand.

      I don’t want alcohol.

      I want something far more addictive. Far more dangerous. Far more wonderful.

      Nicolo.

      Turning, I just fill a glass with water and find a cutting board on the polished wood of the counter between the stove and the sink, and then I grab a knife from the selection in the knife block and start to slice the bread.

      “Domestic suits you,” he says.

      I almost drop the knife.

      “Of course, it might be easier if you use this.” He crosses to me, hand whispering over my ass in the dress I’m wearing, and he hands me another knife. “Bread knife. Serrated edge.” He crowds me in, and my breath catches. “It’ll do a better job than your boner.”

      I narrow my eyes as he takes the slender-bladed knife from me.

      “And no, Tesoro, that’s not a euphemism for my state. That’s what this fucking knife you’re using is. A boning knife.”

      Nicolo rinses it, selects another couple of knives and plates. He pulls the cheese and a paper-wrapped package from the fridge and then tomatoes from the box on the counter and starts to slice.

      I just stare at him. I’m more than a little turned on. “I think domestic suits you more.”

      He grins, and it lifts something in me as we make sandwiches together. It’s sweet, it’s normal, and it’s something I want to keep to myself.

      I know this isn’t real, that deep down I’m hurt, angry, and all the rest, but Nicolo soothes something in me.

      He didn’t send someone after me. It’s just . . . the rest.

      We eat the sandwiches on the sofa, and he pulls me to him after. “Babe, I know you’re mad, but this is something we need to do to keep you safe.”

      “Eat?”

      The tiger eyes don’t let me go as he sprawls me over his thighs, his hand slipping between my legs. “Do all the shit you don’t want to do.”

      “Yeah, well. You’re not sending me weird stuff.” He’d opened the things sent to the office, and photos of me, with him and alone were there. More creepy lingerie that I don’t even want to think about.

      “No, but I’m making you hold guns and all the rest and—”

      “Tell me about this place.”

      His mouth thins, and I place my hand on his lean cheek. The close cropped beard almost soft beneath my skin. “Are you asking about my past, as in parents or what?”

      “I don’t know.” I take a breath and lean in to bite his bottom lip as his hand slides farther up, brushing against my panties. I run my tongue along his lip as his meets mine, and we fall down into a slow, melting kiss.

      When I raise my head, I sigh. And Nicolo . . . he keeps touching me, a lazy, almost not there touch.

      “I was young when they died, and I ended up growing up in foster homes and getting more and more off track, and it came down to me doing something stupid. Real stupid. Andrea De Luca made me an offer. I took it.”

      “And now you’re tied to them.”

      His fingers stop the feathery strokes between my thighs. “Fuck no. I could have walked when I wanted to do so, especially when Leo’s father stepped down. I didn’t because they’re good people. And I get the feeling you understand the difference between good and law-abiding.”

      A muscle works in his jaw beneath my fingers. “Yes.”

      “See, they don’t operate that way, and you want out, you get it. As long as you don’t betray them. They run a good ship. And it’s fucking tight, and people are loyal. I chose to stay. I worked hard to be where I am.”

      He’s never walking from it. That’s in his voice.

      “What happened to your parents?”

      “My fucking father did small shit for a nasty, evil family, the Gheatas. And there was an altercation that had nothing to do with him or my mom. Or me. I was nine. De Lucas don’t harm kids or innocent women. My mom was innocent.”

      My heart starts to hammer, and he locks eyes with me. I don’t want to hear this.

      I have to.

      “The Gheatas killed a lot of people. I probably would have died if my mother didn’t sacrifice herself. To some, I’d have been deemed Gheata property, marked by sins that weren’t mine. Not to De Luca.”

      “They saved you, and that,” I say softly, “is why you’ll never leave them.”

      Nicolo doesn’t answer. He doesn’t have to, I can see the truth. Even if there was a chance, that’s a death knell if ever I knew one.

      I’d need to embrace his life, and willingly go back to what I ran from.

      If he wanted me.

      If.
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        * * *

      

      The next day I’m finishing up on the small wedding photoshoot Rhett sent me on. I’m done with all the official photos and finishing with the candid shots people seem to like.

      In the bathroom, I smooth my fingers down over my hair, trying to arrange it to hide the bruises and marks from Nicolo that adorn my throat.

      I don’t want to. Like some overgrown teen, I get a thrill from them, like he marked me as his.

      He let me come on this today, and that battle seemed a little easy. But I’m pretty damn sure he’s there, nearby, watching me.

      How a man his size can blend in when he wants to is beyond me, but occasionally, I shiver with a bite of delight, and I know he’s watching me.

      Okay, I’m ready to head out, take a few more photos and then call Nicolo to get me.

      Will he appear seconds later or pretend he’s not here?

      I sling my camera bag over my shoulder, and then I push open the bathroom door.

      If was a betting girl, I’d—

      “Ow.” I run smack bang into a solid someone. He smells of sweat and rye whiskey, a scent I’ll never forget from the time on my first day when I spilled a glass all over myself. “I’m so sorry. I wasn’t looking.”

      Glancing up, my words falter.

      The man is older, dark-haired, ugly, with a scar along the lower side of his face. He doesn’t move.

      Like he’s been waiting for me.

      The lightness inside shatters, and cold invades.

      “Excuse me, please, I—”

      “Little puta,” he says, voice accented, and he grabs my wrist in a bruising grip. “Hand it over, bitch, or we’ll add you to our list of girls. You’ll fetch a pretty peso, and your boyfriend won’t be able to stop us.”

    

  







            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    




      NICOLO

      I don’t even need to look at Avah as I drive back to my place to know something is up.

      But I don’t poke and prod.

      How can I when I fucking put her out there as bait. Protected bait, but still bait.

      Lock her up and keep her with me is the thing that pushes my blood in my veins. I’m more than fucking lucky Leo’s giving me this time.

      If I fuck things up—

      I’m not going to. Not with her life, my job, and the trust it comes with.

      “You okay?”

      “Yes.” Her fingers tighten on the camera bag on her lap. The thing is big, and I’ve a good mind to tell her to use that as a weapon if she needs to.

      Of course, I watched her go over it all. She fucking treated each piece as she unpacked and packed it like they were precious jewels. It made me smile.

      But what didn’t was sending her in without me, without someone to watch her.

      If it’s some weirdo, she’s safe where she was—too many people and a rabid wedding coordinator that prowled the entire outdoor part and the church with her little headset and assistants that looked worn to the bone.

      The planner had an out-of-town aunt grilled to within an inch of her life who had rolled in late after the wedding. So, I didn’t even attempt to go in. I stayed close, though.

      “You turned up almost the minute I called,” Avah says softly.

      I turn onto my street. “Fuck yeah, I did. I was outside.”

      “Well, at least you aren’t lying.”

      “Not a liar, babe.”

      She sniffs, and I know there’s something on her mind she’s trying to work around that has zero to do with me being there.

      Funny how you can feel like you’ve known a person you just met forever and also be constantly fascinated by them.

      But I wait.

      The thing is, while I get that some fuck with a hard-on and creepy social skills is a dangerous asshole, it’s the other possible threat I worry about.

      The reason I didn’t go in, didn’t send someone in. There are ways and means, and even a rabid wedding planner isn’t taking me down or stopping me if I wanted in.

      El Cabeza.

      I still know fuck all about them.

      Fine, I know a little more than before, but it’s still fuck all, and what we know, I fucking hate.

      All the bad shit in those squashed rumors isn’t good. Drugs to whoever and cut with whatever. Plus a whole lot of double-crossing and ins with some South American gangs that you just don’t mess with.

      That’s third and fourth hand shit. Articles of arrests that went away because someone was paid off, or more often than not, killed.

      So, why the fuck is the Lowlander gang network messing with them? Beyond supplies.

      Or maybe that’s enough to get tangled.

      When I was there, talking to them, I didn’t get very many answers, and I couldn’t prod as I would normally do.

      After I pull up, I survey the street and tap my fingers against the steering wheel. Then I heave out an exasperated breath and turn to Avah.

      Fuck, I could look at this woman all the time.

      “Out with it, Tesoro.”

      She gives me the kind of earnest look that could break hearts. “My boss wants me to work all day tomorrow. There’s a small shoot as well as office stuff.”

      I want to say no. The silent seethe of having to ask, of her wanting this and needing to check with me, really makes me want to grin. But I don’t. She has a weapon to use against me, one I’m not sure she’s aware of.

      Her. The sex. She could say no to it, and I don’t want that. Oh, I’d be able to seduce her, but I don’t want no from her. I want her wet, willing, and ready for me. I want her desperate for my cock and mouth. I want her panting and begging for all the dirty filth we can possibly do.

      Because it’s going to end, and when it happens, I want my fill.

      Will there ever be that?

      Fuck, there’s going to have to be.

      “Nicolo?”

      “Sure, babe. Come on. I want to strip you naked. I want to fuck you senseless.”

      A smile blooms, and it’s sweet, dirty, innocent, a siren’s song. In short, fucking glorious.

      We head out of the car, and I take her bag and swing it over my shoulder.

      That’s when I see my door.

      Fuck.

      Someone’s been busy.

      “N-nicolo?”

      “It’s okay, Avah.” I scout the area, but there’s no one, just the paint on the damn door. “Just your friendly neighborhood stalker.”

      I hustle her inside the door, and then I do something I rarely do, immediately set the alarm.

      She spins to look at me, eyes wide and frightened. “Keep out or there’ll be a war?”

      “It’s fine.” I set down her bag and take her in my arms, but she struggles to get free.

      “It isn’t, Nicolo. This is about me.” I didn’t let her go as she tried to tug herself away from me. But I can’t let her. If I do, I . . . “And don’t you dare try and tell me it isn’t. That this is because of your job.”

      “I wasn’t going to fucking do that.”

      “So, this is bad. This is mafia. This has to do with my dad.”

      “We don’t know that, either. The Lowlanders . . . most mafia, they don’t do shit like this, Avah. It’s beyond weird.” I lock eyes with her.

      What I want to do, need to do, is call Tiz and Diego. But then again, what can they do? I don’t need them here. Jesus, fuck, I’m a grown-ass man. I’ll let them know later. Keeping them in the loop is smart. Making them be part of it is stupid, and not getting me anywhere.

      “You went to see them on my behalf, what if . . .”

      “Avah, listen to me, okay? I told them we were a thing, they know who I am, and they really didn’t give a shit. As long as I didn’t step on toes and didn’t try and muscle in. That means no De Luca business on their turf. And I haven’t. They run a big, widespread business that serves a great deal of the country. They have outlets and people, and who the fuck knows. This isn’t them.”

      But the fucking El Cabeza people?

      I can’t see it.

      So, does that mean her stalker is just some sick fuck?

      “W-what if it’s something or someone we haven’t heard of?” She squeezes her eyes shut and goes a little limp. I loosen my hold and slide my hands down her sides and under her shirt so I’m touching the heat of her soft skin.

      Then she looks up.

      “If, Nicolo, they’re that big, then people can hide and use their resources, right?”

      “Avah, sweet Tesoro. We won’t know until we do.”

      “So . . . what do we do?”

      I slide one hand lower, over her ass, and the other up under her shirt to her bra. I flick open the hooks. “Remember that plan back at the car? I think we do that.”

      I take her mouth, kissing her deeply as she melts into me.
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        * * *

      

      “Nothing?”

      “Not a fucking thing, man,” says Diego on the phone.

      I tap my fingers against the dash, and gaze at the door to the photography studio.

      The door opens as the woman with the short gray hair scurries out, car keys in one hand and phone in the other.

      But I look beyond the receptionist to catch a glimpse of my woman. I mean Avah. She’s not my anything. Not really. No matter how hard I am for her.

      Fuck, I’d have beaten off if I could today as I waited and watched. Something I never am tempted to do.

      Never, that is, except with her.

      “Not good.”

      “Tell me about it. Want me to ask Leo?”

      “No, Diego, I don’t want you to fucking ask the big boss.” Then I rub my forehead.

      He chuckles. “Your pretty thing not spreading those legs for you?”

      I narrow my eyes at my phone. “Asshole.”

      “Sorry,” he says, sounding not sorry at all. “It just sounds like you’re slipping.”

      “Just see what dirt you can fucking dig up on El Cabeza.”

      He sighs. “People don’t really want to talk. And no one is loyal, y’know.”

      “Not a good sign.”

      Inside, she flits past the window, and her boss is on her heels, a little too fucking close if you ask me. I narrow my eyes at them and picture him, castrated.

      “And the other stuff?”

      “You mean our sleaze of a friend? He’s keeping his nose barely clean, but the stuff was ordered from a café with free computers.”

      “What the fuck? Do they even still exist?”

      He chuckles again. “The Internet Café is kinda a dodo area, but some places have them for people who might want to check shit. I don’t fucking know, man. I’m not a fucking expert in that stuff.”

      I know what he’s going to tell me. “Let me guess, prepaid card?”

      “Yep.” He pauses. “What about Lina?”

      My ex, I guess you’d call her, runs a high-class escort service, and she has an ear to the ground because people love to talk. The men and women who she chooses to have on her books come to her with information, and when she thinks it’s important, she’ll pass it along to me. She’s neutral on the surface but very much loyal to the De Lucas. Not because of me per se, but because we’ve helped her, protected her.

      “I haven’t heard anything, I’ll reach out.”

      “Always worth a try. Gotta go,” Diego says. “Nic? Something will give.”

      “Yeah. Thanks.”

      After I hang up, I get out of the car. I know he’s right, but timing is everything. I just don’t want that something to be giving when it’s too late.

      Inside, I can see her at the desk, and her slime of a boss is way too close, touching her hair. I don’t like it at all. Not only because, for all intents and purposes, that woman is mine for now. She doesn’t look comfortable.

      Avah leans back, and every single thing about her body language is telling him to back the fuck off.

      Rage, hot and brutal floods me, but I manage to push it down as I open the door and step inside.

      She sags with relief, and he doesn’t even look at me.

      “We’re closed,” the guy says.

      “Hey, Avah, babe, ready to go?” My words are soft and my tone pleasant, but he hears the warning because he turns and looks up.

      And up.

      The first thing is darkness in his look. Not pleased I’m there because this fuck wants her. The second thing is the swallow.

      Fear.

      Good.

      He should be scared because I want to rip his tongue out. I’m not jealous. But I don’t share my toys.

      I pull Avah to me and kiss her, and she jerks a little, like she can’t believe I’m doing this, but I don’t stop. She sighs against me, and her mouth opens. I deepen that kiss into something erotic and carnal, and only stop because my cock is paying way too much attention to her body against mine. The scent of honey and ginger, and the warm, sweet wetness of her mouth.

      “I’ll see you tomorrow, Avah,” the guy says.

      Over her head I cut him a hard and savage look, and he steps back. “Nice to meet you.”

      Then I tuck her into my side and take her out to the car.

      “Nicolo—”

      “Get the fuck in, Avah.”

      With that, I drive her to my place in silence. My door is back to normal, thanks to Tizio sending someone to paint over it. The air is redolent with the smell of fresh paint as I open the door and reset the alarm the moment I have her inside.

      Then I lean against the door, fold my arms and kick one foot back against it.

      “Want to tell me what that was all about and why I shouldn’t shoot him with all my bullets? And I mean all.”

      She stares at me like I’ve grown another head. “Rhett? He’s harmless.”

      “He was way too close to you, and you, Tesoro, were not enjoying it.”

      “I’d love to say you were jealous,” Avah says, hooking a strand of blonde hair behind her ear, “but I doubt that.”

      “Oh, you fucking do, do you?” What the fuck am I saying? “Is this a joke?”

      “No. H-he likes me.” Her eyes flash with defiance. “He asked me out once and then apologized.”

      I don’t like it or the guy. At all.

      “I’ll borrow some extra bullets. Make sure I get the fucking job done.”

      “He’s harmless, you Neanderthal!”

      I grin. “You say the sweetest things, Avah. Protecting you, remember? And dude was all up in your face. Tell me why I shouldn’t shoot him dead?”

      “Because . . . because you wouldn’t.”

      I’m tempted, though. “Maybe he’s dangerous.”

      “No, he isn’t! Maybe you should go after the guy at the wedding.”

      I straighten up and stalk over to her. “What guy?”

      “The one who said he’d add me to his list of girls.”

      At that moment, everything goes cold and heavy.

      It looks like I’m going to have to reach out to Lina.

      Fuck.

    

  







            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    




      AVAH

      The glittering mix of ice and fury is frightening. I’ve seen Nicolo angry before, but never like this, and good Lord, what is he like when he’s in full-on mafioso mode?

      I’m betting even Dan would pee his pants.

      I take a trembling step back.

      His gaze cuts hard to me. “Don’t.”

      I stop.

      “Nicolo,” I say, holding my hands up, “I meant to tell you. I forgot.”

      “Oh, you fucking forgot to tell me someone threatened to what? Turn you on the streets? Rape you?”

      He’s furious, and there’s something else there, something that if I didn’t know better I’d say was fear.

      But this is Nicolo. He’s appointed himself as my protector, and he likes having sex with me, he’s attracted, but fear?

      No.

      The anger is focused on me, but I’m not sure it’s for me. He idly threatened to kill Rhett, but I think he actually wants to find, torture, and then murder the guy who said that to me.

      “What else did he say, Avah?”

      “You’re scaring me.”

      “Bullshit. But you should be scared.”

      I breathe out. That frightens me. The cold and matter-of-fact way he says that with a side helping of deadly. “He said he wanted something back, but I don’t know what. And he had a scar. And an accent.” I point to my face to show where it was on the guy’s.

      “Mexican? South American? Russian? Help me out.”

      “Not Russian. But maybe one of the other two.” I look at him. Shrug. “I’m not an expert, and all this is disconcerting.”

      “Y’think?” He rubs a hand over his beard. The expression in those tiger eyes is dark, brooding, and concerned. It sends a jolt of something sharp through me. “Please fucking tell me you’re more than disconcerted.”

      “You know I am, Nicolo. And you know I hate all of this.”

      “Yeah. I do.”

      When his phone rings, I almost breathe a sigh of relief. He answers, “Abruzzi.”

      There’s silence as he shoots me a glance so black I shiver, and then he marches off to his kitchen, where things bump and click. I hear the glug of liquid pouring.

      I flop on his sofa because what am I meant to do? Run? Fight him? I could. I could stomp my foot and demand to go back home. Okay, I don’t know whether he’d let me, but I could absolutely fight him and look for the first opportunity to run.

      Running is beyond dumb. Even I know that. Running from him to danger is stupid. Running away from Dallas?

      Nicolo would drive me to the airport.

      But I don’t want to go home. Maybe somewhere else. The East Coast sounds nice and far right now. Somewhere like Connecticut, Maine, Rhode Island, or New York.

      From the kitchen comes the smoke of his voice, which grows louder as he comes over to me. In one hand is a glass of pale golden liquid, held loose, and in the other he has his phone to his ear. I can’t read the expression on his handsome face.

      “She’s safe, Morgan,” he says.

      I jerk, staring at him, coming forward in my seat. Nerves tingle in my fingertips. Dad?

      “Yeah.” Nicolo takes a swallow. “I like her . . . I don’t give a fuck what you think or don’t. She’s here and under my protection . . . absolutely.”

      Did . . . did he just tell my father he doesn’t give a fuck? Christ, Dad’s going to send some kind of army.

      Then Nicolo holds out his phone to me.

      With trembling fingers, I take it.

      “Dad?”

      Silence meets me.

      Then he clears his throat. “Avah, come home. Now.”

      “No.”

      “Dan told me about this . . . enforcer. I’ll set you up with someone higher up here, a good match, a family alliance that would make sense and the son is your age.”

      I roll my eyes. “No. My life is mine.”

      He goes silent again.

      “Well then. . . just know if anything happens, Avah, I’ll kill this guy.”

      “Good luck with that.”

      My dad suddenly barks out a laugh. “That’s what he said.” He pauses again. “Look, honey, I don’t want you messing with these things.”

      “Nicolo or some guy who’s stalking me?”

      “Both.”

      This might be one of the strangest conversations I’ve had with him. “I’m twenty-three. I can do what I want.”

      Another silence, this one shorter. “You want him?”

      “Dad.”

      “Is that it?” He sighs. Long. Loud. Exaggerated. “I want you home.”

      “Can’t always have what you want.” I clench the phone hard, and try not to think about the warmth of it, warmth that came from Nicolo. “Right now, Dad, I don’t know anything except that. And the fact I’m sick and tired of men pushing me around. Even Nicolo pushes me around. But . . .”

      He’s watching me, sipping his drink and the casual stance and intense air about him is utterly compelling. Try as I might, I can’t block Nicolo out.

      “But right now if I have to be pushed around, I’d rather it be with Nicolo.”

      Then, to put the fat cherry on top, I hang up on my father.

      “Babe.”

      I glare up at Nicolo. “Don’t. I hate you. I hate him. I hate everything. I hate my life.”

      “No, you don’t.”

      “Take me to the airport. I’ll go away. I’ll—”

      “Stop that bullshit, right now.” He finishes his drink and sets it down with a click on the coffee table. “I’m not taking you anywhere until this is over.”

      Anger boils up. I don’t even know why I’m so angry and my cheeks are hot, radiating a miserable, horrible heat like a haze around me. Maybe it’s because he’s here, and he heard me say all that. Maybe it’s because Dad calling was the last straw. I don’t know.

      But I like Nicolo way too much and I shouldn’t. It’s going to undo me.

      “Just—”

      “What?” His voice is low and dangerous as he comes up to me. He plucks the phone free and tosses it, then hauls me in his arms, a hand tangling in my hair to tilt back my head.

      It’s rough, hard, erotic.

      “What?” Nicolo’s tiger gaze is that of a dark predator as it rakes over my face to linger on my mouth. “You want me to become some beta shit like your boss? Bow and scrape to your father? No fucking way. He’s not my boss. I get he’s protecting you, but I’m here, and you need to stop being a brat.”

      “Or what?”

      “Or maybe I fuck you.”

      A shiver slides through me and his mouth turns up slowly. “Oh, you’d like that, wouldn’t you, Tesoro.” He keeps his hand in my hair and backs me through the room.

      Every time I stumble he doesn’t let me fall. He’s there, so close, breath warm and tinged with the tequila. It’s intoxicating that mix of him and the liquor, and my lungs tighten.

      “I hate your life.”

      “I’ve had enough, Avah. I know that. I’m not offering you a fucking ring. I told you that. But right here, right now, you’re mine. All mine. And you want that, don’t you?”

      “No—”

      “Don’t fucking lie, Avah. I bet if I put my hand in your jeans you’d be hot and wet. You’re already panting.”

      He pushes me away, only to haul me back and rip my T-shirt from me, and then he ruins my bra.

      I am shaking, with need, with want, with all the things he stirs up in me. I’m throbbing. Next is my jeans. He pulls them off with my underwear and then he tosses me on the bed, stripping himself.

      He’s hard and huge. I try to rise and reach for him, but he pushes me back down and rakes his fingers down my body to delve between my thighs, pushing into me.

      I cry out as he smiles. “So fucking wet, Avah.”

      “Nicolo, don’t—”

      “Don’t what?” He starts to twist his fingers in me, curling them up as he uses them to slowly piston in and out of me. “Do this?”

      “I . . .” I groan because it’s so good. I’m shimmering now, the place he’s stroking in me feels like heaven and the two fingers in me fills the emptiness, just a little. They’re big fingers, long, large, and I know I want more. He does too.

      “Or do you want me to stop?”

      He pulls out.

      “I want you.”

      “I know, Tesoro.” He flips me to my stomach, and I try once more to get up.

      But he grabs my hips, and spreads my thighs. I’m on display to him and his hot breath is against my pussy. He licks me, his tongue a rough, wet, velvet glide against my folds. He suckles on my outer lips, using his fingers to push into me, to tease and beat against my clit.

      I tremble as my body clenches on him as heat and need curl and pulse inside me.

      Then he’s there, at my entrance, the broad head of his cock. Nicolo doesn’t wait. He pushes into me, slamming home, and I cry out at the huge invasion as he bottoms out.

      It’s a dull, ricocheting pleasure-pain, and he does it again and again, pulling out and slamming back in. Rough and hard and deeper than I think he’s been.

      I clutch at the bedding and roll my hips back, wanting more.

      “You like that?”

      “Yes, Nicolo.”

      “You want more, Avah?”

      “Oh, God, yes . . .”

      He comes down on me, over me, pumping into me with those hard, sure strokes, and one of his hands curls down over my stomach, between my thighs to push and play with my clit. He pinches it, making me yowl with the heat and electric live wire that the move sets off.

      All my nerves there come into bright and wild light, and I throb, my body rippling. He starts to pull it, little strokes and rubs that are too much and I have nowhere to go, to hide. I’m caught in him, between his hand, his body, his cock in me.

      It’s not enough and I still have nowhere to go as he hammers into me, and works my clit until I don’t know what’s what anymore. Everything tingles, everything is so alive and needy.

      “More, more, more. Make me yours.”

      “Fuck, you are mine, Avah. All mine.”

      He slams hard, and his cock twitches and pulses inside me as he comes, and that sets me off. I start to spasm as I shatter in pleasure.

      When I come down, come back to myself I’m lying on my stomach, and he’s on me. I didn’t pass out, but the intensity took me over to the point that my entire body was awash, in another realm and it was just me and him and now . . . now I’m here, and his weight is on me, as he lazily thrusts in me, half hard, still huge.

      Nicolo slows and stops. “I don’t want to leave you. I fucking love this. Being buried in you, Avah. You have a magic cunt.” Then his hand drifts up to my mouth, and he dips in. “And mouth.”

      I close my eyes, drifting. “I love it too.”

      That’s the naked truth.
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        * * *

      

      I must pass out, because when I open my eyes I’m on my side, covers on me, and Nicolo is pacing, wearing only jeans that are unbuttoned.

      “Yeah, Lina, that’s why I reached out.”

      Lina. Cold slithers in my veins. Cold tinged green.

      Because there’s something about the way he says the name in that smoke voice, and it’s a softness I don’t like, a familiarity. Intimacy.

      He hangs up. “Get dressed,” he says as he comes to a stop, leaning against the doorframe.

      “Who’s Lina?”

      He doesn’t answer me, just grabs a shirt, one of those long sleeved ones and pulls it on.

      “Do I have time for a shower?”

      “Sure. Make it quick.”

      I jump up and a twinge of a good ache hits me, but I know he’s watching me as I make my way to the bathroom and try and cover it up.

      “Avah?”

      “Yeah?”

      “The aftermath of good and thorough fucking suits you.”

      Holding my head up, I go into the bathroom.
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        * * *

      

      The woman is drop dead gorgeous. Everything I’m not. Sophisticated, glamorous, and stunningly beautiful.

      She crosses long, slender legs and sips a fragrant tea. I have one, but I don’t want it, and Nicolo stands, leaning against the wall, like all the velvet furniture in voluptuous, feminine shapes and swells and colors are things he’d rather not touch. Like the tea.

      Me? I’m scared I’ll break the delicate cup.

      The woman—Lina—has dark glossy curls and perfect makeup. She also has a body to die for and it’s clear there’s history between them. From the ease of conversation to the way she touched him when we arrived.

      Nicolo didn’t seem to mind.

      “My girls are safe,” she says.

      “But you’ve heard things?”

      “The girls and guys who work for me pick their clients. High class all the way. And no one is forced to do anything. I protect them, vet clients, and—”

      “I know that.”

      Lina smiles and swings her dark chocolate eyes to me. “Your little blonde baby there doesn’t, Nico.” Then her smile disappears. “I run an upscale business. But I see everything.”

      He’s not smiling either as he straightens up and takes a deliberate step toward me. “And you didn’t come to me?”

      “Over what? Girls go missing. Not mine but ones on the street. You know this.”

      “That’s not what this is about, is it?”

      “I hear . . . stories. Runaways, disappearances. The same old, Nico. But it wasn’t until I heard your message I started asking. Girls are being taken, and not just from the streets. I don’t have proof, apart from the gossip but that is proof in and of itself.”

      “Nicolo?” I clear my throat. The vibe between them is something I can’t bear. The history. The thing I will never have with him. History. Not beyond this little moment. “What’s going on?”

      “Tesoro.” He runs a hand down his face. “This ties in to your visitor.”

      Lina rises. “Visitor? One of my girls was on a date, and . . . did he have a scar?”

      The bottom falls out of my stomach and I nod.

      Her eyes cut to Nicolo. “You might have a problem, my love.”

      “Have you heard the name El Cabeza?” he asks quietly.

      She’s silent a moment. But nods. “Yes.”

    

  







            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    




      NICOLO

      “My love,” Avah mutters as I lead her out of the beautiful house in Preston Hollow, one of the most exclusive and leafy neighborhoods in Dallas.

      She’s stinking fucking mad, my Avah, and call me a sexist pig, but damn it feels good, the jealousy that radiates from her like a cloud.

      “Not what you’d associate with me?”

      She shoots me a dark and evil look. “Not what I associate with the dark-haired Dolly Parton of Dallas.”

      “The . . . ?” Then I chuckle. “That isn’t a whorehouse, Tesoro. She runs a very exclusive, very upscale escort service. People try and fail to work for her.”

      “And you?”

      “Not your escort type, babe.” I pull her to a stop and then into my arms where I kiss her slow and thorough, taking my time, losing myself a little in the heat and wet sweetness of her mouth, the way her tongue works with mine, her sigh.

      But we’re also out in the open and my cock is beginning to stir right as the edges of my awareness start to shrink down to just her and me and the bone melt of his moment.

      I lift my head. “And yeah, we fucked, if that’s what you want to know. Lina is exceedingly talented.”

      “Let go of me, Nico.”

      “No.” I nip her ear and suckle a little at her naked lobe. “If I wanted to keep fucking her, I would be and you and I? Wouldn’t be a thing. I wouldn’t have fucked your fine ass. Not that I’ve fucked that yet, but it’s on my hit list.”

      “Romantic, Nicolo.”

      I laugh. “Honest.” Then I do let her go. “Come on, let’s get out of here, I need to do some work.”
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        * * *

      

      Avah is quiet through dinner, and I want to touch her, more than anything, but I don’t. There’s hurt in her gaze when she thinks I’m not fucking looking, but while she’s thinking this is about Lina, it isn’t.

      It’s Avah. I like her, way too much. It’s something I need to acknowledge, something I can’t really do a fucking thing about.

      Avah is light and good. I’m, well, not. At least, not in the way a girl like her needs. I should have denied the urge for her. Should have left her untouched.

      But how the fuck was I meant to do that when she stripped and got in my shower?

      Sins of the flesh are my jam. I defy anyone to turn down a morsel as tasty as Avah. As divine. As glorious.

      Shit. I need to not go there. It’s in my best interest not to. She’ll be gone when this is done. I’m going to have to make sure of it. Her in this city? I’m not sure I’d be able to keep my hands to myself. Because when I look at her, the word mine gets stronger with each passing second.

      If she stays she’ll end up miserable, hating me.

      She wants that fucking picket fence.

      I’m not forever.

      Next week is proof of that. Leo’s got a job lined up and that’s my life. When I mentioned it, just to discuss alternative arrangements if this isn’t solved, Avah excused herself to shower. Second one that day. An excuse, and it tells me a whole lot of fucking things.

      I rub my temple as it throbs a little.

      Right now I’m looking at shit on the computer I don’t want to and I’m seeing a pattern. It’s very far from obvious, but it’s there.

      “Nicolo?”

      I look up from my computer where I sit on the sofa. She’s damp, pink, fresh, and in an oversize T-shirt. One of mine. The old faded college one that some chick I fucked years ago gave me. I didn’t go to college, she did. I’d forgotten about her until now. But Avah . . . fuck. Right now she brings that girl back to life in my head.

      They’re not similar, unless you count their youth. But I was young then too. And now? I’m fucking a twenty-three-year-old all over again. Except I’m in my thirties, not twenty-four.

      Avah isn’t like that girl. Privileged, yes, but Avah is shy, bold, and smart and not up her own ass. Avah rocks my world in ways no one in my life ever has.

      “Yeah?”

      “I’m scared.” Her shoulders lift as she breathes out. “I should go. I should—"

      “Get your ass over here.”

      She comes over, and I pull her onto me, thighs either side of mine. I scoot her real close to the point I’m really not sure if it’s pleasure or torture, especially when she rocks against me as she slides her hands around my neck. “You’re very bossy.”

      I bite her throat. “I know.”

      A small moan escapes.

      “I should leave, shouldn’t I?”

      “Tesoro, I don’t think this is that simple and running away isn’t a help. Someone is toying with you, and I don’t know who.” I take a breath. “But after . . .”

      She just nods before I can say more. The thing is, I don’t even know what I fucking want to say here, no matter the thoughts that were just in my head. Should she go? Stay? We talk?

      There isn’t a happy solution.

      A flash of pain darkens those pretty blue eyes.

      “Avah—”

      Her phone buzzes and without releasing her, I pick it up from the coffee table.

      She eases back and takes the proffered phone. “Rhett wants me to come in for a shoot tomorrow night. He’s busy.”

      Fuck. I want to say not on your life. I want to lock her up and keep her somewhere so safe nothing can harm her. I’m out of ivory towers. Keeping her safe is and isn’t the game. I need controlled exposure to lure out whoever it is.

      If this is El Cabeza, then there’s trouble.

      Sliding my hands along the silk of her slender thighs, I catch her mouth in a sweet kiss. Sweet for me. I love how she melts when I go in soft, when I tease. I fucking adore the way she makes a little sound in the back of her throat, how she just sinks down and flowers open.

      I fucking swear Avah’s made for me.

      The rude buzz of my doorbell shatters the mood and she goes stiff. “It’s fine, Tesoro, I know who it is. Go put some pants on.”

      Avah climbs off me and it’s with regret I let her go. I give myself a few seconds and Tizio rings the bell again.

      I march over and disengage the lock as he steps in. “Diego’s working. Christian is out of town for the night.”

      “Anything big?”

      “Very small, but you know him and his lady.”

      I almost laugh. Mia’s not going to like it as usual. There’ll be hell to pay when he gets back, but right now, I’m not concerned with any of that. Leo checked in with me earlier, as we have something big next week. It’s delicate. I can’t rock boats because there’s a connection to supplies he needs that are affiliated with Lowlanders.

      He glances around. “Where’s your woman?”

      “Bedroom.”

      He goes to the kitchen, comes back with the tequila and two glasses, and pours us one each. “This is fucked, man.” Tizio downs half his drink. “You’re right. Girls are disappearing.”

      “Not a lot, and not just here, but I’ve been researching it, and it’s moved here. When you look at the patterns . . .”

      I turn the computer to him. He looks at it, then at me. “It sure as fuck looks like some kind of trafficking ring. A sophisticated, well hidden one. We gotta tell Leo.”

      “Leo will bring down a war, Tizio. He won’t be able to help himself. And it won’t be just El Cabeza. It’ll be all the affiliates. Look.”

      “I see—”

      “You see what I put together. And it’s tenuous at best. This isn’t as far as we know Lowlanders.”

      “But it’s happening on their watch, Nic.” He downs his drink and pours another. I pick up mine and take a sip.

      “I know. But not on our territory that I can find. And I don’t want to bring down a fucking war.”

      “Hear that,” he says, gaze shifting a moment to the bedroom door. It’s half open but Avah hasn’t appeared.

      I know exactly what he’s thinking, I’m thinking the same. She’ll be listening, but I can’t dump her on Mia again, and right now, this is the safest place for her. My bedroom’s at the back of the house where it’s quieter, more protected.

      Not that I think they’ll come here. This is De Luca territory and that would be a war of their making.

      El Cabeza, not Lowlanders. But fuck, the tangles of these operations are always like this with people like Lowlanders. Too many pies, strings, and supply chains they run makes it like that. Which makes this harder.

      Make my situation way more tenuous.

      Not to mention Avah.

      But I’m thinking this might not have to do with her father’s previous entanglement. Tizio’s gaze shifts back to me. He’s still in his suit so he just finished a job.

      “Tiz, what if this isn’t just about old hurts with El Cabeza?” I ask quietly.

      He frowns, takes a sip, and sits in the armchair. He leans forward, glass loose in his left hand. “Maybe. If they wanted her then . . .”

      “They’d have taken her right at the start.”

      “The stalker shit doesn’t fit.”

      I tap my fingers against the arm of the sofa. “I know. She mentioned this guy with the scar—the one Lina also mentioned to her—”

      “Fuck, are you insane? You took your new piece to Lina?”

      I give him a dark look. “Asked for something back. Avah doesn’t know what. And when she was attacked they took her folio.”

      “Who’s they? You need to fucking find out. Because none of this fits. You have to put her out, front and center.”

      “No,” I say automatically, and then I glance up as the pressure around me changes. There she is, my shorts and the T. She looks glorious, mine. Scared.

      “No?” she asks, coming in, and she offers Tizio—a scary motherfucker, just like me, just like Diego—a soft little smile and wave. “If we don’t end this, Nicolo, I’ll never be safe.”

      “Well now, fuck.” Tizio takes another swallow. “I see why you don’t care that Lina met her.”

      She comes up to me, then stops, clearly not sure whether to ask what that means, whether to argue or push some stupid thing in her head.

      A stupid thing, I know, but it’s the only thing that might work right now.

      “Tizio, Avah. Avah, Tizio.” I reach out and grab her, setting her off balance so she lands basically on top of me.

      He just raises a brow and takes another sip, but not before I see the smile.

      But smiling is the last thing I want to do. “Tomorrow, that photo shoot?”

      “A small little engagement party that Rhett booked. He wanted to do it, but says he can’t.”

      Tizio leans forward. “Where?”

      “Downtown.”

      “Not us, not Lowlanders.” Shit. It’s both good and bad. Good because it isn’t their territory, but bad because it makes her way less safe than if it was De Luca.

      “I’ll speak to the relevant people. And I’ll set something up. Real nice meeting you, Avah. Nicolo?”

      I stroke her back and follow him to the door. There he pauses, doesn’t look past me to her but lowers his voice. “You still against security cameras?”

      “Hate that shit when it comes to my home.”

      He sighs. “You might want to look into it if this goes on. Flowers and a small box of questionable panties outside. I’ll dispose of them, but same kinda note.” He pulls a card from his pocket and shows me.

      You’re Mine, Not His.

      Fuck.
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        * * *

      

      “She’ll be out soon. And we sent in Matteo.”

      I glare at Tizio the next evening. “Matteo’s an underling. Small—”

      “Fucking good at his job. You go in, we go in, and if someone is after her, then . . .”

      I grit my teeth as the streetlamps just down from us break up the night. Using my woman as bait, even controlled bait, doesn’t sit right. Sure, it was my fucking idea and I’m really beginning to despise it more and more. The pit of my gut churns and I can’t seem to sit still in the van.

      If anyone’s watching, they’ll know we’re here. That’s the point. But they don’t know about Matteo. I hope.

      This piece of land is in flux to territory, right now it’s border Brisbane, border neutral, and on the other side of neutral is Lowlander.

      She’s been in there a while, and we haven’t seen anyone watching. Matteo’s last report was clear.

      “Your Avah’s a pretty thing, Nic.” The grin in Tizio’s voice irks me.

      “Real pretty,” Diego adds.

      “Shut up, both of you. I have eyes.”

      They both snicker.

      But then Diego looks at me as some guests start to leave. “Any ideas on the stalker? I pushed our fat fuck with the young girl fetish but nothing more. He’s keeping his head down.”

      “Should have castrated him.” I glare ahead. “And no. If it was a straight out stalker it’d be one thing, but this is fucking weird. There’s the scar guy. El Cabeza . . .”

      “Yeah. We’re working on it. But you have to be careful. Do the wrong fucking thing and Leo’s involved.” Tizio doesn’t need to say another word.

      The people from the event trickle slower and fewer, and I pluck the phone from Tizio.

      “Technically, I’m you’re fucking boss, Nic.”

      I ignore him. “Matteo should have called in.”

      “Maybe he’s waiting.”

      But I shake my head at Diego. “Something feels off. This event is too far back for us to see in.

      I call and the phone rings out.

      I don’t wait, I’m out of the van, ignoring the other two, sprinting to the building and in through the doors.

      Where the fuck is she? There are some staff and a couple of guests and no fucking Avah.

      The sign to the bathrooms is clear, but she’s not outside neither is Matteo.

      My heart starts to hammer as my gut turns, and all I can think about is what happened to Mia and Blake. I push a waiter out of the way as I race to the back.

      I run through the room where the catering staff set up. There’s a back entrance and I head there.

      The hall is basic and the backdoor to a lane is open and a guy swears. I grab my gun, not caring except for my instincts screaming at me to go. I can usually turn this shit off. But right now, the off switch is gone. As I round the corner there’s a van with the doors open and a slumped body.

      Fuck.

      Matteo.

      I don’t have time to stop, because someone snarls, “Stupid bitch.”

      Avah screams. I reach the back of the van, and a man has her, trying to haul her in the back. She struggles and fights to free herself. I reach for her and pull her the rest of the way free, I give her a shove back while facing off with her attacker.

      “Run.”

      I punch the guy and slam him over the head with my gun.

      Avah still stands there, so I grab her. Diego and Tizio will be coming soon, so I go to drag her away when something whizzes past and slams into the brick in front of us.

      I throw her to the ground, when a bullet hits me.

      I go down.

    

  







            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    




      AVAH

      Bullets.

      Bullets fly.

      They sing through the air and my entire body goes numb as I touch Nicolo, who has me pressed to the ground.

      There’s blood.

      Blood.

      His blood.

      On my hand.

      He groans and I don’t think, because someone shot the man I might just be in love with. In his hand is his gun and I take it, right as the man with the gun comes for me.

      He’s wiry, ugly, sneering, and I make sure the safety is off before I pull the trigger, over and over. I miss him the first two times, but the third, it hits flesh and the shock and pain on the man’s face makes me want to scream with laughter.

      He drops, and I’m shaking now as I push Nicolo who’s trying to get up. I push him away as bright hot sparks leap in me, power and violence surge.

      Voices shout.

      Hands come at me and for the gun but I tighten my hold.

      My name and soothing words are flung at me from the top of a well. I’m falling to the bottom of it, fast. I can hear myself crying out for Nicolo. Over and over and I fight off the hands that have me.

      “Avah.” I crumble a little at that.

      “Avah, give me the gun, babe.” My grip loosens. Then the gun is taken from me, and I’m engulfed in strong arms, and words like a litany in smoke pour steadily over me.

      “Babe, Avah, it’s Nicolo. You’re okay. I’m okay. See? Avah, it’s me. Avah, it’s okay.”

      The shaking sets in hard, and I’m cold all over. My stomach heaves, a hot lump forms in my throat, and horror and disgust at what I just did hits me hard in the face.

      I squeeze my eyes shut and bury my face against him. “I shot someone. I shot. I thought you were—” I can’t say it. I know he was alive but what if that bullet hit more than his arm? “He shot you. He shot you.”

      My eyes burn, and Nicolo eases my face up. Through the blur in my eyes from tears I can’t let fall but come, anyway, I drink him in. “Tesoro, you’re in shock. It’s a graze, okay, a tiny nick. Come on, Avah, we need to go.”

      He doesn’t even give me a choice. I’m swung into those strong arms and I hug him close, still shaking, so cold, needing his heat, needing the beat of his heart.

      By the time I’m bundled in a van, other voices close around me. But Nicolo just holds me to him and I bury my face into him like he’s lifeblood, like he’s what I need to get through this.

      I shot someone.

      I wanted to laugh.

      I was glad.

      This life . . . oh, this life, is this what his world does to you? My father’s? What Dad wants for me?

      Because I might lose myself if I’m in this world. I know this isn’t Nicolo’s fault. That this is somehow, someway, about me.

      What if I can never escape it?

      The slow, sure touch of his hand down my back, over and over stops my racing wild thoughts and the shaking.

      The voices around me untangle.

      “We didn’t get him,” says Tizio. “They had back up and they dragged him off right as we got there.”

      “Matteo will be fine. But someone drugged him.”

      That’s Diego.

      I nod, knowing at least Matteo will be good. He’ll have to get the drugs out of his system and them he’ll be back to new. Knowing the boss, Leo will order him to take a couple days then get back to work.

      “Run the plates.” The rumble of Nicolo’s voice goes through me.

      The van is humming along, and I don’t know when we started driving but I try and sit up. Nicolo keeps me where I am. “My cameras.”

      “Got them, Tesoro.”

      I let the conversation fade out to noise around me and by the time we reach Nicolo’s place I’m in a better place.

      Definitely feel a hell of a lot more myself as my mouth waters when he strips his long black T-shirt. Nicolo takes the first aid kit and a drink from Tizio, who then gets on his phone, goes over to the bedroom door, and talks in low tones.

      My gaze is glued to Nicolo when a shadow falls over me. “Here, Avah. Nico said you’re more bourbon.”

      “I don’t want—”

      “Drink it, kid. It’ll help a little. And your man’s okay.”

      “He’s not my man.”

      “Uh huh.”

      Nicolo looks up at me from where he’s sitting, the red streaked cotton pad in his hand shifting over his upper arm. He puts the pad down and holds up his arm to me. All that delicious muscle is still in one piece. “See? Fine, Tesoro.”

      “Fuck me. Word on the street is you shot a Lowlander on their territory.”

      “That’s utter bullshit,” says Nicolo to Tizio.

      “I did it.” The horror hits hard and I down my drink, the burn making me sputter. “Oh, my God. That was me.”

      “Avah.” Those tiger eyes hold mine for a long moment. “It wasn’t their territory.”

      “Wasn’t their man.” Diego sighs and tops up my drink. “I’m betting El Cabeza.”

      “Van’s registered to the catering company.” Tizio taps his phone against his chin.

      Nicolo stands. “What else?”

      “I sent some people out, but it seems with this fucking little lie of a rumor, they’re both trying to pin it on you, and also her.” Tizio pauses. “Word is she’s wanted.”

      I can’t swallow as I shake my head. But before I can move, Nicolo’s hand closes around my wrist, pinning me to the spot, and he draws me closer.

      Diego and Tizio look at us.

      “I’ll take care of this. I’ll call when I need you.” Another look passes between the three men.

      When they’re gone, Nicolo takes hold of me and wraps me in his arms.

      He’s so warm and safe, his bare skin against my cheek precisely what I need. Not the whiskey, not anything, just him. The steady thud-thud of his heart soothes.

      I take a noisy breath because the top of my nose tingles in the back like I want to cry. But if I start again, maybe I won’t stop because the aftermath of everything keeps jumping up at me.

      I curl my bare toes on the rug in the living room. I don’t even remember taking my shoes off.

      “Nicolo.”

      “Shh, sweet Avah, you’re okay.”

      I shake my head against him. “I’m not. How can I be? I shot someone.”

      “Now, that was fucking impressive. And the fucker didn’t die. So, your body count is, as far as I know, nil.” There’s humor, dark and low, in his tone. “But we can deal with everything tomorrow. You need to go to bed.”

      Tomorrow? “I need . . .” I need him. “I need to make sure the photo card gets to the studio. I have to go to the studio.”

      “Fuck the studio. I’ll take it in.”

      I pull free from him, and he gets his drink, gaze on me like he doesn’t trust me out of his sight.

      “Nicolo, if they’re after me . . . who is they?”

      He finishes his drink, kicks off his shoes, and takes my hand again, this time leading me to the bedroom, where he strips me down. I want to smile even though I shouldn’t. He eases a T-shirt, one of his, over my head. Nicolo drops a kiss on my lips before standing back, moving about. He has a gun, I realize, from the back of his jeans and he’s checking it. The slide and click of the magazine should make me jump, but it doesn’t.

      “Get under the covers.”

      “No.”

      “Brat.” He sets the gun down next to his side. Then he leaves and comes back with my camera bag. “I want the card so I can take it in.”

      “Nicolo, I thought I needed to be out there.”

      “Plans change.” He sits down and lets out his breath. “I’ve been going over this in my mind. We just might be in one of those fucking places between rocks and other rocks, you know?”

      “Nicolo?” My heart starts to hammer again and heat streaks through me.

      “If someone out there is claiming what Tiz said, and that you’re being asked for, keeping you away might be seen as provocative.”

      They’d said war. I know what that means. “So, I should go.”

      “And they’ll kill you? No.”

      “This isn’t your problem.”

      He turns, expression savage. “And it isn’t yours. You fucking did nothing wrong. I’m gonna sleep on it and come up with a plan. Trust me?”

      “Yes.”

      I want to say to this man that I have way too many feelings for a man I think I just might love, which is so stupid I can’t even begin to deal with it. That I should leave town, just like he’d told me at the beginning, but right now I know I need him.

      I’ll probably always need him, but . . . I drag in a breath.

      “Calm down, you look about ready to have a panic attack.” He touches me with gentle hands.

      I nod. “I just think this isn’t right, I’m making your life impossible. And I should go—”

      “I’m a grown ass man, an enforcer, babe, I can handle this. You’re not going anywhere.”

      He pulls back the covers and turns off the lights. In the soft light coming in from the living room where a light still burns, he drops his jeans and the bulge in his underwear is big and half erect and damn it’s still one of the most beautiful sights I’ve ever seen.

      Everything about him is the most beautiful thing.

      I pull off the shirt and my underwear and lie down. Nicolo eases himself into bed. He stills as he starts to wrap his arms around me.

      “Tesoro.”

      “What does that mean?”

      He chuckles against my ear as he kisses it. “Treasure. You’re a beautiful treasure. My treasure.”

      I don’t know why, but it makes me smile. I reach back and brush my hand against his now hard and huge erection.

      “I like it.”

      “Take off my underwear, Avah.”

      My heart flutters as my blood heats, and I turn in his arms, fingers tangling with the material. I do as he says, and I lick and kiss my way along his girth, loving the heat and that soft sea taste of him, the scent. I lick at the precum on the fat tip, his dick twitching as I do so.

      “Fuck, such a filthy, perfect, magic mouth.”

      I start going down on him, my lower lips already feeling swollen, wet, and they ache for him. My clit is a throb that needs attention and I’m thinking of touching myself as I blow him, but Nicolo seems to have other plans.

      He drags me off his cock and up to him, and his mouth finds mine.

      The kiss is slow and wet, open mouthed, and each shift to gain a different purchase ups the ante, the pleasure, the need. It’s like we can’t get enough. Deep and wild. Frantic and sipping, slow and leisurely. It’s a world tour of what all the kisses we can try and each is better than the last.

      He rolls over so he’s on me and he parts my thighs, hand coming down to stroke against me and he sinks a finger into me as he starts to tease my clit.

      “So fucking hot and wet and tight.”

      He kisses a trail down my throat as I float, wanting more, needing all he has and he knows it, because he’s working me to a fever pitch.

      Right as he brings me to a sudden low orgasm, he thrusts into me. Each thrust is deep, languid, and he stretches and fills. I grab at him and he keeps pushing deep, all the way.

      “Home,” I whisper. “You’re home.”

      “Fuck yeah I am.” He rolls us so he’s on his back and I’m sprawled on him. “Home is where your cunt is, Tesoro.”

      A wild thrill rocks me. Like he just said he loves me. But he’ll never do that, and I’ll take what I can get.

      He grabs my hips and works me on him, not letting me help until he starts going deeper, faster, and he says, “Ride me, babe. Ride me.”

      I do. I lift and grind my pussy down onto him and we settle into a sweet rhythm. Then he tangles his hand in my hair as the pressure in me starts to rise, a sweet, intense pleasure singing. He kisses me like the entire world is me.

      I fall into the kiss, grinding and humping his cock as it twitches in me. His breath starts to come hard and uneven into me. Mine does the same with him and ripples through me. I don’t know where he ends, and I begin and this . . . this is different from all the other times.

      It’s a coming together that has no agenda other than joining pure delight and dark intimate places pulling us down. I’m starting to shake now as he plows up into me, harder, deeper, and then I reach it. That place and my entire body flowers open with wave after wave of ecstasy. I go higher, the deep throb of orgasm inside not done.

      The world tilts sideways as I contract and it’s like every single cell of me is contracting, expanding, filling with that delight and pleasure. Everything goes white as I shudder and shake and someone is crying out. It’s me.

      “Nicolo, I’m coming. I’m coming.”

      “Fuck. You’re a vice on my cock. Oh, God.”

      He comes too. His body shakes and his dick in me swells and spurts. The twitching is intense, and he slams me down on him hard. Our voices mingle as I shake and shake, and then he kisses me again.

      He keeps his mouth on mine, that open, intimate kiss that has no finesse, no agenda, just pure and glorious honesty, bare souls and bones, until I slump on him, the last of the waves finally settling.

      It’s a long time that we lay there, tangled, breathing all over the place. He traces meaningless patterns on my skin as he holds me.

      I close my eyes.

      Yes, I think I really have gone and fallen in love with him.
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        * * *

      

      Later, all through our shared shower, after we get ready for bed, I keep thinking on that. I don’t know what to do with it. How can I? It’s one sided. And… I pull out my camera.

      “Nicolo?”

      “Yeah?”

      I turn, holding up the camera. I’m going to have to find a way to get out and save him tomorrow. Because I think he’s the type of man who’ll choose the third option: save me, save his family, and sacrifice himself. I can’t let that happen. But right now. . .

      “Can I take your picture?”

      If I do get out of this, I’ll be going away. I can’t be here as someone for him to sleep with, and he keeps telling me he’s not forever. Running off might be the only way.

      Nicolo doesn’t answer. I look at him.

      He’s staring at my camera.

      “Photos.”

      “I just asked for one.”

      But he shakes his head. “Photos. That person who attacked, they took your folio. And the guy with the scar wanted something from you at a photoshoot. Tonight, did they grab at your bag?”

      I think back. It’s all so blurry still, but I nod slowly because the guy did grab at it. “I think so.”

      “Get your folios, all your photos, Avah. Show me everything.”

    

  







            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

        

      

    

    




      NICOLO

      On the second pass of her photos, I see it. Not the fact she’s talented; that’s more than obvious, but no, the little link I’ve been looking for.

      Because there, on one of the photos in her folio, of one of the industrial parts of the city, when the late afternoon light glitters like rivers between the dark blocks of the buildings, are people.

      Specifically in one of them, right at the corner, is a man with a scar, another man, and a girl.

      The other man . . .

      A muscle flexes in my jaw.

      I recognize the fucker.

      Things fall right into place like the puzzle piece that turns a mess suddenly into a picture.

      “Nicolo?”

      It’s late, but . . . “Get dressed, please. That was an order.” Avah’s gaze burns into the flesh of my back.

      

      I’m in jeans, she has on my old T-shirt that is fucking all hers now, and I’m thinking that I’ll never wash it after all this is done and dusted. Which is real high school fucked up drama shit.

      “Y’think?”

      I turn to her, her second folio in hand.

      She crosses her arms.

      Way to fucking go, Avah, I think, but this isn’t the time to stand up to me. The thought’s hard and hot in my head and yet, oh yeah, that quiet and confident level of intimate backbone, of calm defiance, suits her. Down to the fucking ground.

      “Talk to me, Nicolo. You have that face on.”

      I blink. “My face?”

      “The face that says you’re going to do something idiotic.”

      I sigh. “I’m pretty fucking sure my face is close to rock. Unfeeling rock.” I hold up the folio. “Who’s seen this one?”

      “It’s the one Rhett got most excited about. He loved how I captured Dallas, and—”

      “Before or after he saw how beautiful you are? Before or after he offered you the job?”

      Her eyes narrow a little and she still stands there, making no move to get changed. “Clearly before he offered me the job. They’re good photos. They—” She stops. “Why?”

      “Do you have others from these shoots?”

      She nods. “But you looked at them.”

      “The warehouses?”

      Avah mutters something under her breath. “Not printed, but I have the cards. I-I like to keep those with the originals on them for a while, as well as in my cloud.”

      “Your work is fucking amazing, but I’m just interested in these.”

      She turns and goes through a small container, and selects a tiny micro-SD card and hands it to me. Our fingers touch and the sparks bottle rocket bright and thrilling in my blood.

      “Nicolo, what’s your plan.”

      I grin, one that doesn’t echo inside me. “I’m gonna take care of this. Don’t worry. Now, get dressed, unless you want to give Diego a show.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Avah isn’t stupid, far from it. She knows something is up. So does Diego, who looked at me in that way he has. The piercing, scary one which often has people talking before he touches them.

      But all I said was trust me.

      I need him to watch her for me, because yeah, something might happen. I’m doing something stupid. He knows it, Avah suspects it, and me? It’s the only fucking way. Into the fire.

      I’m hoping not, I’m hoping that the shit I learned from some left of center calls and connections I’ve made will pan out.

      I don’t know.

      Could end up very dead.

      Time, as they like to fucking say, will tell.

      I tap my fingers against the steering wheel of the van. It’s one that we use for work, and in the back of my head, I can hear Tizio and Diego warning me. I can hear the soft plead of Avah, and the moans of her in ecstasy.

      The photo studio has just opened. I’ve been driving for half the night, thinking. Making those calls. Planning. Now, it’s time.

      I get out and go in, and the lady with the gray hair smiles at me.

      “Hello,” I say, pulling out whatever charm I might have. “Rhett back there?”

      “You have an appointment, Mr. . . .”

      He’s back there. Voices float through the place. Her hand is halfway to the phone.

      “Thanks, and here.” I throw her a fifty. “Get a coffee. Take your time.”

      She frowns. “But—”

      “Now.” So much for fucking charm.

      She recoils a little and then swallows hard, scrambling up and grabbing her bag. I wait until the bell of the door dings behind her.

      Then I go into the back of the studio. A backdoor closes, darkening the place down from that sliver of light. I don’t see who the fuck just left, but I have a good idea. I’m thinking scar. I’m thinking fucking scum of the earth, El Cabeza.

      Right now I can’t do a thing.

      But there’s a book open on his desk, and a laptop. I smile. “I think you and I need to talk.”

      The guy gets up, and he’s more jacked than I thought. Not a problem for me, but for some reason I find it interesting, especially with that mix of fear and aggression on his face.

      “Tell Avah to get her ass in here so I can give her severance. And I want—”

      “This?” I hold up the card. “Got an interesting photo too. Took me a while to work it all out, see how the pieces fit, but with that fine photo of you and I’m guessing El Cabeza and a girl you helped supply to them, you’re wanting my woman for more than fun and games.”

      “You touched her. You—”

      “Cut the crap.” His hands edge to the book, but I cross the room in seconds flat and take it. “What’s all this? Evidence I’m thinking. But what I couldn’t figure was the low level stalking you were doing. Until I got it. You figured she’d get scared and run, didn’t you? You didn’t fucking figure on me, and I’m betting you didn’t fucking know she was part of the Morgan family out of San Diego.”

      He pales a little.

      I grin, lupine fucking style.

      I want this asshole to squirm.

      “Rhett? I can call you Rhett, right? Did some driving in the early hours, made some calls. Seems like your mother’s got an interesting fucking last name. I also wondered how you had such a small business with such high real estate, not to mention the bookings are all suddenly new. Since Avah got to Dallas. Since you saw her pretty photos.”

      His eyes narrow and he edges close to his desk. “Work picked up, what can I say. It’s seasonal.”

      “And this, my fucking little asshole friend, is money laundering.” I wave the book. “You’re talking to someone who knows.”

      “Look—”

      “And your mama, her maiden name was Ramirez? Which is a branch of El Cabeza. Hence your ties.”

      He reaches for his gun, and I throw myself at him, across that fucking desk, and have him pinned by the throat against the wall.

      “Settle down, Rhett, because we’re having a talk about your family, your connections, your tastes, and your business.”

      And then, because I can, I punch him hard. Once in the guts and once in the face.

      His howls tell me he’s not going to talk.

      He’s going to sing.
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        * * *

      

      When I pull up outside the HQ of the top Lowlanders, their security is on me in seconds and they have one of my guns that I’m packing, the notebook, and the computer I took from the office.

      I shoot a cool look when they reach for me, to manhandle me. They stop short of it as I raise my hands. I’m led into the old-school Irish bar, but it’s not the same guys I spoke to last time. No, this is one guy, reading a paper, and I’m pretty sure I know who he is.

      The actual head of the entire thing.

      “You O’Grady?” I’m not sure if this will work, but I’m hoping like hell it will.

      “That I am,” he says with an Irish accent. “And you’re De Luca. Fucking about in my business.”

      He doesn’t look up from the paper, rattles it, and turns a page. Then he laughs, shaking his head.

      I wait.

      With the rumors flying, his being here is either a coincidence or not. But whichever it is, it doesn’t sit well.

      Dark hair too long, silver rings on his fucking fingers and faded blue jeans that are ripped.

      I haven’t met him before because he’s rarely around, rarely in Dallas. It’s usually one of the other Irish, as long ago they were made up of a couple of families. Now, it’s about five, not all Irish, and all with different interests, which is why I never call the Lowlanders a family or an outfit.

      “Now, Abruzzi,” the man says, an easy grin on his lips, one that doesn’t reach his eyes, “tell me why I shouldn’t kill you.”

      “You’ve heard?”

      He folds the paper, picks up a SIG Sauer nine millimeter, and checks it. “Ah, now, I did at that. Shot one of mine. I say one of mine. Someone in the fold. And your little girl has something, that’s what I hear.”

      “You need to leave her be.”

      O’Grady looks at me. The charming smile with nothing behind it but ice in place. “I don’t need to do fuck all. Except maybe use you as target practice. Some might say a De Luca Enforcer rocking up to my pad, one who’s carrying somewhere on his big person, is what’s called a provocative move. Warlike.”

      “No war. Not fucking meant as provocative.” This man strikes me as one who wants it straight, who doesn’t put up with games unless he sets them. So, I just come out with it.

      I know I’m risking my life, my career, all of it.

      But if it keeps my Avah safe, then I’ll do it.

      I’ll lay down my fucking life for her.

      I’ll destroy everything to do with me to save her and the De Lucas.

      Third option is nuclear.

      “I’m here to make an offer. If I can’t prove this isn’t an attack on you, take me. She’s innocent, and you do business with her father.”

      There’s a spark in his blue-black eyes. “Do business with most everyone, including yours.”

      “In my van is someone you might be interested in.”

      “You did business on my land, Abruzzi. That’s war, or a death sentence. Up to you. Because I’ve got a free day, be happy to stretch those shooting fingers, or you know, indulge in some light torture.”

      I shrug and toss my keys to the big man who’s at my right. “Van.”

      “Well?”

      I look at Grady. He doesn’t even glance at the guys on either side of me. “Ant? Get the gift from the van. Sean? Bring that shit here.”

      Thing is, I’m betting the computer just backs up what I’m seeing in the book. O’Grady leaves that but leafs through the ledger.

      That’s classic and not very good money laundering. But there are other things I think have been hidden, and I’m betting those things are to do with the sex ring. Yeah, every instinct tells me that. But to see it? I don’t know if it’ll hold up.

      “What if this on my orders?”

      “Maybe it is, and my deal still stands. Me over my family and my woman. They have nothing to do with it. At all. I wanted her safe and figured I found out someone’s skimming from you. He’s related to El Cabeza.”

      O’Grady’s eyes cut to mine.

      “There are girls—”

      “I’m going to stop you right there. If they don’t fuck with me, I don’t fuck with them. What I do fuck with and with extreme and deadly prejudice is people skimming off the top. I don’t take kindly to illegal shit I don’t make profit from on my land.”

      I nod. Fuck. I don’t know if this guy knows or cares about a trafficking ring. And the photo? I think I’m keeping that.

      El Cabeza wanted it. Or should I say Rhett because he was in it. Avah didn’t recognize him in the photo. I did because I was looking.

      The bruised and bloody Rhett is pushed forward and he sprawls to the floor of the bar.

      “Keep off my fucking property. Your girl moves out now. Keep out of my business. If I see you, it better only be with business Lowlanders have with De Luca. If you don’t—”

      I nod. “Got it.”

      O’Grady waves a hand. “I’ll deal with this.”

      With that, I turn and leave.
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        * * *

      

      “Oh my God!” Avah flings herself at me the moment I step in my door. She’s shaking. There’s fury, relief, and a softness in her voice that pierces something deep within.

      “I’m good, babe, I’m good.”

      Better than good now, she’s here in my arms, the heat and softness of her right and sure.

      But it’s a fallacy, I kiss her softly, then ease her back and look at Diego.

      “It’s done?”

      “At least for now. I don’t know what they’ll do, if anything, about the sex trafficking ring. It’s not on our watch, and the message is clear. Keep out.”

      Diego nods. “So, no fucking heads to crush?”

      “Not from us. I’ll talk to you about this later.”

      He nods again, touches Avah’s shoulder, and leaves.

      Her blonde hair is pulled back in a low ponytail. She’s in jeans and a T-shirt, and my heart hurts.

      She’s everything a man could want. Everything a man needs. She’s mine, and to have her happy, to give her what she wants, I have to let her go.

      “Nicolo, what happened?”

      “What happened is your boss was behind the fucked up shit being sent. Trying to get you all fucking scared so you were out of town.” I take her hand and show her the photo again. It’s still there, on the bed. I sit and draw her into me, between my legs. “It’s why I couldn’t work it out. You caught him in a photo where—”

      “What?” Her blue eyes go wide. “What your Lina was saying?”

      “Tesoro, this world is fucked. And if I could be the one to give you what you need and want, I would, but I can’t. And yeah. He was helping supply some girls.”

      She shivers. “Me?”

      “Probably,” I say because in the end, no matter what, she’s the kind of sweet innocence that those sick fucks love. Sell a girl to the highest, nastiest bidder. If she looks untouched, she has that air Avah has . . . yeah, even if she left, I’m betting Rhett would have kept tabs.

      He would have come for her, had her, because the element of truth was there in the stalking. He wanted her, lusted for her. I saw it.

      “But your boss was laundering money too. That’s how I got him.”

      She swallows, looks at me. “Got him? We need to tell the police.”

      “Fuck that. I handed him over. You’re unemployed as of half an hour ago. Because your boss won’t be breathing much longer. It’s what I do. What your father does.”

      I bring her in and kiss her again, savoring it, memorizing the heat and softness as something in me tears apart.

      When I ease her back, my hand curled on her ass, I look at her. “Tell me you don’t want a life away from this.”

      She doesn’t answer, just stares at me, her blue eyes shimmering. “Nicolo . . .what? What are you doing?”

      “Rejecting you. Ending this.” Fuck, pain rips through me as I say it. Because if I don’t, she’ll regret it forever. “You’re safe and we’re done.”

      I push her from me now and get up, opening a side drawer next to the bed and pull out an envelope.

      “Nicolo?”

      “There’s five K in there.” I keep it for times I might need to bring a shit ton of cash with me to pay for information. But this time, I’m using it in such a way there’s a bitter, metallic taste in my mouth and that pain gets darker inside.

      “You’re paying me?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’m not a hooker.” The horror, the pain, it’s almost too much to bear.

      “You did service me.”

      A bleakness hits her face. “Fuck you.”

      I almost laugh. Avah swearing. I only had to tear her to pieces to do that.

      “Get your things. Congratulations, Avah, you get to go wherever you want today.”

      As I stalk past her I realize what that pain is.

      My heart is breaking.

      To make her happy, I have to hurt myself.

      I don’t want to let her go. I don’t want to push her away, but isn’t that love?

      Sacrifice?

      “No.” She whirls around and, in jerky movements, starts shoving things in a bag. “Send my things to my dad. Fuck you. Fuck you. Fuck you. I’m never forgiving you. I’m never seeing you again. Goodbye, Nicolo.”

    

  







            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

        

      

    

    




      AVAH

      Tears blur my vision so much that before I can quite reach the airport, I have to pull over.

      The hurt is a storm inside.

      Nicolo. The man I went and fell in love with not only tried to pay me but shoved me out his door so fast my head’s still spinning.

      I grip the wheel tightly.

      I ran.

      But he pushed.

      And I- I hate his life, but what the hell is this thing in me that’s like someone’s carved out my insides? A life away from mafia isn’t going to solve my hollowness. I’m still my father’s daughter. To really get away, I’d have to cut ties with him too.

      I suck in breath after breath as I lower my head against the wheel.

      “What are you doing, Avah?”

      Nicolo. . . he doesn’t want me.

      He doesn’t.

      Except, as his face comes to me, the expression as he looked at me leave was grim, cold, and so full of pain it’s like a knife to my heart.

      I ran from home. I’m running from him.

      Mia and Blake and Scarlett. . . their words come back at me, slapping my face.

      They’re all different, and they chose love over some idyllic life they might have had in their heads.

      “He didn’t offer you love. He didn’t.” I gulp over the hot lump in my throat as my sinuses tingle and burn.

      Isn’t that the thing? He didn’t.

      Because somewhere, I know that I didn’t get a choice. I didn’t get to decide what I wanted because he didn’t want me.

      Tears fall, and I swipe them away.

      Then again, did I even take a chance?

      I ran.

      Oh, shoot.

      What if . . . What if he pushed me because he thought that was easier? And I . . .

      Damn it.

      I don’t take huge risks. This one, the one forming in my head, is the biggest risk I think there might be.

      With a shuddering breath, I reach for the ignition.

      I’m not crushing on him. I’m pretty sure that the crush was brief, the fall hard, fast, and irreversible. I’m in love with Nicolo Abruzzi and that man is worth me humiliating myself, worth me being rejected.

      I’m not letting go without a fight, I’m not—

      A shadow falls over me and someone raps hard on my window.

      Everything in me goes into freefall.

      My entire body tingles as my heart lurches, pulling the broken, shattered pieces into one place. It’s still broken, hurting, but . . .

      I look up.

      “Nicolo.”

      “Open your door, Tesoro.”

      An order and one I want to laugh hysterically at. Something that smells fresh, like hope whooshes through me. I open the door, and he unclicks my belt, pulling me out into the sunshine and into his arms.

      “I was going to fucking let you go, Avah. I told myself getting you good and mad and hurt was gonna solve all the problems in your world. But I’m not a fucking gentleman. I’m not that good a person because I can’t. I can’t let you go.”

      I throw my arms around his neck and he swings me up and off the ground. His mouth buried in my neck, his breath hot and damp on me, and I dig my fingers into him, clinging, because if he lets me go, I don’t know what to do.

      “Nicolo, I-I got to here and started to cry. Because I’m an idiot.”

      “Fuck no. Babe, you’re the smartest, sweetest thing ever. I pushed.”

      “I was coming back.”

      “I was coming after you.” He eases me down but doesn’t let me go. His head, his mouth is close to mine, and all I want is to take it, kiss him with everything in me as the pieces of my heart swirl hard, trying to fit together. But I still hurt and throb in the wrong ways within.

      Oh, it’s so good having him touching me, his clean male scent around me. But there’s also so much more and . . .

      I blink. Hope rising higher. “You were?”

      “Yeah, I can’t offer you a picket fence. I don’t even know if I’m made for happy families. For you, I’ll try. I’m gonna quit my job for you. Walk away.”

      For a moment I can’t breathe.

      “You’d walk from what you love for me?”

      “Sweet, little, tasty, Tesoro, I’d do anything for you, and I love one thing more than working with and being part of the De Lucas. You. I didn’t realize I went and fell for you. I’m a bit thick, it took a while, but I’m yours, if you’ll have me.”

      “You love them. Your job.”

      “I’m in love with you. I love you more.” He kisses me, and it’s slow, sweet, meandering. My heart surges together as the heat of him engulfs me, and I fall into his taste, the wonders of him.

      When he raises his head, neither one of us is breathing steadily.

      “I fell in love with you, Avah. You’re mine, and I’ll do whatever I have to, to keep that.”

      “And . . . and what if I love you enough to stay with you?”

      “Babe, I can’t stay in Dallas if I quit. I couldn’t.”

      Not they wouldn’t let him, he couldn’t.

      He really would give up his chosen life.

      For me.

      My head spins, and I grab his face and kiss him hard. “I meant I’ll come to you, be part of your life.”

      “I can protect you anywhere. If you’re worried the Lowlanders or affiliates will come after you, they won’t. You’re out. Out of their sights, out of their interest. I got a call from O’Grady—head of that faction—to let me know. I have no idea about the rest of it. And that’s something you have to live with if you stay around that. Dubious decisions. Weighing up, so we can go wherever, but I need not to be here.”

      “Nicolo,” I whisper, “no. This is where you belong. They’re your family. I’ve seen how everyone is. This isn’t just an operation, it’s family. Like Dan to Dad and me. I can’t let you.”

      He half grins. “In case you haven’t noticed, no one lets me do anything. My choice, Avah, babe. My choice.”

      “The De Luca family is your only family.”

      He kisses my face, tiny little kisses that hold the heat and faint edge of savagery that I crave from him, the ownership. I want to belong to him. I do.

      “With you, if you’ll have me, Avah, I’ll make it work.”

      I nod, and then a calm settles inside, a calm so full of happiness I might burst. “I’m so in love with you, Nicolo Abruzzi, but I know my mind, and no.”

      Desolation grays his face. “No? I get it. I’ll see you to the airport, and—”

      “No, idiot, my gorgeous, beautiful, idiot man.” I kiss him again, peppering him this time with them. “I mean, no we don’t have to make something work. We don’t have to go. You’re what matters. And Mia, Scarlett, and Blake? They’re happy. They’re all different, and they’re so happy. I want happiness, and for me to have that happiness, I need you happy, whole happy.”

      “If I’m with you, that’s what you’ll get.”

      I tug his face closer. “I want you here and you to be in your element. I’m your woman. But you? You’re my man. And I’m good wherever we are as long as I’m with you. I thought I wanted to run from the life you have, but I don’t even know it. I wasn’t really part of it. What I was running from was Dad trying to box me in. And if I have you, your love, then I’m flying, Nicolo. I know you’ll keep me safe, and I’m good.”

      “Tesoro, I’ll do anything.”

      The happiness bursts, it floods every part of me. There’s a lifetime ahead of me with a man who will protect me with his life, more importantly, a man who loves me and who I love back. A man who is fascinating and one I won’t ever stop wanting to learn about.

      “Then anything is you and me together, and you staying here. In your job. I love you, Nicolo. Forever and always.”

      “Right fucking back at you, Tesoro.”

      He kisses me deep and long, and this is what it’s about.

      Nicolo.

      My enforcer.

      The other part of my heart.
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        Nothing is worth grasping on to unless it’s something you’d die for.

      

      

      

  




SCYTHE

      There’s not much I care for in this life. My club. My brothers. My blood. The rest blurs together. The only feeling I get is when I’m doing things I’m not proud of. I’m stained, and that’s the way I’ll stay. Nothing can change the past or present.

      Not even her.

      She’s been around, and I’ve seen her staring, but I refuse to go there. She’s pure and innocent. She doesn’t deserve what I have to give.

      When the war we’re dealing with draws her in, I’ll do what it takes to protect her and keep her out of the enemy’s grasp.

      She’s mine, whether I want her to be or not.
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        The past always finds a way back.

      

      

      

  




BRASS

      Everything around the club is changing, and it’s happening faster than any of us are ready for. There’s a storm brewing and it’s not gonna be easy to ride out.

      When she comes into our lives, it’s not easy seeing her. She’s a blast from the past, but there’s more to it. Though what that is I’ve yet to figure out.

      One thing I do know for sure is history always has a way of repeating itself.
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        She was mine, and I let her go.

      

      

      

  




MAVERICK

      The moment I saw her, I knew I was doomed.

      I was doomed to fall, something I swore I’d never do. But she’s been through more than any woman should. She’s lived through being sold to a man who hurt her in ways that gives me nightmares.

      No matter how badly I want more from her, I can’t. Not even with the temptation being so great. But she makes it hard, especially when she reacts to my touch.

      When secrets result in chaos, it’s my job to keep it together. But can I keep it together while watching her walk away?

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Inflamed Touch

      

      

      

      
        
        Broken hearts heal with time, but they never forget the pain.

      

      

      

  




DIEGO

      I broke her heart years ago, but there’s a reason for it. One I try not to think about. I put the past behind me, and I don’t look back. That is until I get a call from her asking for help.

      Now, I’m back and there’s unfinished business to settle. It becomes a game of push and pull, trust and betrayal. Questions are asked, and I refuse to answer. I’ll do what I came here for and hope to win her over.

      Or I might just have to sacrifice everything all over again . . . for her.
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