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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Stephan

      

      The first time I saw Isabella Parisi it was as if I’d been struck by lightning, and not for the reason most people would think. It wasn’t love at first sight. But I couldn’t deny I had an immediate need to possess her, claim her as mine. A girl as forbidden as Isabella spoke to the darkness in my soul, made me feel something I didn’t know was there.

      I watched her walk down the hallway at school, with her head held high and her dark curls hanging over her right shoulder. She was talking to a new transfer student, a girl from Brooklyn who was attending Walcott Prep on a scholarship. Isabella never looked down on anyone. Ever. That was what I liked about her. Her family practically ran Long Island and owned just about everyone in it. But so did mine… in other ways.

      Most of the girls in her social class were rude, entitled brats, but Isabella was different. She knew what it was like to belong to a family like mine because her father was even more unforgiving. He caged her like a bird, my pretty little damaged raven-haired girl. I wanted to hold my delicate girl in my arms and take away her pain. Because I understood her suffering.

      Isabella had no idea that I knew. No one knew about the parts of her life she hid from the world. All fake smiles and forced pleasantries, I saw behind her mask. She hid it well, but Isabella could never hide from me.

      As she passed me in the hall, our eyes met for a split second. The air between us sizzled. She made me hungry, starving for one taste.

      We weren’t supposed to speak to each other. Our fathers were old friends who later became enemies, fighting for power on our small island. But that didn’t stop them from working together behind our backs. They had kept in touch over the years, unable to avoid each other if they’d tried. Senator Parisi’s business interests aligned with my father’s, which made Isabella even more of an interest to me.

      As I walked past Isabella, I winked.

      A tiny smile tugged at the corners of her mouth. Her red-glossed lips parted for me. I thought I saw her suck in a deep breath, and then she dragged her teeth along her bottom lip, her eyes still set on mine.

      She had no idea what she’d done. One simple gesture drove me wild. I had to send her a message. It was time to make my move. The velvet pouch hidden in the back of my locker haunted me. I’d bought it for her months before, choosing this day to give it to her.

      Because today was special.

      Isabella Parisi was mine.

      She belonged to me.

      Even if she didn’t know it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Isabella

      

      One look from Stephan DeLuca made my heart pound in my chest, my pulse instantly quickening in his presence. He was gorgeous, tall with short, dark hair, tanned skin, and enough muscle to fill out his football uniform perfectly. Dressed in the navy-and-white jersey and tight pants, his hair still slick with sweat from practice, Stephan looked like a football god.

      When he winked at me, I couldn’t stop myself from smiling, something I didn’t do as often as I would have liked. But Stephan had a way of pulling one out of me every time I saw him.

      Walcott Prep’s team was gearing up to play in the State Championship game, which was a big deal for our school. Stephan was the starting quarterback. His twin brother, Sabatino, who everyone called Nino, was at his side in the same uniform. Even though they were identical, it was easy to tell them apart. At least it was for me.

      Stephan looked angry, even when he was in a good mood. His jaw was always set hard, his expression unreadable, where Nino had a softness to his features that was more inviting and friendly. Despite their similarities, Stephan’s darkness called to me. I understood what it was like to live in the light, all while hiding in the shadows. He knew my darkness and welcomed it. If I allowed him, he would consume me.

      “Who are they?” Nicole Avery, the new transfer student, said to me. “They’re hot.”

      Switching the textbooks from my right arm to my left, I glanced over at her, unaffected. I was becoming an expert at hiding my feelings. “I’m assuming you mean the DeLuca twins.”

      She bobbed her head, about to look back at them again, when I grabbed her shoulder to stop her. “Don’t give them any attention. They thrive on it.”

      “Who’s the one who winked at you?”

      “Stephan DeLuca.”

      Nicole hooked her fingers through the strap of the bag slung over her shoulder and licked her lips. “Stephan… what a sexy name. It matches the man attached to it.”

      We were in high school, and though Stephan was still a boy, he looked all man. For a second, I caught myself thinking of how his strong hands would feel against my skin. I would have bet they were rough and calloused from all the years he’d played football.

      “There’s two of them,” she cooed, clapping her hands together. “One for each of us.”

      Stephan and Nino had this effect on every girl in school. They were hands-down the most attractive, the most athletic, and by far, the most powerful. Their father was a businessman, but he had connections to criminal organizations, which made him an even more formidable opponent for my father. It also made him my enemy. Knowing I couldn’t have Stephan only made me crave him more.

      “You can have Nino.” I stopped in front of my locker, with Nicole at my side. Her face was glowing over the DeLuca twins. “But stay away from Stephan.”

      Her expression changed for a second before she forced another smile. “Are you guys together?”

      “No.” I dropped the textbooks inside my locker and removed another book. “He’s bad news. Always in trouble and never without a girl on his arm. Nino is the good one, or at least he’s nice, more approachable. You’ll have a better shot with him.”

      I tried to keep Nicole away from Stephan because I wanted him. It didn’t matter if we could never be together, that want never went away.

      “I didn’t see him with a girl.”

      That was because Stephan’s magnetism was like a force field, which circled around him, making him impossible to get near. Stephan guarded himself, as did I, but he always lowered it whenever I was around. We had the same effect on each other. Our eyes formed an unspoken bond, creating a promise neither of us had ever acted upon.

      “You’ll see all the cheerleaders and groupies hanging out at their table during lunch. Stephan is the King of Walcott Prep, and the cafeteria is where he holds his court.”

      She covered her mouth and chuckled. “This I have to see.”

      I shoved the book into my bag and slammed my locker shut, turning around to face Nicole. “Sit with me at lunch, and you will see.”

      When the headmaster stopped me on my way into the building, asking me to escort a new student for the week, I’d agreed on the spot. I was popular but didn’t have friends—my father saw to that. Attractive but never had a boyfriend. Socially speaking, I could have been friends with all the it girls, but I had no interest. Because my father approved of them. Their wealth and social status was good enough for him.

      But I would never be one of them. I could never be one of them. Whatever my father liked, I hated. And whatever I wanted, he would take from me. He was a cruel, sick man who terrified me. My pain was his pleasure. For years, I never understood why.

      Stephan, Nino, and two of their teammates passed us. I took a step backward to create some distance between us, my lower back digging into the metal padlock of my locker. Nicole’s body grew rigid, her eyes wide when she stared at them. It was obvious she was interested in Nino, where I remained stoic this time. Unreachable.

      Stephan looked into my eyes as if he saw through me. And I saw him. I’d always seen Stephan DeLuca for what he really was. Even though I didn’t want to admit it to myself, I knew he saw through me, too.

      When the bell rang, I walked with Nicole to class. I went through the motions the entire morning, desperate for a break from the monotony. I was at the top of our class, a guaranteed shoe-in at my father’s alma mater, Columbia University. I’d received my early acceptance the week before. He controlled every aspect of my life, my education and social life included. Nicole was the closest I’d have to a friend, at least until my father found out about her.

      I met Nicole at her locker and stared at the brown bag in her hand. The catty girls in our class would have a field day with the new girl bringing her lunch to school.

      “Hide that.” I pointed at the bag. “You can’t commit social suicide your first week at Walcott.”

      Her nose scrunched in confusion, one eyebrow raised. “Why can’t I eat this? Isn’t that what normal people do during lunch?”

      I closed her locker and led her down the hall by the hand. “You would think, but no, not with this crowd. Lunch hour is about socializing and making connections.”

      “But I’m starving,” she complained.

      “How about a pastry and coffee? My treat.”

      She smiled, even though it was somewhat forced. “Thank you. You don’t have to do that for me.”

      “Don’t worry about it. What are friends for? I’ve got your back. This place is full of evil bitches who want to see you fail. But I won’t let that happen.” I gave her a closed-mouth smile. “Promise.”

      Nicole was the only real friend I’d ever had. She was a girl my father never would have approved of because of her upbringing. But I didn’t care what he thought of her. Money and power wasn’t everything. In fact, it meant nothing to me.

      She brushed her shoulder against mine. “Thanks, Bella.”

      Only my brother, Mark, ever called me Bella. My father was proper, a boring old stiff. He never used nicknames or terms of affection for either of his children. That would have required him to feel something for us.

      Once we reached the cafeteria, which was more like a coffee bar or a lounge, we stood in line to order our drinks.

      “At my last school, we were lucky if they served hot chocolate when it was cold outside, let alone custom drinks,” Nicole said. “I feel like I’m at Starbucks.”

      “They serve Starbucks coffee here. The pastries are brought in from a bakery in Manhattan every day. Welcome to Walcott Prep, Nicole.” I held my arms out at my sides. “Your entire life is about to change.”

      And probably not for the better.

      “Call me Nicki. Everyone does.” She flicked her long, blonde strands over her shoulder and turned to glance up at the menu hung on the wall. “What’s good here?”

      “I would go with either the cappuccino or a café mocha. But I have a preference for espresso. What do you like?”

      “Frappuccino, I guess. That’s the only thing I’ve ever tried from Starbucks.”

      “You need more caffeine than a frap to stay awake during Mrs. Donnelly’s class. She’ll put you to sleep.”

      She laughed. “I’ll try whatever you’re drinking then.”

      I ordered café mochas and chocolate croissants for us, and then we scooted down to the end of the counter, where other students were waiting to pick up their drinks. A group of mean girls I couldn’t stand were glaring at me, their eyes moving from me to Nicole. They knew they couldn’t touch me, or my father would destroy theirs, as he had done to anyone who ever crossed him. But they could get to Nicole, if I allowed them.

      “Oh, look, we have a new girl,” Brittany Halstead boomed, her voice loud enough to draw everyone’s attention. “How nice of you to take on a charity case, Isabella?”

      I stepped forward, my jaw flexed in anger. “Nicki is my friend. Don’t talk about her like that.”

      “I’m sure your daddy would love to meet your new friend.” Brittany reached into her Louis Vuitton clutch and removed her cell phone. “How about I give his office a call to arrange dinner? I’m sure he’d love to meet her.”

      “Don’t start,” I warned. “You’ll regret it.”

      She tilted her head back and laughed. “Doubtful.”

      I didn’t want my dad to take Nicole away. He always found a way to ensure I was alone and friendless. Boys were never part of the equation because dating was not allowed under his roof. The great and powerful Senator Parisi chose my friends for me.

      Girls like Brittany, who came from good homes and had loads of money, were among the type of people he picked for me. But I wanted nothing to do with them. We had nothing in common, apart from our expensive clothes and education.

      Before I could get in another word, the barista called out Brittany’s name and slid the cups along the counter. My name was next, which was a relief. I lifted one cup and a dessert dish from the granite top and handed it to Nicole.

      She took it from me without a word, her eyes giving away everything I needed to know. I could tell without her saying it aloud she was embarrassed. By being near me, I’d made her a target of girls like Brittany. I was only trying to make her feel welcome and hopefully, become friends with her.

      “I see I was right,” Brittany lilted. “Charity case.”

      With the warm cup in one hand and the plate in the other, I turned to say something to Brittany. But I couldn’t move. Surprised to see Stephan now pushing his hands out to the side to get between us, I stopped dead in my tracks. Stephan shut down the conversation without even speaking by shooting a cold, hard look in Brittany’s direction. I noticed a shiver run down Brittany’s body then he said, “Don’t you have the drama teacher to blow, Brittany? I’m sure he could shut you up by stuffing his cock down your throat.”

      I tried not to laugh and failed, with Nicole following suit.

      Brittany covered her mouth with her hand, her eyes wide in shock.

      “Don’t act like everyone in school doesn’t know,” he growled. His voice was deep, modulated, and soothing to my ears. He tilted his head toward the tables. “Go. Get out of here. And stay away from them.”

      He meant Nicole and me.

      Brittany nodded as if she understood, and then said to her minions, “C’mon girls.”

      Brittany didn’t argue with Stephan. She stomped away from us with a loud grunt.

      My face hurt from smiling so wide.

      Stephan turned to his brother and said under his breath, but low enough for me to hear, “Keep her friend company. I have to talk to Isabella.”

      Fear shot through me. He wanted to talk to me? I’d never been alone with Stephan, and I wasn’t sure if I wanted to be. Because I was afraid of what I would do with him given the chance. What I’d allow him to do to me. So many nights I’d thought of Stephan when I was alone and under the covers, imaging his hand was mine.

      Nino looked at Nicole with a sexy smirk. He liked what he saw. She smiled, and her entire face lit up with excitement.

      Her skin was like milk, smooth and clear, unblemished. Nicole was a pretty girl, with light features, a slim figure, and kind eyes. It wasn’t hard to see why she was on Brittany’s radar. She was afraid of any competition when it came to the boys at our school.

      “Go with Nino,” I said to Nicole. “I’ll be back in a minute.”

      “Okay,” she muttered. “Don’t be too long.”

      I smiled. “I won’t.”

      With a slight head gesture in my direction, Stephan told me to follow behind him. I handed the pastry dish and latte cup to Nino and asked him to watch my food for me before I slinked out the door behind Stephan. He waited for me in the hallway, down by the gymnasium doors. His arms were folded across his thick chest, his muscles bulging beneath the navy sweater everyone at Walcott had to wear. Stephan was a sight, his legs long and toned in khaki pants that fit him as if they were sewn onto his body.

      My heart raced from the anticipation of being alone with him. When I moved closer to Stephan, he pushed into the gymnasium doors and disappeared through them. Was this a game? I was so aroused by the promise of spending time with Stephan my legs trembled. It was good nerves, the kind that propelled me toward him.

      The gym was dark, save for the light that filtered in through the high windows on the south side of the large, open room. Stephan climbed the bleachers, not bothering to look back at me until he’d reached the top. He sat and patted the space next to him. His hand slapping against the wooden bench echoed throughout the room.

      My heart beat loudly in my ears. It was so quiet inside the gym I’d wondered if Stephan heard it too when I took my seat next to him.

      “You don’t have to be afraid of me.” He set his big hand on the bench, filling the space between us. “I’m not going to bite… not unless you want me to.”

      I sucked in a breath of air, which sounded like a soft moan when I released it. He stared at me, his deep blue irises intense, frightening. His words said one thing, but his eyes said another. Stephan was dangerous, even when we were kids I knew he had the power to crush me. To destroy anyone in his path. He would ruin me if I let him, and in that moment, I wanted him to show me all the dirty things I’d thought of when I saw him.

      I inched my fingers closer to his until they made contact and sparks shot through the tips. Our connection was electric, further intensified when he wove his fingers between mine.

      “We’re not allowed to be together,” I said, my voice so soft it was almost a whisper. “My father will kill you.”

      He smirked. “Like I care what he thinks of me. I’d like to see him try.”

      “You should care. He hurts anyone who gets too close to me. I’m damaged goods, didn’t you know? No one will even talk to me because of him.”

      “I’m talking to you right now.” He pushed a fallen strand of hair behind my ear and cupped the side of my face with his hand. “You’re not damaged.”

      “You say that because you know nothing about me.”

      Stephan moved his thumb from my cheek to run it along my bottom lip. “You’re like a pretty bird locked away in a cage for everyone to see. My beautiful raven.” He released his hold on my face and sighed. “He can’t keep you caged forever.”

      Stunned, I stared at him, unblinking. “Free me.”

      The words fell from my lips before I could stop myself.

      “I will,” he said, hesitating with the next part, “when the time is right.”

      He acted as if he could control what happened to me. Little did I know back then that Stephan was no ordinary boy, and he would become an extraordinary man.

      Stephan slid his hand into his pocket. He held a velvet pouch from Tiffany’s in his palm so I could see it before he removed a thick choker. “I had this made for you. Someone told me Tiffany’s is your favorite.” Balancing the white gold choker on his finger, he let it dangle there for a second, waiting for me to reach for it.

      “I don’t deserve a present.” I looked at him, confused, my eyes moving between Stephan and the necklace. “Why?”

      “It’s your birthday, is it not?” He opened the clasp and held the chain with both hands. “It’s rude to refuse a gift on your birthday. Turn around.”

      Birthdays and holidays, in general, were not important in my house. Every year, I would get a gift my father’s secretary had sent to me from some overpriced designer with a note written by the woman who packaged the box. Nothing was ever personalized or special. Half the time my parents weren’t even home, leaving my older brother and the staff to celebrate with me.

      I did as Stephan asked, my back now facing him. “How did you know?”

      “I know everything about you,” he growled.

      “Everything?” My voice creaked when I spoke.

      He didn’t answer my question. Instead, he moved behind me, his arms now in front of me to lower the chain to my neck. With Stephan touching me, it was as if fire had licked my skin, its destructive flames dancing down my arms. I leaned back, without meaning to get too close, and when I did, Stephan moved his hands to my hips.

      “Stephan,” I choked out.

      “Raven,” he said against the shell of my ear, causing me to shiver.

      I liked his nickname for me. It fit my situation perfectly. My father locked me inside the house, forced me to become the person he wanted me to be. I was a prisoner more than anything. Stephan wasn’t wrong about my life or me. Even when I’d tried to escape, he found me and made me pay for my actions.

      “Happy birthday, beautiful.” His warm breath on my skin did something unexpected between my legs. He hadn’t even touched me, and I was wet and panting, wishing he would slip his hand beneath my skirt.

      “Thank you, Stephan. This is the nicest thing anyone has ever done for me.”

      “Have you ever been kissed?” He said the words against my neck, his lips so close he could feel my rapid pulse.

      “No,” I admitted, which was sad because I was now eighteen and six months away from graduation.

      He held my jaw in his hand and tilted my head up until our eyes met. “I want to be your first everything. Even if I can’t have you now, I will at some point. And I want you to wait for me. Will you do that for me?”

      “Yes… but my dad will never allow you anywhere near me. He hates your family. He says you’re all thugs and criminals and that no child of his will ever associate with a DeLuca.”

      “He doesn’t have to know about us.”

      I laughed. “You don’t know him like I do. He’ll find out one way or another. He has spies everywhere.”

      Stephan held me tight, angling my body so my head was on his shoulder and his arm was around my stomach. “Then we’d better make use of our time.”

      His lips crashed against mine with rough possession, his tongue invading my mouth like he wanted to conquer me. I moaned with each kiss he stole from my lips. He growled as if he was hungry and needed me to satiate his desire. My entire body came to life as adrenaline shot through me, rushing into my veins.

      His hand moved from my stomach to my breast, his fingers circling my nipple over the fabric of my sweater. They were hard peaks, pointed at him. It was too hot in the gymnasium, the air too thick to breathe.

      Without breaking the kiss, I rolled my sweater and blouse up, giving him access to slide his hand beneath my lacy bra. He pushed it out of the way, massaging my nipples with the pads of his thumbs. He pinched the swollen buds, ripping a scream from my lips that he smothered with another kiss. My core clenched, every inch of me begging for more.

      I was acting like such a whore with Walcott Prep’s hottest bad boy. But I didn’t care. Stephan was mine as much I was his. Every part of me knew that was the truth. Sure, we were acting purely out of lust, though for both of us it felt like so much more. I needed this. My life was a series of organized events, choreographed by my crazed father. Times like this were few and far between.

      Desperate for the aching between my legs to stop, I clamped my hand over Stephan’s and guided him. He moved my panties to the side, a growl escaping his lips when he dragged his finger along my slick folds.

      “You’re the one who’s gonna kill me,” he grunted, and then plunged two fingers inside me.

      I moaned so loud he covered my mouth with his to silence me. But as he worked his magic, sliding his fingers in and out of me, hitting every inch of my inner walls like a skilled magician, I came undone. I rocked my hips into his hand to push him further, tightening around his fingers. The long, hard length of his erection dug into my lower back. Knowing I had the same effect on him as he did on me somehow intensified my pleasure.

      He kissed my neck as he fucked me with his long fingers, his teeth grazing my skin. “My raven,” he whispered. “One day you’ll be free.” His words seemed to line up with my orgasm, and as he continued to say sweet things to me, my body trembled. Heat pricked my cheeks, spreading down my neck and arms until it covered my chest. Sweat dotted my forehead, tiny beads that dampened my skin.

      At the full height of my climax, I whimpered his name, and when I came down from my high, I was gasping for air.

      “Fuck, that was hot.” Stephan slid his fingers out of me, his movement so slow he hit another pleasure point that caused me to squeal. “Mmm… that was even hotter.” He stuck his fingers in his mouth to lick my juices from them. “Now that I’ve tasted you…” he said between sucking on his fingers, “… I’ll never get you out of my head. I thought I could stay away from you… I tried to keep my distance.”

      “I don’t want you to,” I confessed.

      “I don’t think I could even if I wanted to.”

      After I moved my clothes back into place, I sat up, still in Stephan’s arms. He kissed me, a quick peck that was enough for me to taste a hint of myself on his tongue.

      I grabbed the charm hanging from the choker and rubbed it between my fingers, feeling the beveled edges of a feather. Without asking him, I knew its meaning. I was his raven, his pretty little bird he wanted to free from her cage. And this was his way of telling me I belonged to him. There was nothing I wanted more.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Isabella

      

      “Happy birthday, Isabella, happy birthday to you,” Mark and Carmella finished singing as I sat in front of my cake.

      My older brother, Mark, sat on my left and Carmella, my childhood nanny and mother figure, was on my right. They were the only people on earth who kept me going every day. Without them, I would be lost.

      A few members of the staff crowded around the table. Their hands rose to clap for the occasion and to wish me a happy birthday. This was the norm in our house. I was lucky enough to have my brother and the people my father paid here with me. They were my family more so than my parents.

      Mark smacked a kiss on my cheek. “Happy birthday, Bella. You’re an adult now. You can do anything you want. So, what’s it gonna be?”

      “Except drink in a bar,” I countered. “Or gamble.”

      Carmella kissed my other cheek and whispered, “Buon compleanno, mi amore,” in my ear, which translated to ‘Happy birthday, my love’ in Italian.

      I kissed her back. “Thanks, Carm.”

      “I can sneak you into a bar. If you want.” Mark sat back in his chair, with his hands behind his head, waiting for the cake to be cut and served. “We can also hang out here. I have some vodka in the pool house and wine coolers if you want some girly shit.”

      I laughed and nudged him in the side. “I am a girl, silly.”

      Since my eighteenth birthday was a day of firsts, I decided to take Mark up on his offer. My father was in Washington D.C. on business. He always had his spies in place, but I didn’t care. One drink wouldn’t kill me.

      “How about some champagne instead?”

      Mark nodded. “Done. It’s your special day, birthday girl.” He looked behind my chair at Carmella. “Do we have any champagne in the basement?”

      “Plenty. Your parents always have a supply for parties.” She pushed her chair out from the table and stood. “I’ll grab a few bottles.”

      I folded my hands on the long dining room table, which was large enough to seat twenty people comfortably, and glanced at Mark. “How’s college?”

      “Awesome, one party after the next.”

      “You’re so lucky.” I sighed, wishing I could have the life Mark was living in Manhattan at Columbia University, our father’s alma mater.

      “You’ll be on campus with me in the fall.” He covered my hands with one of his and squeezed. “Only nine more months until you’re free of this place.”

      “I’ll never be free of Dad,” I countered, annoyed by the truth. “We both know he’ll have me watched like a hawk. He never lets me do anything fun.”

      He looked up at the ceiling and to the camera in the corner of the room. It was a tiny orb, almost invisible if you didn’t know where it was placed. My father had designed the security system in our house to blend in with the décor. But everyone who lived here knew where to look and the timing of each camera.

      I lived my entire life under a microscope, each portion of it analyzed and inspected as if my entire existence was a specimen in a science lab. Sometimes, I felt like a lab rat, locked inside my cage until the mad scientist decided I was allowed out to play. This house was a prison more than a home. It was as cold and uninviting as my family. The only thing that gave the old mansion warmth was the staff. I knew every one of their names and considered them friends, where my father didn’t even acknowledge they existed.

      Carmella returned with two bottles of champagne, one in each hand. She set them on the table next to Mark and ran into the kitchen to grab two glasses.

      “Aren’t you going to drink with us?”

      Carmella gave me a confused look. “I’m still on duty.”

      “It’s my birthday. You don’t have to work.” I threw my hand out in the direction of the kitchen door behind her. “Get another glass and come sit with us. In fact, get one for everyone who’s working right now. They should be here for the toast Mark’s about to give.”

      Mark laughed. “A toast? Who said I was giving one?”

      “I did.” I smiled at him, and then rubbed my hand on top of his head, messing up his shaggy blond hair.

      He had our mother’s light hair and pale blue eyes, where I had our father’s dark complexion and hazel irises. We looked nothing alike, so different you couldn’t even tell we were related.

      Carmella came back into the formal dining room with several glasses. A few members of the staff stood on the opposite side of the table from us with their hands behind their backs, lined up along the wall. My father made them wait in the same fashion while he ate. I hated how he treated them. Even with my parents out of the equation for the night, the fear was still there. He had this effect on everyone he encountered.

      Mark opened a bottle of champagne. The cork made a loud pop that echoed off the vaulted ceilings. You could hear everything in this house. With the exception of throw rugs, we didn’t have a speck of carpet. Every step someone took on the tiled and hardwood floors were audible to anyone within hearing distance. I’d suspected my father preferred it this way, so there were no surprises.

      Mark handed glasses to Carmella and me and then raised his in the air. “My sister wanted me to give a speech for her birthday. I’m tempted to roast her, but she doesn’t have enough embarrassing moments for me to make fun of… not unless I count the time when she was eleven and—”

      “Don’t you dare,” I warned, pointing my finger at him.

      He stared around the room for a second until his eyes landed on me. “Ah, don’t worry, little sis, I won’t tell everyone your deep, dark secrets.”

      That was a joke. How could anyone have secrets in this family? I couldn’t even steal a candy bar from the kitchen without my father knowing.

      “Okay,” Mark recouped. “In all seriousness, it’s my baby sister’s eighteenth birthday. She’s acing all her classes, got her early acceptance letter to Columbia, and I couldn’t be more proud of her. Isabella is the best of us all and probably the smartest.” He covered the side of his mouth with his hand and laughed. “But don’t tell her that. We don’t want her to get a big head about it.”

      I stared up at him with a wide grin and mouthed ‘thank you.’ Mark always knew how to make a shitty situation better. He was my rock, the one person I could talk to when I needed to vent. No one understood what it was like to be a Parisi more than him. I was so happy our parents didn’t care enough to be here with us. They would have made the entire night suck.

      I clutched the feather charm between my fingers, feeling each ridge engraved into the gold. Stephan remembered my birthday, made sure it was special for me. My heart slammed against my rib cage when I thought of him. He was my addiction, one I wanted to feed as often as possible.

      After we finished a piece of cake and a glass of champagne, Mark dragged me outside. The chill in the air caused the hair on my arms to stand at attention. Even for this time of the year, it was freezing. Our property was located at the top of the hill, with a perfect view of the Long Island Sound from beyond the wrought iron fence, which spanned the perimeter. I could hear the water from a distance, waves hitting the rocks below us.

      We moved past the pool and to the small house behind it. To our right were living quarters for the staff, and to the left, the pool house where Mark spent most of his time when he was home from school.

      Once inside, we plopped down on the plush couches. Mark took a sip from the bottle of champagne and handed it to me. “You know what I did on my eighteenth birthday?”

      “Hmm…” I raised my eyebrow at him. “If I remember correctly, you had friends over, got drunk, and then trashed the pool house. Oh, and you stepped on broken glass from the craft beer bottles you stole from Dad’s private stash, and the concierge doctor had to give you a few stitches.”

      He titled his head back and laughed. “It’s not a party worth talking about unless someone passes out or ends up in the hospital.”

      I shook my head at him, not amused. More like I was jealous that our father gave him such a long leash, when I was on constant lockdown.

      I raised the bottle in my hand and said, “To Dad not being here to ruin the night. He’s such a buzz kill.”

      “Why do you think I like it out here? No cameras and no one to watch me. I can do whatever the hell I want.”

      “Yeah, but you kind of need someone to look after you.”

      My brother had addiction problems, which stemmed from his underlying issue. Mark was diagnosed with bipolar disorder when he was my age, explaining all the erratic behavior and mood swings. He’d dabbled in drugs and alcohol over the years to dull his condition. After his last stint in rehab, disguised as a vacation in the Hamptons, the doctor prescribed my brother medicine that seemed to be working. At least he was more docile than before.

      Mark hopped up from the couch to lift a medium-sized box from the kitchen counter. The paper was bunched as if he’d gotten frustrated and balled it together long enough to slap a pound of tape and ribbon on it.

      I chuckled when he set it on the table in front of me. “You shouldn’t have. What did the wrapping paper ever do to you?”

      He rolled his eyes and sank into the space next to me, the plush cushions moving beneath his weight. “Hey, at least I tried. I could’ve pulled a Dad move and had the girl at the store wrap it for me.”

      I patted him on the shoulder. “You get an A for effort that’s for sure.”

      Mark smirked, stealing the bottle from my hand. “Stop giving me shit and open your present.”

      I laid the box in my lap and tugged at the ribbon holding the crazy mess together. My fingers slid beneath the seams of the paper, revealing a black box with no markings on it. “There better not be something gross inside,” I warned him.

      He held up three fingers. “Scout’s honor.”

      For my tenth birthday, Mark thought he was funny and slipped a fuzzy fake spider inside one of my presents. I screamed for ten minutes straight, now terrified of spiders for life because of him.

      I flipped the top, the lid falling to the floor at my feet. A navy hoodie with COLUMBIA scrawled in white letters was inside, accompanied by a small box from Tiffany’s. All the men in my life were spoiling me today.

      Mark pointed at the sweatshirt. “It has your name on the back.”

      I held it up and turned it over to see PARISI in the same white lettering. The number twenty-three, my favorite, was below it.

      I dropped it onto the couch next to me and leaned over to give Mark a hug. “Thank you. A real gift for once, not something a lady I don’t even know picked out for me. Dad’s presents are so depressing. They only remind me of how much he doesn’t care. But you do.” I released him from my strong grasp and sat back. “I don’t know what I’d do without you, big bro.”

      He smiled and made a fist that he knocked into my arm. It was a light tap that didn’t hurt. “Don’t mention it. You deserve better than this.” Mark pointed at the Tiffany’s box. “Open it.”

      I couldn’t believe my eyes or the fact I was holding a pair of diamond and tanzanite flower drop earrings. My mouth opened wide in shock when I locked onto Mark. “These cost a fortune. I can’t accept them.” I tried to give him the box, but he pushed it back to me.

      “It’s not every day you turn eighteen. This is a special occasion, and I wanted you to remember it for a good reason for a change. Dad gave me access to some of the money in my trust fund. Don’t worry about it. They were on him.”

      We both laughed.

      So many birthdays were unsatisfying, sometimes ending with me crying or upset over something stupid my father did. But years of disappointment and being beaten down by life had made me tougher, more resilient to bad situations and crap holidays.

      I held my hand over my heart and sighed. “Mark, this was so nice of you. Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. I’m glad you like them.”

      “How did you even know I was looking at them?”

      I set the box on the coffee table and curled up next to Mark on the couch.

      He passed me what was left of the champagne. “How do you think?”

      I grunted in frustration. “From Dad spying on my Internet searches?”

      He nodded. “Sorry.”

      I yawned, sleep and alcohol taking over me. “It’s not your fault he’s a psycho.”

      My cell phone was monitored along with my computer. A member of my father’s personal security team tracked every single thing I did. The GPS on my phone gave them my location at all times. Once, I’d turned it off and had a swarm of men with guns show up at my friend’s house to collect me. That was the last time I saw Jenny McAvoy. She was the last friend I’d attempted to have before my father paid her family off to keep her out of my life.

      The alcohol was getting to me, my mind a little fuzzy. I rested my head against the back of the couch and turned my head to look at Mark. “What’s it like to be free and live in the city?”

      “It’s fun, different from Long Island. You’ll like Columbia once you get used to being in the city.”

      “We’re so secluded out here,” I confessed. “This place feels like a prison.”

      “That’s why I had to leave. I couldn’t get better until I got away from all this.”

      He was referring to his mental illness. It wasn’t something we talked about often, but his outlook seemed to improve once he was at college.

      “I know Dad’s even harder on you, but it will get better.” Mark patted my hand to comfort me. “At least it did for me. He seemed to lighten up more once I was out of his house.”

      Exhausted from the day I’d had, I closed my eyes and muttered, “I hope you’re right.”

      “Tired?”

      I yawned again, this time louder. “Yes.”

      He covered me with a blanket from the back of the couch and took the bottle from my hand. My eyelids were heavy, and as much as I fought sleep, the alcohol won.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Isabella

      

      In the middle of the night, a few hours after my birthday celebration had ended, I awoke to my father’s voice. He was yelling at Mark for getting me drunk. I thought I was still on the couch in the pool house, but I was in my bed with no memory of how I’d gotten there. They were in the hallway, their foreheads almost touching with how close they stood. Mark never backed down to my father, but he respected him for it. Whenever I tried the same thing, I paid for my retaliation.

      I sat up, about to tell them to be quiet, when Mark fled down the stairs, and my father rushed into my bedroom.

      “Where did you get this?” He had something in his hand.

      I blinked the sleep from my eyes, trying to focus on the object. My hand fell to my neck. It was the choker from Stephan. I didn’t remember taking it off, but I also didn’t recall how I’d found my way into the house. Mark must’ve carried me. I never slept in my jewelry. Some part of my subconscious must have been awake enough to remove it before I crawled into bed.

      “I bought it for myself,” I lied. “For my birthday.” Holding out my palm, I added, “Can I have it back?”

      With some hesitation, he placed the heavy white gold necklace in my palm. I squeezed it between my fingers, feeling closer to Stephan already. My father could never know who gave it to me. But I had no doubt he would check my credit card statement and determine I was lying to him. The charm was custom, something Stephan would’ve had to order in advance. My father was no fool, but he didn’t push the subject.

      “I don’t approve of you getting drunk. Just because you’re an adult now doesn’t mean you can make stupid decisions that could jeopardize your future.”

      “A few glasses of champagne won’t kill me. Normal kids my age hang out with friends on Friday night… not with their butlers.” I rolled onto my side, tucking the choker inside my pillowcase to keep it safe. “Why aren’t you in D.C.?”

      He frowned. “I came home for your birthday.”

      I tried not to roll my eyes at him. The clock on my nightstand read two-thirty in the morning. “You missed it,” I informed him. “Tell Tanya thanks for the gift.”

      Covering my eyes with the pillow, I blocked out the light from the hallway. It was giving me a headache along with this conversation.

      “It was from your mother and me,” he growled.

      “Thanks,” I shot back.

      The card was written in Tanya, his secretary’s, handwriting. I hadn’t even opened the box she’d sent to the house. It was hidden in the back of my closet with all the things I didn’t want to deal with. If only I could stuff my dad in there, too, right under the old pile of blankets.

      “Happy birthday, Isabella.” He said the words through gritted teeth.

      His anger caused me to smile against the pillow. I didn’t respond and kept my eyes closed, hoping he would leave. A beat passed before he finally got the hint I was tired and didn’t want to talk to him. He stomped out of my room, closing the door behind him. The silence was nice. I welcomed it.

      Before I dozed off again, I unzipped the protective case covering my pillow and made sure Stephan’s necklace was secured inside. I couldn’t trust my father with it. The second he found out I didn’t buy myself a present I would be screwed. He would demand to know where it had come from. At least it was in a place where no one would find it.
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        * * *

      

      On Sunday morning, my phone buzzed along my nightstand with a text message. I clutched the phone in my hand.

      Nicki: Wanna hang out today? I’m going to a book signing in Midtown if you want to come with me.

      My fingers hovered over the keyboard, about to type, when I considered what lie I would have to tell my father to get out of the house. He was still pissed about me drinking with Mark on my birthday. Maybe I could sneak out without him seeing me.

      For a split second, I wondered if someone was staring at this message, waiting for me to reply. A chill crept up the back of my neck. I had no idea how fast a response time my father’s security team had when it came to intercepting my incoming calls and messages. I said a silent prayer it wasn’t immediate and typed out a quick message.

      Me: Sure. What time?

      Nicki: 2pm. Meet me out front of Strand.

      Strand Bookstore, a landmark in the East Village, was an independent bookstore and a popular tourist attraction. I’d been there once when I was younger.

      Me: Perfect. See you there.

      I pushed myself up from the mattress and tugged my hair from the ponytail on top of my head. Before I set foot in the city, I needed a hot shower and some concealer for the dark circles under my eyes. Realizing I was about to have a girls’ day out, my excitement was so uncontainable I couldn’t stop smiling. My face hurt from how much I was doing it.

      After I showered, I slipped into a pair of jeans and a cranberry colored tunic. I sat in front of the vanity and added some product to my curls, fluffing them with my hands. My father had the same loose curls, which he kept short. We looked alike in so many ways it sometimes sickened me. He was an evil monster, and yet when I stared in the mirror, it was like looking at his reflection.

      I wondered if one day I would end up like him. If it was even possible for someone to be so cruel and still live with themselves. He made my blood run cold. His presence sent chills up my arms.

      A little concealer under my eyes helped to cover the dark circles. Accompanied by a light gray shadow and pink lipstick, I looked more like myself. I inspected my appearance in the mirror one last time, before I slid a winter coat over my shoulders and grabbed my handbag from the chair in the corner of my room.

      My father was in his study, which made it easier for me to creep out the front door and slide in the back seat of the black Mercedes parked in the circular drive.

      “Hey, Fernando,” I said to our driver. “Can you take me to the Strand Bookstore in Manhattan?”

      He smiled at me in the rearview mirror. “Of course, Miss Parisi.”

      I was old enough to drive, with a driver’s license sitting in my wallet, and still, my father wouldn’t allow me to have my own car. My trust fund was on lockdown until I turned twenty-five. Over the years, I’d tried to take the train several times. Hell, I’d even walked off the property to escape, only for him to hunt me down. It was easier for him to stalk my location if Fernando drove me everywhere. And that made my life somewhat simpler because I didn’t have to argue.

      Nicole waited for me out front of the bookstore in a pair of loose jeans, sneakers, and a black North Face jacket pulled up to her mouth. She rubbed her hands together and approached my car, tugging on the doorknob.

      “You’re here,” she squealed. “We’re going to have so much fun today.”

      I thanked Fernando and told him I would be a few hours. He sped off down Broadway, disappearing into the masses of cars. Manhattan was the complete opposite of where I lived—overcrowded and far too loud. But I loved it.

      I raised my hands above my head and closed my eyes, taking in the sounds and smells of the city. “What book signing are we attending?”

      Nicole flicked her blonde off her shoulder and laughed. “Technically, I didn’t lie about that part. But it was just an excuse to get you to come into the city.”

      I narrowed my eyes at her. “What did you do?”

      She bit the inside of her cheek with a sneaky look on her face. “I invited someone.” Nicole hooked her arm through mine and led me inside the bookstore. “Well, he kind of invited himself and asked me to make it happen.”

      We moved through the stacks until we reached the back of the store, where Stephan was waiting for me.

      “I hope you don’t mind,” she said. “Stephan asked me to help him. Don’t be mad. I know your dad hates him, but I also know you have a crush on him. So…”

      The muscles in my face hurt from smiling so much. “Mad? No way. This is the best surprise ever.” I hugged her and whispered into her ear, “Thank you. You’re the best friend ever.”

      Stephan approached us, dressed in fitted dark jeans and a long-sleeved gray oxford rolled up to his elbows, with the top two buttons open. His black hair had a slight wave to it, a few strands falling onto his forehead.

      “I had to see you again,” Stephan confessed. “I couldn’t stop thinking about you.”

      I blushed from his words. They were so sincere and sweet. “I would’ve seen you tomorrow at school.”

      He shook his head, unsatisfied with my answer. “I didn’t want to wait another day.”

      “This is a big risk.” I sighed, keeping my fingers crossed my father didn’t know Stephan was here. “I could get in a lot of trouble.”

      “I was careful.” He tugged on my hand to pull me into his chest.

      His breath on my lips forced me to close my eyes and suck in a deep breath. He gave me a quick peck that went straight to my core, igniting a fire beneath my skin. If we were alone, I would have leaned back against the bookshelf and let Stephan claim my innocence. He’d asked me to let him be my first of everything, and I had every intention to wait for him.

      I angled my body to look at Nicole. “Is there a book signing today, or was that a lie?”

      “Oh, no, that’s real. My favorite indie author is signing here.” She removed a paperback book from her oversized purse and held it up for me to see. “I’ve been a fan of her work for the last year. She’s an amazing writer. You’d love her.”

      I inspected the cover. A man with bulging muscles held a woman in a Victorian dress in his arms. “Historical romance isn’t my thing,” I admitted.

      She shrugged. “You have no idea what you’re missing. J.P. writes the hottest sex scenes ever. Like, fan me hot.” She waved the book in front of herself.

      I laughed. “I’ll take your word for it.”

      Who needed to read about sex when I had Stephan in my life? The orgasm he’d given me with his fingers was life-changing, earth-shattering. One hour with him awakened my sexual desires.

      “How long do you have?” Stephan brushed the hair from my neck, his fingers sending a pulse of electricity down my arm.

      I leaned into his touch. “A few hours. If I’m not back by dinnertime, my dad will have a fit. He has this thing about us sitting down to eat dinner together on Sundays, even though we’re not a real family.”

      He laughed. “Ma is the same way. She makes my brothers and me come home for Sunday dinner, too.” Stephan hooked his arm around my back, staring down at me. “It’s still your birthday weekend. What do you want to do today?”

      “I’d like to go to the Met. I haven’t been there in a long time, and they have an exhibition I want to see.”

      Stephan kissed the top of my head and held me tighter. “Let’s go then. We don’t have a lot of time.”

      “You like art?” I asked Nicole. “They’re showing works from the Château de Versailles.”

      Nicole forced a smile, and before she responded, I knew she had no interest in art. “Nah, that’s okay. You guys go ahead. I want to get this book signed.” She held up the paperback, hugging it against her chest as if it were her prized possession. “I’ll meet up with you later.”

      I frowned, upset that she didn’t want to hang out with us. “But I was hoping to spend the day with you, too.”

      “Go ahead.” She shooed us away with her hand. “I promise to join you after I meet my literary idol. I won’t be long.”

      “Okay.”

      Before I left the store, it occurred to me that someone was probably tracking my cell phone. I removed it from my purse and handed it to Nicole. “Can you hold this for me?” She stared at it, confused, and so I added, “My driver dropped me off here. If I leave so soon and without you, it might cause some suspicion.”

      I’d filled Nicole in about my crazy father and less than normal life at school. That was why she went out on a limb to help Stephan and me. It was so embarrassing to have another person know about my shitty life, but I was determined to keep my new friend. I didn’t want her to be taken from me, too.

      Nicole slipped my phone into her purse. “I’ll text Stephan when I’m on my way over.”

      I thanked her one last time, and then I left the store with Stephan. We walked down Broadway, breaking through the crowd passing by to hail a cab. A car pulled up to the curb next to us, and Stephan opened the door for me.

      “The Met, please,” I said to the driver.

      Stephan got in next to me, and within seconds, we were flying down Broadway, driven by an insane cabbie.

      “Thank you.” I squeezed Stephan’s hand and smiled. “I can’t believe you brought Nicole into this.”

      “She was more than happy to do it. You’re the only person at Walcott Prep who was nice to her.”

      “I like her. She’s nice and funny. I just hope my dad doesn’t try to scare her away like he does to everyone I get close to.”

      “He couldn’t scare me away if he tried.”

      I laid my head on his shoulder, cocooned in his warmth. “I hope not. I like you too much to lose you.”

      “Are you kidding?” He played with one of my curls, twirling it around his finger. “I remember the first time I saw you. You were the prettiest girl in school. You still are. It was in first grade, on the first day of class. Your hair was in pigtails, tied up with pink ribbons. I couldn’t stop staring at you. Even back then, it was like I’d been struck by lightning. There was always something between us that drew me to you.”

      Italians had an expression about real love feeling like a lightning bolt struck you. Was Stephan telling me that he loved me? My heart swelled with so many emotions I covered it with my hand and sighed.

      “I remember that day, too,” I admitted. “You got into trouble for yelling across the room at Victor Delmont.”

      “That’s because he was acting like a little bitch and crying for his mom.”

      I laughed, my fingers gripping his shirt. He smelled of clean linen and the manly spiciness of his aftershave. “You were always so tough. Nothing ever bothered you. So many people at Walcott are afraid of you.”

      “But not you,” he growled. “At least not anymore.”

      “I was never scared of you, Stephan. More like what my father could do to you and what he will do to you and your family if he finds out we were together.”

      “He’s all talk.”

      I peeked my head up to look at him. “No, he’s not. My dad doesn’t hand out empty threats. He follows through on every one. Never underestimate him. I learned that lesson a long time ago.”

      “My dad is a powerful man. I’m not worried.” Stephan released my hair to place his hand on my shoulder. “Today is about you, my raven-haired girl. Even if it’s only for a few hours, forget about your dad and all of his rules and focus on us.”

      The way he said us sent a ripple of happiness through me. It was temporary. I was too much of a cynic to believe in fairytale endings. But I wanted to believe for that day I could have one with Stephan.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Stephan

      

      Isabella molded her body to mine, her head on my shoulder and fingers tugging at the fabric of my dress shirt. She was so relaxed, more comfortable than I’d ever seen her on our ride to the Metropolitan Museum of Art. I wanted to take her away from the city and never look back. But I knew her father had more power than mine, even if I’d never admitted it to her.

      I felt sorry for Isabella, and I hated that I did. Her life was miserable, every part of it orchestrated by her father. He would have killed me for even speaking to her. The same fate would have fallen on Nicole for arranging our date.

      When we arrived at the Met, Isabella sat up and smiled when she saw the massive building. It was the largest art museum in the United States, spanning four city blocks.

      “I love it here,” she confessed. “Carmella used to come here with me when I was younger.”

      It was sad her fond memory of the museum was with a woman paid to care for her. My family ran criminal organizations, and even I had childhood memories with my parents and brothers. I wanted to give Isabella the life she deserved… if only that were possible.

      I slipped my fingers between hers and led her up the stairs. Once we were inside, Isabella’s entire face illuminated, a giddy smile crossed her lips.

      “I like seeing you like this,” I admitted. “You don’t smile often enough.”

      She laughed. “Says the boy who walks around school with a permanent scowl.”

      “No, I don’t.”

      Isabella rolled her eyes at me, biting her bottom lip. “Maybe not when you look at me, but you do with everyone else. You always look pissed off. Nino never does. That’s how I was able to tell you two apart when we were kids. It’s still how.”

      Nino and I were identical twins, with very few differences in our appearance. I had a little more muscle and one inch on him, but our personalities were the only thing which set us apart. My brother was the “nice one.” And by Isabella’s standards, I guess that made me the mean twin. That was fine by me. I preferred people’s fear over love. It was a more powerful motivator in business.

      “I guess you’re right.”

      “I am.” She shoved her elbow into my arm and winked at me. “But you’re not so scary right now. This is the most I’ve ever seen you smile.” She flashed a wide grin up at me, my expression mirroring hers. “I like it.”

      “I’m surprised you didn’t go for Nino instead of me if I’m such an asshole.”

      She shook her head, staring up at the impressive architecture. The ceilings were high, the space overwhelmingly large and open. Isabella was entranced by the museum, captivated by its beauty, as much as I was with hers.

      “Nino never looked at me the way you do.”

      “How do I look at you?”

      “Like you understand me.” She shrugged, nonchalant. “I’m not sure how else to explain it. It’s as if you see me in ways no one else does.”

      “I do. I’ve always seen you. You’ve made it hard for me not to.”

      After I paid for our tickets, Isabella clutched hers in her free hand, studying every word. “At least I’ll have something to remind me this day was real.”

      “This doesn’t have to be the only time.”

      She sighed. “I don’t get many days like this. Once my dad finds out I met Nicole, he’ll go digging into her past and find some way to keep her away from me. He always does.”

      “Try not to think about anything other than being here with me.”

      She squeezed my hand. “You’re a good distraction.”

      “I can be even more distracting.” I winked at her, and her mouth widened even more. “Where do you want to start? This place is huge. I have no idea where to go.”

      “Have you ever been here?”

      “For that class trip we took in sixth grade.”

      She gave me a surprised look. “I can’t believe you’ve only been here once.”

      “My parents aren’t like yours. They’re rich but not very cultured.”

      “Art isn’t for everyone. To each their own, right?” She tugged on my hand, steering me in the direction she wanted. “Let’s start in Greek and Roman art and work our way through each exhibit.”

      “Lead the way.”

      For an hour, I listened as Isabella spoke about each sculpture and painting, admiring her innocence. She was so pure and beautiful, a delicate flower. I want to pluck each of her petals, peel back the layers of her exterior until I’d broken down all of her walls. We were taking a huge risk being seen in public together. Anyone could have spotted us, which seemed to make Isabella a little paranoid. Every time I noticed her unease, I held her closer, comforted her in any way I could.

      Between exhibits, I pulled her to the side and pushed her back to the cold wall, stealing a kiss when no one was around. Her lips parted for mine, her fingers tugging at the buttons of my shirt. I consumed her, devoured her with each flick of my tongue. She moaned when my hand fell to her hip, my mouth silencing her soft whimper.

      Our lips separated when we heard shoes hitting the tiled floor, drawing closer to us.

      I moved my hand from her waist to the wall and stood at her side. “Do you want to get out of here?”

      “Yes.” Her chest rose and fell with each breath she took. “Please. Take me somewhere more private.” She barely got the words out, before I was navigating through the museum in a hurry.

      “We have an hour left until we have to get back,” I told her. “Nicole texted me. She’s going to stay at Strand. My family has an apartment around the corner if you want to go there.”

      Her eyes lit up with excitement, but she didn’t speak.

      Our kiss left us both wanting more. All I could think of was tearing her clothes from her beautiful body. After I tasted her in the gymnasium and knew what sounds she made when she came, I had to have her again. She was an itch I needed to scratch, an addiction I couldn’t kick. I knew the risk we were both taking and didn’t care. It was worth it.

      But our plans came crashing down the instant we stepped outside. Two men in suits, with their arms folded across their chests, were waiting out front of the museum for Isabella. They each had Bluetooth devices in their ears to communicate with whoever was on the other end of this intrusion. Most likely it was Senator Parisi.

      “Miss Parisi, we need you to come with us,” a blond man said to her, holding out his arm to gesture that she should get inside the limousine parked at the curb.

      Nicole poked her head out, the top half of her face visible from the rolled down window.

      “No,” Isabella shot back. “I’m not going anywhere with you.”

      “Your friend is waiting,” the dark-haired man chimed. “We have direct orders from Senator Parisi to bring you home.”

      The smile, which was once plastered on her face, vanished in an instant. I knew her life was rough, but I had no idea how bad it was for her. Less than two hours after we’d met at Strand, she was already being summoned back to Parisi Manor. My father was controlling, forced me to stay away from the Parisi family, but I never listened or cared. He would never embarrass me the way Isabella’s father did to her.

      Her fingers slipped from mine, a painful look spread across her beautiful face. She turned to face me and sighed. “I’m sorry, Stephan. It was fun while it lasted.”

      I didn’t care about her bodyguards, who stared at me with venomous looks as I planted a kiss on her cheek. Her teeth grazed her bottom lip, and my cock hardened from her simple but sexy gesture.

      “I’ll see you at school,” I said, as she was pulled away from me.

      She nodded, unsure if there was any truth in my statement. “I hope so.”

      Then, she was gone, and I was left feeling responsible for whatever happened next.
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        * * *

      

      Monday had come and gone with no sign of Isabella at Walcott Prep. A few more days had passed where she still hadn’t come to school. I felt guilty. Because of me, her father was punishing her. A week later, the whispers started, the hallways buzzing with gossip about Isabella.

      I stopped her friend, Nicole, who was waiting in line to order food, and pulled her to the side. “Are the rumors true about Isabella?”

      She frowned, the sadness in her eyes telling me the answer. “Yes. Her dad sent her to a boarding school in Connecticut. She called me last night from her new roommate’s cell phone.”

      “Why would he do that? We graduate in six months.”

      Nicole stared up at me and sighed. “I feel terrible about all this. If I didn’t help you…” she sighed, her voice trailed off before she finished the sentence. “It wasn’t just that day. Her dad found out about the necklace you gave her. He spoke to someone at Tiffany’s and dug around to find out who they made it for.”

      “That’s private,” I shot back, pissed with the wrong person. My body trembled from the anger coursing through my veins, the adrenaline making me feel more alive. “They’re not allowed to reveal a client’s personal information.”

      She clutched the books in her hand to her chest. “Well, they told her dad, and he flipped out when he found out it was from you.”

      Irritated, I ran a hand through my hair, and then shoved my hands in my pockets. “Can you get a message to her?”

      She bit her lip, nervous. “I don’t know. Maybe. I don’t want to get her in trouble. What do you want me to say?”

      I turned my head, my eyes falling to the floor as I thought it over. “Never mind. Don’t tell her anything. Forget we had this conversation.”

      “What conversation?”

      I winked at her and then walked away to find my brother. He was waiting for me along with my teammates at our usual table in the cafeteria.

      “You moving on to the new girl already?” Nino joked, nudging me in the side as I settled into my seat.

      I laughed. “Nah, I’m good. She’s yours.”

      “I don’t mind sharing.” He shrugged and then stuffed a French fry into his mouth, staring across the room at Nicole.

      He waved her over to our table.

      The only girl I wanted I couldn’t have. I wasn’t ready to start a war. Not yet, anyway. Isabella was my Helen of Troy, and I would have burned down the world to get to her. But I had to be patient.
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          Five Years Later

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Stephan

      

      Leaning against the brick wall, on the other side of the Italian bakery, I waited for my brother to finish making the collections. Isabella was home from college after disappearing from Long Island for close to five years. She was across the street from me, out front of the nail salon, with her long, black hair over one shoulder, blowing on her hands to dry the polish. Her lips were full, colored the same shade of red as her nails.

      I tilted my head to the side to take in the length of her body, recalling each of her curves from memory. She scanned her surroundings as if she was waiting for someone, and then our eyes met. I burned a hole through her with my intense gaze, unable to look away, even though I’d been caught staring. She stared at me with equal intensity.

      Isabella was beautiful, different from the women in my life who were so eager to please. But we never had the chance to become anything more, all because I made one mistake that set a chain of events into motion. We both knew the rules—stay away from each other. I didn’t want Senator Parisi to steal Isabella from me again. So, I admired her from a distance, same as I’d done for years.

      When my dad said the name Robert Parisi, it was as if the name burned his tongue. They exchanged the usual pleasantries to keep our family out of jail. My dad even contributed to her father’s re-election campaign. But my father’s message was loud and clear over the years. Knowing I couldn’t have Isabella only made me want her more. It was like when my mother told me I couldn’t eat bread before dinner, so I would sneak into the kitchen and steal a slice from the loaf just because I wasn’t allowed to do it.

      Nino walked up to me and stuffed the money he’d collected in my hand, diverting my attention. “That’s our last one,” he told me. “All set.”

      I shoved the thick stack of envelopes into my pocket and glanced over my shoulder. We could never be too careful. “Did anyone give you trouble?”

      He shook his head, his dark hair falling in front of the same deep blue eyes as mine. “Piece of cake. Everyone knows the drill. The second I walked through the door, they were handing over envelopes full of cash. It’s almost too easy anymore.”

      I nodded. “Good. Let’s keep it that way.”

      “You think Dad will let me get in on the action this weekend?”

      I glanced at Nino, confused. “The card game? That’s for high rollers.”

      “He put you in charge of the game. You get to make the rules.”

      “It’s not that simple. There’s a structure to Dad’s game. You can’t just throw down fifty grand and get a seat at the table.”

      “I’m good for it.”

      I laughed. “Be serious. You don’t have that kind of cash. Not unless you stole it from Dad.”

      “Says you,” he shot back. “What do you know, Stephan?”

      “I know you couldn’t come up with the money by Saturday night, not unless you plan to knock off a bank before then.”

      “I’ve been saving up.”

      “Leave it, okay? Don’t waste your money. You couldn’t handle some of these whales. They have more money than they know what to do with, and they don’t mind spending it. You would miss that kind of money. These degenerates could care less.”

      New York’s wealthiest men drove to Long Island once a month for the card game my father had run since I was in diapers. An invite from him meant you were protected, part of the inner circle. We didn’t let anyone with money into our lives. The men were handpicked, vetted before they could get anywhere near us. Senators, big shot lawyers, Wall Street bankers, moguls, and even celebrities were some of the players at our games.

      “Just give me a chance,” he protested. “I can hang with these guys.”

      “No, not gonna happen. We already have enough people at the table.”

      “But…” his voice trailed off when I held out my hand to silence him.

      “No buts. You can come and watch, but you’re not getting in on the action.”

      He blew out a puff of air, annoyed with me. I didn’t give a shit if he was pissed with me or not. My decision was final. My brother had a gambling problem, and I did my best to keep him from getting himself in too deep with the wrong people. The DeLuca name could only get him so far. Our father could only call in so many favors before Nino had to get his act together.

      “I’ll go to Damon then. He won’t stop me from playing a few hands at his tables.”

      I narrowed my eyes at Nino. “Don’t even think about going to Atlantic City. Damon will have you thrown out of his casino faster than you can cash out your chips.”

      Our cousin, Damon DeLuca, owned the Portofino Casino and Hotel in Atlantic City. He also owned half the strip clubs and restaurants in and around the town. Like my father, Damon had amassed an empire that was untouchable. We had every cop and politician from Long Island to Atlantic City on our payroll. With Damon moving so much legitimate money through his casino, it was easier for us to launder some of our illegal funds through his business.

      Damon also held an online auction he had set up to move anything from women to diamonds. But our specialty was choosing high-end women who wanted sugar daddies with certain needs. We made a lot of money for our family with our imports and exports. While my father handled the day-to-day operation of our routine business dealings, my brothers and I dealt with the more unsavory side of our business.

      He shook his head, irritated. “Just because we shared the same womb doesn’t mean you get to order me around. Damon wouldn’t turn me away, and there’s nothing you can do about it.”

      I gritted my teeth in anger. “I’m doing you a favor. Stop pushing it.”

      We walked down the alley in silence, and my stomach growled when I smelled the fresh bread baking at Vincenzo’s.

      “C’mon.” I tapped Nino on the arm. “Let’s get something to eat before we head home.”

      He followed me into the bakery, and we ordered a cannoli each. As per the usual, the woman behind the counter refused to accept my money out of respect for my family.

      On our way back to the car, I heard a loud crack, followed by a few grunts. The unmistakable sound of a woman yelling stopped me dead in my tracks. I stepped back from the fence, scanned the long alleyway, and spotted a girl swinging at a man around my height and build.

      I blinked twice to make sure I wasn’t imagining the scene in front of me. The girl swung her arm and slapped the man in the face. He grabbed her by her shoulders and lifted her up from the ground.

      I’d had enough. For whatever reason, I couldn’t avoid trouble. It called to me, drew me in every time.

      I chewed the rest of my cannoli and walked over to them with Nino at my side. Gripping the back of the man’s shirt, I pulled him off the girl, surprised to see it was Isabella Parisi. After I kneed him in the back of his leg, I knocked him to the ground and then kicked him in the face. Nino took his turn, all too eager to get a few punches in before I told him to stop. I wanted to teach him a lesson, not rearrange his face.

      Less than an hour ago, Isabella was getting her nails done, and now she was hanging out with this loser. I shook my head, irritated to see it was Chris Rizzoli, a man who worked for my father. From the looks of Chris’ face, Isabella got a few good hits on him, too.

      She was feisty, unlike the soft girl I once knew. Now, she was the kind of woman who needed to be tamed. Apparently, Chris had the same idea as me. But she was mine. No one was allowed near her. I threatened anyone who as much as glanced in her direction—my own family included.

      It didn’t matter she was off-limits. If I couldn’t have her, then no one could. I was a selfish, vindictive asshole and everyone knew it.

      I looked down at Chris and spit, my salvia landing next to his head. “Touch her again, and I’ll kill you.” I moved my hand to the gun at my waist, pushing my suit jacket back for him to see it wasn’t an empty threat.

      I would have gladly placed a bullet between his eyes if it meant keeping him away from Isabella.

      Chris spat blood at me, the loogie landing on my wingtip. “Fuck you, DeLuca. You’re not the fucking boss.”

      But I will be someday.

      “Fuck me?” I smirked at him, about to teach him another lesson for his disrespect. “Let’s see who’s fucked when it comes time to getting paid.” Then, I kicked him again in the face, wiping his spit on my shoe off on his skin.

      I looked at Nino and shook my head. “Can you believe this prick?”

      What a stupid motherfucker.

      An evil smirk tugged at the corner of Nino’s mouth. Then, he refocused his gaze on Chris, his leg already mid-air, raised to kick him again in the face. Following Nino’s lead, my foot collided with Chris’ stomach, drawing a loud groan from him. He covered his face with one hand and his balls with the other. We kept kicking until he was gasping for air.

      Chris rolled onto his side and sobbed with his hand over his face. Nino and I were both sick fucks, a crazed tag-team that couldn’t control ourselves once we started. Not until Isabella screamed for us to stop did I realize we’d gone too far. Chris’ face was a bloody mess, but he was still breathing.

      “This isn’t over, DeLuca,” he cursed at us under his breath and ran while he still could walk.

      Nino bent over and laughed. “That was fun.”

      I nodded.

      Violence was in our blood. Adrenaline shot through my system, further intensifying my high. My entire body came to life when I was doing bad shit, every nerve ending set on fire at the same time. At one time, Isabella had given me the same rush.

      “You didn’t have to do that,” Isabella said from behind me. “I can take care of myself. I don’t need you to protect me.”

      I turned to face her and closed the distance between us when I saw the red handprint on her right cheek. “I’m sure you can, princess. But what kind of man would I be if I walked away?”

      “A smart one,” she countered with the hint of a smile on her lips. “I got a few good hits on him. I didn’t need you to come to my rescue.”

      I cupped the side of her face in my hand and inspected the bruise on her cheek, my jaw clenched in anger from what Chris had done to her. “I’m sure you can handle yourself just fine.”

      She was so angry about my intervention I didn’t understand it. This woman was more than capable of standing up for herself, but she couldn’t take on a man my size.

      “I’m not some damsel in distress who needs a man to save her.”

      I laughed. “I’m not the hero in your story, princess.”

      She smiled. “No, then what are you?”

      The corners of my mouth turned up into an evil grin. “The villain.”

      Too bad the villain never got the girl.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Isabella

      

      My entire life was a sham, nothing more than a sleight of hand to convince outsiders the Parisi family was perfect. Because on paper, we sparkled like diamonds when the light hit them just right. Even our house on Long Island was pristine, cared for by maids and chefs my father paid for with his dirty blood money.

      I parked in the circular driveway out the front of our house, which was more like a waterfront estate, surprised to find my father’s car. He was almost never home in the daytime, a sure sign something was wrong. Sucking in a deep breath, I clutched my purse in my hand and stepped inside, hoping I could sneak up to my bedroom without my dad noticing. No such luck.

      “Isabella,” my father called from the den.

      I stopped breathing, remaining eerily silent, until he called my name once more. Rolling my eyes, I said, “Yes, Daddy?”

      “Come in here, please.” His voice was stern, a low rumble that shot fear through my body.

      He was angry with me.

      What the hell did I do now?

      It was as if I could never meet his impossible standards. I set my purse on the entryway table and shrugged off my jacket.

      Carmella appeared from the hallway and was at my side, holding out her hand for me to give the jacket to her. “How was your spa appointment?”

      I handed her my jacket and purse. “It was nice, I think. Well, it was until I got into a fight with this asshole who keeps bothering me.”

      “Chris Rizzoli,” she said, her voice almost a whisper.

      I nodded. “Yeah, he won’t leave me alone. He’s been following me since I got home last week.”

      Carmella cupped my shoulder with her free hand and flashed a tiny smile for my benefit. “Maybe you should tell your father. He could talk to you know who about him.”

      She meant Giovanni DeLuca, Stephan’s father.

      I shook my head. “Definitely not. I don’t want either of them involved.”

      After my father had found out about the Tiffany necklace, he called the headmistress at a boarding school in Connecticut and had me sent away. I was forbidden from ever speaking to Stephan again. My father made it clear he would ruin Stephan’s life if I didn’t do as he’d asked.

      “Isabella,” my father yelled at the top of his lungs, his voice echoing through the house. “Get. In. Here. Now.”

      My body trembled from his harsh tone.

      Carmella patted me on the back and said, “You better go before Mr. Parisi comes out here to collect you.”

      “I’ll come find you later,” I promised, and then set off toward the den.

      Carmella was the closest thing I had to a mother. She’d raised me when my own mother was incapable of spending a second of her time with me. Too busy pretending to be a politician’s wife, my mom was planning another brunch or stuffy dinner party with her snooty friends, all while she was sleeping with the wealthiest men in Manhattan behind my father’s back. She was an embarrassment to our family, one I tried to avoid at all costs.

      I wasn’t a factor in her life. From the second I was born, Carmella was the person who held me in her arms, nursed me back to health when I was sick, and even helped me apply my first coat of makeup. Every important life event was shared with Carmella.

      “Daddy, you’re here,” I said entering the den, putting on my invisible mask and fake persona. “What a pleasant surprise.”

      Not at all.

      He glanced up from the computer on his desk, eyeing me suspiciously, as if he knew how unpleasant this was for me. “What’s this I hear about you hanging out with Stephan DeLuca?”

      I narrowed my eyes at him, confused, and sat in one of the oversized chairs across from him. “I wasn’t hanging out with Stephan.”

      “No?” He removed a stack of photographs from the manila envelope on his desk and slid them toward me. “Then what are these?”

      I studied the pictures, unsure of how he’d know I was with Stephan, when I’d only seen him two hours before. “I ran into him on my way home. It’s not a big deal.” Gritting my teeth in anger, I added, “And how did you get these? Are you having me followed again? You promised to stop doing that.”

      “This re-election campaign is not going as smooth as I would have liked. I can’t afford any slip-ups, Isabella. It’s bad enough you decided not to attend graduate school in the fall.”

      “Oh, what a massive disappointment,” I shot back. “I don’t need a Master’s degree. Four years was enough for me. Would you let me work for at least a year before you start breathing down my neck?”

      “You will work on my campaign until I figure out what to do with you.”

      “Do with me? Would you listen to yourself? For your information, I was not hanging out with Stephan. He helped me.”

      “Why would you need his help?’

      “Because Chris Rizzoli won’t leave me alone.”

      My father sank into his oversized executive chair and rested his forearms on the leather. “You should have come to me about this. I could have dealt with that low life.”

      “How would you have dealt with a thug like Chris? Have him arrested on some bogus charge?”

      He shrugged. “Whatever means necessary.” His tone lacked any emotion, as did his face. “In fact, I’ll have him dealt with right now.”

      I wanted to slink out of my chair and run away when my father unlocked his drawer and removed the burner phone he used for emergencies. When he raised it to his ear, I knew who he was calling—Giovanni DeLuca. My heart ached when I thought of Stephan and how he’d saved me from Chris earlier. He was all grown up now, not the boy I’d remembered from high school.

      Chris Rizzoli had been bugging me for the past week. Almost every time we ran into each other, it was when I was in town to run a few errands, almost as if he had been watching me.

      “Gio,” my father growled into the phone. “We have a situation I need you to take care of for me.”

      It pissed me off to no end that my father could maintain his private friendship with Giovanni DeLuca, and yet I wasn’t allowed to as much as look at Stephan or his brothers. Not that I wanted anyone but Stephan to notice me.

      Something changed inside me the day Stephan gave me the choker with a small feather charm at its center. I was his back then. I still wanted that now. And the necklace I still wore around my neck, beneath my shirt, only proved it. My father had taken it away from me, but I stole it back.

      After he hung up with Giovanni, my father fixed his gaze on me, pinning me down with his evil eyes. “Alanna will be over later to fit you for a dress. The entire family is attending a charity gala. I expect you to be on your best behavior around Stephan DeLuca.”

      “That’s in the past,” I assured him, even though I would never shake Stephan from my thoughts.

      “Good.” He forced a closed-mouth smile. “Let’s keep it that way.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Stephan

      

      I sat next to my father, Nino, and my older brother, Alessio, at our table at the center of the ballroom, all of us dressed in custom suits from Vaccaro’s. We blended in with the titans of industry and politicians who gathered here tonight, even though we were imposters.

      Most of the men in this room made Brian Delaney into the man they wanted him to be. Our new district attorney pledged he would help fight organized crime, when the criminals were the ones who gave this man his power. I sipped scotch and listened to Brian finish his speech about how he was grateful for all the support, more like thankful for all the money the men in this room threw his way.

      My father paid twenty-five thousand dollars per chair for the privilege of sitting next to the Mayor of Manhattan and other influential power players. I hated these events. It was a joke to rub elbows with the Mayor when I’d washed blood off my hands before I put on a new shirt and tie.

      Waiters walked past us with trays of champagne and fluffy looking pastries. I turned to my left and spotted Isabella Parisi. I held my breath without realizing it. She was so unaware of her natural magnetism.

      She grabbed a flute of champagne and popped a tiny pastry in her mouth, washing it down with half the contents of her glass. Her brother stood at her side. They talked about something which made her laugh. I loved seeing her happy and with a smile on her beautiful face. From a distance, I studied every movement she made.

      This party was boring-as-fuck, and I needed something else to keep me occupied. Isabella was a good distraction. She glanced around the room, her eyes finally meeting mine. I was surprised to get what could pass for a smile from her. Isabella dragged her tongue along her bottom lip, and I almost excused myself from the table to steal to her away.

      You’re mine, I thought.

      Her dark curls covered her full breasts, which were pushed up in the tight black dress that hugged her impressive curves. I thought about ripping her dress to pieces with my bare hands. Like a savage. That’s how I felt when I looked at her. She fueled the carnal hunger inside me. Her innocence spoke to my darkness, and I wanted to smother her with it.

      Isabella set her drink on the table behind her, tapped her brother on the shoulder, and whispered something to him, before she left the main ballroom. This was the only chance I would have to get her alone. So, I did the stupid thing and followed behind her.

      I found her wandering down the hallway, poking her head into rooms as she passed them. We were in an old mansion on Long Island, renovated to accommodate five event rooms, with suites and guest rooms on the upper floors. The men who paid for the district attorney’s campaign rented the entire estate—my father and Isabella’s among them.

      Isabella must’ve heard my shoes hit the marble floor, because she looked over her shoulder at me, with a smile on her lips. She sped up her pace as if she were baiting me into a trap. And then I wondered if this was part of her plan. I stalked toward her, my feet moving faster with each step she took.

      When we reached a dead end, she tugged on the door to the wine cellar. This game we were playing made my cock hard. I loved the chase, the feeling of power when I finally claimed what I wanted. Isabella Parisi fueled the sickness inside me without even realizing what she was doing to me.

      I took the stairs after her and combed through the dimly lit basement. Removing the cell phone from my pocket, I turned on the flashlight so I could navigate the thin, dense passages. In the back corner, the furthest away from the entrance, I found Isabella in front of a barricade of casks, stacked almost up to the ceiling. We would have privacy if someone were to come downstairs, something I would need if I wanted to take my time with her.

      Isabella had her back to me and pulled the cork from a bottle of red wine. She lifted it to her lips and took a long sip, making a satisfied sound.

      I turned off the flashlight, slipped the phone into my pocket, and moved behind her. “Want to share?”

      She yelped as if she was surprised to hear my voice, when we both knew she led me into the basement. It was no shock I was here right now.

      Isabella turned around, her back flat against a wooden cask. “Stephan, what are you doing here? You know I’m not allowed to talk to you.”

      “I was only following your lead.” I closed the distance between us and grabbed the bottle from her hands.

      She inspected my face closely as I took a sip from the bottle. “I don’t recall inviting you down here, now did I?”

      “No?” I cocked my head to the side and read the lie on her lips. “I’m good at reading people. I would say I read your signals perfectly.”

      She fisted her fingers around the neck of the bottle and tugged, but I didn’t let go. Her skin was warm and soft, and I thought of how smooth the rest of her body would be pressed against mine.

      “My family is upstairs,” she said, holding her ground. “My dad will kill both of us if he finds us together.”

      “I don’t care,” I shot back, our mouths only inches apart. “I’ve waited years to get you alone again.”

      She blew out of puff of air. “We can’t… we shouldn’t…”

      Her hand was still on the bottle with mine, the desire in her eyes intensifying my need to quench the hunger brewing inside me. I was a beast around her, wild and desperate to taste every inch of her. I’d been with plenty of beautiful women, but I craved Isabella most of all.

      Claiming Isabella would have been the beginning of the end, and I was ready to watch my world implode for one night with her. One night was all I wanted.

      When she attempted to steal the bottle from me, I fought her again, this time my actions earning me a slap across the face. My head turned to the side from how hard she hit me. This crazy girl had no idea what she’d done. Her anger was a turn on. The burning sensation spread from my cheek and throughout my body, my cock now even harder and ready to tame her.

      “You had no right to follow me down here. I didn’t invite you, and I would like to drink my bottle of wine in peace.”

      What happened to her?

      She was nothing like the girl I once knew.

      I didn’t move or speak, still stunned by the brass balls on this woman. The fire inside her ignited mine, the red-hot flames licking my skin.

      “I want to fuck you,” I confessed. “And I think you want me, too.”

      Her eyes widened, her lips slowly parting for me. She was about to speak and stopped herself. We stood there in silence for a short while, before she muttered, “I’m not fucking the son of my father’s enemy in a wine cellar, so you might as well leave now while your dick is still attached.”

      I almost laughed at her last comment and released my grip on the bottle. Her eyes pointed down at the wine, and she let out the breath she’d been holding.

      “Have you ever been fucked, princess?” I whispered the words against her neck, slowly moving up to her ear. “Really fucked, I mean.”

      When I took a step back to gauge her reaction, her cheeks and chest were bright red. It took her a minute before she finally said, “No. Never.”

      “Did you wait for me?” I brushed the back of my hand against her cheek. “Are you still a virgin?”

      She stared at me and bit the inside of her cheek, giving me a silent answer. The wine cellar was cold. Isabella shivered and held the bottle tighter. I thought about hugging her against my chest to take away the chill with my warmth. But I wasn’t ready for another slap to the face.

      My cell phone buzzed in my pocket, breaking up the silence. I removed it from my pocket and held it to my ear. It was my father summoning me upstairs. He had a few people he wanted me to meet, men who could make our lives easier. When it came to the law, we needed all the help we could get. Keeping politicians in our pocket was a means of survival. They were just as corrupt, only they used lobbyists to do their bidding.

      “Until next time, princess.”

      She sighed, and then drank a big gulp of wine.

      I stuffed the phone in my pocket and walked away from her.

      One day, she would be mine. She just didn’t know it yet.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Isabella

      

      After Stephan left the wine cellar, my entire body trembled, and not because I was afraid of him. He was wrong for me on so many levels. Yet, I couldn’t control how my body responded to him. There was the subtle change in my heartbeat when he was around. The sudden rush of heat that penetrated my skin. My pulse pounded for Stephan, every inch of my being high from the adrenaline rush he gave me.

      I took a sip from the bottle in my hand, still thinking over Stephan’s last words to me. He wanted me to wait for him, and I did. After giving Stephan up once, I felt the need to do something to defy my father. Most of my life was a sheltered one, with very few friends and no boyfriends. Stephan was the closest I’d ever come. My dad exercised his political power in every way possible, constantly interfering with my life.

      No one was good enough for the daughter of Senator Robert Parisi, making Stephan DeLuca a perfect mark. What I was about to do was wrong. I didn’t care and made a decision as I set the bottle on top of a wooden cask and left the basement.

      When I entered the ballroom, Stephan was standing next to his father and twin brother. All of them were tall and good-looking, their dark wavy hair long enough to brush their foreheads. Paired with their olive skin and striking blue eyes they were pure perfection, the kind of men who could make women drop to their knees.

      Mark stopped me before I could get to our table and pulled me to the side. He rubbed beneath his nose, his eyes wide and fixed on me. “Is it all gone?”

      I sighed, inspecting his face for white powder. “You said you were going to stop, Mark.”

      “I will,” he shot back. “Right after Dad’s re-election. I’ve got a lot of shit I have to get done.”

      “That’s just an excuse to do more drugs.” I lowered my voice to a whisper. “You can’t keep doing this to yourself. And where did you get them?”

      “Doesn’t matter.” He rolled his tongue over his gums and glanced around the room for our father, who would be looking for him any minute. Mark was his right-hand man and his current campaign manager. “Am I good?”

      Furious with him, I nodded.

      Mark walked away from me, leaving me in the corner of the room to stew over the fact he still couldn’t get his act together. No matter how many times my father paid for his treatment programs, which were disguised as vacations, my brother was still a giant fuck-up. Of all the stupid things he did, what I was about to do was even dumber. It was my turn to live, instead of being held captive by my family’s constant demands.

      When I caught Stephan’s attention, I tipped my head toward the open doors of the ballroom. He understood the meaning of my gesture, his gaze fixed on me as I grabbed a bottle of champagne from a table and exited the room. I needed some liquid courage to do this. My virginity wasn’t something I held near and dear to me, even though my father would have wanted me to value it.

      He sure as hell made sure I’d never lost it, and now I was about to hand it over to the son of his enemy. The only man I’d ever wanted. This was nothing more than an act of defiance, my silent retaliation for being told what to do all of my life. I was so angry with my father for everything he’d done to me.

      A wicked grin crossed my lips, the corners of my mouth widening when Stephan followed me upstairs. We were in an old mansion on Long Island that was used for weddings and local events. From the balcony of my oversized suite, I had the perfect view of the Long Island Sound.

      I left the door unlocked, knowing Stephan was right behind me, and stood in front of the glass doors, staring out at the water. Stephen locked the door behind him, and I still didn’t turn around. Now that Stephan was here, in my room, I was a little nervous. But I didn’t want him to know.

      Stephan came up from behind me and placed his palms on my shoulders, his rough grip awakening the deep-seated hunger inside me. “I see you’ve changed your mind.” He dipped his head down to say the words against my ear, his breath on my lobe causing me to tremble.

      “You were right,” I told him, with my back still facing him.

      His hands moved down my arms, his fingers creating a brush of heat in their wake. Our connection was intense, the sparks between us like a static charge.

      “Right about what?”

      “I want you, too. I’ve always wanted you, Stephan.”

      He slid my curls away from my neck, and his mouth hovered over my skin. “Are you sure this is how you want to lose your virginity?”

      I hesitated for a second, but when his teeth grazed my neck, I let out a soft moan. “Yes. But I have one condition.”

      He stopped kissing my skin. “What’s your condition?”

      “Don’t hurt me.”

      He stilled behind me, as if pondering my words, and then turned me around so that we were facing. “I think I can do that.”

      I cocked an eyebrow at him. “You think?”

      Stephan cupped the side of my face in his big hand, his eyes so blue they reminded me of the water I’d just been staring at. “It’s going to hurt. I can’t make any promises it won’t.”

      “Yeah, I know. Take it slow is all I mean. I’d like to be able to walk out of this room, not hobble back downstairs.”

      He laughed, stroking his thumb along my jaw. Before I could get out another word, Stephan’s lips crashed against mine. He tasted of wine and bad decisions, one I was more than happy to make with him. His fingers found my curls, and he tugged on them hard enough to rip another moan from my lips.

      Stephan kissed me like he wanted to claim me. Like he was fucking my mouth and taking what had always belonged to him. In that moment, I felt it, every bit of his adoration as he worshiped me.

      Without breaking the kiss, Stephan picked me up and lowered me to the bed, covering my body with his. He kneed my legs open wider until I granted him full access, his long, hard cock growing thick against my inner thigh. I knew I was in trouble when I could feel this much of him through his trousers. It would hurt, and judging by his size, I was guessing it would hurt a lot. But I was okay with it. Ripping off the Band-Aid that was my virginity was necessary, or at least that was what I’d thought.

      Stephan consumed me, made me blind with lust. I was practically begging him to fuck me when I reached between us to unbutton his pants.

      He took my hand in his, our lips separating long enough for him to say, “Patience, princess. You’ll be begging me to come by the time I’m through with you.”

      I was bursting for him to touch me, my core throbbing with need. But Stephan took his time, moving my dress up over my hips, his hand caressing my thigh as he kissed me. This was the opposite of what I’d expected from him. I wasn’t sure Stephan knew how to do anything other than fuck a woman, but he was proving me wrong.

      He reached behind me to unzip my dress and then lifted it above my head, draping it on the edge of the bed. The gown was one of the latest fashions, a present from one of the designers who dressed my father for special occasions. My breasts were bare, a bra not part of the outfit. Stephan’s gaze fell over my body, and as he did so, he licked his lips.

      “You’re beautiful.” He whispered the words as he removed his suit jacket. “Still my perfect raven.”

      Next was his shirt. I was in awe of his body, his tanned chest ripped with muscle and his shoulders strong like he’d spent hours each day in the gym. Now, it was my turn to salivate over him.

      He leaned forward, his hand traveling up my stomach to my breasts. He massaged them in his big hands, the pads of his thumbs rolling over my nipples. They were like rocks, the skin stretched so tight I thought I would explode when he closed his mouth over one.

      Tiny bumps dotted my skin, spreading down my arms and legs. Stephan was trying to kill me, or at least that was my best guess. I couldn’t stand to be touched like this without any form of release. So, I thrust my hips, wanting to feel him, greedy to have him inside me.

      Staring up at me, Stephan took my other nipple between his teeth and tugged. Each time I felt his breath, tongue, or teeth, my body jerked from the overwhelming sensation ripping through me.

      “Stephan, please,” I pleaded. “Stop messing with me.”

      “Beg me,” he growled. “I don’t think you want it bad enough.” He looked at me long enough to wink, and then made his way down the length of my body until he was pulling off my thong.

      “Please,” I whined. “I want to come already.”

      He shook his head, a devilish smirk on his lips, and then he sucked on my clit.

      “Ohhh…” I couldn’t even get out the words.

      His tongue was like heaven when it made contact with the tiny bundle of nerves. I gripped his hair between my fingers and pulled him closer, smothering his head between my thighs. He slipped his tongue between my slick folds and lapped up my juices, his eyes meeting mine each time he darted his tongue in and out of me.

      Stephan had a firm hold on my thighs, and when he lifted my ass up from the mattress and devoured me, his tongue like a skilled weapon being used against me, I came undone from the intensity of my orgasm.

      I screamed his name repeatedly until it was only a whisper on my lips and my hunger was satiated. My body burned everywhere he touched. Stephan made me come so hard it made begging him worth it. And I would have gladly done it all over again.

      Allowing Stephan to take my virginity was supposed to be a silent act of defiance, but it became so much more. I began melting into him, craving him more with each second that passed. And once he removed his pants and boxers, my mouth opened in shock at the sight of his cock. He was long and thick, with a little pre-cum which I wanted to lick from the crown.

      Stephan rolled on a condom and pushed me back to the mattress, pinning me down with his muscular body. He was in control in the bedroom that much was clear. I was so sick of everyone in my life telling me what to do, but I wanted Stephan to take the lead, show me how much he wanted this, too.

      Stephan lined himself up at my entrance and inched inside me. The initial pinch was painful, so much so that I almost screamed from the intense pressure. With each inch, he broke through my walls, careful as he rocked into me, slowly filling me.

      A few errant tears fell from my eyes, even though I tried to keep them at bay. To my surprise, Stephan stilled inside me and bent forward to lick the tears from my cheeks, making me feel cared for in a way I didn’t understand. It was a weird gesture but also kind of sweet. In that moment, I knew I was completely fucked, and not in the rode hard kind of way.

      The man I’d been trained to believe was my enemy was anything but that right now. And I wanted him to be more, even if that would never be possible.

      “Are you okay?” Stephan whispered the words against my ear as he raised my hand above my head to thread our fingers together.

      I nodded, the waterworks finally gone, and he continued to rock his hips, his cock burying deeper and deeper inside me. My body adapted to his size, and it wasn’t long before I encouraged him to stop being so cautious. The pain I’d once felt quickly turned to pure pleasure.

      I was so drunk on Stephan, my body hijacked by the sheer force of the orgasm that owned me. He was an addiction I couldn’t kick, no matter how hard I tried to stay away from him.

      It wasn’t long before I came again, followed by Stephan. He collapsed on top of me, making sure to kiss each of my breasts before he rolled onto the other side of the mattress. We didn’t speak for a few minutes, both of us still trying to catch our breath.

      I couldn’t believe what I’d just done with Stephan.

      Did I regret it? No, not at all.

      Stephan ran his hand through his dark, sweat-slick hair and glanced over at me. “How do you feel?”

      “Like I want more,” I muttered.

      He smirked, about to say something when his cell phone rang, cutting through the tension. Stephan let out a low groan and slid off the bed to retrieve his phone from the pocket of his pants.

      Rolling his eyes at the screen, he raised the phone to his ear and said, “Yeah.”

      His eyes found mine as he listened to the caller on the other end, and then he turned his back to me, giving me a nice view of his perfect ass. I was too busy admiring his backside when he walked into the bathroom, now yelling at the person in Italian.

      The DeLucas were from Italy. Stephan and his brothers were first generation Italian-Americans. From what I’d heard, his grandfather still headed the operation in Calabria, while Stephan’s father was in charge of one of the largest families in New York.

      I was Italian, though I didn’t speak much of it. My father never learned the language, even though my grandmother, his mother, was fluent. Carmella had taught me a few words and phrases when I was a child, but not enough to understand Stephan’s conversation.

      A few minutes passed before Stephan exited the bathroom with his phone clutched in his hand, his grip so tight I thought he would break it.

      “Everything okay?”

      He shot me a pained look. “Yeah. I have to go.”

      “Oh… okay.”

      To say I was disappointed would have been an understatement. He was leaving me as if this was nothing more than a business transaction. My chest hurt when the realization of everything hit me.

      What did I expect? That we would start dating? I went into this knowing it was all about sex and nothing more. So why did I want more?

      I sat up and covered myself with the comforter. Not like it made a difference after Stephan had seen and touched every part of me.

      Stephan got dressed in a hurry, and then stood in front of me, staring down at me with those deep blue irises I so easily got lost in. He clicked a few buttons on his phone and handed it to me.

      “Give me your number.”

      “Who says I want you to call me?”

      He rubbed the stubble along his jaw, eying me up, and then laughed. “Don’t play games with me.”

      Because I had no willpower, I added my number to his phone and handed it back to him. No matter how much I went into this thinking it would be a one-time thing I didn’t want it to end there.

      I was hoping for a kiss or something more meaningful after giving so much of myself to him. Instead, he touched my head with his big hand and said, “You’re a good girl. Too bad I’m going to ruin you.”

      You already did, I wanted to scream.

      And then he was gone.

      I was alone with nothing to hold onto but the memory of Stephan and the reminder of what I’d done.
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      Stephan

      

      “Get in the car,” Alessio growled at me through the open window of the BMW SUV.

      My brothers were parked out front of the mansion where I’d just taken Isabella’s virginity. And I had to leave her because, as usual, duty called. If my older brother, Alessio, as much as snapped his fingers, Nino and I were expected to follow.

      Nino tapped his fingers on the steering wheel, waiting patiently, while Alessio sat in the passenger seat, his arm rested on the edge of the open window with his usual scowl on his lips. My older brother was eight years older than Nino and me, and he exercised every bit of his authority over us.

      I pulled on the handle and got inside the car. “Where are we going?”

      “To take care of something,” Alessio shot back, his voice like a growl.

      “For Pop?”

      Alessio shook his head. “A favor for Parisi.”

      Just hearing Isabella’s last name piqued my interest. Even though our fathers kept their distance from each other, my family often dealt with the dirty shit Senator Parisi couldn’t handle himself. “What are we doing for him?”

      “Dad sent Tony and Sal to take care of Rizzoli, and they fucked it up. He managed to get away and turn some of our guys against us.” He shifted in his seat to look at me. “You knew better than to go near that girl, and yet we’re cleaning up your mess because of her.”

      “I didn’t force Chris on Parisi’s daughter, so I don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about.” I pinched the bridge of my nose, frustrated.

      Not even the radio was turned on, an awkward pause filling the air for a few seconds until Nino’s voice cut through the silence. “Dad was looking for you. Where did you go?”

      Nino followed the circular driveway, his eyes focused on me in the rearview mirror, as he made his way off the property.

      “I was busy,” I spat.

      “Busy doing what?” Alessio asked.

      I folded my arms across my chest and sank into the leather, staring out the window. “Does it matter? I’m here now.”

      “You should have been with us,” Alessio said. “I shouldn’t have to track you down.”

      “I answered when you called,” I countered with an attitude. “Drop it, will you?”

      I was relieved when he turned around in his seat and stopped nagging me. Alessio had a way of getting under my skin with just one look. After the night I’d had with Isabella, I wasn’t in the mood to listen to my brother tell me what to do.

      There was no way I was telling Alessio, of all people, that I was with Isabella. She was off-limits for a reason, which only made me want her more. But she still belonged to me.

      Alessio left me alone, no longer pushing me, and I was happy to have the distraction. All I could think about was how I wanted to fuck Isabella next time and really claim her as mine. I’d given her what she wanted, the softer side I didn’t even know existed. She’d asked me not to hurt her because she knew I was an animal. But I saw the same hunger in her eyes.

      We drove for close to an hour before we reached the vacant building my father owned. It wasn’t used for anything other than torturing and killing people. Holding as much property as my family did had its perks, and this particular building had been like a second home to me for years.

      Nino parked next to the black van at the front of the entrance. We got out of the SUV and strolled across the parking lot to a side entrance. I never asked questions about jobs. There was no point. My brothers and I followed orders and did what we were told without complaint.

      We followed Alessio into the dark building. The faint scent of bleach and cigars penetrated my nostrils. Behind a closed door, a man was strapped to a metal table, his bare chest covered in open gashes and blood. Hovered over the table, and dressed in a navy suit and brown wingtips with a clear poncho cover his clothes, was Frank Vitale. With his boyish looks, he didn’t look like a man who used vile methods of torture to break people. But he did. Frank was one of the best in the business.

      I tapped Nino on the arm to get his attention. “Frank has this covered. Why are we here?”

      He shrugged, keeping his voice low. “Your guess is as good as mine.”

      Frank didn’t turn his body, or even acknowledge we’d walked into the room, going about his business as if this were normal. To all of us, this was just another day. Our line of work was dangerous, and we all knew the risks involved. Unlike the other men in the room with us, my brothers and I never had a choice. Our lives were chosen for us at birth.

      I stepped closer to the table, with Nino at my side, realizing I knew the man being tortured by Frank. Alessio stood next to Frank, his wicked gaze fixed on the man strapped down. He folded his arms over his chest, his head turned to the side as if he were thinking over what to do with Joe Rizzoli, Chris’ cousin.

      “Where’s your low-life cousin?” Alessio asked Joe, his tone unusually calm given the situation.

      He refused to answer the question, either out of loyalty or stupidity, or maybe even a combination of both. Joe squirmed when Frank shoved a rolled up cloth in his mouth.

      My brother repeated his question one more time, greeted by the same silence, and then ordered Frank to continue cutting at his flesh.

      As Joe’s screams filled the room, I didn’t budge, never flinched. I was desensitized to death and blood. I grew up helping my father with things children should never see, at least not until they’re old enough to understand what it means to take a life. But my life wasn’t conventional, far from it.

      Five minutes passed, with Frank slicing off parts of Joe’s skin, before Alessio raised his hand to stop him. He removed the rag from Joe’s mouth and growled, “Where the fuck is Chris?”

      Nothing again.

      Alessio raised his hand, holding up his index finger. “I’ll ask you one more time before I collect your wife and bring her back here. I’ll force you to watch while Frank does the same thing to her. And then I’ll kill her. I might even keep you alive just so you have to live with making the wrong decision. Is that what you want? Tell me where Chris is now, and this can all stop.”

      My brother was a liar. Men like us knew there was no way we’d hand over information and walk away unscathed. Joe knew this too, which was why he chose to ignore my brother’s question once more. This wasn’t a dead-end. Even though Joe was fighting the inevitable, he would serve his purpose after his death. Once we dumped his body where Chris would find him, it would cause enough of a stir to draw Chris out of hiding. Or at least that was the plan.

      “No, please,” Joe pleaded. His face was bright red with tears of pain streaming down his cheeks. “Don’t touch her. I’ll tell you where Chris is, okay? Just leave her alone.”

      Alessio loosened his tie and tugged on his collar, looking bored as he waited for Joe to share Chris’ location.

      Joe closed his eyes, his face writhing in pain. “He’s at O’Connell’s.”

      The Irishman was protecting him, but he wouldn’t for long.

      Satisfied with his answer, Alessio turned away from him, his eyes fixed on Nino and me. He leaned into Frank’s shoulder and gave one final command, before Alessio snapped his fingers at Nino and told him to get the car ready.

      Joe was as good as dead, and we all knew it. But at least he’d managed to spare his wife in the process. With Joe on his way out, it was time for us to hunt down Chris Rizzoli and remove him from the equation, all because Robert Parisi wanted him dead.
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      Isabella

      

      As I glanced around my new office, I thought of how undeserving I was of the space. I was two days into my temporary job working for my father at his campaign headquarters. He’d trampled over so many people through the years to get here, and now I was getting these comfy digs handed to me when I hadn’t even earned them.

      It felt wrong. All of it. The office, the job, and everything my father pretended were earned legitimately. But even after all these years, it was abundantly clear to me that he still spoke to Giovanni DeLuca when he needed help. Yet, I wasn’t allowed to go near Stephan.

      I was so angry with my father for keeping me sheltered for so many years. Pissed off that I couldn’t be with the only man who’d ever made my heart pound. And I was even more mad that over one week had passed since I’d given Stephan my virginity and hadn’t even received as little as a text message.

      Since I was a massive disappointment to my father, by refusing to attend graduate school, he’d suggested—more like forced—me to work for him until I could find something more suitable. He had too much control over my life. I’d followed his orders, listened to his advice, and I was miserable because of it. And now I was miserable because of Stephan.

      Even when I was away at college, I couldn’t do anything fun. Fear was constantly instilled in me. What if someone saw me with a drink in my hand at a party? Or a boy on my arm? I’d kept my life simple because of it. Because God forbid someone saw me doing something scandalous enough to report it to the press. My father would’ve had a coronary over it. All Senator Robert Parisi cared about was public perception and polling numbers. Family came second. Maybe even third or fourth.

      I was settling into my new workspace, an oversized office on the right side of the building with a view of the parking lot, when my phone rang. Lifting it to my ear, I didn’t even have the chance to speak before Carly, one of the many receptionists at my father’s campaign headquarters, started talking.

      She spoke fast, and with a thick New York accent. “Isabella, Mr. Parisi would like to meet with you for lunch. Are you free?”

      “Which one? My brother or father?”

      “Oh, right.” She giggled. “Sorry, your brother wants to see you. He said he has a few things he’d like to go over with you. He also asked me to get your lunch order.”

      “In his office or mine?”

      It wasn’t like I was doing anything other than staring at my cell phone every ten seconds, wishing to hear from Stephan. Nope, I wasn’t doing that at all. I needed a distraction from Stephan.

      “Mr. Parisi’s office,” she said. “I’m ordering from Paradise Deli if you’d like a sandwich. I can e-mail you the menu.”

      “That would be great. Thank you.”

      “No problem. Reply with your order, and I’ll let him know to expect you.”

      I muttered my thanks and then hung up the phone.

      After checking my cell phone one more time, deflated I had no missed calls or messages, I opened my e-mail and looked at the menu Carly sent me. Scanning the long list of sandwiches and side dishes, I tapped my nails on the desk, irritated with myself.

      I clutched the choker Stephan had given me between my fingers, tugging at the feather. The boy who’d given this to me was still in there, even if he was now a criminal hardened by all the years of following his father’s orders. Regardless of which side of the law we were on, we had a lot in common. We both had impossible father’s who’d chosen our lives for us.

      I sent Carly an e-mail with my sandwich order. The office was too quiet, which made my nerves worse. From the other side of the room, I could hear the clock hands moving, the eerie silence almost deafening.

      Bored and in need of a distraction, I walked around the perimeter of the building for over an hour until a man in a Paradise Deli polo shirt delivered our food. At the reception desk, Carly paid for our lunch from the expense account and then handed me the brown bag. I found Mark in his office, with his feet kicked up on the oak desk, leaning back in his chair. He had a cell phone raised to his ear, engaged in what seemed like a personal call.

      Mark lifted his hand to give me a tiny wave, motioning for me to set up our food on the conference table to his right.

      I nodded.

      After I sifted through the containers, I snapped my fingers at Mark to gain his attention. A few seconds later, he hung up the phone and sat at the opposite end of the table from me.

      “Sorry about that, sis.” Mark opened the box in front of him and peeled back the layer of paper covering his roast beef sandwich. “I had to take care of some last minute business.”

      “What did you want to talk to me about?” I bit into my turkey sandwich, glancing across the table at Mark.

      “Is it so unusual for me to want to have lunch with my sister?” He sighed. “It’s your first week working on Dad’s re-election campaign. The numbers aren’t looking good. Kane is a war hero and a philanthropist. People can relate to him more than some boring old stiff like Dad.”

      “Maybe people want change. Dad has been a Senator since I was a kid. He has enough money and connections that he could lose this campaign and never work for the rest of his life.”

      Mark shook his head, laughing. “You don’t understand how this works, Bella. Holding public office comes with great power. Our family could lose everything Dad has worked so hard to build. Do you want that?”

      “Well, no, but I wouldn’t mind having a real family for once. It would be nice to not have a father who’s never home, a mother who pretends to plan charity events so she can sneak off with her lover, and a brother who doesn’t have to do drugs to work through the night. I’ve been on my own for years.”

      Mark finished chewing his food and grunted. “This kind of attitude is toxic for this office. We need you to do your part while you’re here, not shake things up. It’s important we present a unified front.”

      My stomach turned, no longer hungry. I set the half-eaten sandwich back in the box and pushed it away from me. “That’s why I’m here? So we can look like we’re a family.”

      He refused to answer me, stuffing a few chips into his mouth.

      “Maybe I don’t want Dad to win. I wouldn’t mind things being normal for once.”

      “Don’t say that, Bella. Don’t you dare. I’ve given years of my life to support Dad. So has Mom. All of our efforts will have been for nothing if you don’t help us.”

      “And what do you think I can do to sway votes in his favor?”

      “Do you remember Karl Vos?”

      I narrowed my eyes at him, confused by his question. “The heir to the Vos shipping empire?” I couldn’t stop myself from laughing, a snort escaping my mouth. “The last time I saw him, he was eating his boogers when he thought no one was looking. He’s gross.”

      “He’s also very rich and about to come into his inheritance.”

      “Good for him.”

      “We need this, Bella.” Mark’s hardened expression softened. “You can help Dad by marrying Karl.”

      I laughed so loud my ears hurt. “You have got to be kidding me? I’m not marrying anyone, especially not that weirdo.”

      “He’s not weird anymore.” Mark removed his cell phone from his pocket and typed something, before sliding the phone in my direction. “See for yourself.”

      I picked up the phone, surprised to find a man who looked nothing like the awkward boy I’d met before I was sent away to boarding school. Karl was gorgeous, with tanned skin, a perfect smile, strong jawline, and striking green eyes that practically jumped off the screen. But he wasn’t Stephan. No one compared to the man who’d captured my heart a long time ago.

      I sank back into my chair, studying Karl’s picture, wondering if I could take one for the team. No, I’d done enough for my father, given up enough for him.

      “I don’t understand how marrying Karl could help Dad win this election. Are the polls that bad?”

      “Yes. A marriage with one of the wealthiest and most influential families in the country will help. Dad is working on a trade deal that will benefit not only the Voss’ but also the American people. This marriage would be a win-win for everyone.”

      “Except for me,” I shot back. “When you were plotting this out with Dad, did either of you stop to consider I am a person who has feelings. Have either of you considered I want something from life other than to be the wife of a billionaire?”

      “What woman wouldn’t want that life? Thousands of women would kill you and step over your corpse to get to Karl, and you’re being offered this opportunity on a silver platter.”

      “Why would he want to marry me? Is he being forced to do this, too?”

      “He still remembers you. When his father told him he had to marry to gain access to his trust fund, Karl called Dad. He’s always liked you.”

      I gritted my teeth in anger, my jaw flexing from the pressure. “Why? You still haven’t answered my question.”

      “Because he wanted to marry the most beautiful girl he’s ever known.”

      I rolled my eyes at him. “And he thought of me? He must be blind.”

      “You’re a beautiful girl, Bella. All of my friends like you. That’s why I stopped bringing them to the house.”

      “This is stupid. I’m not some prize for a bored rich kid to use to get even richer.”

      “You’d be doing this for Dad. Helping out Karl would only be an added bonus.”

      I pushed myself up from the table and kicked the chair behind me. “I’ve heard enough, Mark. Of all people, how could you ask me to do this? We used to be close. What happened to you?”

      “I’m still the same person, only wiser and more realistic to how things work in the world.”

      I snorted. “Unless you have real work for me to do, I’m going home for the day. I refuse to sit here, bored out of my mind. If you have nothing for me to do, then I’d like to be excused.”

      He waved his hand, irritated. “Go, but please consider the offer. You could be set for life, and so will our family.”

      “I’ll think about it,” I muttered, even though it was a lie.

      I wouldn’t even consider marrying some douche to save my father’s election. Over the years, I’d given enough. This was one order I would not follow no matter how strongly my father and brother advised me.

      Furious, I kept my thoughts to myself as I cleaned up the mess from lunch, dumping it into the garbage can outside Mark’s office. I stomped past the reception desk and made a beeline for my office. Once inside, I leaned against the door, taking a second to comprehend how cruel my family could be.

      How dare anyone ask me to marry someone to win a fucking election?

      Now, more than ever, I wanted to escape my life. I dreamed of the day when I’d finally be free of my family and the constant pressure of being a Parisi.

      My phone vibrated across my desk, and I ran to it as if it were on fire. It was a number I didn’t recognize. But I knew it was Stephan.

      I held the phone in my hand, staring at Stephan’s words, which made my heart leap out of my chest.

      How’s my raven?

      It was short and sweet. I hugged the phone against my chest, relieved to have finally heard from him. Even though he’d waited one week to text me, I was no longer angry. Maybe that made me a fool, but I didn’t care.

      I sucked in a deep breath and let it out, wondering if he would take me away from all of this. If he would save me from being forced into marrying a man I would never love.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      Stephan

      

      The past week was a fucking disaster. I’d waited far too long before I sent Isabella a text message. It was lame. She deserved so much more from a man than a stupid text. I knew when I followed her up to her suite that I could never give her what she needed. But I was selfish and took her anyway. Things had changed so much since high school. I wasn’t the same person. Neither was she. Our circumstances were different.

      Nino gripped the wheel in his hands and tugged hard as he turned around the corner.

      “Would you slow down?” I yelled at him. “You’re supposed to tail that car, not ride up his ass. Who the hell taught you how to follow someone?”

      He ran a hand through his dark, messy hair and put it back on the steering wheel. “I’m tired. We haven’t slept in days. I need a hot shower. Can’t someone else do this for us?”

      “No,” I growled. “Keep your eyes on the road and fall back before they notice we’re behind them.”

      I was exhausted and frustrated, sick of chasing after Chris Rizzoli. Joe had lied about the location of his cousin. Nino and I were running around New York in search of Chris, like two goons who had nothing better to do.

      With my cell phone in hand, I waited for Isabella to text back. I was expecting a quick reply, but she surprised me by sending a selfie. She had her white dress shirt open, revealing a red, lacy bra that pushed up her tits. They were full and popping out from the top of the fabric, and for a second, I closed my eyes so I could remember how good she felt in my hands.

      Me: You’re killing me, you know that?

      My cock was growing hard the longer I stared at her picture.

      Isabella: Next time you don’t have to go slow.

      I balled my hand into a fist and bit down on it, staring away from the screen and out the window. It was like she was challenging me to fuck her. She knew our night together was a one-time thing. I had no plans of going easy on her after the first time. Even though I had to keep my head in the game and focus on finding Chris, I couldn’t think of anything other than filling Isabella’s tight pussy.

      Me: Who said there’s going to be next time?

      I laughed to myself and Nino noticed. “Who are you talking to?”

      “No one,” I shot back.

      “It’s Isabella, isn’t it?”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. “How did you know?”

      “You followed her out of the ballroom the other night. Then, you two came back within minutes of each other, and then you disappeared again. You’re lucky Dad and Alessio didn’t notice.”

      “I don’t care what they have to say about it.”

      “Whatever Pops has going on with the Senator might be on the down low, but that doesn’t mean you can do the same with his daughter. Remember what happened to her in high school after you were with her? I heard Alessio and Dad talking one night. The Senator has something on him, something big. That’s the reason we still help out their family.”

      “I know. But what does he have on us?”

      He slid his hand along the steering wheel, coming to a stop at the light. “Beats me. Whatever it is must be good enough for them to have still remained in contact after all these years.”

      My cell phone rang again, but this time it was a message from Paul Basile, one of my father’s oldest friends and his trusted advisor.

      It was a tip from one of our associates about Chris Rizzoli and his new crew being on the move again. No one had seen or heard from any of his guys in almost two days. Our lead ran dry the night we went on a fool’s mission to find him. But his cousin Joe paid the ultimate price for the betrayal.

      Without eyes on Chris and the men who were dumb enough to follow him, the threat was always there. We had no way of planning our attack. So, we had to sit and wait, keeping up our guard until they were dumb enough to resurface. Luckily, they did.

      “Make a left up here.” I pointed in the direction. “Paulie just sent me the location of where Chris and his men are supposed to be hiding out.”

      He nodded, and I typed a quick reply to Paulie to let him know we were on it.

      We drove for another thirty minutes before the GPS alerted us we were there. Nino parked two blocks down from the house, creating enough of a distance for us to check out our surroundings. The street was covered in overhanging trees, the leaves cloaked us in darkness.

      I leaned back against the leather seat and removed the gun from my waist. “We can’t go in there and try to fight them head-on. Park the next block over, and we’ll hit them from the back.”

      He shifted the car into gear and did as I asked. “I hope he’s here this time. I need sleep.”

      “Me, too.”

      We got out of the car and crossed the street to get a better look. Not a soul was in sight. With my gun in hand, poised and ready to shoot, I crept down the intersecting street. Nino covered me from behind as we moved down the dark alleyway. We were a few houses from the location when I heard footsteps behind me, followed by a muffled sound.

      When I spun around, I was surprised to find another man—a man who wasn’t Nino. A muscular guy around my father’s age had Nino pressed up against the fence of a neighbor’s backyard. He held a knife to his throat, staring at me, awaiting my next move. I knew him. Carmine Gallo was a member of our organization for years. Up until that night, he was a loyal soldier, one who never met the full potential required to lead a crew.

      I could have shot him in the head, but what if he slit my brother’s throat before his body hit the ground? That was a chance I wasn’t willing to take.

      Carmine was wearing a black suit, his dark hair combed off his face. “Drop the gun, little DeLuca.”

      I smirked. Who the fuck does he think he’s talking to?

      With my gun aimed at his head, I slid my finger to the trigger. “Let my brother go.”

      “We only want to talk. We’re not here to hurt you.”

      “Who’s we?” I spat.

      He tipped his head to the men I hadn’t seen until he pointed them out. They were a few houses back, one of them resting against a fence, the other lighting a cigarette. We were outnumbered and outgunned. Either I listened to what they had to say, or Nino and I would be leaving there in a body bag.

      I lowered my gun at my side. “What do you want?”

      “The fight between Chris and your old man started over Senator Parisi. Joe was exiled from the family, all because Parisi said he wanted him gone.”

      “I had to pull Rizzoli off Isabella Parisi. He was slapping her around.”

      “He wanted information from her,” he shot back, his voice raspy.

      “Looked like more than that to me. I’d say he has a thing for Isabella, and no one is going to touch her.”

      No one but me.

      The corners of his mouth widened, turning up into a wicked grin. “You have no idea what’s going on. The old man doesn’t tell you anything, does he?”

      “You got something to say? Spit it out already, and stop wasting my time.”

      “Don’t look for Rizzoli. Stop involving yourself in shit that doesn’t concern you.”

      I ground my teeth in anger, my right hand balled into a fist at my side, the other clutching the gun. “If it has to do with my family, then it concerns me.”

      “Rizzoli knows something he shouldn’t. That’s why the Senator and your old man want him dead.”

      I shrugged. “Why are you telling me this? You’re holding a knife to my brother’s neck, and for what? To relay a message? Spit it out already and let him go.”

      The man I couldn’t see clearly from afar crushed the cigarette under his shoe and then stalked toward us, moving out of the shadows. Carmine glanced over his shoulder at him, and then he released his grip on Nino, pushing him toward me.

      As he disappeared down the alleyway, Carmine said, “There’s a rat in the family, and the Parisis are behind all of this.”

      I was so confused. What did the Parisis have to do with us? And why did Carmine or Chris Rizzoli think I was the key to helping them quash this beef?

      Nino bent over to cough, clearing his throat, and then stood to meet my gaze. “I’m going home. I don’t give a shit what Dad says. I need food, a shower, and some sleep. Fuck this shit. The Parisis are not worth getting whacked over.”

      “You won’t get an argument from me.” I inspected Nino’s face, my eyes traveling over the gash Carmine left behind. A sliver of blood ran down his neck, soaking into the collar of his white shirt.

      My body grew tense from the sight. No girl was worth the life of my brother, no matter how good she tasted and how much I wanted to fuck her again. Isabella Parisi was dead to me. It was her family or mine, and I chose mine without even blinking.

      Nino ran a hand through his thick, dark hair. “We need to find out what Senator Parisi has on Dad.”

      I hooked my arm around his back, even though he didn’t need me to hold him up, and we strolled down the alley together.

      Could I trust the word of a man who held us at knifepoint? I didn’t trust anyone but Nino. We had a bond that no one could break. But I wondered if Carmine was on to something.

      Were Isabella and her family the real enemy?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Isabella

      

      “Are you busy?”

      Startled by my father’s voice, I spun around in my high-back leather chair and forced a smile.

      With a thick head of black, wavy hair combed off his forehead, my father stood tall, the weight of the world balanced on his broad shoulders. Shrewd in business and in life, he had a fierceness about him that sent a chill down my spine when his hazel eyes met mine.

      He shut the door behind him and strolled into the room, taking a seat in one of the chairs in front of my desk.

      I pushed the keyboard away from me and leaned my elbows on the desk as he took a seat across from me. “I’m working on a few things, but nothing that can’t wait.”

      More like I was daydreaming and wondering why I hadn’t heard from Stephan. Again. He seemed to make a habit of making me wait around for him.

      Why is my father here?

      He always called before he made an appearance at his campaign headquarters. It was so unusual for him to drop by unless he was there for a photo-op or to strategize with one of his advisers.

      “Mark said he spoke to you.” He folded his hands on his lap, sitting up straight in a five thousand dollar suit, a brown wingtip rested on his knee. “Have you considered the offer?”

      I should have known this wasn’t a social call. My father never did anything without a purpose, and spending time with his family was more of an uncomfortable event he had to endure for the press.

      I ignored his question. “How are your numbers? Any improvement?”

      His jaw flexed, the tension in his body evident. “Not as high as I would have liked. But this marriage can change things for me. For our family.”

      “You really think it would make a difference?”

      He nodded. “I’d have a better shot at keeping my office with the help of the Voss’ and their generosity.”

      “I hate politics,” I shot back, irritated. “I’ve done everything you’ve ever asked of me. This is one thing I don’t want to do.”

      “You refused to attend grad school. I’d already paid the tuition when you told me you wanted to drop out and take a year off to think about what you wanted to do with your life. Marrying into the Vos family will give your life purpose, and it will help our family maintain our standing as one of the great American families.”

      I rolled my eyes at him. “Great American families? We’re not the Kennedys, Daddy. Be serious.”

      “But we could be. This is a chance to maintain our legacy.”

      “Your legacy,” I challenged.

      His mouth twisted in anger. “You were always a difficult child, Isabella. I thought we had an understanding. For your life to have purpose, you have to make something of yourself.”

      “And you think being the wife of a billionaire is going to be the answer to all of our problems?”

      He sat back in his chair and folded his arms across his chest, turning his head away from me. The weird thing about my father was that he never raised his voice in an argument. His voice remained calm and level.

      “Would you at least meet Karl and consider going on a date with him? He’s a good man. You will like him. He’ll treat you well and give you everything you’ve ever wanted.”

      Except love. He could never have my heart. Because it already belonged to Stephan. It always belonged to him.

      I let out a frustrated sigh. “Is that what it will take to get you off my back?”

      He flashed a closed-mouth smile as if he’d won a game. “Yes, it would.”

      I wasn’t playing his game, whether I went on the stupid date with the rich kid or not. In his world, women were pawns he could move across a board. I was done being used by him. Fathers were supposed to love and support their children, not hand them over to the most eligible bachelor for the right price.

      This was about more than a marriage into one of the wealthiest families in the world. It was about my father’s pride. He couldn’t stand to lose. What he hadn’t realized was he’d already lost, whether he won the election or not. He couldn’t force me to marry Karl Vos. I didn’t care if Karl would buy me a private island and the jet to take me there. No amount of money could buy my love or me.

      “I’m not going through with a marriage. Setting us up on a date will be a waste of both of our times.”

      “You don’t know that. Just give him a chance. You might think otherwise after you spend some time together.”

      “Can I ask you a question?”

      He gave me a sideways stare. “What do you want to know?”

      “What kind of people are we?”

      He narrowed his eyes at me. “I don’t understand your question, Isabella.”

      “You’re still friends with Giovanni DeLuca, even though you pretend to hate him.”

      “That was a statement not a question,” he countered, not the least bit amused.

      “Why are you still friends with him when I’m not allowed to even speak to his sons?”

      “Because a man like Gio has his uses. His children do not. I don’t want you anywhere near his sons.”

      I clenched my fists under the desk, trying to hide my anger. Like my father, I could pretend nothing bothered me, even though I was crumbling on the inside. “What uses does Gio have?”

      He shoved a hand through his dark hair and sighed, looking away from me. “That’s none of your business, Isabella. There are certain parts of my life I don’t need to discuss with my children.”

      I folded my hands on the desk in front of me, giving him a defiant smirk. “Then, I guess we’re done here.”

      “I’ll be here late tonight. Think about meeting with Karl. I know you will see things my way. One way or another, you will serve your purpose to this family.”

      My mouth fell open in shock from his words. What kind of father spoke to their child this way? It was hard to like him when he was like this, let alone feel anything closely resembling love.

      I knew what my father was trying to tell me without saying it aloud. He would force me if I didn’t go through with the arranged marriage to Karl.

      How could he force me to say the vows? I was sure he would find a way to make me cooperate. When the great and powerful Senator Parisi wanted something, he made it happen. And he would find a way to win his election, with or without me.

      He glared at me over his shoulder with his hand on the doorknob. “I know you’ll come around. You always do.”

      Not this time.
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        * * *

      

      The halls were empty, save for a few people working on last-minute projects in their cubicles. I said my goodbyes on my way to the vending machine. At the end of the day, I made it a point to grab a soda for the ride home, and then would exit through the rear door to the parking lot. My dad’s office was around the bend, all by itself.

      From this part of the building, no one could overhear his conversations, which was why I thought it was odd when I heard him arguing with someone. He was shouting at someone in Italian, and yet he pretended as though he couldn’t speak a word. That was strange, but then again, everything my father had ever told me seemed to be a lie. I had no idea when he was telling me the truth. Every word he spoke was to gain an advantage, another way to cement his place in government and in my life.

      The rage in his tone sent shivers down my spine. Creeping toward my dad’s office, I clutched the soda bottle in my hand, afraid to make a sound. The closer I got to his door the louder the voices grew.

      “You promised to handle the situation for me,” my dad said, now in English. “Do I need to remind you why you’re still in my life?”

      “I think it’s you who needs the reminder, Senator.” It was Stephan’s voice emanating from the room. Wait, no… it was his father. They had the same pitch, only Stephan’s voice was slightly deeper, more like a growl.

      What was he doing here? It had been days since I’d last heard from Stephan, and now Giovanni was in my father’s office, attempting to intimidate him. He underestimated my father. No one and nothing got under his skin. Because he was always two steps ahead of everyone.

      “Why is Chris Rizzoli still breathing?”

      I didn’t understand why my father was so hell-bent on taking down the man who had approached me at the nail salon. He was weird, and somewhat creepy, but I got a few good hits on him before Stephan and Nino kicked the shit out of him. There was no reason to kill him over a little scuffle.

      I pressed my back against the wall and listened.

      “We’re working on it.” Giovanni’s tone indicated Chris’ death was imminent.

      But none of it made sense to me.

      “Both of us will be implicated if this goes further,” my father said, lowering his voice. “Make sure you take care of this. I can’t have any more issues with my campaign. I’m having a hard enough time getting the vote to swing my way. A scandal is the last thing I need.”

      “It won’t go any further than it already has,” Giovanni promised. “How are the numbers? Any changes this week?”

      “No, not by much. But they will soon. I have a new plan in place.”

      After they switched over to boring talk of politics, I crept down the hall and out the rear door. It was dark outside, well after nine o’clock at night. I was forced to work late to assemble signs and gather promotional items for the team. It was all busy work my father gave me just to spite me. My fingers hurt from all the wooden sticks I’d handled over the course of the night.

      I removed the key fob from my purse, stuffed the soda inside my oversize bag, and clicked the button to open my car. It was a new Mercedes my father had purchased for me after I graduated from college. It was more like a bribe. The cars, handbags, jewelry, and clothes were all distractions he used to make me feel loved, when I knew the truth.

      He was just priming me for the day when he’d attempt to force me into marrying someone like Karl Vos. How dumb was I to think he wanted anything from me other than my cooperation in return for all of his generous gifts?

      I pulled on the handle, attempting to scream when a hand covered my mouth and strong arms wrapped around me. Struggling to break free, I attempted to elbow the person behind me in the stomach and failed. Panic shot through me, sending my body into overdrive.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Isabella

      

      “Shh… it’s me, raven. Calm down.”

      Relief washed over me. Hearing Stephan’s voice had an instant calming effect on me.

      I settled into his arms as he removed his hand. Leaning back against his chest, I peeked up at him. “What are you doing here? And why would scare me like this?”

      “Nino told me your car was still in the parking lot when he drove my dad over to meet yours.”

      “You stopped answering my texts, didn’t bother to call, and then you show up here and try to kidnap me.”

      “I wasn’t going to kidnap you.”

      “I kinda wish you would,” I confessed.

      It was the truth. I wanted more than anything to get away from my father. Graduate school sounded more appealing with each day I was back in my old house, in my old bedroom, and with my father hovering over me, breathing down my neck.

      “I need to talk to you about something. It’s important.” Stephan moved his hands down to my ass and squeezed. “Get in. Drive to the park. Don’t talk. Just do what I tell you to do.”

      My entire body was on fire, my skin tingling from his touch. He did things to me I could never understand, and because of that, I couldn’t deny him.

      He got in the passenger side without speaking a word to me. My head swirled with questions I wanted answered. Five minutes later, I pulled into the lot at the park, which was desolate.

      Stephan pointed to a space at the far end, where it was shrouded in complete darkness. “Park over there and turn off the engine.”

      I glanced over at him. “What do you want to talk about?”

      He scratched the stubble along his jaw, his eyes fixed on me. “Nino was held at knifepoint a few days ago. The guy who hit you at the nail salon, Chris Rizzoli, he had his men send us a message. The last thing he said was your family is involved.”

      “I don’t have a clue what that means.” I leaned my elbow on the center console and slid my hand onto his thigh. “My dad keeps things from me. He acts like he hates your family, when he talks to your dad all the time. But I’m not allowed to be with you. It’s a double standard. I’m sick of my dad controlling my life. Take me somewhere, Stephan. Get me out of here before my dad makes me do something I don’t want to do.”

      He eyed my hand on his thigh and sucked in a deep breath, before his gaze returned to mine. “What does he want you to do?”

      “Marry Karl Vos.” My tongue burned when I said his name, as if I drank acid.

      Stephan seemed confused, as he should have been. It didn’t make sense to me. “Why would he want you to do that?”

      “Because he thinks it will make us like American royalty and will help him win his campaign. Instead of his numbers climbing, he’s falling out of favor. He needs something big to win this election.”

      Stephan threaded his fingers between mine, holding my hand. Through his slacks, I could feel his growing erection. “What did you tell him?”

      “That I wouldn’t marry someone I don’t know and don’t love. He’s been controlling my life for too long. I want to get away from him. No, I need to get away. Help me, Stephan.” I moved closer so our mouths were almost touching. “Please.” I unzipped his pants, and his thick cock poked through the slit in his boxers. “I want to be with you. Remember in high school when you said you wanted me to be free?”

      His expression changed from unreadable to pure hunger. He stared at me as if he wanted to devour me, and I was hoping after all the waiting he would do just that. Stephan took my hand and wrapped it around the base, aiding me in sliding my hand up and down his length.

      He growled, his eyes closing for a second. “Fuck, Isabella. Give me your mouth. I want to fuck every part of you.”

      Without hesitation, I got on my knees, leaning over the arm rest, and positioned his cock in front of my mouth. His fingers wove through my hair, and he lowered my mouth onto him until my tongue made contact with his sensitive skin. Taking him one inch at a time, I went slowly at first, until he gripped my head in his hands and helped me find a groove. Each growl that fell from his lips made me work harder, move faster.

      When I felt his body tremble, and I thought he was about to come, he ordered me to stop. “Take off your panties and bend over the hood.”

      “You want to have sex outside? Stephan, we’re in a park.”

      He looked out the window, a smirk turning up the corners of his mouth. “No one is around. Do it. Take off your panties, push up your skirt, and bend over the hood. Now.”

      I was already wet from sucking him off, but this was fucking sexy. When Stephan bossed me around, it turned me on for some reason. I hated being told what to do, but it was different with Stephan. He wasn’t trying to control my every waking moment. All he wanted was to control me in the bedroom. And I was more than okay with that.

      I opened the car door and got out, with Stephan following behind me. In a hurry, I slid my panties down my thighs and left them on the front seat, before closing the door behind me. Stephan removed his jacket and loosened his tie and collar. With a sexy-as-fuck glaze in his eyes, I stared at him across the hood of the car, salivating over my gorgeous and completely forbidden enemy.

      But I could never think of him as the enemy, not when my body responded to him this way. In this moment, nothing felt wrong. Everything about Stephan felt right.

      Careful not to dent the hood, I placed my elbows on top, my skirt already bunched up to give him better access. Stephan rolled on a condom, and then he gripped my hips, pulling my ass into his erection.

      He leaned forward to whisper in my ear, “You’re such a good girl, Isabella. You should have listened to your dad and stayed away from me.”

      It was a threat, but I didn’t care. When I was with Stephan, I lost myself, my body doing most of the talking for me. The only thing I cared about was seeing Stephan again. In these brief encounters with him, I began to wish we could have more, even though a life together was impossible. We were both greedy, taking what we wanted from each other. This was as simple as a business transaction, or at least it was what I’d told myself. That was how it started.

      “I don’t want to stay away from you,” I admitted, hoping he felt the same about me. “I never did.”

      He moved his hand beneath my chin and tilted my head up until our eyes met. His finger caught in my choker, which made it harder to breathe. “I gave this to you for a reason. You’re mine. You were then and you are now. I never wanted to share you. I still don’t. I’m a selfish bastard. But that doesn’t mean I can have you.” He ran his hand over my ass, massaging my skin. “This is all we can ever be. Sex when no one’s watching.”

      “I’m okay with that,” I hissed, closing my eyes when his hand slipped between my legs to feel my wetness. “Stop torturing me, Stephan.”

      He slid his hand beneath my shirt, fingering my pussy as he cupped my breast over the lacy bra. I almost cried when he twisted my nipple.

      “Is this what you want, princess?”

      I moaned when he pinched my nipple harder, his fingers moving filling me to the hilt. “You know what I want.”

      He dragged his fingers along my channel one last time, withdrawing them long enough to replace his fingers with his fat cock.

      “Always so wet for me.” He pulled out and slammed back into me, each time harder than the last.

      It hurt a lot, but not as much as the first time we’d had sex. I told him he didn’t have to take his time with me, teased him via text message. Stephan was punishing me with his cock, showing me how much he missed me with each thrust.

      “Stephan,” I moaned. “Ohh, yeah… right there.” I closed my eyes from the blinding pain, which eventually turned to pure pleasure. He spread me open, shoving himself deeper and deeper, burying himself inside me. I took every inch of him, and with each second I grew closer to reaching my climax, he tore another scream from my throat until I was speechless.

      Stephan came hard, his fingers finding my nipple once again. He squeezed as his body trembled, shaking through me. He crashed on top of me and kissed the top of my head.

      “I didn’t want to see you again. I planned to stay away.” Stephan sounded conflicted about his choice to be with me. “But you’re making it too fucking hard.”

      “Don’t fight it,” I whispered, out of breath. “I know I can’t.”

      He pulled out of me, and my juices ran down my inner thigh.

      I spun around to watch him tie off the condom and tuck himself back into my pants. He zipped up and chucked the condom into a trashcan close by.

      “I need to see you again.” He stroked my jaw with his thumb. “I don’t know when, but I want to take you somewhere. Don’t call me. Don’t text me. I’ll get a hold of you when I can.”

      I smiled up at him in answer and leaned into his hand.

      No matter how much we didn’t want to be together out of family obligation, we couldn’t deny the chemistry between us. And that was how everything in my life slowly began to fall apart.
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      Stephan

      

      I shoved Carmine onto the plank in the basement of the warehouse with a gun to the back of his head. Nino strapped down his legs, and I worked on his arms and head, fastening Carmine to the wooden board so he couldn’t move an inch. He thought he could hold a knife to my brother’s throat and continue breathing.

      What a stupid motherfucker.

      Carmine was from the old regime. Nothing and no one could scare him. I had to look hard, but the fear was evident in his eyes. He hadn’t spoken since we dragged his sorry ass out of a whorehouse with his pants down, mid-blowjob. I’d tracked him down through a tip from a friend. Nino had the bright idea to ambush him while he was getting his dick sucked.

      Because he’d wronged Nino more than me, I reached for the jug of water on the table behind me and handed it to Nino.

      His eyes lit with excitement when he popped the top on the bottle. Nino wanted to be the one to make this man suffer. We’d made a deal that Carmine and his men were his kills. Their blood would be on his hands. And I would help him.

      Nino tipped the bottle, dumping water in Carmine’s mouth and down his nose. He fought it, his body thrashing and begging to rip free from his shackles. Even the strongest men couldn’t handle being waterboarded. It was one of the cruelest forms of torture.

      “Where’s Chris Rizzoli?” I yelled at Carmine, and Nino eased up for a second to give him a chance to answer.

      A beat passed where Carmine turned his head to the side and coughed on the water.

      “Answer me.” My voice echoed through the vacant room in the basement of the warehouse my father owned.

      “You’re gonna kill me no matter what,” Carmine muttered, out of breath. “Go ahead and fucking do it.”

      Nino repeated the same process as before. This asshole would tell us what we wanted, or he would drown to death. It was his choice. All we cared about was information. Carmine was right. He was a dead man no matter what. Chris Rizzoli and his new crew were traitors. He was a loose end our family had to tie up.

      “Keep going,” I told Nino and then looked at Carmine. “Easy way or hard way, doesn’t matter to me. We can do this all night.”

      Carmine wasn’t phased by our threat. He was a man of honor, willing to die for a pointless cause. Between my father’s connections and Senator Parisi’s, Chris and his men would pay for whatever information they had on the Senator. The cover-up was deep, that much was obvious.

      But what the hell were they hiding that was important enough to go after our own men and start a war? I was helping Nino with Carmine to give him the revenge he deserved. But I was also pursuing Rizzoli because I wanted to know what secret he was hiding. If it warranted a full-scale search party, it had to be big.

      Nino tipped the bottle over. It was like a flood taking Carmine under, as if he were being held under water. Men always caved under this much pressure. Over the years, I’d learned a lot of torture techniques in this room. I knew the scent of blood, bleach, and death anywhere. It was a familiar smell no one should have known by heart. But the abandoned warehouse where we tortured our victims was becoming like my second home.

      My childhood was far from normal, and my adulthood was even more unusual. When kids my age were taught how to ride a bike, I was shown how to shoot a gun. I was a perfect shot by the time I was ten years old. With the cold metal in my hand and my finger on the trigger, I felt alive, in control. I was never more in my element. That’s how I knew my father made the right choice to raise Nino and me to become members of his army. No son of Giovanni DeLuca would be anything other than a Made man.

      I laughed at Nino for the way he taunted Carmine. Every time he thought Nino would ease up, he went even harder on him. Nino loved the thrill of the kill, the high better than sex for him. Unlike my brother, I saw torture as a means to an end, though I would have been lying to myself if I didn’t admit I enjoyed a just kill on occasion. Some men had it coming to them.

      I cupped my hand on Nino’s shoulder. “Take a break.”

      Moving my hand from his shoulder, I stepped forward and hovered over Carmine. “One more chance, Carmine, before I shove that bottle down your fucking throat.”

      “Fuck you, DeLuca,” Carmine spat, water and mucus streaming down his chin.

      I looked at Nino and nodded at the water bottle next to Carmine’s head. Nino understood and drizzled some of the water on Carmine’s forehead. A wicked, joker like grin turned up the corners of Nino’s mouth as the water ran down Carmine’s nose and into his eyes. This was how he would die.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Isabella

      

      Another week had passed before I received a text message from Stephan, telling me to be ready for dinner. He wanted me to lie about where I was going, which wasn’t easy with my father up my ass all the time. Someone was always watching me, or at least that was how it felt. To my knowledge, he had no idea I was with Stephan in the park. If he did, he never let on to it. I was kind of hoping his private detective would be the one to bear the bad news that I was fucking the son of his so-called enemy.

      I met Stephan at the park again, and his eyes raked over my body in admiration as he studied the tight black dress that hugged my curves and stopped a few inches above the knees.

      Nino was in the driver’s seat of the Mercedes I parked next to, staring over at me as if he wasn’t sure what to think. He didn’t seem happy about Stephan meeting me. With my back against the door, I ignored Nino and smiled at Stephan as he planted a kiss on my cheek.

      “You look beautiful,” he said in my ear. “I love this dress. I can’t wait to take it off you.”

      Stephan turned around to lean into the open window of the car and spoke to Nino, their voices so low I had trouble making out the words. It was clear Nino wasn’t thrilled with us going behind out father’s back to see each other, but neither of us cared. After Stephan finished exchanging words with his twin, he knocked on the roof of the car, telling him to leave.

      “Is Nino meeting us somewhere later?”

      He nodded. “I’ll call him when we’re closer to home.” Stephan moved me to the side to open the car door. “I’m driving. Get in.”

      “Where are we going?”

      “It’s a surprise. Now, will you do what you’re told? We won’t have long.”

      Considering how hard it was for us to see each other, I followed his order without complaint. Any time I had with Stephan was limited. He was never supposed to be mine. It was as if I was borrowing him from his family, only allowed to steal minutes. I hated the restrictions on our relationship—if I could even call what we had a relationship. It was more of a sex arrangement than anything.

      Stephan drove us to the restaurant with his hand on my thigh. His unusual smile caused my heart to skip a few beats. He wore a black suit with a white shirt and a navy tie. Like every man in his family, he wore custom suits, tailored to fit him perfectly.

      He whipped through the suburbs and took the highway toward Westchester, determined to get us there. Stephan held the wheel with one hand and tapped his fingers on my inner thigh—a single act that had me dripping wet for him.

      “I have to tell you something,” I muttered, afraid how Stephan would respond to my bad news.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “I have to go to a charity ball this weekend. Karl Vos will be there.”

      His mouth twisted in anger. “Why are you telling me this?”

      “Because you saw my name on the guest list.”

      “Yeah.”

      “In case the man you’re fucking runs into the man you’re going to marry?”

      I looked at him with so much hatred I wanted to slap him across the face. “Don’t talk to me like that.”

      “What? It’s true. If you think we’re ever going to be more than sex, you have another thing coming.”

      “Stop being a jerk, Stephan.”

      “I’m stating the truth. Just because it’s not what you want to hear doesn’t make it untrue.” He drove like an animal. My body tensed, mostly because I wanted him to handle me the way he took each curve, and also because I was furious with him.

      “We never should have started this,” I admitted. “This was a mistake.”

      “Keep talking like that, and it will hurt worse later.”

      My pussy clenched from his promise. I smacked my legs together, and he glanced down, noticing my sudden gesture.

      “You think you can hide from me?” Stephan pushed my thighs apart with his hand with so much force I yelped. “Don’t fight me, princess. I told you I’m not the hero in your story. I’m never going to be the man to save you. I’m not the man you’re going to marry. I can’t have attachments. My life is too dangerous to get you involved.”

      He moved my panties to the side and hissed when he pushed two fingers inside me. “Fuck, baby. You’re so wet for me.” Biting his bottom lip, he drove and continued to finger fuck me, groaning with pleasure the more he spread me open. “If we weren’t on the highway, I would pull over now and shove my cock inside you.”

      He was like a ravenous beast. I saw the hunger in his eyes, felt the intensity with every thrust of his fingers. I clamped down on him, holding his fingers like a vise.

      “Come for me,” he growled, his eyes still focused on the road.

      My breathing was erratic, the jolt of adrenaline rushed through my body, causing my heart to pound. I gripped the handlebar on the door and rode my orgasm along with his fingers, shoving him further inside me until I could comply with his request.

      He withdrew his fingers and held them to his mouth, forcing me to watch as he sucked my juices from them. “Even after you marry that rich prick, it’s my fingers that will make you come. My cock you’ll be sucking.”

      “I’m not marrying anyone.” I moved my panties back into place. “Between you and my dad, I don’t know who I’m more angry with right now. I can’t believe you want me to marry Karl. What happened to me being yours? You really want to share me with someone else?”

      “Of course not. But what choice do I have? I’ll take whatever I can get.”

      I crossed my arms over my chest and glared at him. “You’re such an asshole.”

      “I never promised you anything more than sex. Did I?”

      “No.”

      “And remind me again who lured who up to that hotel room.”

      “Me.” I gritted my teeth and stared out the window, too mad to look at him anymore. “You don’t have to throw it in my face, Stephan. This conversation is making me regret ever talking to you. I hate to say it, but maybe my dad was right. I should stay away from you… if only I knew how.”

      We rode the rest of the way without speaking another word. Stephan parked at the valet stand in front of a semi-crowded restaurant.

      A short man wearing a red-and-black valet jacket opened my door and said, “Welcome to Bellissima.”

      “Thank you,” I replied as the man helped me out of the car.

      Stephan patted him on the shoulder and dropped the keys along with a hundred-dollar bill into his palm. Then he guided me toward the restaurant with his hand on my back. I felt like smacking it away but decided not to fight him.

      Another man, middle-aged with short, dark hair, held open a massive oak door for us. We stepped inside, and the scents of garlic and herbs assaulted my senses. It smelled so amazing I could practically taste it on my tongue.

      The space was deceptively large with an open kitchen you could see into from every angle. The walls were brick, and the floors were red oak. In the far corner, I noticed a wine bar made of casks, set up for tastings. The place was simple yet elegant.

      Behind the host desk, a young woman with long dark hair smiled at Stephan. He informed her of our reservation, and she scanned the book in front of her. “Mr. Carlisle, your table is ready. Please follow me.”

      I narrowed my eyes at Stephan, wondering why he made a reservation under a fake name. He didn’t as much as acknowledge my sideways stare.

      She escorted us through the dining area to a private room in the back, checking out Stephan over her shoulder as she made polite conversation. I snorted at her not so subtle eye-fucking of him. Stephan caused the same reaction from other women. It was hard not to notice him.

      French doors opened to an impressive space with leather couches built into the walls and circular tables at the center of the room. On our right was a bar and entrance to the kitchen. We slid into an oversize semicircular booth beneath a massive crystal chandelier. The hostess unfolded a cloth napkin on my lap and poured us each a glass of wine before closing the door behind her.

      I touched Stephan’s thigh, taking a sip of Merlot. “What is wrong with you?”

      He laughed. “Probably the same thing that’s wrong with you.”

      “That’s not an answer. Why are you being so mean to me?”

      “I’m not. The sooner you realize the world we live in is brutal, the faster you will understand why we can’t be together. We shouldn’t even be here right now.”

      I took another sip of wine. “How did you manage to get this private space just for us?”

      “I paid a lot of money to take you here. We can’t afford to have anyone recognize either of us.”

      “How come you’ll be at the event this weekend?”

      Stephan stroked my shoulder with his fingers. “Because my dad contributes money to the hospital. All of the donors were invited.”

      I cocked an eyebrow at him. “I had no idea your dad was so charitable.”

      He shrugged. “It helps us look clean in the eyes of the law and in the community.”

      “But your dad is the boss of a crime family.”

      “Allegedly,” he shot back, his expression unreadable.

      We stopped talking long enough to glance at our menus when the waitress strolled into the room with a wide grin on her face.

      “Benvenuto,” she said in the worst Italian accent I’d ever heard. Clearly, she was forced to greet customers this way.

      Stephan slid his hand across the back of my neck and spoke to her in Italian. She stared at him confused for a few seconds before she admitted to not knowing more than a few words in the language.

      We placed our order, and then the waitress disappeared into the kitchen, leaving us alone. With Stephan rubbing my back, I melted into him, too consumed by the scent of his aftershave. I couldn’t stop my stupid heart for leaping out of my chest when he was around.

      I brushed my lips against his and tasted wine. He smelled so good I stuck my tongue out to taste him, and he parted his lips for me. Stephan made love to my mouth, his tongue working in harmony with mine. At first, he was soft and sensual, each flick of his tongue making my pussy clench. But then he deepened the kiss, his movements more rough and passionate, as if I was his last breath, and he wanted to steal it back.

      We stayed this way for so long neither of us heard the waitress enter the room again with our food. She cleared her throat at the edge of our table. We started with the antipasti.

      Stephan fed me a slice of mozzarella, sticking his finger in my mouth after I finished chewing.

      “Go lock the door.” He tilted his head toward the French doors, and I gave him an apprehensive look.

      “We’re in a restaurant. Don’t be crazy, Stephan.”

      “Money makes people look the other way. The only thing I’ve been able to think about all day is you sitting on my cock. Now, go. Lock the door.”

      I did as he asked and then crawled onto the bench toward him. He gripped my hips and lifted me up to set me down in his lap, hooking my legs behind his back. Moving his hand up the inseam of my thigh, he tickled my skin, taunting me as he pushed my panties to the side.

      He slammed two fingers into me with so much force he tore a moan right from my lips. “Mmm…” Stephan withdrew his fingers long enough to add a third and thrust them into me, filling me completely. “So fucking tight.”

      “Stephan…” I moaned, gripping his shoulders.

      He owned my body. Claimed me so I could never be with another man. Skilled with his fingers, he worked my inner walls, pushing past the thin barrier to make room for another. I felt so full, my pussy milking his fingers until I felt like I could burst. It wasn’t long before I came so hard my orgasm rocked through both of us.

      He sucked on his fingers and slid some of my juices along my lip. “See how good you taste. I can’t get enough of your pussy.”

      “Good,” I whispered. “Because I never want this to end.”

      My comment earned me a quick wink and a cocky smirk.

      Even though I knew our time together was temporary, I didn’t care. It only made me appreciate what we had when we were together.

      He unzipped his pants, quickly rolling a condom on, before he lifted me up and thrust into me. I moaned from the sheer force of his cock filling me. Stephan spread me open, breaking through the thin barrier. My body was getting used to Stephan and his size.

      “Rub your clit for me.” He moved my dress up to my stomach and held it there, staring down at my pussy. “I want to watch you touch yourself.”

      I did as he asked, almost feeling ashamed of what we were doing in a restaurant. But neither of us cared. Stephan’s eyes filled with lust and insatiable hunger, and when he leaned forward, he gripped my neck and sunk his teeth into my flesh, dragging his teeth along my skin. It hurt, just like his cock, but it felt too good to make him stop. I moaned so loud I sounded like a porn star, though the screams he stole from me weren’t the least bit forced.

      He covered my mouth with his free hand to silence me. Each time his teeth scraped my skin, Stephan did the same with his cock. My entire body hurt, but it was the good kind of pain that sent a ripple of pleasure down my body.

      I repeated his name until it was nothing more than a whisper on my lips. My throat was raw and my body so high from Stephan it was like an outer body experience.

      “That’s it,” he growled against the shell of my ear. “I love it when you purr my name. Strangle my cock with your pussy. Come for me, raven.”

      I loved when he called me that. It reminded me of high school and the promise he made to one day free me.

      “Stephan…” I moaned, and this time, he removed his hand from my mouth to kiss me.

      He kissed me like he wanted to swallow me whole, devour me with the madness that fueled him. When Stephan had his cock buried deep inside me, it was as if he was somewhere else. And we were somebody else. I didn’t focus on the fact we couldn’t be seen together, or that we would never have a future.

      An orgasm rocked through me like a hurricane, its violent force causing my entire body to tremble. Stephan kept his lips on mine, invading my mouth with his tongue until I hit the full peak of my climax. He gripped my hips tighter when he came, his body jerking several times before he leaned back against the bench.

      “That was…” he closed his eyes for a second, his voice trailing off. “We don’t have a lot of time left. What do you want to do with it?”

      “Fuck me until I can’t walk out of this room.”

      He checked the watch on his left wrist and smiled up at me. “That I can do.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      Stephan

      

      After an angry phone call from Nino, he picked me up at the restaurant where I’d fucked Isabella one last time before she went home. I got in the car, and he peeled out, the tires screeching as we left.

      “Do you know how much I hate lying to Alessio and Dad so you can hang out in Westchester with Isabella?” Nino clutched the steering wheel, grinding his teeth together.

      He was pissed that I refused to stay away from Isabella. My brother had every right to be mad when I’d asked him to cover for me. But I would have done the same for him, and he knew it. Our bond was unbreakable, something no one could touch.

      “We have to do a favor for the Senator,” he told me.

      “What now? I’m getting sick of cleaning up after him.”

      “Me, too.” He turned onto the highway and punched the gas pedal, zipping past the cars in the middle lane. “I almost got clipped by Carmine over whatever beef Dad has with Rizzoli. Dad is helping Parisi. That’s what pisses me off.”

      “I don’t get it.” I shook my head, annoyed. “We have to do all the heavy lifting while that asshole sits behind a desk and orders us around.”

      “More like he orders Dad around.”

      “Same difference,” I shot back. “We’re the ones who are handling shit on our end, and without even knowing why we’re doing it for him.”

      “He’s got something on the old man.”

      “Yeah, I know. But what?”

      “I wish I knew, then maybe we could do something to stop him.”

      “He has a lot of connections and friends in high places. He keeps the Feds off our backs as long as we help him out, but there has to be more to it than that.”

      Neither of us ever asked questions. We did what we were told, followed orders, and executed them without as much as a word. But once I became involved with Isabella, I wanted to know why our father’s fought so hard to keep us apart, when all we wanted was to be together.

      I rested my elbow on the center console and stared out the window. “Where are we going?”

      “You know Mark Parisi has a major drug problem, right?”

      I nodded. “Everyone knows that.”

      “He’s on a bender. It’s worse this time than before. The Senator tracked his cell phone to a house in Williamsburg. Dad wants us to bring him home.”

      I sighed and raised my arms above my head to stretch. “Great. So, now we get to drive to Brooklyn to babysit a spoiled rich kid who can’t handle his load?”

      He switched lanes, his eyes fixed on the road. “If this keeps us out of jail, then who cares?”

      Over the years, we’d become fixers for a lot of people. We had enough reach and power to push our weight around and get things done. Small favors, like this one, were part of the normal exchange between my father and his business associates.

      Once we were in Brooklyn, Nino parked out front what appeared to be an abandoned house and turned off the engine.

      He eyed up the place, suspiciously. “This looks kinda sketchy.”

      I nodded in agreement. “Let’s get this over with.”

      Once inside the dilapidated house, I almost vomited from the overwhelming stench. I thought the room in the warehouse where we killed people had a sickening smell, but it was nothing compared to the mixture of rotting food, cigarette smoke, and unwashed bodies. Some of the druggies laid on the torn, stained shag carpet, while others were either passed out on mattresses or fucking on them. The sight was appalling.

      For a while, Nino was getting mixed up with some of our dealers and doing stupid shit. But I pulled him back, forced him to get his head in the game. Having any weakness in our business was a liability, and being high on drugs would have been a sure fire way to guarantee Nino would have ended up at the bottom of the Hudson River.

      I walked next to Nino through the dark house wondering why someone like Mark would come here. A man in his late twenties tried to grab my foot. I kicked him away from me with the tip of my dress shoe. My jaw clenched, still pissed I had to leave Isabella to clean up after her brother.

      Nino stopped first, his hand held out in front of me to block my path. “That’s him.” He nodded at a man who was so wasted and dead to the word that his eyes were rolling in the back of his head.

      I squinted to get a better look, unsure if he was Mark, and glanced at Nino. “Are you sure?”

      Mark’s track pants and T-shirt were covered in dirt, his lip busted as if someone had punched him in the face.

      I crouched down in front of Mark and attempted to lift him over my shoulder. Moving a drug addict was no different than lifting a dead body. I wasn’t even sure if he was still alive until I felt his chest move. One of his eyes was open, the other lolled into the back of his head.

      I looked up at my brother. “Can you give me a hand? He weighs a ton.”

      With Nino’s help, I was able to drag Mark outside. We threw him into the back seat and got in the car. In silence, we drove until we reached the gates of the Parisi estate. Nino entered the passcode into the keypad, and the gates opened inward to allow us to drive onto the property.

      “A doctor is supposed to meet us in the pool house,” Nino muttered.

      “We don’t have to stick around, do we?”

      He shook his head. “Nope. Dad said to drop him off and leave him with the doctor.”

      Instead of steering to the left to continue to the main house, we followed the path to the right that led to a pool large enough to entertain guests at a hotel. Farther back, there were residency quarters for the servants along with an oversize bungalow where we were headed.

      My family had money, but not the kind of old money that passed through the Parisi family. Generations of politicians, Wall Street bankers, doctors, lawyers, and technology moguls at some point lived in this house. It had been in Isabella’s family for over one hundred years, though from the outside it didn’t show a bit of its age.

      A plump man with glasses, dressed in a dark suit fit snug to his thick frame, greeted us outside. “Do you need help carrying him inside?”

      “No, we’re okay,” Nino said.

      We didn’t exchange names, as was customary in our line of work. He was a concierge doctor on the Parisi payroll to assist in times like this.

      Mark had started using drugs back in high school. He was never like Isabella, always a giant fuck-up, even though she thought she was the family disappointment. This wasn’t the first time we’d hauled Mark’s ass out of a crack house or had to teach a supplier a lesson for dealing to him. His drug of choice was cocaine until my father had him cut off.

      No one was allowed to sell him as much as a pinch of powder without my father’s approval. He controlled most of the drug trade in New York, and what he didn’t control was handled by one of his associates. Apparently, Mark had resorted to harsher drugs like heroin. He had the track marks on his arms to prove it.

      I hauled Mark over my shoulder and shut the car door. Nino was at my side, throwing Mark’s arm across the back of his neck, helping me drag him to the pool house. Once inside, I was in awe of the sheer size of the space. Couches were at the center of the living room, the white fabric so pristine they looked as though they’d never been sat on. An oversized bar occupied most of the wall on the right side of the room, opposite the kitchen.

      We passed through the small dining area and followed the doctor into a bedroom with a large master bathroom. In all the years I’d helped the Parisis, I had never been inside the house, never saw where Isabella slept. Now I was here, I was somewhat curious. The pool house was bigger than most people’s homes, and yet it didn’t even compare to the villa that spanned most of the property.

      “On the bed?” I asked the doctor.

      “In the bathroom, please.”

      A tub was already filled and waiting for us. The doctor stood in front of Mark, pulling off his shirt and pushing down the track pants over his thighs. Mark groaned and laid his head on Nino’s shoulder. I hoped he wasn’t about to puke on him.

      Leaving Mark in his boxers, we set him in the tub. This was by far one of the worst jobs our father had ever asked of us. We could have made much better use of our time. Was this payback for seeing Isabella behind his back? He knew everything, and so I was almost positive my dad knew I was with Isabella.

      “Thank you, gentlemen,” the doctor said to us before we left the bathroom.

      We exited the house and made a beeline toward the car. Out of the corner of my eye, I thought I saw a shadow move. I strained to get a better look, positive I was hallucinating.

      Nino tapped me on the shoulder to gain my attention. “Wanna grab a few beers at Cowgirls?”

      Alessio spent most of his time at the strip club our father owned. He used it as his headquarters for our crew. Tonight, we were supposed to be free, which was why I’d asked Isabella to meet me for dinner. The last thing I wanted to do was hang out with Alessio on my night off, but Nino was eager for us to go.

      I shrugged. “Sure, why not?”

      I was about to get in the car when the shadow moved again, and this time, Robert Parisi stepped into the light. He had dark hair with some silver in it, his jawline strong and serious, with a bit of stubble. One look from this man pierced right through you. It was as if he didn’t have a soul or a care in the world other than the imaginary crown rested atop of his overprivileged head.

      Robert raised his hand and held up two fingers, beckoning me to come forward.

      I was surprised he could tell Nino and me apart. Most people had trouble when they didn’t know us.

      When I approached him, Robert stuffed a stack of hundred dollar bills in my hand. I tried to return them, but he refused, taking a few steps back from me.

      “How much will it take for you to stop seeing my daughter?”

      I turned away from him and sighed. It was only a matter of time before we had this conversation. Why was I even surprised?

      “Is this how you get rid of anyone who talks to Isabella?”

      “You’re not just talking. Don’t think for one second I don’t know what goes on with my daughter. She will marry into the Vos family, and you will not get in the way.”

      Moving my hands to my hips, I pushed up my jacket enough to reveal the gun at my waist. The Senator’s eyes fell to the gun for a second, his jaw clenched. “I don’t take kindly to threats, boy. Keep your distance from Isabella, or you and your family will pay the price.”

      “And what is that?”

      “Do you like your freedom?” His eyes were so dark and cold, his tone even colder. “Would you like to have it taken away from you?”

      My jaw flexed in anger, my hands balled into fists at my sides. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “I’m a very powerful man. You might not know what I’m capable of firsthand, but your father does. I won’t repeat my warning. Stay away from Isabella.”

      Without another word, he turned his back to me and stomped off toward the house. I considered sinking a bullet into the back of his entitled skull but thought better of it. There would come a time when Senator Parisi would have to answer for his sins. And I planned to make him suffer for them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Isabella

      

      My body ached from all the ways Stephan had fucked me the night before. But at least the pain and the throbbing between my thighs left me with the reminder it was real. That Stephan was real. Sometimes, I’d wondered if I had imagined it all.

      The night in my suite.

      The hood of my car.

      The bench at the restaurant.

      I was afraid that one day I would wake up, and I wouldn’t have him anymore. Losing Stephan was my greatest fear. He was my addiction, my salvation, and without him, I thought I would lose my grip on reality. Because he was all I had left to keep me grounded.

      I rolled over, the sun from the curtains hitting me in the face, forcing me to cover my eyes with my hand. It was too early in the morning, especially after the night I’d had with Stephan. He was insatiable, always ready for me, as I was for him. And I wanted more. I always wanted more of Stephan.

      I was content with covering my head with the pillow and falling back to sleep, when I heard yelling downstairs. Our house was massive, an estate divided into sections that almost made it impossible to hear a sound. My bedroom was in the East wing, my father’s in the West, and my mother’s in the South, each of us occupying different parts of the mansion. Mark’s bedroom was down the hall from my mother’s, but he spent most of his time in the pool house to avoid making his drug problem more noticeable.

      My room, on the other hand, was above my father’s study. The noise traveled straight up the air vent, the muffled voices of my parents filling the silent air. It was strange for my parents to speak to each other outside of public events. Knowing they were together, and arguing over something, piqued my interest. On occasion, they’d eaten meals on opposite ends of the long dining table with their faces buried in their cell phones or newspapers.

      But this morning was different.

      I sat up, tugged the black silk robe at the edge of my bed over my shoulders, and tied it around my waist. If my parents were fighting over something, I had to know if I was the cause of their unnecessary interaction. It was better to be prepared for a duel with my father, rather than be ambushed later.

      After I slid on a pair of fuzzy slippers, I crept out of my room and down the hall, taking the back stairwell. One foot at a time, I moved closer to the commotion, my ears strained to hear every last word. My father’s voice was like a growl that startled me. He almost never showed any emotion when it came to my mother. Their marriage was one of convenience, my mother the perfect Stepford wife who gave him two children to round out his perfect little political family.

      “Robert, I’m sorry.” My mother sobbed as if she’d been crying.

      “Sorry isn’t good enough this time,” he shot back, his voice sharp and angry.

      “It has to be.” She sniffed. “Let me explain.”

      Like my father, she never showed an ounce of emotion. My mother’s behavior was far from the norm. She was a coldhearted bitch. Even at my grandmother’s funeral—her mother—her face remained stoic, devoid of any feelings. She looked no different from a corpse. My mother never helped me with my homework, dressed me for a dance, or even brushed my hair as a child. All of those responsibilities were left to the staff. To Carmella, the only woman who’d ever cared about me.

      I loathed my parents. The only reason I never left was because I knew my father had enough power to hunt me down. And he would make me pay when he found me. He always did. No matter how hard I tried to run from my family and our pasts, it was never far enough, always within his reach. A man who had no limits was impossible to escape. That was why I threw myself at Stephan. I’d hoped he could save me. In some ways, he did.

      “If you weren’t sneaking around behind my back, this never would have happened,” my father said.

      I was at the bottom of the stairs, with my back flat against the wall, slowly inching toward his office.

      “If not for you abandoning us, our family would still be whole,” my mother challenged, now sounding more confident in her words.

      Were the waterworks all for show? Knowing her they were. She was a brilliant actress, the master of manipulation, where he was just cruel and cunning.

      “We had a deal, Elizabeth, and you broke it. After this campaign is over, I want you out of my house and out of my life. For good.”

      “You act like I was ever a part of your life.” Her heels clicked on the wooden floor and stopped, as if she was now standing in front of him. “None of us were ever a factor in the life of Senator Parisi. I made certain decisions to make you happy, whether you realize it or not and whether or not they were the right ones. But I held up my end of the bargain. You wanted two children, a wife who obeyed and served, and I did as I was asked. As far as I’m concerned, I have fulfilled my contractual obligations to you and this family.”

      Her words sliced through me like a machete to the gut. I knew she hated us, resented us because of my father. But it still hurt to hear the woman who’d given birth to me say those things about us, as if we were all replaceable.

      “You gave me a lie,” he said. “All of it. And now I have to embrace that lie because you were honoring our deal. I want both of you out of my life. One way or the other, I will make sure that happens.”

      Both of you? Was he talking about me? Mark? Her lover? I had no idea who he was referring to, but I was hoping it was me. More than anything, I wanted to be free of him and his impossible standards and demands.

      “We’ll see about that,” she muttered.

      The fight ended with my mother storming out of the office and into the hallway. I had to slide further down the wall to avoid her seeing me. That was all I needed was to be caught sneaking around, listening to their conversations.

      “Carmella,” she yelled at the top of her lungs. Her voice echoed off the high ceiling in the foyer.

      Carmella power walked down the hallway, her body tense as she moved past me to meet my mother. “Yes, Mrs. Parisi.”

      “Get my jacket and purse and have Javier bring the car around. I’m going to the city. Call Rosario. Make sure the apartment is fully stocked and ready for the week.”

      I let out a sigh of relief.

      Our family owned properties all over New York. The lavish apartment in Manhattan, on the Upper East Side, was my mother’s oasis. She spent most of her time there, while my father shuffled between Washington D.C. and Long Island. If not for his campaign, I would have been free of them both.

      “Yes, Mrs. Parisi,” Carmella said before she walked away to grab her things and ring her driver who waited around on standby.

      I was about to ascend the stairs, one foot on the bottom step, when my father shouted, “You had better be back in time for the fundraiser, or so help me God, I will make you suffer.”

      I shuddered at his comment.

      How could I be the offspring of such vile people?
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, I was getting ready for the day, still wrapped in a towel from the shower, when Carmella knocked on my door and then stepped inside, closing it behind her.

      “How are you, Isabella?” She approached me with her arms open wide to embrace me.

      “Not great,” I confessed, hugging her back.

      She smelled of fresh flowers and mint, and most of all, she reminded me of home. Not the one I lived in, the one I’d created in my mind when I was a child. The place where I went to escape my reality. Carmella wasn’t the paid help to me—she was everything good in my life.

      I retreated into my walk-in closet, pulled on a pair of shorts and a tank top, and then sat next to Carmella on the bed. “Did you hear the entire conversation earlier?”

      She shook her head. “I’ve trained myself to ignore anything that goes on inside this house.”

      “You had to have heard something. Do you know what they were arguing about?”

      “Sorry, sweetie, I wish I did. I was in the back of the house until your mother called for me. I had my hands full, too busy to pay any attention to your parents.”

      “My dad said he wants her out of the house.”

      “Your parents will never get a divorce. Don’t worry.” She took my hand in hers and rubbed the top of it with her thumb to soothe me. “Your mom might go away for a while, but she will come back. She always does.”

      “I don’t know,” I confessed, leaning my head on her shoulder. “I hope they get a divorce. They’re horrible together. That’s not what bothers me. He said he wants her and someone else out of his life. Is she having an affair with someone?”

      “Who knows, mi amore. Nothing would surprise me at this point. Your parents spend more time apart than together. It’s been like that since before you were born. When Mark was born, your dad was halfway around the world. He didn’t even bother to come home until a week later. Some people are not meant to be parents.”

      “How have you worked for him for this long? He’s awful. So is my mom. They way they talk to you and the staff makes me sick. How can you even stand it?”

      “Your father has his moments.” She leaned her head against mine and cradled me. “He’s not all bad. He helped me move to the States.”

      “That was about the only good thing he ever did.” I sighed. “I don’t know what I would do without you, Carm. Wherever I end up, I hope you’re there with me.”

      “You’ll always have me. Stop worrying. It’s time to get you ready.”

      I sat up straight and helped her stand from the bed. “He wants me to marry Karl Vos. Do you remember that little snot-nosed boy? He came here a few times when I was younger for play dates.”

      She laughed. “Yes. He was a little unusual.”

      “I can’t marry him, Carm. I won’t do it. I’ve let my dad control everything, but I’ve had enough. I told him no. I’m putting my foot down.”

      “Sometimes, it’s better to go with the flow than to fight him.”

      My smile turned into a frown in an instant. “You too? Are you kidding me?”

      “Of course not. I would never want you to marry a man you don’t love. But your father always seems to find a way to get what he wants.”

      I grunted in frustration, dragging her by the hand into the closet. “I know. That’s the problem. For once, I would like him to get what’s coming to him. Everything can’t go his way all the time. I just wish I knew how to punish him. Seeing Stephan DeLuca doesn’t seem to be doing the trick.”

      Carmella’s eyes widened in shock. “Isabella, are you crazy? Your dad would never allow it.”

      I flashed a victorious smile. “That’s why it feels so good to disobey him. I know it’s killing him, and there’s not a damn thing he can do about it.”

      “Be careful.” She placed a hand on my shoulder, looking at me in the full-length mirror on the wall. “I don’t want you to get hurt.

      “Too late for that,” I admitted.

      I was already falling in love with the enemy.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Stephan

      

      I sat in my father’s office next to Nino, with Alessio on his right, all of us waiting for the old man to speak. He folded his hands on top of the wooden desk, glaring at me with a look of pure hatred in his eyes. My dad was furious with me for seeing Isabella behind his back, even after he told me to stop. I was forced to listen to him yell for over an hour after I’d arrived at his house that morning.

      The Senator had shared our tense conversation with my dad, the one where he threatened me. He reminded him of the repercussions of me dating Isabella. We weren’t dating. Fucking didn’t count. The wording I had used didn’t matter. Because Isabella Parisi would marry Karl Vos, and a criminal like me wasn’t going to get in the way of the Senator’s plans. He made that crystal clear. So did my father.

      The office was located in the unfinished basement below the main house, disconnected from modern technology and encased in enough cement to make it impossible for the Feds to get a tap on us. We had complete privacy down here.

      Leaning back in his leather chair, my dad loosened his black-and-red pinstriped tie and tugged on his collar. He pinned down Alessio with his cold gaze. “I need you to do something for a client. It’s a delicate matter.”

      “What do you need us to do?” Alessio never said no, always did what he was told.

      To some extent, so did I. But Isabella was an exception. My weakness.

      He removed a brown box from the bottom drawer of his desk and slid it toward Alessio. “I need you to plant a device on a car. It will be parked in the garage on 10th Street. Be careful. Make sure the driver doesn’t see you.”

      Without hesitation, he said, “When?” Alessio lifted the box and glanced inside, before closing the lid. He balanced it on his knee, with his hand on top to hold it in place.

      “Tonight. At the benefit. The make, model, and license plate number is on a piece of paper inside.” He glanced at me, his eyes burning a hole through me. “Alessio can handle this job alone. I shouldn’t have to remind you, but I will anyway. Stay away from Isabella tonight. We’re there to assist Senator Parisi and help influence a few people for him. Do. Not. Go. Near. Her.”

      He annunciated every word to the point my anger shook through me. I wasn’t a fucking child, even though he insisted on treating me like one.

      “I got it,” I shot back, irritated.

      He folded his arms across his chest, his jaw clenched. “Good.”
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        * * *

      

      From across the rooftop, I nursed a glass of scotch. Leaning against the wall, I stared at Isabella’s tight ass. She had her back turned to me, engaged in conversation with Karl Vos, heir to the Vos shipping fortune and her soon-to-be husband. It turned my stomach to let her go, all because of the Senator’s pull over my family and me.

      Rage bubbled inside my chest, my skin on fire from the adrenaline coursing through my veins.

      Nino tapped me on the shoulder to gain my attention. I looked at him out of the corner of my left eye.

      “You should stop being so obvious.”

      I cocked an eyebrow at him. “What are you talking about?”

      “Isabella. You haven’t stopped looking at her since we got here.”

      “It’s hard not to stare. Look at her in that dress.” I tipped my glass in her direction and took a long sip. “She’s fucking killing me.”

      “She’s hot but not worth getting on Dad’s bad side. Senator Parisi already threatened you. He has enough power to have you sent to prison for the rest of your life. What is it with you and that girl? You’ve been obsessed with her since we were kids.”

      How I felt about Isabella was none of his business. “I don’t care what he does to me. It’s what he has on Dad that bothers me most. Rizzoli knows something we don’t. Why is it such a secret? Why does the Senator want him dead? And how did he find out?”

      He shrugged against the wall, his shoulder grazing mine. “Don’t worry about it. Dad will tell us if we need to know.”

      “I need to know. Whatever he’s hiding is the reason you were held at knifepoint by Carmine and why Rizzoli defected from the family. It’s the reason we’ve been indebted to the Parisi family for years.”

      He tugged on my shoulder. “C’mon, let’s take a walk. I hate these stuffy events.”

      “Don’t change the subject.”

      “We’re at a party. Would you lighten up for a second and try to have a good time?”

      I finished off my glass and set it on the high top table next to me. “Fine. I hate coming to this shit. We don’t fit in with these people, never did.”

      “Dad doesn’t seem to have a problem.” He pointed at our father who was with Alessio. They were talking to the CEO of Vos Shipping, blending in with the aristocrats, as if they belonged here. “While they’re busy, we should go downstairs and smoke a joint.”

      I rolled my eyes at him. “You think that’s the best thing to do with so many people around? Dad’s been on the warpath lately. Maybe save that for later. We’re in the middle of the city. The last thing we need is to give the Senator another advantage over us.”

      We were on the rooftop of a building, which had an incredible view of Central Park. It was the perfect setting for the charity gala. The space was decked out for the occasion with strings of white lights hanging above us, intertwined with fresh flowers. Round, high top bar tables were interspersed, with a small makeshift dance floor at the center of the roof. Servers walked past us with trays balanced in their hands, carrying the finest champagnes and hors d’oeuvres I couldn’t pronounce.

      This was Isabella’s life, and I was stupid for believing I could find a way to fit into it. She was part of the one percent club, the daughter of one of the most respected men in Congress, and never mine to keep. I couldn’t stop myself from taking one last look at her as we shuffled through the crowd.

      Nino walked with me to the edge of the roof. He clutched the side and leaned over to get a better look at the people below us. “They really do look like ants from up here. Must be nice to have this kind of wealth.”

      I nodded, following his gaze. From this height, the people below us were tiny specks, so small I had to strain to make out their shapes. “One day,” I told him. “One day, we can have this, too.”

      He laughed and nudged me in the arm with his elbow. “Yeah, right. We were never meant for this life.”

      “If we want it, we have to take it.” A wicked smirk turned up the corners of my mouth. “We could have this someday. You just have to want it bad enough.”

      He returned my expression, recognition lighting a fire in his eyes. We stood at the ledge for a few minutes, taking in the scenery. The air was cold but dense, filled with exhaust fumes and smoke. Manhattan was crammed with hundreds of cars, lights shining as far as I could see. It wasn’t often that we were invited into the city, not unless it was to handle a job for our father.

      The sound of women screaming pulled my attention from Central Park to the scene playing out below us.

      “What the fuck?” Nino leaned forward, half of his body over the ledge. “Dude, someone jumped.”

      Not until I turned around did it register that the person jumped from this roof. It was someone who was at this party. And Isabella was holding herself, shaking with tears in her eyes. A sick part of me hoped it was Karl Vos, face down and flattened like a pancake on the sidewalk.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      Isabella

      

      I tried my best to act the part of a senator’s daughter as I moved through the crowd to make polite conversation with strangers. My mother never came home after her fight with my father. She was also a no-show for the charity gala. Because the Vos family was a major donor to the hospital, I was warned to be on my best behavior. Dear old Dad was furious with my mother, putting even more pressure on Mark and me to perform.

      This was a performance after all, nothing more than a show for the man my father wanted me to marry. His parents were lovely, more down to earth than I ever would have imagined for billionaires. I almost wished I had Erik and Sonya Vos as parents, which almost made it easier to say yes to the arranged marriage. But I wasn’t going to be a pawn in yet another one of my father’s games no matter how charmed I was by the family.

      Karl, on the other hand, he was still the awkward and unusual boy I’d known from years ago, only better looking and well spoken. He hooked his arm through mine and escorted me around the party. I chugged several glasses of champagne since we were introduced, hoping I would get drunk enough for my body to go numb from the torture.

      My father’s colleagues stopped us—because everyone wanted to get close to Karl and me. I hated every second of it. Karl tugged on my arm when I glanced across the roof at Stephan. He looked amazing in a navy suit. Stephan owned every speck of fabric attached to his body. When Stephan moved, he was graceful, as if every step was carefully planned out. Regardless of his attire, he looked out of his element at this party.

      Karl tightened his grip on me, whipping me out of my Stephan-induced trance. “Isabella was just telling me how much she loves Aspen,” Karl said to people whose names I’d already forgotten.

      I nodded. “Uh-huh. Aspen is beautiful. My dad owns a house there.”

      One time, when I was a kid, we went to Aspen on what was supposed to be a family vacation. But it was all a lie. We made it to the slopes to take a picture for some article, and then we were sent away for a spa day. Everything in my life was a pre-planned stunt to make us look like a real family, when we couldn’t even stand to sit in the same room together for dinner.

      Fulfilling my role as Karl’s arm candy, I offered fake stories to people, leaving out the disgusting truth. We talked about my time at Columbia and what it was like to help my father with his campaign. Karl filled them in on the current state of Vos Shipping and his plans for the future of the company. He wasn’t the CEO, at least not yet. But he seemed pretty on point when it came to his industry.

      Compared to Karl, I was a misfit, a girl who only attended an Ivy League school to put the name of the university on a resume. I couldn’t confess I had no immediate life plans because my father wouldn’t allow it.

      It was weird to be so close to Stephan without being able to touch him. Whenever we were near, the air hummed between us like an invisible force field drawing us together. To distract myself from staring at Stephan, I drank flutes of champagne like a champ, pretending I didn’t hate transforming into someone else, someone I would never be. It was like wearing an invisible mask, one I could never take off.

      Mark walked up to me, adjusting the gold cufflink at his wrist. “Having fun?”

      I laughed. “Is that a joke?” Lowering my voice, I turned away from Karl to talk to my brother. “Save me. Please.”

      He forced a smile. “Try talking to all these politicians who do nothing but talk about themselves.”

      Mark had plans to run for public office someday. That was why he spent so much time with our father. With our familial connections, Mark would have been a shoe-in. But I could see it was wearing him down, and with all the drugs he snorted up his nose or shot into his arm, he was falling apart. The weight of our family was heavy on his shoulders, as it was mine.

      I glanced around at the wives of powerful men, knowing the expressions on their faces all too well. They looked just as unhappy as my mother did most days. As miserable as me. Stephan was the only person who made my heart beat, made me feel whole again.

      “Get a drink with me,” I said to Mark.

      He tapped Karl on the shoulder. “Mind if I steal my sister for a few minutes?”

      He flashed a closed-mouth smile at Mark and then me. “Don’t be too long. I have a few more people I want you to meet.” Karl released me from his strong hold, and I was relieved to have a minute to breathe without him hovering over me.

      “Five minutes,” I promised, even though I wanted to run the fuck away from him and never come back.

      Mark steered me toward the bar and ordered a vodka martini with three olives for me, and a glass of whiskey for himself. “So, how’s it going?”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. “You want the real version, or the Dad approved version?”

      He laughed and handed me the martini a beautiful bartender with long, dark hair set in front of him. “I take it your betrothed isn’t as expected.”

      “No, not at all,” I said under my breath, making sure no one could hear me. “And don’t call him that. I can’t spend another hour with that man, let alone the rest of my life.”

      “I’m sorry for suggesting it.” He sighed and then sipped from his glass.

      “You came up with this ridiculous idea?”

      He shook his head. “No, that was all Dad. I confronted you about it. I’ve felt bad about it ever since you stormed out of my office during lunch. I shouldn’t have asked you to do that.”

      “Don’t worry about it. That was weeks ago.” I waved my hand to dismiss him. “I know it was because he told you to do it.”

      We moved away from the bar and closer to the edge of the roof. I raised the martini glass to my lips and stared out at Central Park. The sight was breathtaking, the city alive and full of energy. I loved coming to the city. It wasn’t hard for me to understand why my mother enjoyed being here so much. And yet she couldn’t even bother to show up. She had no excuse when her apartment was only a few blocks away from the party.

      “How can I get out of this?”

      Mark shrugged. “You mean the wedding?”

      “Yes.”

      “One way or another, Dad always gets what he wants.”

      “Would you do me a favor?”

      He gave me a sideways glance. “What kind of favor?”

      “Lend me some money from your trust fund.”

      “Why do you need money?”

      “To run away. I can’t access my money for a few more years. He won’t even let me get a job. I’ve tried to apply for a few, and he finds ways to block me from getting them. The vacancies are suddenly filled or I’m not qualified. It’s like being a prisoner, Mark. Please, will you help me?”

      He scratched the corner of his jaw, his head tilted to the side as he thought over my request. “I couldn’t give you much. Maybe ten thousand dollars. Dad monitors every cent I spend.”

      “How would you explain that much money then?”

      He pointed to his nose, and I understood he meant drugs. “I’ve spent more than that in one week when I was on one of my benders.”

      My brother was never meant to follow in our father’s footsteps. He was too unpredictable, too out of control to ever hold a public office. His manic bipolar episodes were controlled with medication, but when he would work for days on end and forget to take it, that’s when he went off the rails. We had to rein him back in every time he lost his edge.

      I hugged Mark and squeezed the life from him. “Thank you so much. You have no idea how much you are saving me.”

      “The money won’t last long, Bella. You won’t get far until you have to come back.”

      I released him and took a step back. “I only need enough to get me started.”

      “We can’t have contact if you decide to leave. And if Dad finds you, don’t mention I helped you. He will assume Stephan took you. Think long and hard about this plan. Your secret boyfriend will go down with you, and you won’t even be around to bear the brunt of the fallout.”

      He was right. My dad would assume the worst and ruin Stephan’s life out of spite. Even if I couldn’t be with Stephan, I still couldn’t do that to him. I also didn’t want to leave Mark or Carmella.

      A man I didn’t recognize waved to Mark, flagging him down. “Will you excuse me? I have to deal with this. Go find Karl before he comes looking for you.”

      I feigned a smile for him and sighed. “Thanks, Mark.”

      Mark disappeared into the throng, leaving me alone by the ledge. It took every ounce of strength I had to force myself to find Karl, when the only person I wanted to seek out was Stephan. I glanced around the rooftop, the crowd too thick to see through. Moving toward the bar, I spotted Stephan and Nino hanging out on the other side of the roof. They were drinking from highball glasses, their bodies angled away from the party. Stephan looked as thrilled to be there as me.

      “You look miserable.” Stunned by his breath on my ear, I turned to look at Karl.

      “I’m just bored,” I admitted. “And tired. It’s been a long week for me.”

      He nodded, as if he agreed, and took a swig of amber liquid from the glass in his hand. “I bet working on your dad’s campaign is draining.”

      “You have no idea.”

      “I’m sure you think an arranged marriage is the worst thing that could ever happen to you, but it’s not. There are a lot of perks that come with being part of the Vos family.”

      I tried not to roll my eyes at him. “I don’t like having someone tell me who I’m supposed to marry. I never get to choose anything. My father does. I wanted this to be the one thing I did on my own.”

      “The situation is temporary,” he confessed.

      His statement caught my attention. “How temporary?”

      “We need to stay married for two years, or at least make it seem like we are married. I’ll gain access to my trust fund and have more shares in the company, you will walk away with a sizable divorce settlement, and your father’s trade deal will go through without issue. It’s a win-win for everyone.”

      “Except for me,” I shot back, pissed off. “I don’t care about the money or a stupid trade deal.”

      His eyes clouded from the dark storm passing through them, but he didn’t let on to his anger. Unlike me, he was more than happy to play the role of fake fiancé to get what he wanted. He held out his hand for me to take. “Dance with me, Isabella.”

      I gritted my teeth, forcing a closed-mouth smile for anyone who was looking, when I really want to punch this asshole in his pretty fucking face. He slipped his fingers between mine and led me to the dance floor. He moved one hand to my waist and the other to my shoulder, spinning me in circles. For someone so tall, he was graceful, light on his feet. My jaw hurt from fake smiling, my body so tense Karl must’ve thought he was holding a mannequin in his arms. Not like he cared. All he wanted was a trophy wife to aid him in his devious plan.

      “You’ll like our house in the Hamptons,” Karl said to me, his lips too close to my ear. “Would you like to come for a visit? Perhaps, a weekend trip so we can get to know each other better.”

      “I’m pretty swamped with my dad’s campaign.”

      “Let me deal with him. I’m sure the Senator wouldn’t mind giving you a few days off to spend time with me.”

      Karl was an incredible dancer, whipping me around the dance floor without missing a single step. Had it not been for him leading me, I would have fallen on my face a few times. The champagne was finally kicking in, a nice buzz making my head a little fuzzy.

      “Mind if I cut in?” my father asked at the end of the song. He looked to Karl for approval. “May I?”

      “Of course.” Karl stepped away from me, and my dad took his place.

      “You look beautiful, Isabella,” he muttered. “Karl is lucky to have you.”

      I glanced up at him, watched him give me a rare smile, and wanted to retreat. He never smiled unless it was for a camera, which made it even creepier.

      “Have you changed your mind about Karl?”

      I shook my head, turning away from his intense gaze.

      “This is what’s right for you and your future. Why can’t you see that?” His grip tightened on my shoulder, and when I tried to wiggle free, he dug his fingers into my skin.

      “Can we not do this here? Please. I can’t have this conversation right now.”

      “Fine,” he grunted. “This isn’t over.”

      We danced without speaking another word. I hated every second of it.

      Someone yelled from a distance, followed by the entire party erupting into chaos. People scrambled over to the edge of the roof, gasping in horror. Some guests covered their mouths in shock, others screamed, while some took out their cell phones to call for help.

      Pushing away from my father, I moved through the crowd until I reached the edge, staring down in horror at the man, face down on the pavement.

      “Who is that?” Someone asked, the same question repeated for several minutes. “Did he jump from up here?” So many questions were being asked, but none of us could see the person’s face to answer them.

      My dad found his place next to me and asked if I’d seen my brother. I scanned my surroundings, desperate to find him. He had disappeared after we shared a drink, not to be seen since. The cops and paramedics arrived within minutes of the accident. Of course, my father had to be at the heart of the scene, forcing himself into the drama.

      I rode the elevator downstairs with my father. Police were roping off the crime scene with yellow tape. A man laid flat on his face, smashed into the sidewalk. Police ordered people to back up far enough to give them space to work.

      My father exercised his authority, and we were ushered forward. It wasn’t until we were standing right outside the roped off area that fear shook through me. A policeman handed my father a leather wallet I knew well. Because I had bought it when I was on vacation in Paris… for Mark.

      My eyes filled with tears that wouldn’t stop. I screamed so loud my ears hurt from the sound of my own voice. “No, no, no…”

      Mark was dead.

      My brother was the jumper.

      None of it made sense.

      He seemed fine the last time I saw him. Why would he do this? The longer I looked at his body, I couldn’t breathe, my chest so heavy it felt like it was weighed down with sand.

      “Senator Parisi.” The officer flashed his badge and introduced himself, all of it noise in the background. “I’m sorry to inform you, but your son, Mark, is dead.” He handed my dad Mark’s wallet that he’d retrieved from his pocket.

      My dad clutched it against his chest and dropped to his knees on the ground next to me, sobbing into his hands. I touched my fingers to his shoulder, tears of anger and sadness streaming down my face.

      Did someone kill my brother?

      Was it the man he said he had to deal with?

      Would he really jump?

      He had a history of mental illness and drug addiction.

      But still…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Isabella

      

      I hated orchestra music. It was my mother’s favorite. She had insisted it be played during my brother’s funeral because she thought it would keep her calm. It used to soothe me when I was a child, and now all it did was remind me of death. My brother was dead, reduced to a human pancake. His body was unrecognizable. Because of that, we couldn’t have an open casket.

      No matter how hard I tried, I still couldn’t wrap my head around the situation. The medical examiner said my brother had enough drugs and alcohol in his system to kill two grown men before he plunged to his death. But I didn’t believe the toxicology report. Of course, my dad kept that out of the media. He had ways to manipulate everyone.

      I saw Mark less than an hour before he fell from the roof. No matter what the police believed, I knew my brother. Sure, he had his manic swings over the years and a thriving drug addiction, but he wasn’t suicidal. In all those years, he’d never tried to kill himself. He was going to help me run away from my father—not end his life.

      I stared at the bouquets of vibrant flowers that surrounded my brother’s closed casket and wanted to scream. My chest caved every time I took a deep breath. Tears blurred my vision to the point I couldn’t see.

      My father sat next to me, holding my hand. His touch felt forced and made my skin crawl. As usual, I felt nothing. Absolutely nothing. I wanted to scream. I wanted to cry. I wanted to beat the shit out of my dad.

      I blamed him for Mark’s death. He was the source of everything bad in our lives. All the pressure he put on my brother must have gotten to him. But nothing added up for me. Mark was fine the last time I saw him. What could have changed in such a short amount of time?

      I felt nothing.

      For no one.

      I was empty.

      And alone.

      Even in a crowded church.

      Stephan was there, but for all I knew, his family was responsible. He hid in the corner of the church, dressed in one of his usual tailored suits, looking like a Calvin Klein model. I glanced over my shoulder to find him still there, his eyes fixed on me, as they had been the entire time. He was my last hope. Maybe he could save me from this hell on Earth.

      We had a Catholic funeral mass, even though none of us went to church. I hadn’t gone in so many years I wasn’t even sure of the protocols anymore. I zoned out for most of the mass until my dad was called to the pulpit to deliver the eulogy.

      “My son was troubled,” he started, delivering what would be one of his finest performances.

      Senator Parisi was a brilliant speechwriter, his words capturing the entire crowd. It was all lies about our family, about my brother, designed to make everyone in the crowd feel sorry for him. The cameras were rolling, my father center stage, and he was on his A game.

      After he finished, the priest asked if anyone else would like to speak, and surprisingly I raised my hand. My brother deserved better than the half-baked speech my father had just given.

      The priest looked straight at me and called me forward.

      When I stood, my legs trembled, making it hard to walk in these heels. I staggered up the few stairs to the pulpit and slid behind it. “Thank you,” I said to the priest, who nodded and took his seat near the altar behind me.

      With my back turned to the priest and altar boys, I looked out into the crowd. There were so many people I had trouble seeing the back of the church. Most of Congress had shown up for the occasion. We had Wall Street bankers, local politicians, business owners, friends of friends, and anyone who wanted to get close to the Senator in attendance. I recognized people from middle school, high school, and even college in the crowd. Stephan’s family was also there, all the way in the back corner where he stood with his back against the wall.

      The more I stared at faces, the more nervous I became. Unlike my father, I wasn’t the best public speaker, known to break out in hives on occasion. This wasn’t one my finest ideas. But my brother needed me. Someone had to give him the eulogy he deserved, not the one my father wanted everyone to hear. Most of all, he deserved the truth.

      I pulled the microphone to me and tapped it with my finger, the sound reverberating throughout the church. “For those of you who don’t know me, I’m Isabella Parisi. Mark was my older brother.” I choked back the tears welling in my bottom lids. “Mark had his faults, but he was a good brother. He would have made a great politician someday.”

      There was an echo of agreement from the men in the front pews, my father included. He smiled at me as if saying he was happy with my speech.

      I gripped the front of the pulpit with one hand and wiped the sweat from my brow with the other. Damn, it was hot up there with so many people watching. My dress was tight, the fabric too close to my skin with how much it burned. Adrenaline shot through my veins, making my heart pump faster.

      “Mark didn’t jump off that building.” I looked right into the camera in front of me, the light blinding me. “Someone killed him. Avenge him. Please. Because I knew my brother… he didn’t kill himself.”

      My dad shot up from the front pew and held out his hand. “Let’s go, Isabella. Stop telling lies.” He turned to speak to those around him. “My daughter is going through a hard time. She doesn’t know what she’s saying right now.”

      I looked at Stephan who smiled at me as if he agreed with my clear defiance. He was amused by my outburst, though I couldn’t say the same for my dad. Giving Stephan a signal with my head he knew well, I power walked across the left side of the church and ran out the door, leaving my father to do damage control.

      Fuck him.

      No matter the outcome, I still held him responsible for Mark’s death, and that would never change.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Stephan

      

      Isabella rocked the church, disrupting the funeral service with her accusation about her brother. The crowd erupted into gossip. All eyes were on Senator Parisi and his wife after Isabella ran outside. Some of the people in the crowd seemed to understand she was having a hard time and wanted someone to blame. But I knew better. An accidental death in that family had the Senator’s name written all over it.

      Whether he shoved Mark over the ledge or not was irrelevant. He pushed his children, and now that I knew Isabella better, I was more aware of the constraints he put on them both. It would have been easy for her brother to take too many drugs and then get the courage to walk along the ledge and trip over his feet. But I doubted that was what had happened.

      I was standing at the edge of the roof with Nino when the incident occurred. Though I didn’t see him fall or even hear a possible altercation between Mark and someone else, the entire thing was suspicious.

      I followed after Isabella and found her in the middle of the parking lot of the church, hidden between cars. Sitting on the asphalt in her long black dress, she looked like my perfect raven, all made up with dark hair and bright red lips that parted for me.

      “Stephan,” she said under her breath, relieved to see me. “How much of an ass did I make of myself?”

      I sat next to her and slid my jacket off my shoulders. “Here, take this.” I offered my jacket to her, and she sat up enough for me to place it under her.

      She laid her head in my lap, staring up at me. “Help me. Please. Get me out of here.”

      “Where do you want to go?”

      “Anywhere. Mark was going to give me the money. He had agreed to it that night, and then an hour later, he was dead. My brother was a drug addict, but he didn’t kill himself. I know it deep down in my heart he didn’t.”

      I twisted my fingers through her hair and sighed. “Your dad will come looking for you. No matter how much you want to escape, you will never be free.”

      She pinched the bridge of her nose and sighed. “You know a lot of shady people.” Her voice was accusatory, but I wasn’t offended, because she was right. “Do any of them know how to smuggle people?”

      “Do you really want me to answer that question?”

      On occasion, I aided my cousin Damon in his private auctions. They were legendary in the criminal underworld. If you had specific tastes, Damon would find the right girl for you and have her hand delivered. For a hefty fee, of course. Sometimes, I assisted him in scouting the girls and arranging their movements to Europe. From there, our grandfather and his men took over. All of the girls were there of their own free will, some in desperate need of money, where others just wanted to be dominated by a rich man who could give them the life they’d always wanted.

      “Yes, I do.”

      I wiped away her tears with my thumb, and she smiled up at me. This girl was in love with me. I knew it without her saying the words aloud. And I felt something for her. I wasn’t sure what, but it was enough to want to protect her.

      “Do you understand what you’re asking of me?”

      She nodded. “I don’t care. Just get me out of here.”

      “The conditions are not the best. You would be around people who will make you wish your life was over. I can’t promise anything. But I can make a few phone calls. It’s not that easy to make someone disappear.”

      She tugged on my shirt to pull me to her. I closed my mouth over hers, and her lips parted for me. I slipped my tongue inside, tasting every inch of her. My forbidden girl smelled of vanilla and sex. Without reaching between her thighs, I already knew she was soaking wet for me.

      When our lips separated, she whispered, “Will you go with me?”

      I shook my head. “I can’t. This is where I belong. With my family. If you decide to do this, it will be on your own. You’ll be by yourself with people you don’t know, some of which don’t even speak English. Are you sure this is what you want?”

      “I want to be wherever you are, Stephan.” She touched her palm to my cheek. “I don’t want to lose you, too.”

      “You’ll never have me,” I confessed.

      She sat up, her face twisted in anger. “Then why are you even here? Why would you offer to help me?”

      “I wanted to see if you were okay.”

      “Because you care about me.”

      I turned away from her for a second, not wanting to meet her intense gaze. “I feel the need to protect you. There’s nothing wrong with that.”

      “But you can’t be with me.”

      “No,” I muttered. “I can’t.”

      “Because of your family.”

      I nodded, and she let out a long, exaggerated grunt.

      Her father was the real reason for all of this. I wanted to rip out the heart of the man who had caused her so much pain. But I wasn’t sure what kind of fallout plan he had in place in the event of his death. Senator Parisi was always ten steps ahead of everyone at all times. I would never underestimate him. He was capable of anything.

      “I need to know something…” her face was full of tears, dark makeup running down her cheeks, “… did anyone in your family have anything to do with Mark’s death? All of you were there that night.”

      Angry with her, I snapped. “How dare you accuse my family of killing your brother? He was a junkie. Not long before he died, Nino and I had to track him down to a crack house in Brooklyn and bring him home.”

      Her face writhed in pain. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “Because I didn’t want you to get involved.”

      “I can handle the truth, Stephan. You don’t have to hide it from me. I’m a big girl.”

      I blew out a puff of air, annoyed. This conversation had taken a turn for the worst. I couldn’t believe she had the nerve to blame my family for her brother’s drug problem.

      “The truth is my family does things for your dad. We’ve cleaned up after your brother every time he’d gotten out of line. When he would go off the grid, on another bender, we would find him and bring him home. Your brother wasn’t stable. He wanted everyone to think he was okay, but he was far from it.”

      “I know all about it, Stephan. It was hard to hide Mark’s issues. I tried to conceal them, too.”

      “Just so you know, my family wouldn’t come to a charity event to kill your brother, when we had just saved his life. If we were going to kill him, no one would even know about it. And we wouldn’t do it in front of a public audience.”

      “But my dad would.” She rubbed her fingers along my neck, staring into my eyes. “I’m sorry. I want someone to blame. I don’t believe my brother did this. He didn’t want to die.”

      I twisted one of her curls between my fingers. “You don’t always know people as much as you think. I’ve learned that over the years. No one in my business is what they seem. Your brother had his demons. He used drugs to make them go away. Maybe he just wanted to end it all. We have no idea what was going on inside his head.”

      “Yeah, but he’d just offered to give me money to run away. Why would he do that if he was planning to jump?”

      “Your guess is as good as mine. I wish I had an answer for you.”

      Holding onto her, I pulled both of us up to our feet and hugged her against my chest. “Are you ready to go back inside?”

      She held her hands up to her face and sobbed. “No, not really. I don’t want to deal with it all. My dad is going to have a stroke when he sees me. I made a scene in front of all his friends.”

      “I’m sure he’s smoothed it over by now. He has a way of charming people.”

      “One more thing,” she said, pressing her palms to my chest. “If I find out someone killed my brother, will you make them pay? For me.”

      I stroked her jaw with my fingers, the pain evident in her eyes. “Yes,” I promised. “For you, Isabella, I would do anything.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Isabella

      

      No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t shake the feeling Stephan had left behind. I craved his touch, wanting him even more after he’d left the church. I dragged my finger along my bottom lip and closed my eyes, remembering it was real. He was there with me when I needed someone the most, even if I could never have him. I treasured our brief moments together. In fact, I lived for them.

      I sat in the back of the limousine, waiting for my parents to take their places inside. My dad sat across from me, his jaw tense, his expression hardened. He looked pure evil, his dark eyes like soulless pits. We were away from the cameras and judgmental ears, back to our normal lives where we hated each other, where we no longer had to pretend.

      My mother didn’t look in my direction. She had a tissue balled in her hand and tears staining her cheeks. I couldn’t even remember the last time we’d spoken to each other. When she’d heard about Mark’s death, she sobbed so loud it echoed throughout the house. She refused to talk to anyone other than the help. My father only grew more wild and angry, while I became detached from reality, no longer wanting to deal with anything that wasn’t necessary—my family included.

      “That stunt you pulled might have cost me the election,” he growled. “How could you do that? And what would give you the idea that someone killed your brother?”

      “He didn’t jump off that roof,” I challenged. “We both know he didn’t do it. Mark deserves the truth.”

      “You know nothing, Isabella. I hid all of the horrible things your brother did from you because I wanted you to listen to him, respect him.”

      “I’ve known for years about Mark’s drug habit.”

      “He also had mental issues, you know that, too.”

      “I do. But he never tried to kill himself before. He wasn’t suicidal.”

      “Doesn’t mean he hadn’t thought of it.” He folded his arms across his chest, staring out the window as the driver left the parking lot of the church. “I can show you proof of his suicidal thoughts. Would that make you see differently?”

      I leaned forward, my mouth open in shock. “Did he leave a note? Can I see it?”

      He shook his head. “No, but I have recordings from his therapy sessions with Dr. Larson. He admitted to wanting to end his life on several occasions. Your brother was troubled. His life wasn’t easy.”

      “Because you made it that way for him. For both of us. Do you have any idea what it’s like to be your child? You control everything in my life, as you did Mark’s.”

      “If that were true, I would’ve had him locked up years ago, so he would stop hurting himself. I had to let him make his own mistakes.”

      “What about me? Why can’t I make my own?”

      “Because you’re different, Isabella. You were destined for better things.”

      More like I was his golden ticket to becoming American royalty.

      “Becoming a trophy wife isn’t what I would call something better. Actually, I changed my mind about going to Columbia for grad school. Can you make a call? I want to go in the fall?”

      “No.” He glowered at me, his face hardened like steel. “Grad school was the plan until something better presented itself.”

      I threw my hands above my head and shouted, “Karl is not a better plan. He doesn’t want to marry me. He told me at the party it would only last for two years, and then we would go our separate ways.”

      He shrugged, unaffected. “What’s wrong with that? Look how long your mother and I have endured each other. Sometimes, the bigger picture is worth sacrificing immediate happiness. Some people are not meant to be happy.”

      “That’s not what I want, Daddy. I want to be happy and marry a man I love, someone I can’t live without.”

      He smirked. “Love is a fairy tale. It’s not real. The sooner you learn that, the better off you will be. You will marry Karl, and that is final. I don’t want to hear another word of it.”

      “Never,” I hissed. “Over my dead body.”

      He fired off a look in my direction that sent shivers down my spine. It was intense, crazed. “So be it then.”

      What kind of father said things like that to their daughter?

      I’d never known love, at least not from my parents. We drove the rest of the way home in silence. There was no point in arguing with a man who always had an answer, always had a plan. I’d find a way to get away from him—even if it killed me.
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        * * *

      

      “I have to run to the ladies’ room,” I said to Brian, my newly appointed bodyguard, and slid out from behind the desk. He began to push himself up from the chair, and I held out my hand to stop him. “Stay here. Please. I have women things to deal with and don’t need you following me.”

      He wasn’t much older than me, maybe by five years or so, and built like a linebacker. Brian was tall with strong shoulders, shaggy brown hair, and light blue eyes.

      Giving me a suspicious look, he said, “Don’t take too long.”

      “Promise.” I removed my purse from the bottom drawer of my desk and walked past him.

      Almost a week had passed since the funeral. Everyone told me to stay home and mourn my brother. All I wanted was to feel close to him. I evaded my security detail to sneak into Mark’s office. It was locked, but I had the key. I closed the door behind me and moved toward Mark’s long, oak desk.

      Running my fingers along the executive leather chair, I thought of the last time I saw my brother sitting there. My heart ached for Mark. He was taken from us too soon. I missed Mark so much I couldn’t breathe when I thought of him.

      Taking a seat in his chair, I leaned back and smelled his aftershave, taking in his scent. I’d done the same thing at the house, often escaping into his room for hours on end until Carmella would find me on his floor or in his bed, sobbing or sleeping. I was a train wreck. Losing the only person who understood what it was like to be a Parisi left me feeling hopeless, full of doubt about my future.

      I sat in the dark. A tear slipped from my eye and ran down my cheek. Once the first one fell, others followed suit. Pushing back the pain and anger was hard. My brother didn’t deserve such a painful death. No matter what my dad said or what records he could produce from a doctor, I would never believe Mark took his own life.

      With my father a few counties over for a speaking engagement, I was mostly alone at our campaign headquarters, save for a few overeager people who were working late. And of course, there was Brian. My father hadn’t spoken to me since the argument we’d had in the car. Mom went back to her apartment in the city. But I had a bodyguard who followed me everywhere as a consolation prize.

      My dad had changed my cell phone number, gave me a new one with a tracking chip installed. He warned me not to defy him. I was sick of fighting and gave in, whether I wanted to or not. I was tired from all the pain and suffering, frustrated by the constant tug-of-war that was my life.

      Remembering Brian could also track my cell phone, I got up from the chair, clutched my purse under my arm, and locked the door behind me. The ladies’ room was down the hall from Mark’s office, all the way at the end. When I stepped inside, I let out the breath I didn’t realize I’d been holding. Anymore, I felt like I was walking on eggshells.

      I stood in front of the mirror and washed the tears from my face. My makeup streaked my cheeks, forcing me to rub my skin clean. When I looked up from the sink and into the mirror, I almost screamed when I saw Stephan behind me. My eyes were wide in surprise, but not because I was scared. Had I not noticed it was him in time, I would have tipped Brian that something was wrong.

      I stared at him, confused. “How did you get in here?”

      He pulled the black hoodie from his head, a smirk on his lips. “I have my ways. You didn’t answer any of my messages, and getting anywhere near your house is impossible.”

      “I have a new number and a security guard who’s waiting for me in my office. He can track my phone and will come looking for me if I’m not back soon.”

      He cupped my face in his hands and pulled me to his chest, our lips inches apart. “I had to see you. Are you okay? You’ve been crying.”

      “I’m sad. Lonely. Miserable. Take your pick.” I hooked my arms around his neck and leaned into him, taking in his manly scent. “I’ve missed you.”

      His lips brushed against mine, his heat causing me to tremble in his arms. “I missed you, too.”

      “I need you,” I whispered, tears burning my eyes. “I need you to save me.”

      “One day, I will free you. I made a promise to you on your eighteenth birthday. I don’t make promises I can’t keep. Just be patient, my little raven.”

      I tried to force back my feelings and failed. This time my tears were for Stephan and the love story we could never have.

      He licked them away, same as he did when he took my virginity. It was sexy and weird, but I loved it. I loved him more because of it. He grabbed my ass and lifted me up onto the edge of the sink, spreading my legs for him to fit between them.

      “Not in here.” I placed my palms on his chest. “We need to find somewhere else. I’ll leave my cell phone behind so Brian thinks I’m still taking care of women things. I told him I would be a while.”

      “Let’s go then.” He set me on the floor and tugged on my hand. “I don’t want to waste another second with you.”

      Stephan led me by the hand down the hallway with our hands intertwined. Most of the rooms were locked except for the copy room. It smelled of toner and paper, but I couldn’t have cared less about the setting, as long I was with Stephan. We stepped inside the dark room, and he locked the door behind us.

      He cupped my ass with his big hands, his erection digging into my stomach. He lifted me up and onto the copy machine, spread my thighs with force I wasn’t expecting, and found his place between them. Planting hungry kisses on my lips, Stephan didn’t waste any time exploring my body. His hands traveled beneath my shirt and bra to cup my breasts. He massaged my nipples, giving them a little pinch, as his tongue tangled with mine.

      Stephan owned my body, taking what he wanted from me without asking. He never did. I loved that about him. He was an animal when he was around me, but so was I.

      He shoved my skirt up to my waist and slid his hand between my thighs, ripping a moan from me. Our lips separated long enough for us to look into each other’s eyes. He gave me a crooked smile that went right to my core, my expression mirroring his.

      I took his hand and helped him move my soaking wet panties to the side.

      “I’ve missed your pussy.” He slid his finger into me, slowly pulling it out, before dragging it along my slick folds. “You’re always so wet for me.”

      I closed my eyes from the sensation rocking through me and moaned. He covered my mouth with his to silence me, and I leaned forward to unzip his pants to pull out his cock. With three fingers spreading me open, filling me up, he tore another scream from my lips. Heat spread down my arms and thighs like wildfire. A burning desire only Stephan could satisfy caused my body to tremble.

      The second I came, he removed his fingers and replaced them with his thick cock.

      “Fuck…” He rested his forehead to mine for a second, long enough to enjoy how good it felt for us to be together again. “You feel so fucking good, baby.”

      “Stephan,” I purred, gripping his hoodie between my fingers.

      I’d never seen him dressed in anything other than a suit. It was strange to see him out of his element. But he still fucked like him. Still plowed into my pussy like he wanted to ruin me. The copy machine banged against the wall, my ass rubbing on the paper feeder. Damn if it didn’t hurt, but I was too overwhelmed by pleasure to care.

      Stephan gripped my shoulder hard, his fingers digging into my skin. Our eyes met, and I was unable to look away from him. He captured me with one look, took away all my pain and suffering with each thrust. To change the pace, he moved my leg over his shoulder, his grip strong and forceful. I could feel him everywhere at this angle, his cock buried inside me.

      He reached between us and rubbed my clit, sparking a wave of pleasure that stole another orgasm from my body. Each time he pulled out and slammed back into me, he tortured me, punished me with his cock. My insides clenched and burned from the loss, instantly satisfied when he thrust into me again. Leaving a trail of kisses on my inner thigh, he continued to rub my clit.

      He licked his lips when I pushed up my shirt and pinched my nipple between my fingers. It wasn’t long before I felt the slow pulsing of his cock. I milked his cock with my pussy, squeezing him so tight his eyes closed when he came.

      He kissed my thigh one more time before he set me down on the floor. I couldn’t move, my body like rubber. My lips were swollen, my hair a complete mess.

      “Stephan, we didn’t use a condom.”

      “You’re the only woman I’ve ever had sex without one.”

      “I know. I trust you. But…”

      “You’re on birth control, right?”

      I shook my head. “No, never had any reason to be on it. You’re the only man I’ve ever been with.”

      “Fuck.” He turned away from me, angry with himself. “I assumed you were on the pill.” I lowered my eyes to the floor, and he lifted my chin with his finger. “It’s not your fault. I should’ve been more careful.”

      “I should have said something, but I wasn’t thinking. Seeing you here took me by surprise.”

      He ran his thumb along my bottom lip. “Whatever happens, I’m here for you.”

      I thought he would tell me he loved me. Instead, he released me and took a step back. “You should go before your bodyguard comes looking for you.” He pressed his lips to mine, his heat making my body tremble. “Take this.” Stephan placed a cell phone in my hand and closed my fingers over it. “My number is programmed. Don’t use it to call anyone but me. And whatever you do, don’t let anyone see it.”

      “I won’t,” I promised. “Call me later.”

      He nodded, and then he was gone.

      I was so in love with Stephan I hated that our time was limited. Even though he’d never said the words aloud, I thought he loved me, too. One thing I knew for sure was, no one could keep me away from Stephan. Not even my father.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Stephan

      

      I let out a sigh of relief when my phone buzzed in my pocket. For the last two days, I’d tried to reach Isabella on the burner I’d given her without any luck. Between her father and her new bodyguard, I couldn’t get anywhere near her.

      I checked my phone. It wasn’t Isabella. Instead, it was from my father. A simple message that made my stomach turn.

      Basement. Now.

      I knew what that meant without any further instruction. It was close to midnight when my father summoned me to his house. This wasn’t an unusual request, though somewhat out of the ordinary given the time, so I knew it had to be urgent. I drove through the wrought iron gates and onto his property, parking in front of the four-car garage, right next to a Mercedes I hadn’t seen before. I strolled through the front door, guarded by two men in suits. They nodded as I passed them.

      Following orders, I went straight into the basement and to my father’s office, surprised to find Senator Parisi there. He was the owner of the Mercedes.

      I entered the room, sucking in a deep breath. The Senator was the last person I’d expected to see in our house.

      “Stephan,” my father said, waving me forward. “Get in here and shut the door. Robert and I need to speak to you about an important matter.”

      I sat next to Senator Parisi, on the opposite side of my father’s desk.

      “Our families have been in business together for a long time,” Senator Parisi said, his voice like a growl. “We’ve had an understanding that works for us. At least it did until your son had to interfere with my plans.” He didn’t even glance in my direction as he spoke.

      “I’m sorry about my son…” my father began, “… and I can assure you once he knows the truth he will understand there are bigger things at stake for both of our families.” He folded his hands on the desk in front of him, his eyes fixed on me. “I told you before to stay away from Isabella. Ever since you were a boy, you’ve had a crush on that girl. And I will not lose everything I’ve worked my entire life to build so you can make a fool of Robert and me. This is not a game, Stephan.”

      “She doesn’t want to marry Vos,” I shot back. “Isabella wants to be with me.”

      “What my daughter wants is of little importance,” the Senator boomed, now looking at me with hatred-filled eyes. “She will marry into that family whether she likes it or not. We all have our crosses to bear, and this is hers. Sacrifices have to be made for the better good.”

      I shook my head at him, my teeth gritted in anger. “You speak of your daughter as if she’s a thing and not a person. Having her marry a man she will never love won’t help you salvage your re-election campaign.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong, boy. And you would be wise to learn my power has no limits.”

      “Stephan,” my father said, lowering his voice. I returned my gaze to him and was surprised to find his face softening, as if he had given up the fight against Senator Parisi. He continued, “I’m not proud of some of the things I’ve done to save this family, but I did them for us. Robert is a friend, not an enemy.”

      “What are you talking about? I was raised to hate this man, and yet you use your sons to do his bidding.” I turned away from him, irritated. “This man is no friend of mine.”

      “I raised you that way so you would stay away from Isabella. So you would learn to hate her.”

      “Well, you failed, Dad. Because I don’t hate her.”

      I love her.

      I wouldn’t admit it aloud, but I had always loved her. Always would. Isabella Parisi was the only girl who ever made me feel whole.

      “I can make you go away,” the Senator growled. “I have the means and the power to make one call, and you will never see my daughter again.”

      “What are you going to do? Put a hit on me?” I laughed. “Who’s gonna do it for you? One of my brothers? Try again. We’ve been cleaning up after you for years. Maybe it’s time we finally take out the trash.” I pushed myself up from the chair, sick of looking at his smug face. Staring down at him, I growled, “Watch your back, Senator.”

      As I turned to walk away, my father yelled, “Sit the fuck down, Stephan. I’m not in the mood for this shit. I need to tell you something. It changes everything. Stop acting like a spoiled brat.”

      With some hesitation, I did as he asked, kicking my wingtip up on my knee as I leaned back in the chair. “What could possibly change my mind?”

      “I’ve been lying to you for years. To your brothers, too.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him, my arms crossed over my chest, waiting for him to finish. He bit his bottom lip and sighed. “I’m an informant.”

      My blood ran cold from his words, sending a chill down my spine. “You’re a what?” I couldn’t even look him in the eye. “Are you kidding me?”

      “I had to do it. There was no other option at the time. Robert and I both do whatever is necessary to protect our families. That’s what you don’t seem to understand, Stephan. Some things must be done in order to survive.”

      An awkward silence passed between us before my father spoke again. “When Alessio was a teenager, he took a job with your cousin, Luca, and some of his men. It ended badly.”

      Luca Giacomo was my father’s cousin. Like us, he was connected. For decades, he ran a crew out of North Jersey. About fifteen years ago, he was arrested for stealing drugs from a pharmaceutical company along with a list of other things. He served over ten years in jail, and since then, the only time we had seen each other was at family gatherings.

      “You ratted on Luca to save Alessio?”

      He nodded. “With Senator Parisi’s help, I was able to keep Alessio out of jail. He was a minor, but still old enough to be treated as an adult.”

      “We all know the risk,” I growled. “You should have let Alessio go down with Luca. Aren’t you the one who always told us that real men are Made? That some men can only learn from their mistakes.”

      “Alessio was a kid. He didn’t know better. Luca offered him the chance to make a lot of money, and he jumped at the chance. Your cousin is lucky I didn’t slit his throat for getting Alessio involved in a job I didn’t sanction.”

      “That’s not good enough,” I countered with so much hatred behind my words my body shook from it. “I don’t care why you did it and why you continue to do it. You’re a narc. I could never trust you again.”

      “Forget the name Isabella Parisi, do you understand me?” He pressed his hands to the desk and stood, leaning close enough for me to feel his breath on my face. “She doesn’t exist to you. Don’t go near her ever again. Unless you want our entire family to end up in jail, you will do as you are told.”

      “Who says I care what happens to you?” I stared at the wall behind him, my hands balled into fists at my sides. “Everything you’ve built is a fucking lie.”

      “I don’t want to hear it, Stephan. We can talk about this later. Just do as you’re told and leave Isabella alone. You might not care about me, but you wouldn’t want your brothers to rot in prison because you’re angry with me and in love with that girl.”

      “No,” I shot back with fire behind my words. “I don’t want to see that happen. But this isn’t over between us. And I will never forgive you. In fact, I’m done with you.”

      As I stormed out of his office, my skin burning from anger, I made a plan to call my cousin, Damon. If anyone could help me make a new life, it was him. Because the life I had been living wasn’t going to last long, not with Isabella in it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Isabella

      

      Stephan texted me on the burner phone, instructing me how to escape my property without being seen. I pretended to have a headache so I’d have an excuse to go to bed early. Brian believed my lie. He was downstairs, manning the front door, when I enlisted Carmella’s help to sneak out of the house.

      “Mi amore, your father will find out,” she insisted.

      “Please, Carm.” I held my hands in front of me, begging her. “I love Stephan. I want to be with him… not Karl. I can’t marry that awful man when my heart belongs to Stephan.”

      “I want to help you, believe me I do. But your father will have my head if he knows I helped you in any way.”

      “Just watch my back, okay? Can you do that?”

      She sucked in a deep breath, and then pulled me into a hug. “Be careful, Isabella. I don’t want to see anything happen to you.”

      “My dad is evil, but he would never hurt me.”

      She held me at an arm’s length. “I used to think that… until I found something about your brother in Mr. Parisi’s office.”

      Just thinking about Mark made my heart sink into my stomach like an anchor hitting the ocean floor. He was the only person who knew what it was like to ride the waves of my father’s career. And now he was gone. Because of that, I no longer felt whole, like a part of me was missing without my brother in my life. Carmella and Stephan were all I had left.

      “What did you find?”

      “Something I shouldn’t have seen.” She shook her head, as if she wasn’t proud of herself. In all the years I’d known Carmella, she’d never snooped, never spoke ill of my father. “I don’t think Mark killed himself. I knew your brother well, and he was never suicidal. I raised you both, even tended to Mark when he was sick or at his worst. A few days ago, I overheard your father on the phone in his office.”

      “And?” I bit the inside of my cheek, nerves bubbling up in my chest. “What did he say?”

      “He said with Mark out of the way he could proceed with his plan.” She removed a crumpled piece of paper from her pocket and handed it to me. “And then I found this in the garbage can. I don’t normally go through the garbage, but seeing Paternity Test at the top of the page had caught my attention.”

      I unfolded the paper and read the words three times before I could look up at Carmella. My eyes widened along with my mouth. I stared at her in horror, both of us standing in my bedroom unsure of what to say next. A brief silence passed between us, where I tried to process her words.

      “My dad wasn’t Mark’s father. How is this possible?”

      Carmella shrugged. “Your mother is never home. She may hide her affairs, but she’s been having them for years. Their marriage was about convenience, not love. More like a business arrangement.”

      Mark looked like my mother, where I was the spitting image of my father. But I never once considered that Mark wasn’t a Parisi by blood. I glanced at the paper once more to check the date.

      “He had the paternity test ordered two weeks before Mark died.”

      I thought long and hard and remembered the unusual fight my parents had while Mark was still alive. My parents were arguing over the contract they had agreed upon long before my brother and I were born. She was telling him she’d held up her promise to give him two children, whether or not they were his.

      “What if I’m not his, too?” I held the paper with hope, but also fear that he would kill me if that were true.

      “Then you would be free,” she whispered.

      “It could also make me the next target on his list.” I folded the paper into fours and shoved it into the pocket of my jeans. “What if that’s the reason he wants me to marry Karl Vos? If his entire life was a lie and the media found out, it could hurt his reputation and his campaign. My brother’s death gave him some sympathy points in the polls, but he’s still trailing behind his opponent.”

      “He wouldn’t kill you. Two dead children would look a little suspicious, don’t you think?”

      “But he could marry me into a wealthy family to get rid of me. I could tell from talking to Karl that I would be treated no different with him. He was cold and arrogant. If I marry Karl, it would be the worst two years of my life. I got a gut feeling from him. He’s just as bad as my dad. Maybe even worse. Why else would he agree to this?”

      “I wish I knew the right thing to say.” Carmella stroked my arm with her fingers. “You deserve better than this. Mark did, too. But as long as you sneak around behind your father’s back, you will never be safe. He will punish you for it.”

      She was right. But I no longer cared what my father did to me. One night with Stephan was worth his wrath.

      I kissed Carmella on the cheek, and she smiled. “Let me worry about your father. I’ve endured him long enough. I can handle him.”

      My cell phone buzzed in my pocket. It was Stephan telling me the coast was clear. We’d gone over the position of each camera on my property and the timing of them. I knew how many steps to take, how many seconds to wait. Whether my father still found out or not was of little concern to me.

      “I have to go,” I told Carmella, giving her one last smile before I left the bedroom.
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        * * *

      

      Stephan caged me against the wall, claiming my mouth with violent possession. He was hungry for me, my body aching in response to his need. With strong hands he roamed my body, and with each rip of my clothing, before I knew it I was naked and panting when he tore his mouth from mine. His eyes raked over my thighs, and then landed on my bare pussy, until he reached my painfully hard nipples. It was as if he were trying to commit every inch of me to memory. And it killed me. Because for a second, I wondered if this was the last time I would see him.

      There was urgency in his actions. But when Stephan licked his lips and said, “Mine,” I melted into him.

      “I’m yours,” I breathed against his lips and they parted for me once more.

      He hooked his fingers through my curls and lifted me up by my ass with his other hand, moving us toward his bed. This was the first night I was in Stephan’s house. He shared it with Nino, who wasn’t home. For once, we were alone and free to take all the time we needed. But Stephan was in a rush.

      He lowered me to the bed and stared down at me as he removed his clothes. “I don’t deserve you,” he said under his breath. “But I can’t stop myself from having you.”

      Using my elbows for support, I sat up with my legs spread open for him. “You’re right where you belong. With me.”

      He covered my body with his, and his thick cock dug into my thigh when he kissed me. Stephan bit my lip and made a growling sound. It was so primal and sexy my core begged for him to be inside me.

      “You’ve always belonged with me.” He grabbed the choker around my neck and tugged hard enough to pull me to him. “But I’m not a good man. I’ve done things you won’t like. I will keep doing them. Because this is how I was raised. I don’t know anything else.”

      I pressed my palm to his cheek and looked into his eyes. “I don’t care if you’re a criminal or a cop. In my experience, there’s not much difference between them. Even the good guys are bad.” I ran my thumb over his bottom lip, and he stuck out his tongue to lick me.

      A fire blazed behind his beautiful blue eyes. “Mine,” he muttered as he kissed my left breast. “For however long I can keep you.”

      His deep, sensual voice sent shivers down my spine. Every inch of my body was on fire from each kiss he left on my skin. But his words struck me like a knife to the chest.

      “Keep me. Please, Stephan.” The words barely escaped my lips.

      “You know I can’t.” Stephan gazed up at me as he made room for himself between my legs, throwing both of them over his shoulders. He silenced me by sticking out his tongue to make contact with my clit, his eyes finding mine in the process. When he sucked on my clit, two fingers sliding inside me, I moaned his name. My eyes closed for a second from the overwhelming sensation that rocked my core.

      “Stephan,” I purred. His breath on my skin felt so good a brush of warmth spread up my legs and arms to my cheeks. My body jerked, the sensation so overwhelming I couldn’t keep still.

      “Stop moving…” Stephan squeezed my thighs, “… or I’ll have to tie you down.”

      I rocked my hips on purpose, challenging him. He smirked, as if he knew what I was doing, and dropped my legs to slide off the bed. He lifted his tie from the floor. It was a navy-and-light blue mix that matched his eyes. Wanting to give him the fight I knew he craved, I turned over to crawl away from him, up to the head of the bed, when he grabbed both of my legs and pulled me toward him.

      “You’re only making me want you more,” he growled, and then climbed into bed with me. After he flipped me over, he pinned my arms together. He held them above my head and bound each of my wrists with the silky fabric, before he tied them to the iron headboard.

      “It’s like you were made for me, Isabella.”

      The more the taut fabric dug into my wrists the more I writhed beneath him. He resumed his position between my legs, lifting one over his shoulder, while he held the other in the air with his hand. His tongue made contact with my tiny bundle of nerves, hitting every pleasure point at once. I rocked my hips, greedy and hungry for more of his tongue. I wanted more of him, needed more. When it came to Stephan, I could never have enough. He filled the emptiness inside me, made me feel complete.

      Even with my arms attached to the headboard, it wasn’t enough to keep me still.

      “Tell me,” I screamed, hitting the peak of my climax. “Why won’t you keep me?”

      My body trembled from his skilled tongue. A brush of heat rushed over me, my orgasm hit me with a violent force that crashed over me in waves. I was drowning in Stephan, consumed by the high he’d given me. He made me feel alive. Most of all, he helped me forget everything in my life. Even if it was only for a few seconds.

      He licked my juices from his mouth and set my legs on the mattress. “There are some things I can’t tell you.” His voice was deep and raspy. “I’m already taking a risk by having you come here.”

      Stephan sat back enough to stroke his cock, and my mouth opened in response. “This is what you do to me,” he grunted. “I want to fuck your pretty mouth.”

      In answer, I opened my mouth wider.

      He straddled my head with his thighs and shoved his thick cock inside, almost choking me. With my hands bound above my head, I submitted to him completely. My eyes watered, tears streaming down my face. His eyes flickered with excitement, and I knew without him saying it aloud that he loved to watch me deep throat every inch of him. Even though I was gasping for air, I loved feeling him. Everywhere.

      He pulled out of my mouth, my lips swollen and cracked. They hurt when he dragged his thumb along my bottom lip, but nothing compared to when he slammed his cock into me. Hard, rough, violent, he took from me without warning.

      I turned my head to the side and moaned, his tie digging into my skin. He leaned forward, holding my legs against his chest, his cock sliding so far into me that he owned my body. Stephan was a man who claimed his property.

      After we both came, he kissed each of my breasts and then stared into my eyes, his cock still inside me. “I wish I didn’t have to take you home. I’m working on a plan. But don’t rush anything. Don’t ask any questions. The less you know, the better.”

      I smiled. “I thought you couldn’t keep me.”

      “I can’t right now. But that doesn’t mean I don’t want us to be together.” He pressed his lips to mine and gave me a quick peck at the corner of my mouth, before he moved to my cheek and neck.

      “I love you,” I whispered, and he stopped his exploration of my body with his mouth.

      Stephan’s eyes burned with desire. He cupped my cheek with his hand, a smile tugging at the corners of his mouth. “I love you, too, raven. It’s always been you.”

      His fingers caused my skin to tingle when he reached above my head to release my hands. He dangled the tie above me, a smirk on his lips. “This is only the beginning. In time, I will show you everything I like.”

      “As long as it’s with you, I’m sure I will love it.” I moved my hands to his back and dug my foot into his ass. He was still hard, his cock growing thicker.

      Stephan slid in and out of me so slowly my raw pussy ached with each thrust. He made love to me, soft and sensual as if it were my first time all over again. With Stephan, every moment was special. No matter how hard he liked to fuck, I knew he wanted to be what I needed, what I wanted. He felt as though he didn’t deserve me. But he did. And he showed me by how much he worshiped me.

      I hooked my legs around his back, and he kissed me. Each flick of his tongue brought me closer to my release. I came along with him, and this time, it was even more perfect than before. Because he loved me. I loved him. We were one step closer to having it all.

      “You’re the first and only girl I’ve ever loved.” He stroked my jaw with his thumb. “I would do anything for you, Isabella. But being together can get both of us killed. What we have is dangerous. Plenty of people want to take it away.”

      “They can’t take this away from us, Stephan.” I covered my heart with his hand. “My heart belongs to you. And only you.”

      Stephan squeezed my breast with a smile. “And mine belongs to you.”

      He moved so slowly inside me that every part of my body sizzled from the heat that pricked my skin. For as much as I loved his rough touch, it was in this moment that I truly felt loved by this man. I clutched the feather charm around my neck and stared into his eyes. My body was slick with sweat. So was Stephan’s. And when he pressed his lips to mine, I could taste his saltiness mixed with my juices.

      After Stephan shattered my entire existence, leaving me gasping for breath, he came inside me. Stephan let out a deep breath, his face completely relaxed, and then he slid out of me and rolled onto the other side of the bed.

      I curled up against him, and he held me tight in his arms, as if he was afraid to let me go. We had so little time together that what we did have was precious. The thought of being apart made my heart swell with sadness, a few tears sliding down my cheeks.

      “Hey, don’t cry, mi amore.” He swiped at my tears with his thumb and then kissed my skin in the same place.

      I smiled at his words. “Carmella has been calling me that since I was a baby.”

      “You’re my love, too. I promise to take you away from this. I just need you to be patient and wait for me.”

      “I will. I would wait twenty years if it meant we could be together without any interference from our families.”

      “It won’t be that long. I hope.” He laughed, slipping his fingers through my curls. “But it will take time.”

      “Carmella showed me something tonight. Maybe it could help us get away from here.”

      Stephan sat up, taking me with him. He leaned against a stack of pillows, his eyes fixed on me. “What did you find?”

      “My father had a paternity test done for Mark. He wasn’t his father. The results came in two weeks before Mark’s death.”

      He stared at me in shock. “That bastard. I knew something was off about that night. But why would your dad do something so public?”

      “I was wondering the same thing. Maybe he was angry that he’d taken a son who wasn’t his under his wing. He’d planned to help Mark run for public office someday. But Mark was always unstable. He had issues that no one could fix. He had a drug problem.” Stephan nodded, and I continued, “It all stemmed from his manic swings. His mood changed all the time. One day, he would be on top of the world and happy, the next he would be in his room sulking or binge drinking and snorting coke.”

      “It doesn’t make sense why your dad would want him dead. He could have cut ties with him.”

      “My guess is he did it save his re-election campaign. All my dad cares about is winning.”

      “We will find a way to beat him. This is a good start. That kind of information could destroy him.”

      “Mark’s paternity doesn’t prove anything.”

      “It gives your dad motive.” He smirked, his eyes lit up with excitement. “All people would need is a little doubt about your old man to get the vote to swing in favor of his opponent for good. The only way to truly destroy a man is to take what he loves most. And your dad’s is his power.”

      My smile mirrored his. “Let’s take that asshole down.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Isabella

      

      After two nights in a row of pressing my luck, Stephan fucked me so hard I could still feel him, and then he drove me home. He parked his car three blocks from my house, and still, it didn’t seem far enough. My body shook from fear the closer we walked. With our hands threaded together, Stephan sensed it and squeezed my hand tighter.

      “Don’t be scared.” He rubbed my skin with his thumb to soothe me. “It will all be okay. I already handled your father. It’s only a matter of time before he comes to see me.”

      “I don’t see how threatening him will do either of us any good. He doesn’t respond well when he’s being cornered.”

      “Neither do I. He’s controlled both of our lives for long enough, even if I didn’t realize how much of mine he had a hold over until recently. Soon enough, we will be free of him. Of this place. Free from all of this shit.”

      “I know, Stephan, but you don’t understand what it’s like to live under the same roof as him. He’s awful. And so cold. When he talks to me, it’s to yell about something. Working for him only makes it worse. He’s dead set on my engagement to Karl Vos.”

      “You will never marry that asshole. I’ll kill him and your dad before that ever happens.”

      “I know you will. But I hope it doesn’t come to that.” I sucked in a deep breath and let it out, preparing myself for another night of sneaking up the back stairs, with my shoes in hand and just fucked hair all over the place.

      When we reached the back of my family’s massive property, Stephan pressed a kiss to my lips. It was quick, a little more than a peck. I missed his warmth the second he peeled his lips from mine.

      “Be careful,” he warned. “Text me once you’re in your bedroom so I know you’re okay.”

      “I will.” I kissed him on the cheek, and then he hoisted me up, so I could pull myself over the back fence that spanned the property.

      I climbed down, my feet hitting the ground hard. Using the wrought iron for support, I gripped it in my hand to give myself a few seconds to recoup. It pained me to look at Stephan through the slits in the fence and see him staring at me with sadness in his eyes. His feelings mirrored mine. I hated that we had to act like children when we were adults. This was stupid but necessary to get around my father and his rules.

      Turning my back to Stephan, I crept along the edge of the property, doing my best to avoid the cameras, hiding behind bushes or trees whenever possible. There were only so many times I could repeat this before I would get caught. Being present but never seen was one of Stephan’s strong suits but not one of mine.

      I placed my hand on the doorknob, the entrance right off the kitchen, hoping Carmella had left it open for me. Sucking in a deep breath, I blew it out and turned it. The door creaked open, relief washing over me. Cloaked in darkness, the kitchen was empty, the house devoid of any sound. It was hard to remain so quiet in a house that had vaulted ceilings, which echoed from the slightest noise.

      Closing and locking the door behind me, I took off my sneakers and tied the laces together before throwing them over my shoulder. I walked through the kitchen on my tiptoes and down the back hallway, taking each stair one at a time. Once my feet hit the top landing, I was thankful I’d made it that far without anyone noticing.

      With my back flat against the wall, I slinked down the hallway, hiding in the dark shadows, as I moved toward my bedroom. Focused on the door in front of me, I took a few more steps, about to reach for the handle, when I heard the floorboards behind me creak, followed by someone cupping my shoulder with their hand.

      I already knew who I would find behind me. My father’s musky aftershave filled my nostrils, and my stomach burned from the acid rising. I spun around to face my father, letting out the air I was holding in. He flicked the light switch on the wall.

      His eyes were dead, his jaw set like stone. “You think you’re so smart, don’t you? No matter how much you rebel, I will always be there to force your hand. Keep fighting me, and I will make sure your secret boyfriend pays the price for your defiance.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him, my teeth gritted in anger. “Don’t you dare go near Stephan. He has nothing to do with this.”

      His face scrunched, the red from his cheeks spreading down to his neck. “He has everything to do with his. You refuse to listen to reason. Maybe you will see things my way once I take him away from you. I’ve been nice so far.”

      I laughed and folded my arms across my chest. “Get real, Dad. You’ve never been nice a day in my life. Mark and I lived in fear of you since birth. And I know your secret. Go near Stephan, and I will run to the press. I will ruin your re-election without so much as a thought.”

      He scratched the stubble along the corner of his jaw. “Stephan thought he could get away with sending me a message. Well, I received it. And he’s going to suffer because of it.”

      Stephan wouldn’t tell me what he did, or how he got to my father, but somehow, he found a way to let him know he knew about Mark’s paternity test and the fact it gave him the motive to kill my brother. I warned Stephan not to press him too hard. Clearly, he’d gotten under my father’s skin. I had no doubt we would both pay for it.

      “I love him,” I confessed. “I gave Stephan my virginity the night of the charity ball, and he’s been fucking me ever since. Deal with it.”

      He raised his hands above his head in anger and took a few steps back from me, shoving his fingers through his dark hair. “Stop it. I don’t want to hear another word out of your whore mouth.”

      My mouth flew open in shock. He’d always been an asshole but never called me hurtful names, mostly because I’d never disobeyed him. At least not until Stephan came into my life.

      Not wanting to look at him for another second, I opened my door and slammed it shut behind me. He turned the knob, jiggling it as I tried to lock it.

      “Open this door right now, or I will wake up Javier and have him remove the hinges.”

      “Go right ahead,” I shot back. “See if I care.”

      “Fine,” he growled. “I hope you’ve enjoyed having your privacy because you won’t have it after tonight.”

      Once inside the safety of my bedroom, I dropped my shoes to the floor and sat on my bed. Waiting for my father to do as he’d promised, I undressed and slipped into pajama shorts and a tank top. I climbed into bed and propped my head up on a stack of pillows. My father stomped off and went straight to the servant’s quarters on the south side of our property. He returned five minutes later with Javier, as promised.

      I didn’t bother to move when Javier took the door off its hinges and set it against the wall to allow my father access.

      “That will be all for now,” my dad told Javier, waving him off.

      With his gaze fixed on me, my father stepped into my room. “Until you stop acting like a child, I will continue to treat you like one. Brian or one of his men will sit outside your bedroom while you’re sleeping. You will have someone accompany you everywhere you go. And you will accept Karl’s engagement in the morning. The two of you will announce your engagement on Saturday at the dinner party I have planned.”

      “Well, I won’t be there,” I countered. “Have fun at your stuffy dinner party. If you like Karl so much, maybe you should marry him.”

      He bent down to turn on the lamp on my bedside table, the soft glow casting its shadow across his face. “Don’t test me, Isabella. My mercy has limits.”

      I waved my hand to dismiss him. “I’m tired. Go wake up Mark if you want someone to talk to. Oh, wait, you killed him. I forgot.”

      “I did no such thing,” he yelled.

      “Even if you didn’t push him off that roof, you had a hand in his death. There’s nothing you can do or say to make me think otherwise.”

      “There’s no talking to you when you’re like this.” He gave up on our fight and turned off the lamp. “If you don’t see things my way, I will make an example of Stephan that much I can promise. Don’t force my hand.”

      Stephan didn’t want me to bend to my father’s will. He’d insisted that he bear the brunt of his wrath. So, I did as he had asked of me and held my ground.

      Once my father left my bedroom, I closed my eyes and wondered what he would do to Stephan if I didn’t follow his orders. I couldn’t handle the thought of anything happening to him. But I either had to listen to Stephan or my dad, and I knew who would win that battle.
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      Stephan

      

      Our entire family gathered for Sunday dinner at my parent’s house, as was tradition. My mother spent all weekend preparing for the meal, making attendance mandatory. I was furious with my father over his recent revelation, and though I wanted nothing to do with him, I couldn’t make the rest of my family suffer because of it.

      I cut a slice of bread from the loaf on the counter and reached around Nino to dip it in the pot.

      “What did I tell you about eating bread before dinner.” My mother shot a warning look in my direction.

      “Sorry, Ma. I’m starving. I haven’t eaten all day.” I moved toward her, finishing off my bread. “And your sauce is hard to resist.”

      She smiled and rubbed my arm, her tiny fingers grazing my skin. “Go set the table for me.” Looking over at Nino, she said, “You, too. Help your brother. We’re about to eat.”

      “Anything for my favorite girl.” Nino winked at our mother.

      Nino grabbed a stack of dinner plates from the cabinet and handed them to me. He lifted the salad plates from another shelf and then placed the bowls on top. Before we left the kitchen, my mom handed me a silverware caddy to bring into the dining room. With my hands full, I set the plates and carrier on the table and began doing as I was asked.

      Once dinner was ready and the table was set, everyone took their seats, with my father at one end and Ma at the other. My father insisted Alessio sit next to him. I sat next to Nino on the other side. A few of our cousins, aunts, uncles, and various business associates were scattered throughout, but we were mostly in the presence of family. To my father, his men were like family and were treated as such.

      I hadn’t as much as glanced in my father’s direction. After finding out he was a rat, I couldn’t stand the sight of him. I was almost positive Nino had no idea, and if Alessio knew, he didn’t care. He was the most loyal of us all, the most likely to take our father’s place in the event of his death. My entire life was a lie, all because what we were trained to believe was fabricated by a traitor. And I was done with it all. With the family and everything my father had built.

      Nino nudged me in the arm halfway through dinner to pass the bread. I lifted the basket from the center of the table, added a slice to my plate, and handed it to Nino. I’d thought about telling him about the conversation I’d had with our father so many times. Even though we lived in the same house, Nino spent most of his time with Alessio at Cowgirl’s after I started pulling away. I was also too busy meeting with Isabella behind his back.

      “We got another tip on Rizzoli,” Nino said to me under his breath, careful not to let anyone hear. “Wanna come check it out with me after we eat?”

      “Yeah. Where are we going?”

      “North Jersey. He went to Bruno for help, and from what I overheard, Bruno is interested in a trade.”

      This was perfect. We needed to get Chris Rizzoli and his men back to silence them. They knew there was a mole in our family, but they had no idea who was the turncoat. No one ever would have guessed my father, myself included.

      A smirk tugged at the corners of my mouth. “What does he want?”

      “An introduction to Grandpa Sal.”

      Our grandfather was retired from the life, but even so, he still controlled the Calabria family in Italy. My cousin Giovanni was in charge now, with my grandfather calling some of the shots from a distance. He was a powerful man, who had contacts all over Europe. Much like my father, he’d made a move to more legitimate business practices years ago and had acquired a massive legacy over the years. The small operation we ran from the United States was only a fraction of the corrupt kingdom our family had created around the world.

      “Grandpa Sal won’t talk to just anyone.”

      Nino nodded. “Dad said he’ll make an exception this time. It sounded important.”

      “So, we’re going to take care of business and be on our way?”

      “No, not exactly. We have to meet with Bruno first, and then he’ll discuss his terms with us in person. Rizzoli will be there. But he’s under Bruno’s protection until we get Grandpa Sal on the phone.”

      Unlike my father, my grandfather was a man of honor, an old-school Mafioso who would have forced his children to do the time for the crime. He never would have sold out the organization to save one of his sons.

      “I’ll be there,” I told Nino, wiping up the sauce on my plate with a piece of bread and stuffing it into my mouth. “Count me in.”

      Whether I wanted out or not, I had to see the shit with Rizzoli through. By the time I polished off my plate, I was too full to eat the dessert my mother was trying to force down my throat.

      I leaned back in my chair, my arms raised about my head to stretch, when the emergency doorbell rang through the house.

      Reaching for the gun at my waist, I pushed my chair out from the table along with most of the men in the formal dining room. The only time the men who guarded the front door used that signal was when we were under attack from another family or the Feds were here with a search warrant.

      My father’s phone rang, and he answered it, instructing all of us to hide our guns under the ledge beneath the table. That could only mean one thing. The police were here, either to search the house or cart one of us off to prison.

      The sound of feet shuffling along the tiled floor grew closer as they made their way down the hallway and into the dining room. All of us were standing, my mother and relatives included. This wasn’t the first time they’d come during dinner, which pissed Ma off to no end. She hated having her work go to waste, only to have police interrupt our meal. But she never complained. Most of the time, she would offer them coffee or food to pretend there was nothing wrong.

      A group of men dressed in blue windbreaker jackets that read FBI in yellow writing stared us down from the head of the table, right behind Ma.

      “What can I do for you, gentlemen?” my father asked the men.

      “I have an arrest warrant for your son, Stephan.”

      From previous visits, I recognized the tall, middle-aged man with blond hair. Agent Conklin started walking toward me with a smile on his smug face. He lived for days like these.

      I turned to Nino and whispered, “Call Damon after I leave and tell him it’s a go. He’ll know what that means.”

      He looked at me as if he were waiting for me to explain. “Just do it, Nino. It’s important. He can fill you in on the job later. I need you to do this for me.”

      “Of course.”

      I nodded in appreciation.

      Agent Conklin gripped my shoulder and turned me around to pull my arms behind my back. “Stephan DeLuca, you’re under arrest for threatening a United States Senator.”

      I shook my head, grinding my teeth at the thought of Senator Parisi. That bastard followed through on his promise for once. Motherfucker. And I knew why he was doing this. It was so he could marry Isabella off to Karl Vos without my intervention. He was also doing this to keep his secret.

      I glared at my father as I left the dining room. Fucking traitor. If not for him being so weak, we wouldn’t have been in this mess with Parisi. My father was the reason I didn’t steal Isabella away from all of this. Without him begging me to follow orders, I would have left town with her a long time ago and without a second thought.

      To my surprise, Agent Conklin didn’t handcuff me in front of everyone. He waited until we were in the hallway, and then two FBI agents led me outside.

      Before Agent Conklin placed his hand on my head to throw me into the back of the black SUV, he whispered so low only I could hear him, “Senator Parisi sends his regards.”

      Of course, the agents were in on this bullshit arrest. Because the Senator had no limits to his power, and that was the fucking truth.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Isabella

      

      Carmella laid on my bed with me, as we watched the replay of Stephan being arrested for threatening my father. The room was dark, save for the lights flashing from the television. I rewound the DVR twenty times to make sure I wasn’t hallucinating. Stephan’s hands were cuffed behind his back, reminding me of the time he’d tied me to his bed. I loved it when he did unexpected things like that.

      It had only been a few days since we’d been together, and I already missed him. And now… what would happen to him? My father would make sure Stephan spent the rest of his life in prison, all to keep him away from me. All because he wanted me to marry that pompous ass. Karl was just like my father in almost every way, which meant I would live whatever life I had to share with him in captivity, only allowed out to attend a function of his choosing.

      “I can’t believe him,” I whispered. “If I would have known my dad would stoop this low, I would have given in and told him I would marry Karl. Stephan’s freedom isn’t worth it.”

      Carmella shook her head. “It’s a shame. So much upset in your life. I’ve always wanted the best for you, mi amore. You don’t deserve this. Neither does Stephan. But I’m proud of you for holding your ground and saying no to your father.”

      “I’ve given in to him so many times that I had to put my foot down. But maybe I shouldn’t have fought him. Now, Stephan has to suffer because of me.”

      I still had no door to my bedroom, because my dad was an ass, but I had the curtain Carmella helped me hang with thumbtacks to give me some privacy. Our voices traveled down the hallway if we weren’t careful. Neither of us trusted the staff enough to allow them to hear anything pertaining to my father or Stephan.

      We also had my bodyguard standing watch at the top of the stairs. I’d considered climbing out my window, until I realized the fall to the back patio would kill me. There was no way out of my house without walking past Brian or one of his men, whichever one was on duty.

      “There’s nothing you can do now but wait.” Carmella lowered her voice and cupped her mouth with her hand. “He can’t keep Stephan in jail forever. He’ll have a trial.”

      “But what if Stephan doesn’t get bail, and the only way I can see him again is in the courtroom? I’ve been trying to reach my dad all day. He hasn’t answered a single phone call. All I got from him was a text message that his personal shopper would be over this week to fit me for the dress I’m wearing to my engagement dinner.”

      “What would talking to him do for you at this point?” She fluffed the pillows behind her head and sank into them. “He’s not a man you can reason with.”

      “I want to beg for Stephan’s freedom. I will do anything, even if that means marrying Karl to save Stephan.”

      “Stephan doesn’t want that for you.”

      “I have to do something.” Curling my legs into my chest, I sighed. “I feel so helpless in all of this. At least if my dad would answer the damn phone I could make a deal with him.”

      “Sounds like the deal has already been made for you. Wait until he gets home from his business trip.”

      He was on travel for the week to Washington D.C. to vote on an education bill. When he was off doing real political business, he was not to be disturbed, and yet I’d called him over one hundred times and left him insane amounts of voicemails and text messages.

      His rules were meaningless after what he’d done to Stephan. There was nothing he could do to keep us away from each other. An arrest and an arranged marriage were nothing compared to the life I wanted to spend with Stephan. He would wait for me, as I would for him.

      When the ten o’clock news started, I tapped Carmella on the arm to gain her attention.

      She wiped the sleep from the corners of her eyes and looked at me. “What’s wrong?”

      I pointed at the flat screen television hung on the wall over my dresser. “They just announced an update about Stephan and a development in the case.”

      With my father out of town, Carmella was taking full advantage of his absence, about to pass out next to me. She worked hard, far too much for someone in her late sixties. I wished for a better life for both of us, one where we would be free of our jailer.

      I stared at the screen in horror as my father spoke at a press conference about Stephan’s arrest. He kept his comments brief, refusing to answer most of them. Not until the final question did my heart pound in my chest.

      “Is the arrest of Stephan DeLuca in any way related to your son’s accident?” a reporter asked him.

      Mark’s death had been ruled a suicide, since there was no proof of foul play. Like me, some of the press had their doubts about my brother’s death, and it was all because of what I’d said at my brother’s funeral.

      “We’re not ruling out any possible leads,” my father said, and then left the stage.

      “Wow,” Carmella said under her breath. “That poor boy.”

      All I could do was nod. I had no idea what to say.

      Stephan was about to have another crime he didn’t commit pinned on him. My stomach turned, the acid rising up the back of my throat choking me. I hugged my knees to my chest and held them tighter, wishing I were wrapping my arms around Stephan.

      For minutes after the coverage switched to the local news, I couldn’t speak or move. My eyes were fixed on the wall behind the TV, unblinking. My entire body was paralyzed from the fear that shook through me, rocking me to the core. Stephan would never see the outside of a jail cell if they added the murder of my brother to his charges. Stephan was at the event that night. In fact, my dad had insisted the DeLuca family be there.

      Did he set Stephan up to take the fall all along?

      Chewing on my fingernails, I thought over every word spoken at the press conference. I couldn’t wrap my head around the situation. There was too much information to process and not enough time to digest it. My life was moving fast, all because my father had planned for all the chips to fall into place at the right time. And I was the fool. I was always the fool when it came to him.

      My power has no limits, he’d said to me hundreds of times over the years to remind me I had none.

      Stephan was in jail—because of me.

      Stephan’s life was over—because of me.

      I could never forgive myself. But I hoped he would forgive me for getting him involved in this mess.

      “I should have stayed away from him,” I confessed to Carmella. “If I hadn’t lured him into my suite, none of this would have happened.”

      She ran her fingers along my forearm, my skin dotting with tiny bumps from her soft touch. Ever since I was a child, she’d done this to comfort me. I needed all the warmth I could get at a time like this. Other than Stephan, there was no one I wanted next to me more than Carmella.

      I rolled onto my side to face Carmella, and she smiled.

      “You should get some sleep, Isabella. It’s been a long day for you.”

      I laid my head on the pillow. “More like a long couple of years.”

      She squeezed my hand. “It will all work out. Get some rest.”

      Once I closed my eyes, a tear slid down my cheek and hit my pillowcase. It was for Stephan. Even though I wanted to cry until I couldn’t stop shaking, I pushed the thoughts from my mind.

      My man would want me to stay strong for him. For us. There would be an us, even if it killed me.
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        * * *

      

      It was dark inside my bedroom, not even the light drifting in from the hallway when I awoke to a muffled sound. I blinked a few times, my eyes attempting to adjust to my surroundings. The noise I’d heard came from Carmella, who was struggling to break free from the cable ties binding her hands together. She tried to scream, her voice muted by the scarf covering her mouth.

      I reached for her and strong hands wrapped around my stomach. A man lifted me off the bed, and I used the mattress to get enough traction to kick my leg behind me. My foot made contact with his body, and he groaned. He smelled of cigarettes and musky cologne, which burned my nostrils.

      “Get off me.” I tried to elbow him in the stomach and missed. “Brian,” I yelled, and the man’s hand found my mouth, the scent of tobacco on his skin enough to knock me out.

      “No one can hear you,” he whispered in my ear, his breath on my lobe causing me to still in his arms. “She’s being difficult,” he said to a man behind him, reaching his hand out for something.

      I couldn’t see either of their faces. Only smelled them. Listened to them breathe.

      He gripped me harder, cutting off the circulation. I leaned forward to break free from him with no success. In response to my action, he squeezed tighter, his muscles brushing against my side as he jammed a needle into my neck. The sharp sting caused me to scream out in pain, the sudden pinch making my skin burn. I tried to fight it with everything I had left in my body, but the drugs won out.
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        * * *

      

      After what could have been hours or days later, I tried to open my eyes, but a handkerchief covered them. My hands were bound behind my back. I tugged at the ties around my wrists with my fingers, only fucking myself even more than I already was. The plastic tightened its hold on me, making it impossible to do more than roll onto my side.

      I listened for a sound, a constant whooshing as if we were in a car. A few minutes passed before we stopped, and the car jerked me forward, forcing me to rock from side to side. The pounding in my head combined with the waves of nausea that washed over me made my stomach turn. My tongue was like sandpaper, my mouth so dry I couldn’t even form enough spit to add some moisture.

      I’d never done drugs before. This was the first time, and it wasn’t by choice. Whatever they had given me was enough to knock me out within seconds.

      You can do this, I told myself, repeating it in my head as if it had become my personal mantra.

      Stephan was in jail, for however long my father decided. Carmella was tied up the last time I’d seen her. Brian didn’t come to my rescue, which meant the men who’d taken me had gotten to him, too. Maybe he allowed them.

      Did my father do this to me?

      He’d already done so much to our family and to Stephan, I wouldn’t put anything past him. He was pure evil, the Devil reincarnated.

      But would he kidnap me? I’d wondered from the second I read the results of Mark’s paternity test if he had ordered one for me, too.

      Was I his? Would he go to such lengths to force me to marry Karl Vos if I wasn’t his? Nothing made sense to me anymore.

      After a while of driving on what felt like a highway, we slowed to a stop. Doors opened and shut, followed by someone opening the trunk where I was locked inside. Someone grabbed me, dug their fingernails into my skin, and lifted me over their shoulder. In the distance, I smelled the saltiness of the water that crashed softly against the pier.

      Where are my kidnappers taking me?

      We moved forward, my legs bound at the ankles and hitting the man who was carrying me in the back. I did my best to make it hurt more each time my bony knees made contact with this jerk. It wouldn’t help me break free, but it gave me some satisfaction.

      He walked closer to the water until his feet hit wooden planks. I assumed by the sounds of the water and the scent of the sea we were at a dock. Another man was next to us, with a few following behind judging by their footsteps.

      “About time,” a man said in front of us. “We’re about to leave.”

      Fear shot through me, my body growing rigid from the threat. My system went into overdrive from the adrenaline coursing through my veins. I wanted to fight, with everything I had left, but I couldn’t move a muscle. Everything hurt, from my head to my toes, the worst pain centering in my gut, where I knew deep down inside I was screwed.

      And no one was coming to save me.

      Because Stephan was right about one thing.

      He wasn’t the hero in my story.

      It was up to me to save myself.
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            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Isabella

      

      After what could have been hours or days later, I tried to open my eyes, but a handkerchief covered them. My hands were bound behind my back, and a cloth was stuffed in my mouth. I attempted to tug at the ties around my wrists. The plastic tightened its hold on me, making it impossible to do more than roll onto my side.

      I listened for a sound, a constant whooshing as if we were in a car. A few minutes passed before we stopped, and the vehicle jerked me forward, forcing me to rock from side to side. I’d never done drugs before. This was the first time, and it wasn’t by choice. Whatever they had given me was enough to knock me out within seconds.

      You can do this, I told myself, repeating it in my head as if it had become my personal mantra.

      Stephan was in jail, for however long my father decided. Carmella was tied up the last time I’d seen her. Brian didn’t come to my rescue, which meant the men who’d taken me had gotten to him, too. Maybe he allowed them.

      Did my father do this to me?

      He’d already done so much to our family and to Stephan I wouldn’t put anything past him. He was pure evil, the Devil reincarnated. But would he kidnap me? I’d wondered from the second I read the results of Mark’s paternity test if he had ordered one for me, too.

      Was I his? Would he go to such lengths to force me to marry Karl Vos if I wasn’t? Nothing made sense to me anymore.

      The trunk opened. Someone grabbed me, dug their fingernails into my skin, and lifted me over their shoulder. In the distance, I smelled the saltiness of the water that crashed softly against the pier.

      We moved forward, my legs bound at the ankles and hitting the man who was carrying me in the back. I did my best to make it hurt more each time my bony knees made contact with this jerk. It wouldn’t help me break free, but it gave me some satisfaction.

      He walked closer to the water until his feet hit wooden planks. I assumed by the sounds of the water and the scent of the sea we were at a dock. Another man was next to us, with a few following behind.

      “About time,” a man said in front of us. “The ship leaves in ten.”

      Fear shot through me, my body growing rigid from the threat. My system went into overdrive from the adrenaline coursing through my veins. I wanted to fight, with everything I had left, but I couldn’t move a muscle. Everything hurt, from my head to my toes, the worst pain centering in my gut, where I knew deep down inside I was screwed.

      And no one was coming to save me. Because Stephan was right about one thing. He wasn’t the hero in my story. It was up to me to save myself.

      I wished for death. Because at least in death, I would find peace. Being held captive by my father was one thing. I’d grown accustomed to his methods of torture and knew how to navigate them. But strangers were different. I didn’t know how to control the situation. I hadn’t seen any of their faces, didn’t recognize any of their voices.

      The men who’d drugged and kidnapped me from my home were handing me over to the men who waited for us. My head spun from being hoisted over his shoulder and thrown from side to side like a ragdoll.

      He slid me down his chest, my hands and feet still bound together. With a firm grip on my shoulder, his rough touch was all that kept me from falling flat on my face. He shoved his hand to my back and moved me forward. I stumbled, lost my balance, and then fell into the hard chest of another man. His steady hand slipped to the back of my neck. He squeezed tight and dragged me.

      My feet hit the wooden planks beneath me, ripping open my skin. These animals pulled me from my bed in my pajamas without even giving me a pair of shoes to wear. I shivered from the chill that ran up my bare legs and arms. The tiny shorts and snug tank top weren’t enough to keep the breeze blowing off the water from seeping into my bones.

      “Throw her in,” a man growled.

      In the water? His words caused me to panic even more, and with the fabric stuffed in my mouth, I could hardly breathe.

      Not until we were inside the vessel and someone said, “She’s bleeding all over the place,” did he consider to lift me.

      He carried me in his arms, my head rested on his shoulder. As much as I wanted to kick and scream, I had no voice, no strength. I’d never felt so hopeless in my entire life.

      We walked through the ship, which smelled of cigar smoke, fish, and salt water. The combination of the scents made my stomach turn. My brain was fuzzy from all the drugs injected into my bloodstream. A small part of me wished they would dose me again so I could forget everything that had happened in the past week.

      I wasn’t sure how long I’d been in their possession before I woke up in the trunk. The details of the night weren’t precise, and the harder I tried to remember, my head buzzed. It was too much to process. Was Carmella okay? Was she already on the boat? My anxiety intensified when I thought of her bound and gagged on the bed next to me, helpless.

      The man stopped and pushed open what sounded like a heavy metal door. He lifted his feet as if he had to clear something beneath us before he stepped inside a room. A second later, I slipped from his grasp, his hands freeing me from his clutches. I was falling, feeling like I would never land. It was a long drop and a hard one at that. My shoulder broke the fall, and a searing pain shot down my arm.

      Every bone in my body hurt from the drugs and lack of sleep. But now a red-hot blaze licked my skin, creating a dangerous fire I couldn’t contain. I rolled onto my side. A lumpy mattress, which had a rancid smell emanating from the material, was beneath me, and my stomach lurched all over again.

      A girl made a muffled sound next to me.

      “Shut up before I shut it for you,” the man barked at her.

      He hunched down next to me so I could feel his breath on my cheek. “Time to take your medicine,” he hissed, and then jammed a needle into my neck.

      My eyelids grew heavy from the drugs. Of all the years of my father’s abuse, I thought I would have been more prepared for this situation. But I was wrong.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      Stephan

      

      I stared at the stupid prick on the other side of the interrogation table, with my hands folded on top of it, grinding my teeth together. Anger seared through me. I was blind with rage and sick of having FBI agents take turns asking me questions. They were out of their minds if they believed I would ever tell them a single fucking thing. I wasn’t my father. I didn’t turn on my family.

      “How well did you know Mark Parisi?”

      I gave him a bored look, which wasn’t forced.

      Admitting I’d ever helped Mark or Senator Parisi would only make me look guilty. Did I threaten a United States Senator? Fuck, yeah. Was it stupid? Of course. But I wasn’t about to admit to shit.

      “Is it true you had an argument with Mark Parisi on the night of his death?”

      I narrowed my eyes at him, shooting daggers in his direction.

      Where the hell did he get that idea?

      He knew he hit a nerve with his question. Not the smartest move on my part to show even the slightest reaction.

      “Did you push Mark Parisi from the rooftop on the night of July twenty-first?”

      I could see where this was going. Senator Parisi had set me up to take the fall for his son’s death. After Isabella made a public claim at Mark’s funeral, reporters were looking into the accident. No one— not even the police—could find evidence of foul play. How the hell did they think they could pin Mark’s death on me? There weren’t any cameras on the roof. No one saw him fall. The only evidence was his body flattened on the sidewalk.

      When I’d approached Senator Parisi with the paternity results and accused him of murdering Mark, I had no idea he would use that conversation against me. I was only trying to buy Isabella’s freedom. We didn’t have a lot of options. He watched every move Isabella made and had her calls traced and recorded. His influence made him dangerous, too powerful to escape.

      “I want to talk to my lawyer,” I growled at the man on the other side of the table.

      His jaw flexed. He opened his mouth, as if he wanted to say something, and stopped himself. Agent Conklin placed his palms on the table and pushed himself up from the chair, staring at me with hate filled eyes.

      I wanted to smack the stupid look from his face. The charade had gone on for long enough. For the first few hours I was in federal custody, they asked me question after question, all with no response. I wouldn’t tell them a damn thing. My father raised me not to talk to cops, even if he didn’t follow his own advice.

      Anything I said could have been used against me in court. I wasn’t a lawyer. I didn’t know every loophole of the law. So, I did the only thing I knew how to do in the situation and kept my mouth shut. It was my shot at leaving the building. One wrong move and Isabella would be visiting me behind bars for the next decade.

      Agent Conklin left the room without another word. I let out a sigh of relief that my father’s advisor would be there soon. For all I knew, my lawyer was already there, and they were interfering with my civil rights in an attempt to get information out of me. The agents who questioned me were on Senator Parisi’s payroll. That asshole followed through on his promise to take away my freedom.

      I would never back down to him. He didn’t scare me. The threat of prison didn’t bother me either. It was having Isabella taken away from me that worried me most.

      But how did they get proof of my crime? Was it fabricated? Was all of this a ruse? That was the only question I wanted to be answered.
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, Paul Basile, the family lawyer, waltzed into the interrogation room with a briefcase in hand, dressed in a thousand dollar suit. It was the middle of the night, and yet he looked like a Wall Street broker ready to start his day. I was so damn tired I propped my elbow up on the table and leaned into it, fighting sleep.

      Paul closed the door behind him, set the briefcase on the table, and took a seat across from me. “Don’t look so miserable, kid. I’ll get you out of here in no time. You didn’t tell them anything, right?”

      I frowned. “Are you serious? No, of course not.”

      “I asked to see you earlier, but they said you were in the middle of being processed.”

      “They lied. I’ve been in this room for hours.”

      “What did they ask you?”

      I looked up at the camera in the corner of the room and pointed at it. “Is that thing on?”

      “No, they’re not allowed to record our conversation. That’s the beauty of the attorney-client privilege.”

      I crossed my arms over my chest and sighed. “When can I get out of here?”

      “Your bail hearing is in the morning.” He opened his briefcase, removed a pad of paper and pen, and set it in front of him. “When the judge asks you how you would like to enter your plea, you say not guilty. They claim they have physical proof of you threatening Senator Parisi.”

      “That’s not possible. I didn’t leave a trail. Whatever they have on me, the Senator made up.”

      “It’s an audio recording.” Paul scribbled on the paper in front of him, his eyes focused.

      “What did you hear?”

      “I haven’t heard it yet. They were about to play it for you before you asked for a lawyer. You’ll be asked to confirm the voice on the tape. Don’t answer them. Say nothing.”

      I nodded. “Same as I’ve been doing.”

      “Your old man trained you well.”

      If you only knew, I wanted to say.

      I wondered how many people were aware my father was a federal informant. Paul was his advisor and one of his oldest friends. He had to know.

      A knock on the door ended our short conversation. Two agents strolled into the room, one with a folder and tape recorder in his hand.

      Agent Conklin sat next to his partner, glaring at me. “Are you ready to talk?”

      Here we go.

      “What can you tell us about the kidnapping of Isabella Parisi?”

      I had every intention to remain silent, but his words sucked the air from my lungs.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Isabella

      

      Someone tapped me on the shoulder. Their constant prodding ripped me from my drug-induced sleep.

      “Hey,” a young girl said to me in an accent I didn’t recognize. She pushed her bony finger into my arm. “You alive?”

      My eyes shot open, and for the first time, in what felt like ages, I could see. The handkerchief no longer covered my eyes. I could move my jaw without something shoved in my mouth. I reached up to touch my face and looked up at the girl hovered over me.

      I blinked a few times to let her know I was, in fact, alive, still too stunned to speak. My shackles were gone, but the pain left behind from the cable ties burned my skin.

      “Where am I?” Pushing my hand to the lumpy mattress, I sat up and leaned back against the wall. It was cold and a little wet from the dripping porthole.

      While she had the voice of someone younger, she was much older, probably closer to my age. Brown hair sat atop her slim shoulders and curled at the ends. Her face was free of makeup, her clothes casual. I was expecting to find someone with a bruised face and a broken spirit. But she wore a smile I didn’t understand, not after being drugged and thrown around like trash.

      “We’re on a ship,” she said, stating the obvious.

      I rubbed my sore ankles, working my fingers into the ridges left behind by my restraints. “Yeah, but where are we going?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t ask questions.”

      “Who are these men?”

      She raised her hands over her head and yawned. “They’re criminals.” Her lids dropped as if she were fighting sleep. “They’re not so bad once you get to know them.”

      I narrowed my eyes at her, beyond confused by her laid-back attitude. My entire body shook from the nervous energy shooting through me, and yet she looked so comfortable. What the hell was wrong with her? In some ways, her calmness relaxed me. If we were both complete psychos, on edge and ready to jump out of our skin, we would’ve only made each other worse. I was almost happy to have her next to me.

      “You’re not afraid of them?”

      She shook her head. “No, why would I be? They’re doing me a favor.”

      “They drugged and kidnapped me from my house and left me here to rot. Whoever owns this ship is the kind of person you should be afraid of. We need to get out of here. If we stick together, we can escape.”

      She covered her mouth to laugh. “Don’t be silly. I’m here for the ride. I gave them a lot of money to sneak me onboard.”

      Moving from my ankles to my bruised wrists, I massaged the ache from them. “I don’t understand.”

      “I paid them to take me with them.”

      “Then you must know who they are. Did they give you a name? My father is a United States Senator. He can help us.”

      As long as he’s not the one responsible for this…

      I wouldn’t have put anything past him. The man was pure evil. It was hard to believe I was related to him.

      She shook her head. “No, I didn’t catch any of their names. Someone in America told me about men who could smuggle me to Europe, and I begged them to help me.”

      “Where are you from?”

      “Romania.”

      That explained why I couldn’t place her accent.

      “Is that where we’re going?”

      “Among other places. They’re drug dealers, I think. Something like that. They only agreed to help me because they were already traveling this way.”

      “Do you know which port we left from?”

      “Cape Canaveral.”

      I stared at her in shock. “Florida? No way.”

      Based on the mileage between New York and Florida, I was in the car with those men for at least a day before I woke up in the trunk. The drive from New York to Florida took around twenty-four hours if driven straight through.

      “That’s where I met them,” she said. “I took a bus from Cincinnati to New York to Florida.”

      “Have they fed you?” My stomach rumbled and hadn’t stopped since I opened my eyes. “I’m starving. It’s been days since I last ate.”

      “Once a day.” She pulled her legs into her chest and rested her chin on her knees. “It’s usually a sandwich and a bottle of water.”

      I glanced around the room in search of water or even an old slice of crust on a plate and came up empty-handed. We were below deck, the feet moving above our heads creating a cacophony of sounds, which were adding to the pounding at the base of my skull. I had a migraine unlike any I’d ever experienced.

      Acid churned up in the back of my throat, the taste making me nauseous. Combined with the subtle rocking of the boat, I was beginning to wonder if I was seasick. I’d been on ships dozens of times without any issue. But we were so close to the water in this small room that I felt every wave as it crashed against the sides.

      “I need to eat something. Did they come yet?”

      She shook her head.

      “What’s your name?”

      “Livia.”

      “I’m Isabella.”

      She nodded. “Nice to meet you.”

      After that, we sat in silence, until a few hours later when I heard a disturbance outside the room. Two or three men were arguing with each other, their voices so loud they sent a chill down my spine. Were they going to kill me? My anxiety intensified with each second that passed. Fear shook through me, the adrenaline commanding control of my body.

      The door swung open, and two men stepped inside, one carrying a tray of food, the other dressed in all black with his hands shoved into his pockets. Stalking toward me, they stared me down, their sharp looks piercing through me. I flattened my back against the wall, moving as far away from them as possible. I’d never been so terrified. My father was pure evil, but these men were animals. Drug dealers, criminals, it didn’t matter to me. They looked at me as if they wanted to hurt me.

      The man with the food crouched down in front of Livia and handed her a sandwich wrapped in plastic and a bottle of water. She smiled at him, and he winked. Even though I was starving, my hunger pains vanished, replaced by stress knots in my stomach. But it didn’t matter. Because there was only enough food for Livia on his tray.

      Instead of feeding me, he held out his hand for me to take. Confused by his gesture, I narrowed my eyes at him and sat still. I wasn’t about to touch him.

      “You weren’t supposed to be down here,” he growled. “Now get up before I throw you over my shoulder.”

      His threat was enough for me to peel myself from the mattress. He helped me up, crushing my fall with his muscular chest, and hooked his arm around my back to stabilize me. My legs were weak, the muscles so sore from not moving for days. Every part of my body ached. I felt as though I hadn’t slept in weeks.

      After he ushered me out of the room, the other man stayed behind to talk to Livia. She’d paid them to smuggle her to Europe, which made it harder for me to understand why they were treating her like a prisoner. None of this made sense to me.

      We climbed a ladder that led to what appeared to be sleeping quarters. I’d been on yachts plenty of times over the years with my father, and this one was on par with most of them. Judging by the room where I was being kept, I’d assumed we were on a fishing boat. It stunk of fish and cigarette smoke. But this floor was immaculate, like a floating hotel.

      The man behind me gripped my shoulder and pushed me forward, moving me down the long hall. Hardwood lined the floors, a perfect cherry color that shined when the recessed lights hit it just right. Decorated with expensive paintings, the walls were a bright white that forced me to blink a few times. I pinched myself to make sure it was real.

      How could this be the same boat?

      At the end of the long hall, we stopped in front of an oak door. He knocked, and a man on the other side told him to come inside. Dressed in a black suit, crisp white shirt, and blue pinstripe tie, a handsome middle-aged man sat in an oversized armchair. He ran a hand through his short, dark hair and smiled when he gazed upon my body.

      He held out his hand, gesturing at the round table in front of him, full of seafood and different plates of pasta. The scents hit my nostrils at once, the smells so intense my stomach rumbled.

      “Have lunch with me,” he said in a thick Italian accent. I wasn’t sure whom he was talking to until the man behind me pulled out the chair for me to sit. “Sorry about the confusion, Isabella,” he continued. “My men had you mixed up with someone else.”

      I couldn’t speak, even when I tried to say something.

      He sipped from the glass of red wine in front of him and then licked his lips. It was hard not to notice him. The way he carried himself reminded me of my father. Powerful men all had the same air about them. They sat with their shoulders squared, their faces full of determination.

      It was as if I were staring at the man I’d grown to hate, which only made me despise this man more. We held each other’s gazes for a solid minute before he sank further into his chair with the wine glass in his hand.

      “Do you like wine?” He set the glass on the table. “This wine is made from Aglianico grapes. At one time, they were almost extinct.”

      “Why are you telling me this?”

      “She speaks. How about that?” He reached across the table to retrieve an empty glass and then poured some for me. Shoving it in my direction, he said, “Drink up.”

      I did as I was told, hoping it wasn’t poisoned. I was so thirsty I didn’t care. The grapes were divine, pure perfection as they hit my tongue. Without meaning to, I closed my eyes and let out a soft moan. I’d never been so excited to have a drink before.

      “My family owns several vineyards. You will be happy there,” he informed me.

      “Where are you taking me?”

      “To meet the boss.”

      I bit the inside of my cheek so hard I could taste blood. “Why?”

      He ignored my question and slid a plate across the table, right in front of me. “Eat. You’ll need your strength.”

      For what?
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      Stephan

      

      I stared at the FBI agent on the other side of the table, too stunned to respond.

      “What do you know about the disappearance of Isabella Parisi?”

      Paulie held out his hand. “Can I have a minute with my client?”

      Hesitant, the agent nodded, and his partner followed him out the door.

      Paulie tugged on my arm and shook me. “What did you do?”

      “Nothing.” I turned in my chair, so we were facing. “Just get me out of here, and it will all blow over.”

      “No, it will not.” Anger radiated through him, his cheeks growing redder by the second. “Do you have any idea how this looks? You threatened a United States Senator—“

      “Allegedly,” I corrected.

      “They have proof of you threatening Senator Parisi.”

      “We haven’t heard a tape or seen anything that proves my guilt, now have we?”

      He clenched his teeth. “Stop acting like a child, Stephan. This shit is serious.”

      “My old man has the Senator on his side. I’m sure they can work something out. Parisi wouldn’t have done this if he didn’t want something from us in return.”

      “He wants you out of his daughter’s life.”

      “And now she’s missing,” I countered.

      Lowering his voice, he said, “And I’m willing to bet you know where she is.”

      I looked away from him, refusing to answer.

      “You do, don’t you?” His voice was deep but low and full of so much anger. “This is not the time to play games, kid. You could end up spending the rest of your life in prison, and for what? For this girl? She’s nothing to you.”

      “She’s everything to me,” I shot back, my tone so cold the words shook through me. “And if Parisi doesn’t drop the charges, he’ll never see Isabella again.”

      He shook his head, beyond pissed at me. Paulie couldn’t even look at me. He pushed his chair out from the table and jumped to his feet. “I don’t know what I can do for you. You’re beyond help.”

      “You’re leaving me in here?” I balled my hand into a fist and pounded it against the wooden table. “What good are you? What does my father pay you for if you can’t even get me out of this fucking place? Our guys have been in worse situations, and you’ve gotten them off every time.”

      “That’s because Senator Parisi intervened. This is different. You’re in here because of him, and he can make your stay permanent if you don’t wise up.”

      “I’m not giving in to him.”

      “Then I hope you enjoy the rest of your life from behind bars.”

      “Get me out of here,” I growled. “Now.”

      “Your bail hearing is in the morning.” Paulie stood in front of the door. “I’ll do my best.”

      “What do you expect me to tell them? I’m not answering any of their questions.”

      “I’ll stay with you until they’re done, just keep your mouth shut.”

      I sucked in a deep breath and blew it out. “Where are you going?”

      “To grab a smoke. This is going to be a long night.”
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        * * *

      

      For six hours straight, the same agents interrogated me. And for all six hours, I pretended they didn’t exist. I had my bail hearing in the morning. Paulie had assured the judge I wasn’t a flight risk, but because my family had the means for me to disappear, I had to surrender my passport. I wasn’t planning to leave the country the traditional way. But I was getting the fuck out.

      Paulie drove out of the parking lot in complete silence. The only thing I wanted to do was run to Atlantic City. My cousin, Damon, would know how to get me out of here without a trace.

      We were almost home when Paulie said, “You better not think of leaving, kid. Your dad had to put one of his businesses up as collateral.”

      I shrugged, staring out the window at the cars on the highway. “I can’t make any promises.”

      He grunted but didn’t speak another word.

      There was no winning when I was in this kind of mood. And I no longer cared about my father or his businesses. As far as I was concerned, we were done. He was a traitor, a fucking rat I would never trust again.

      Instead of dropping me off at my house, Paulie drove straight to my father’s villa, where everyone was waiting for me. Nino was on the couch in the living room next to my mother and Alessio was on the opposite side of the coffee table next to my dad.

      “Are we having a family reunion I didn’t know about?” I asked them.

      Ma jumped off the couch and came rushing into my arms. “Stephan, you had me worried sick.”

      I wrapped my arms around her. “I’m okay, Ma. They just asked me some questions. Nothing to worry about.”

      What a lie. I was going to prison for the better part of my life if I didn’t act right away. No matter how much I didn’t want to leave my mother and Nino, I didn’t have a choice.

      Over her shoulder, I spotted my father shooting me a nasty look. No surprise. I knew he’d be angry with me, but at the time I made the decision to fuck with Senator Parisi, I didn’t care. I still didn’t give a shit.

      “I need to speak with you,” my father said to me. “Alone.” His voice boomed when he said the last part.

      My mother’s tears wet the sleeve of my shirt, and as I released her from my grip, I wiped them away from her cheeks. “It will be okay,” I promised.

      In time, it would be, everything would work out. But I had to get over a few hurdles before I could begin planning my new life.

      After my mother left the room, Nino and Alessio stayed behind, assuming they would be included in the discussion.

      “Give me a few minutes with Stephan,” my dad told them.

      Nino cupped my shoulder and pulled me into a hug. “I hope you gave them hell.”

      I smiled for the first time in days. “You know it.”

      Alessio patted me on the back as if I’d done the right thing. We never spoke much, not unless it was to fight about something. I was always at odds with my older brother, and now that I knew my father’s secret, it only made me resent Alessio more. He was the reason our father became a turncoat.

      “I warned you to stay away from the Parisi family,” my father said once we were alone. “You just couldn’t listen, could you?”

      “I heard you,” I spat back. “I chose not to listen.”

      “That girl will ruin this family. Is that what you want?”

      I sat on the couch across from my father, with a long oak table separating us. Resting my elbow on the arm, I glared at him. “You’ve already ruined this family… and any chance of me being a part of it.”

      He leaned forward and lowered his voice. “I told you that in confidence. To help convince you to do the right thing for this family.”

      I snorted. “Well, your plan backfired.”

      “What did you tell the Feds?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Isabella Parisi is missing. Did you have anything to do with her disappearance?”

      “Why does everyone assume it was me?”

      “Don’t answer a question with a question, Stephan. Where is the girl?”

      I shrugged against the plush fabric, sinking further into the cushions. It had been days since I’d last slept. The only thing I wanted was a hot shower and a bed. Talking to my father was the last thing on my list.

      “I don’t know. Maybe you should ask Senator Parisi. He’s the one who’s content on locking her up for the rest of her life.”

      “He had nothing to do with it. If he did, he wouldn’t have come to see me, begging to get her back.”

      “Has he considered the possibility that she ran away? That maybe she doesn’t want to be found. No one should have to live the way she does.”

      “That’s not for you to decide, Stephan.” He gritted his teeth, looking away from me. “If you know where she’s hiding, you better tell me. No more games.”

      “I wish I knew. But I don’t have any information that can help you.”

      It was the truth.

      “I don’t believe that for one second.”

      Pushing myself up from the couch, I let out a frustrated groan. “I need to get some sleep.”

      “Nino can drive you home. In the morning, I expect you to give me some answers. You know more than you are letting on.”

      “Think what you want.”

      He waved his hand to dismiss me, ending the conversation.

      In the kitchen, I found Nino sitting on top of the counter, eating a bowl of meatball soup. Slurping loudly, he shoveled another spoonful in his mouth, and then glanced up at me.

      “Can you take me home when you’re done?”

      “Yeah,” he said, with his mouth full of food. “Give me a sec.”

      I pulled out a chair from the small table and sat down. “Did you meet with Bruno?”

      He nodded.

      “Did he talk to Grandpa Sal?”

      Nino set the empty bowl on the counter and hopped down from it. “I took care of it. Put two bullets in the back of Joe Rizzoli’s head. He won’t be a problem for us anymore.”

      “Do you even know why you had to kill him?”

      He gave me a confused look as if it were a trick question. “Because he went against the family.”

      “It goes much deeper than that.”

      “What are you not telling me?”

      “Outside,” I said, my voice almost a whisper.

      His eyes told me he understood, and he didn’t speak until we were in his car. “What’s going on?”

      “There’s something Dad has been hiding from us for years.”

      He drove off the property, through the high wrought iron gates, and down the empty street. “Like what?”

      “Dad’s a rat. Rizzoli somehow found out we had someone on the inside informing to the Feds. I don’t think he knew it was Dad, but—”

      Nino pulled the car over to the side of the road. His breathing was labored, his voice muffled when he spoke. “Dad’s a rat? No… that’s not… possible.”

      “I felt the same way when he first told me.”

      “Betrayed,” he shot back.

      I nodded. “Like everything we’ve ever done for him was a lie. That everything he’s ever told us was a lie.”

      “Why? It doesn’t make any sense? He wouldn’t do this to us.”

      I filled him in about Alessio’s arrest and why our father became an informant. No matter how many times I told him the story, he still didn’t want to believe me.

      “It’s true,” I confessed. “I’m getting out of here. I can’t work for Dad anymore. You should come with me.”

      He looked at me with pain in his eyes. “Where?”

      “Italy. We can work for the family in Calabria.”

      “Does Dad know?”

      “No. And you can’t tell him.”

      Nino seemed irritated but not opposed to the idea. “You don’t have a passport. How are you getting there?”

      “Damon’s going to hook me up. He can do the same for you if you want to come with me.”

      “That’s why you wanted me to call him for you.”

      “I want you to come with me,” I admitted. “It won’t be the same without you.”

      Nino was my twin, and without him, a part of me would have been missing. I needed him to agree to this, to see things my way. Whether he realized it or not, I was doing him a favor. We could have a better life in Italy.

      He scratched the dark stubble along his jaw. “When are you leaving?”

      “I don’t know yet. I have to drive to Atlantic City to see Damon. He could tell me I have to be ready in ten minutes for all I know. Depends on how soon another shipment is leaving.”

      “You should get some sleep first.” Nino shifted the car back into gear and pulled onto the dark street. “I need some time to think about it.”

      As we drove back to our house in silence, I hoped he would consider my offer. I couldn’t imagine my life without Nino in it.
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      Isabella

      

      I nibbled on a piece of crusty Italian bread, careful not to eat too fast. After what seemed like days without food, my stomach churned with each bite I took. The pain digging into my stomach like a knife slowly subsided.

      “Do you have something I can drink other than wine?” I asked the man sitting across from me. “It’s delicious, but I could use a glass of water.”

      He glanced over his shoulder at a man by the long, oak bar and muttered something so fast in Italian I didn’t catch all of it. The man did as he was told, pouring each of us a glass of water from the pitcher he left for us at the center of the table.

      I wrapped both hands around the glass and drank it in two gulps. When I set it on the table, the bartender filled it again. Liquid ran down my lips, which I licked away, my thirst still not satiated. I wiped the excess from my chin, and as I did, the scary Italian man across from me smiled. Well, he wasn’t all that frightening. His rugged good looks and killer smirk made it hard not to find him attractive.

      But he was a murderer. I could see it in his eyes. He was like Stephan and his brothers. The same look from Stephan never frightened me. It excited me. I knew there was a monster inside him that wanted to claim me, hurt me, and I didn’t care about the risk. Except Stephan was never that way with me. He’d always shown me the softest parts of himself while exposing me to his darkness.

      Sometimes, he smothered me with it, and I welcomed it every time. I breathed in his anger and frustration, allowing him to swallow me whole. Every inch of my body craved him, always did. And that fact would never change. Being on this boat, alone and afraid, only made me miss Stephan more. He could handle the man across the table from me.

      “My apologies for my men. They had you confused with someone else.” His thick accent reminded me so much of Carmella.

      My heart pounded against my ribcage at the thought of her. I hoped she was okay and that the men who wanted me didn’t hurt her.

      I pushed the plate of food away from me and sat back in the chair, soaking in the warmth of the comfy cushions. “Who are you?”

      “Domenic DeLuca.”

      I breathed a sigh of relief. “DeLuca?”

      He nodded. “Yes. Stephan arranged for you to be here.”

      “You said your men mixed me up with someone else. Does that mean you’re holding another woman against her will on this boat?”

      His expression turned serious and dark. “What takes place on this boat is none of your business, Isabella. If you’re going to be part of this family, you have to stop asking questions.”

      What Stephan and I had was forever. At some point, I would become part of the DeLuca family. But I’d never given it much thought, mostly because I wasn’t sure how long we’d be together with my father constantly interfering with my life.

      “One more question. It’s important. Is Stephan still in jail?”

      He shook his head, and I let out the breath of air I was holding. “We have another week until we reach Calabria. I suggest you rest up.” He scanned my dirty clothes and ratty hair and continued, “Perhaps a shower, too. You need to look presentable when you meet the boss.” I narrowed my eyes at him, and he added, “Stephan’s grandfather, Salvatore DeLuca.”

      “I thought he was retired.”

      He removed a pack of cigarettes from the inside of his jacket pocket. “His eldest son handles the day-to-day business, but Salvatore is the head of this family.”

      “Does he know about my situation? About my father?”

      If we would someday be family, I wanted to make a good first impression. But the issues Stephan had with my father only complicated things.

      “He’s well aware. Your father is being handled.”

      The way he said the last word sent a tremor down my spine. I was told not to ask questions, and so I kept my mouth shut. Did I care whether my father lived or died? No, not at all. He was a horrible man who destroyed everyone in his path. Whatever retaliation he would face from Stephan’s family was on him. And he would deserve it.

      The door behind me opened, and two sets of footsteps moved toward us. Dominic’s face brightened, and when I heard Carmella say my name from behind me, I jumped up from the chair.

      I pushed the man at her side out of the way and hugged her with every ounce of energy I had left in my tired body. She was washed and dressed as if she’d been treated with care.

      “Carm,” I whispered, my voice turning into a soft sob. “You’re here. Oh, my God, I was so worried about you. I was afraid you were hurt or dead.”

      I lifted my head from her shoulder, and she stroked my cheek with her fingers. “I’d never leave you,” she lilted.

      Squeezing her against my chest, I took in the scent of her perfume and allowed it to fill my nostrils. Carmella was here. With me. And soon, if everything worked out, Stephan would be with me, too. It was almost too good to be true.
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      Stephan

      

      “Are you sure you want to do this?” My cousin, Damon, asked me first, and I said yes without hesitation.

      Like Nino and me, Damon was tall, with black wavy hair, olive skin, and around the same build. Most of the men on our father’s side of the family looked like Grandpa Sal.

      After thinking over our father’s deception, my brother agreed to come with me to Italy. Together, we could start a new life with Isabella and our Calabrian family.

      Damon’s gaze shifted to Nino. “You going, too?”

      Nino took a sip from his glass of scotch and nodded. “How soon do we leave?”

      “I have a ship arriving in Boston in the morning. You’d have to leave in the next few hours if you want to make it in time. It’s not the same accommodations as last time.”

      He was referring to the boat Isabella was on with Carmella.

      “That’s fine.” I set my scotch on the table between us. “I don’t care if we have to sleep in the engine room. Just get us out of the country. When will Isabella be in Calabria?”

      “In a few days.”

      “Is she okay?”

      “She’s on Grandpa Sal’s yacht. Dom is taking care of her.”

      I gave him a sideways look, wondering what that meant. But I didn’t bother to ask. Dom was my cousin, one of my grandfather’s most trusted men, and loyal to the family. Unlike my father. I still couldn’t get over the fact he was a rat. At least with Dom, Isabella was safe. I knew he would take care of her and keep his hands to himself.

      “What about the Senator?”

      He scratched the corner of his jaw, a smirk slowly forming on his face. “My men picked him up earlier. Want to see him?”

      A smile turned up the corners of my mouth. “As if you even had to ask.”

      Damon finished off the amber liquid in his glass and set it on the table as he rose to his feet. “What do you want me to do with him?”

      “Slit his fucking throat,” Nino said.

      “No,” I shot back. “Death is too easy. He deserves to have everything taken from him piece by piece.”

      Damon’s hazel eyes gleamed under the lights in his dark club. “What do you have in mind?”

      “I need a confession first.”

      Damon buttoned his suit jacket. “Torture, then?”

      I nodded.

      Nino rubbed his hands together with a creepy grin.

      After all the years of being forced to do Senator Parisi’s dirty work, Nino was more than ready to take this motherfucker down. He deserved much worse than what I had planned. But we had a short window before we had to leave for Boston.
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        * * *

      

      I grinned so fucking much my face hurt. Senator Parisi was strung up in the basement of Damon’s club by his ankles, without a shirt, and his hands tied behind his back. A handkerchief covered his mouth. Tears streamed down his reddened cheeks. He tried to scream when he looked at me, his dark eyes full of hatred. The more he tried to kick and shake free from his shackles, the more energy he wasted. He wasn’t going anywhere.

      Even when I had control over this man, he still couldn’t stop fighting. At least he wasn’t a fucking pussy. I had to give him that. Most men would have crumbled in this situation, maybe even begged for mercy. But not Senator Robert Parisi. He still thought he was invincible.

      Standing in front of him, with a wicked smirk plastered on my face, I tugged the fabric away from his mouth.

      “Let me down, you piece of shit,” he yelled.

      I crossed my arms over my chest and laughed. This was the first and only time I would ever get the best of this man. Because of that, I wanted to savor every second.

      Nino stood at my side, a sharpened blade in his hand and the same evil grin crossing his lips. We had used this tactic dozens of times. With the blood rushing to Senator Parisi’s head, it wouldn’t be long after Nino sliced him open before he lost consciousness. Even though I wanted my vengeance, I let Nino do the honors.

      Nino dragged the knife along the Senator’s chest. A trail of blood ran down his body, over his right shoulder, and onto the floor. I wanted to cut into his flesh until every last drop of his blood was pooled on the floor at my feet. But I needed information from him. His confession was the key to Isabella’s freedom as well as mine. And his downfall couldn’t be his death. That would be too kind. He hadn’t earned my mercy.

      “You sick fucks,” Senator Parisi growled. “You will pay for this. Mark my words.” His last breath was ragged as if he expelled the last of his energy to get it out. He closed his eyes for a second and breathed through his nose.

      “If anyone is going to pay, it will be you, Senator,” I shot back.

      Glancing at Nino, I tilted my head to Senator Parisi to tell him to keep going. This time, Nino stuck the knife into his neck, slicing deeper than before. Blood dripped onto the cement floor, right in front of my Ferragamo oxfords. I took a step back, careful not to ruin my dress shoes.

      “What did you do with my daughter?” Senator Parisi could barely get out the words.

      “Ruined her,” I said to piss him off even more. “Like I’m going to do to you.”

      “You’re just a boy.” He spoke with one eye open, kicking his feet to try to shake free without any luck. “You have no power.”

      “For someone who’s tied up and bleeding to death, you still think you hold all the cards.” I hunched down next to him. “You killed your own son. I know the truth. Your daughter knows the truth, too.”

      “Mark wasn’t my son,” he countered.

      “But you killed him. Admit it. You had someone push Mark off the roof at the charity event, and then you tried to pin it on me.”

      “What’s your point?”

      He was so fucking stubborn, something we had in common. But even I knew when I was on the losing side. There was no way he was getting out of this basement without giving me what I needed. His demise was the only way I could have a legitimate future with Isabella. She deserved better than a fugitive who would have to be on the run for the rest of his life, which would make her one, too. And I couldn’t do that to her.

      “Just admit it, Senator.” I squeezed the cut on his neck and smirked as his blood poured onto the floor. “And maybe I’ll let you live.”

      “I had Mark killed,” he confessed. “Satisfied? Now let me down.”

      I looked up at Nino, who had a greedy look in his eyes. He wanted to kill Senator Parisi. Nino was part of every bullshit mission I had to endure over the years, all at the Senator’s request. Under different circumstances, I would have helped him whack this asshole in a second. If only that were possible.

      Damon remained quiet, with his cell phone held out in front of him to record our conversation. Mark’s death wasn’t enough to force the Senator’s hand. We needed more.

      “I never threatened you,” I said to Senator Parisi. “You fabricated the evidence.”

      He shot me a pained look. “So, what? You were interfering with my plans for my daughter. I did what I had to do to get you out of the equation.”

      “You mean I was messing with your re-election campaign. Don’t even pretend like you give a shit about Isabella.”

      “I love my daughter,” he said, defensive. It was hard to believe he loved anyone but himself. “What did you do to her?”

      “You’ll never see her again. She wants nothing to do with you.”

      Sucking in a deep breath, he closed his eyes. The Senator wouldn’t last much longer at this rate. He was losing consciousness by the second. I had to get this over with—and fast. Damon raised his other arm to show me the Rolex on his wrist, telling me we didn’t have much time left. The ship was departing from Boston in the morning, leaving us without much room.

      “Got what we need?” I asked Damon.

      He nodded.

      I pushed myself up from the floor and brushed my hands down the front of my slacks. “Thanks, Senator. I have everything I need from you.”

      He sucked in a sharp breath and sighed. “Just kill me and get it over with already.”

      I laughed. “I’m not going to kill you.”

      “Then what the fuck do you want?”

      “Tomorrow, you’re going to have the charges dropped against me. Tell the FBI it was a misunderstanding and that you overreacted. And then you’re going to withdraw your nomination to the Senate.”

      He snorted. “Not gonna happen. I’ve been a United States Senator for over twenty years.”

      “If you don’t, you’ll get a piece of Isabella in the mail every week for the next year.”

      “You wouldn’t,” he growled.

      Staring down at him, I moved my hands to my hips. “Try me.”

      “And then we’ll repeat the same process with every member of your family,” Nino added, “saving you for last.”

      “I don’t have any family left.”

      “Your mother is still alive,” Nino said. “She lives in Connecticut with your younger sister. We’ll start with them.”

      “Fine,” Senator Parisi whispered.

      I’d never seen him so vulnerable, and it brought a smile to my face. He’d caused Isabella so much pain, so much heartbreak. Everything he had coming to him was well deserved. Too bad I wouldn’t be there to watch his downfall.

      “If you try to back out, Damon and his men will be there, watching over you. My father can’t help you anymore.”

      He closed his eyes and kept them shut. Blood ran down his chest and neck, still dripping onto the floor. As expected, he lost consciousness.

      Isabella was free from this man. I couldn’t wait to see the look on her beautiful face when I told her everything was about to change, and this time, for the better.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Isabella

      

      I stood on the balcony, waiting for Stephan’s car to arrive at his grandfather's vineyard. The DeLucas were one of the wealthiest families in Italy. They owned hundreds of acres, most of the shops in the village, and three other wineries in Italy. In Calabria, they were in charge, which was a change from my life back in New York. My father wasn’t here to torture me anymore. He no longer held his position of power.

      Last week, I sat on the bed next to Carmella and stared at the television in shock as my father announced his intention to leave public office. All he’d ever wanted was to rule the world. And he gave it up. I still wasn’t sure why he did it, though I was positive Stephan and his family had something to do with it. His cousin had encouraged me to watch my father’s downfall for a reason. And I loved every second of it.

      When a black Mercedes pulled up out front, my heart pounded in my chest. Stephan was here, at our new home, in the seaside town where we would start our life together. The driver opened the door for Stephan, and Nino was right behind him. I was surprised to see both of them. I should have figured Stephan wouldn’t want to be apart from his twin.

      Without thinking, I hopped over the first-floor balcony and landed on the stone walkway. My feet carried me over to Stephan, faster than I’d realized, and then I was in his arms.

      He lifted me up and off the ground, holding me so tight I thought he would break me. “My raven,” he whispered against my ear. “You have no idea how much I missed you.”

      “It’s been hell without you, Stephan.” I kissed his cheek and continued to press my lips to every inch of his face until he laughed at me. “I missed you, too.”

      He slid his hand beneath my chin until our eyes meet, an intense fire burning behind his deep blue irises. “Everything will be different here. I took care of your father. We’re both free from our fathers.”

      “You’re going to work for your grandfather, right?”

      He nodded. “That part of my life isn’t going to change. This is who I am.”

      I smiled so hard my face hurt. “I’ve known who you are from the first time you touched me. The first time you kissed me. I’ve always known you were different, unlike the men my father would have chosen for me. And that’s what I like about you. What I’ve always loved about you.”

      A smirk turned up the corner of my mouth. Stephan rolled his tongue over his bottom lip, looking at me as if I were a piece of meat he wanted to devour. And then he kissed me. Rough, hard, and with so much passion I had to gripped his muscular arms. The air shifted when we were together, his gravitational pull rocking me to the core.

      When he peeled his lips from mine, my head spun. Every part of my body was alive, on fire from the burning sensation spreading down my arms and legs.

      “I need you, Stephan,” I said against his lips.

      “I have to talk to Grandpa Sal first, and then you can have me for the rest of the night.”

      I kissed him once more, this time a quick peck that made my body tingle. My panties were damp, my core aching. I was desperate for him to touch me.

      “Hey, Isabella.” Nino moved to Stephan’s side, with a duffel bag slung over his shoulder.

      “Hey,” I muttered. “How was your trip?”

      He shrugged, the color in his face a little off. Nino had the same olive skin as Stephan, except he had a yellowish tint as if he were sick. “Tiring. I’m looking forward to sleeping for the next few days.” He smacked Stephan on the shoulder. “This asshole wouldn’t stop snoring. The storm we hit didn’t help. I got seasick from it.”

      “I wouldn’t sleep in the room next to ours,” Stephan said with a wicked smirk. “Isabella and I have a lot of catching up to do.”

      Rolling his eyes, Nino laughed. “I doubt even you two could keep me up. After dinner, I’m taking a bottle of wine up to my room and passing out.”

      Leading me into the house, Stephan said, “You should wait for me upstairs. Grandpa Sal is private when it comes to family matters. Nino and I have to talk to him about our new positions. I’ll find you after we’re done.”

      “I’ll be waiting.” I kissed him on the cheek and walked toward the staircase at the end of the long tiled hall.
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        * * *

      

      I left the door unlocked for Stephan and stood on the balcony attached to my bedroom, staring out at the vineyard. The villa had picturesque views from this side of the house. I still couldn’t believe I was in Italy, free of my father, and living with the DeLucas.

      For the first time, I felt like I was part of a real family, instead of the fake one I was raised into. I wasn’t expected to pose for pictures or pretend I had this amazing life for the world to see. There were no constituents I had to impress or dinner parties to attend for election campaigns. None of it seemed real to me. I often pinched myself to make sure I wasn’t dreaming because it was too good to be true.

      I heard the door shut behind me, but I didn’t bother to turn around. Stephan wrapped his arms around me, pulling me into his chest.

      I leaned my head back and smiled up at him. “I can’t believe we’re here. Together. I never thought I would see this day.”

      He rested his chin on top of my head, cradling me. “I made you a promise a long time ago.”

      “We were in high school. I never expected you to make good on that promise. After my father sent me away to boarding school and then college, I never thought I would see you. And then there you were… always there to rescue me.”

      “I told you I would free you from your father. I knew it would take time.”

      I covered his hands with mine. “And you made it happen. All of my dreams are finally coming true.”

      He laughed. “It was your dream to be smuggled out of the country and hidden on the estate of a Mafia boss?”

      “You, silly.” I smacked his hand and chuckled. “You are my dream. I’ve wanted to be with you from the first time I saw you in the hallway at school. You gave me this look like I was your property. No one has ever looked at me the way you do.”

      He slid his hands up my stomach, tugging the thin fabric of my dress down to expose my breasts. As Stephan pinched my nipples, he awakened the hunger inside me.

      “Stephan,” I whispered. “People can see us up here.” I had trouble getting out the words.

      He kissed my neck and then ran his teeth along my skin, his breath causing me to tremble. Ignoring me, he continued his exploration of my body. He pinched the tiny bud between his fingers, igniting a fire beneath my skin. My nipples were hardened peaks, swollen and begging for his mouth.

      Stephan spun me around and lifted me up, hooking my legs around his back. My core was aching, ready to burst from the pressure. Once his tongue made contact with my sensitive skin, I closed my eyes and moaned his name. I’d missed everything about him. Only Stephan could do this to me. Make me come completely undone.

      Stephan cupped my ass in one hand and the side of my face with the other. “I love you, Isabella.”

      I brushed my lips against his. “I love you, too, Stephan.”

      “This is it. You. Me. Us. Forever. Things will be different in Italy. No more fathers to interfere with our lives.” He brushed a strand of hair behind my ear and smiled. “Never again. But my family works differently here. What I did back home was tame compared to what my grandfather expects of me.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “My family is more active here.” He set me on the floor in front of him. “They have ways of doing things you might not like.”

      “Are we in danger?”

      He shook his head. “We’re safe in Calabria. My grandfather has connections, but we also have our fair share of enemies.”

      “If you’re not worried, neither am I.”

      Before I could get out another word, Stephan’s lips crashed into mine. He kissed me like he owned me. And he did. My heart belonged to him.

      He pulled away from me, long enough to unbutton his shirt and remove his pants. Standing before me, with his muscular chest on display and his cock, long and hard and peeking through his boxers, he tugged at the straps of my sundress. The fabric gave way, falling to the floor at my feet.

      Stephan licked his bottom lip, a seductive gaze in his deep blue irises. He looked like he wanted to eat me, and I was hoping he would do just that. We stripped away the rest of our clothes, and then Stephan picked me up again and lowered me to the bed, covering my body with his. He kneed my legs open wider until I granted him full access, his cock growing thick against my inner thigh.

      Stephan consumed me, with his mouth on mine, his hands roaming every inch of my body. He took his time, his hand caressing my thigh as he kissed me.

      I thrust my hips, wanting to feel him, greedy to have him inside me. “Please, Stephan.”

      Stephan smirked. It was a simple gesture that made me even wetter in anticipation. “So impatient, my love.”

      I sat up, fisting his hair between my fingers, and pulled him closer. Stephan pushed my back to the mattress, pinning me down with his muscular body. His tongue slipped into my mouth, and then he inched inside me, stretching me out as he filled me. He stopped being gentle and thrust into me hard. With each inch, he rocked into me, ripping a scream from my lips.

      I pressed my palm to his cheek, and our eyes met.

      Stephan gripped my left thigh, sliding deeper inside me. “You’re so perfect for me,” he muttered.

      I ran my thumb over his bottom lip, struggling to get out the words. “And you me.”

      My skin was on fire. Every movement Stephan made bringing me closer to climax. I clutched the sheet between my fingers, a brush of heat rushing over me as my orgasm hit me with a violent force. Stephan wasn’t far behind me. His body jerked, his cock pulsing inside me, and a sexy look crossed his handsome face as he came.

      Before he pulled out of me, he planted a kiss on my lips. “Fuck, baby,” he hissed. “I missed your sweet pussy.” He rolled onto his side and pressed his lips to mine, giving me a quick peck.

      I laughed. “Well, my pussy missed you, too.”

      “I’m not done with you.” Stephan dragged his thumb along my bottom lip. His soft touch caused my skin to tingle. “We have a lot of time to make up tonight. And then tomorrow I’m taking you somewhere special.”

      “I hope you don’t expect me to walk there,” I joked.

      He shook his head, smiling. “I’ll be gentle.”

      “You don’t know the meaning,” I countered.

      “Maybe not, but I’m more careful with you than you realize.”

      “I’m not going to break, Stephan. You don’t have to treat me like a delicate flower.”

      Stephan held the side of my face in his big hand, staring down at me. One look was all it ever took for me to melt.

      “Be careful what you wish for,” he growled.

      “I already got what I wished for. I have you.”
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      Stephan

      

      We drove through the coastal town of Calabria with the convertible top down on one of my grandfather’s Mercedes. The heat was killer as we rode through the mountains, the wind blowing through Isabella’s long, dark hair. She looked more beautiful than ever in the passenger seat next to me. For once, she was at ease.

      I’d almost never seen her this way back in the States. Her father was a constant source of fear for far too long. This was the girl I fell in love with all those years ago. Isabella could finally be herself. No one would find us here. My grandfather made sure of it, though my father wasn’t thrilled with Nino and me.

      Isabella glanced over at me. “Are we going to the beach?”

      “Not this one. We have a little bit to go.”

      “What’s wrong with this one?” She pointed out the window. “There are tons of people over here.”

      I wanted today to be special, which was the reason we weren’t going to the beach closest to my grandfather’s estate.

      “I hate crowds,” I lied, even though it was somewhat true. “We’ll be there soon. Trust me this one is worth the wait. My grandfather used to take my brothers and me when we were kids.”

      “How many times have you been to Italy?”

      “Over the years…” I had to think about all the trips I’d made with my father or brothers. “At least twenty times, I guess. We spent a lot of holidays and birthdays with Grandpa Sal. My dad still misses Italy. He moved to New York after high school with two of my uncles. They had to help clean up some of the mess that was made after a war between families. It was supposed to be temporary, but ended up becoming permanent after the heads of the families were… relieved of their duties.”

      She rolled her eyes at me. I never outright discussed our business in detail, but she’d always known I wasn’t some suit who sat behind a desk every day.

      “Do you think your dad will move back with your mom and Alessio now that you and Nino are here?”

      I gripped the steering wheel, taking the turn slow. “No idea. Maybe. I guess it all depends on what Grandpa Sal has to say about it. My dad likes being in power, and he wouldn’t have it here. Nino and I have to start over, too. The same would go for my dad and Alessio. After everything that went down, they kinda deserve each. Alessio is the reason my dad became a rat. I’d rather they stay back in New York. I can’t stand the sight of them.”

      “I like having you all to myself,” Isabella confessed. “I’m hoping they stay in New York.”

      I shot a smile in her direction. “You never have to share me.”

      “We’re still in vacation mode. Things will change once you start working for your grandfather full-time. I have no idea what I’m going to do with myself. My father dictated so much of my life I feel sort of lost. Is that weird?”

      I shook my head. “No, not at all. Neither of us ever had a real say in how our lives would turn out, but when it came to you, I couldn’t listen to my father. I didn’t care what he thought or how much trouble it would bring our family. You were always worth the risk.”

      She smiled. “I would follow you anywhere, Stephan.”

      I knew she would. That was why I didn’t think twice about asking Damon to help me smuggle Isabella out of the country.

      “You can do whatever you want in Italy,” I told her. “So, what do you want? You get to decide this time. There’s no one around to tell you what to do.”

      “I used to write when I was younger. Our love story would make a good book. What do you think?”

      “Yeah.” I chuckled. “It would make for one hell of a story. But is that what you want to do?”

      “I have no idea. For right now, I want to enjoy our time together and figure it out as we go along. I like the idea of not having any plans.”

      “Except for the plans I have for you later,” I said with a wink.

      When we arrived at our destination, the smell of salt filled my nostrils. My arms and face were baking from the sun blistering my skin.

      I led Isabella down to the beach by the hand, carrying a basket full of wine, cheese, and bread in the other. Carmella knew all about my intentions when she helped me gather a few things from the kitchen that morning. She couldn’t wait for Isabella and me to start our life together.

      We found a shady spot on the pebbled sand, far away from the few couples that occupied the opposite side of the beach. Caminia had a smaller, less developed beach than those in Calabria, but I liked this one best. Hidden by rocky cliffs, we had complete privacy from the outside world. I set the basket down and removed the blanket, laying it out for Isabella to sit.

      “This is incredible, Stephan.” She lifted the sunglasses from the bridge of her nose and looked out at the blue-green water. “It’s way better than the Long Island Sound,” she joked.

      Taking my place next to Isabella, I laughed. “Yeah, I’d say so. You’re going to love Italy. This is only the beginning. We’re meeting with a realtor tomorrow.”

      Her mouth widened in shock. “I thought we were staying at the villa with your family.”

      “That’s a temporary situation. I love my family, but I can’t live and work with them. Nino is the only exception.”

      Isabella ran her teeth along her bottom lip. “I don’t want to sound like a jerk, but do we have to live with Nino?”

      “Of course not.” I took her hands and threaded my fingers between hers. “We’re getting our own place. Nino will stay at Grandpa Sal’s for the time being. Now that he has someone there to cook and clean for him, he’s never going to leave.”

      My grandfather had staff working for him around the clock. It was like staying at a hotel. We could order food from the kitchen at any time of the day or night. Isabella had constant service at her father’s house, so she was used to it. But not Nino. Knowing my twin, he would take full advantage of the amenities at the DeLuca Vineyard after all the years of living on our own.

      “Maybe he’ll meet a nice Italian girl,” Isabella said.

      “I wouldn’t count on him settling down any time soon.” I released her hands to reach into the basket. “Speaking of that, I brought you here for a reason.” With the ring box in my hand, I popped open the top to reveal the five-carat princess cut diamond ring I’d bought before I left the States.

      Isabella squealed, and then covered her mouth with her hand. “Stephan. Oh, my God.” She fanned herself. “You’re proposing.”

      I laughed at her freak-out. “Trying to, if you’ll let me.”

      She wiped away the tears streaming down her cheeks.

      “Isabella, my raven,” I said, shifting my weight to one knee. “I’ve loved you for almost as long as I’ve known you. You were always mine. You always belonged with me. I made you a promise, one I’ve kept after all these years, and now I want to make you another one. I will love you from now until the day I take my last breath. There’s nothing I want more than to make you my wife. Will you marry me?”

      “Yes,” she whispered. “A thousand times yes.”

      I slipped the ring onto her finger, and then kissed her like she was my last breath of air. As if all the good that had come with the bad would vanish if I didn’t hold on tight. My love for Isabella was the only good thing about me. She was the light to my darkness, and she was about to become my wife.
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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Angelo

      

      No matter how much power my father had over us, there was no mistake my mother was the queen in our house. She never wanted to know about the family business. Never let it show how much she cared that she married a man with a heart as black as his soul. Because it wasn’t my father’s soul she cared about, it was mine along with my two older brothers.

      I strolled into the kitchen with the admissions envelope from Strickland University in my hand. It was thick and heavy, so it had to be good news. A smile tugged at the corners of my mouth as I made a beeline toward my mother. Ma was hovered over two stockpots on the stove, too busy stirring the gravy to notice me.

      Pietro, my oldest brother, sat at the breakfast bar, eating a bowl of Ma’s famous meatball soup, his eyes pointed down with his usual scowl. Even in sleep, he looked pissed off—just like my father. Everyone in the neighborhood knew my brother as Sneaky Pete, and he lived up to the nickname in every way possible. I wasn’t sure if I could trust him, even though he was my blood.

      Pete glanced up at me, without even a nod that I existed, as I slipped behind Ma. I clamped my left hand on her shoulder and moved her dark strands off her face to plant a kiss on her cheek. Startled, she jumped, and a plate of chopped basil she had in her hands fell to the floor. She spun around to face me with a disapproving look on her face. But I had something that would replace her frown in my hand.

      “Angelo, you scared me half to death.” She smacked me on my bicep, her touch so light I could barely feel it. “Now, look what you made me do.” Holding back her unhappiness, she stared down at the basil and shook her head. “I was just about to add it to the gravy. That was all I had left.”

      “I’m sorry, Ma.” I gave her the same puppy dog face which had earned me the nickname cucciolo when I was a child. “I have something that might help you forgive me.”

      She smiled and wiped her hands down the front of her red apron. I might’ve been a rotten bastard, but my mother managed to bring out the other side of me that I’d kept hidden from the world.

      “More basil,” she deadpanned.

      We had jarred basil in the cabinet, but Ma refused to cook with anything other than fresh ingredients. She insisted on picking out the vegetables, a thorough process she’d made my brothers and me endure when we were kids. Ma would take us to the market with her on weekends. Then, she would sit us down at the table and make us chop the vegetables. I was the only one who could peel the tomatoes. My brothers were too rough and usually poked holes through them with their fat fingers.

      “Nope. I have something better.” I handed over the white envelope with the blue Strickland University seal on the front, and left Ma to get the broom and dustpan in the closet.

      Sinking to the ground to clean up the mess, I glanced up at Ma. She slipped her finger under the tab and flipped it open, pulling out a stack of papers. Her eyes that were once wide with shock filled with tears. “My baby is going to be a college boy,” she choked out.

      I nodded. “I start in September if Dad will allow it.”

      While my father had groomed me to become a member of his organization, it was my mother’s dream to see me go to college. She wanted me to be the first Morelli to ever attend, let alone graduate. Most of my family members barely made it out of high school. I killed myself in high school, all while pretending to have no interest in gaining an education. What I did in secret was for my mother. Her sacrifices had to count for something.

      “You’re going to this school no matter what,” Ma promised. “I will kill your father myself if he tries to stop you.”

      Pete nibbled on a piece of bread, unimpressed by the news. He never gave two fucks about anyone but my mother. And maybe my dad. It was hard to tell if Pete was loyal to my father out of love or obligation. Most people feared my dad and with good reason. He was sicker than the devil himself, with far more demons he needed to address.

      I laughed, pushing myself up from the floor with the dustpan full of basil. “No need to kill anyone. Dad said I could go if I got in.”

      “That’s because he never thought you could do it,” Pete shot back with a smirk. Asshole.

      “Knock it off, Pietro,” my mother yelled. “Don’t ruin this moment for your brother. If you can’t be happy for Angelo, then eat your soup and keep quiet.”

      She looked worn out, sweat dotting her forehead. After all the hours she worked during the week at the restaurants my family owned, I felt guilty she still prepared a meal for us, one I unintentionally ruined. We should have been catering to her, not the other way around. But my mother was a proud woman and would never allow anyone to lift a finger in her kitchen. She had no reason to work, yet she refused to take a day off.

      Everyone had a place in our family, my father made sure of it. While Ma had a choice, my older brothers and I never had one. The five years which separated me from Pete gave him the right to succeed my father as the head of the organization. Marco was three years older than me, and he loathed the fact that Pete was my father’s heir apparent. Same as our father and almost every man in our family, we were built for a life of servitude.

      “I’m so proud of you, cucciolo.” My mother pinched my cheek between her fingers. “We should celebrate. Marco and your father should be home soon. I need to finish the gravy. Would you mind running around the corner to the market?”

      “Of course, Ma.” I emptied the contents of the dustpan into the trashcan, set it on the floor, and then glanced down at my watch to check the time. The market was open for another thirty minutes. “Do you need anything else while I’m there?”

      She tilted her head to the side, mulling it over. “No, I think that should do it.”

      “Get some cannoli on your way back,” Pete growled, sounding harsh and demanding as usual. I hated taking orders from him, but there was a hierarchy in our family I had to follow.

      “Mmm… that sounds good,” Ma chimed in, licking her lips. “Get enough for all of us.”

      “I’ll be back in ten minutes.” With a quick nod, I walked out of the kitchen, through the small dining room that ran into the living room, and out the front door.

      We lived in what they called the Italian Market section of South Philly, where everyone knew each other and your neighbors treated you like family.

      At the market, they sold everything from curbside fresh fruits and vegetables to fish and meats. You could sip coffee right on the sidewalk at the cafes, drop by the butcher shop to pick out your steak, and stop at one of the vendors for a sample of lunchmeats and cheeses.

      In less than a minute, I reached 9th Street on foot. Brightly colored metal awnings—mostly red, green, and white—covered the storefronts. Produce tables, boxes, and carts lined the streets and sidewalks. People sat outside at café tables sipping coffees and eating pastries. As usual, the market was bustling.

      Running my hands down the front of my jeans, I walked over to the produce vendor on the corner. A twenty-something girl with sandy blonde hair flipped her long strands over her shoulder as I approached the table.

      “Hey, Angelo.”

      I felt like a dick for not remembering her name. Everyone knew our family around here. They practically rolled out the red carpet, yet I couldn’t even recall the first letter of her name. In my defense, there were only two women in my life worth remembering—Ma and Gianna Carlini. No woman ever compared to either of them.

      I winked at her. “Hey, how’s it going?”

      “Can’t complain.” She tucked her hands into her apron pockets, blushing. “What can I get for you?”

      I scanned the green vegetables and came up empty. “Do you have any basil?”

      She shuffled through the overcrowded table, picking up heads of lettuce, celery, and a few others, and then held up a bushel of basil, victorious. “Last one.”

      “I guess it’s my lucky day.” I flashed a quick smile, and she giggled.

      As I reached into my jacket pocket, about to pull out my wallet, she stopped me. “Mr. Rizzoli said your money is no good here. It’s on the house.”

      “Right. Of course, it is.” I slipped my wallet into my pocket.

      My family offered the vendors in our neighborhood free protection from other gangs to ensure none of the business owners had the threat of our competition. Still, I believed we should pay for what we ate. No one would expect me to whack someone for free. For men like Mr. Rizzoli, it was about honor and pride—two things our family understood well.

      She placed the basil into a plastic shopping bag and handed it to me with a cheeky grin, her blue eyes wide and full of life. “Have a nice night.”

      I took the bag from her and slipped it over my wrist. “You, too. See ya around.”

      “I sure hope so,” she said.

      I turned to leave, my back facing her when I heard a commotion, followed by a woman screaming, “Thief!”

      I looked at the girl who waited on me. She had her finger pointed at someone wearing a dark hoodie and jeans running down the street. We had an obligation to Mr. Rizzoli to protect what was his just as he looked after us. Without another thought, I took off down the street, dodging people as I ran. Not until he reached an alleyway did he slow down.

      I came up behind the person, pushed him into the brick wall, and pulled the hood from his head. A smirk tugged at my mouth, my hand reflexively going up to her cheek. “Gia,” I muttered, out of breath. “What the fuck?”

      Gianna Carlini was the only girl who ever made my black heart beat. She made me feel things I never thought were possible. My entire world was full of darkness, nothing but sin and ruin. Nothing and no one ever got under her skin. Gia could handle my lifestyle because her father was part of it. She grew up eating dinner with Made men. While everything about our lives wasn’t normal, she was the one part of my world that made sense.

      Tilting her head to the side, Gia brushed her cheek against my hand, planting a kiss on my skin. She looked up at me with those grayish blue eyes I easily became lost in. “I knew you would do the right thing, Angelo. It’s like you can’t stop yourself.”

      I stepped closer, slid my other hand behind her back, and pulled her into my chest. “Why do you say that?”

      “Because you’re not the hardened criminal your dad wants you to be.”

      “Only you and Ma see the good in me,” I confessed. It was the truth.

      “If only you could see it for yourself.”

      I’d loved Gia for most of my life. We met when we were babies, though neither of us had any memory of meeting before we were five years old.

      “I have good news, G.” I stroked my thumb along her jaw, and she smiled so wide it reached up to her eyes.

      “You got in, didn’t you?”

      I nodded. “I’m going with you.”

      She threw her arms around my neck and squealed. “I knew you could do it. See, you don’t have to be like your brothers. I told you.”

      “Gia, c’mon. We talked about this already. You know college is only a detour until the inevitable.”

      Her eyes that were filled with happy tears turned to sadness. Even though Gia helped me with some of the shit I never should have allowed her to do for me, she still held out hope I would go straight. No such thing when you were a Morelli. I had one path, and mine was chosen for me at birth.

      I lifted Gia up, and she hooked her legs around me as I pressed her back into the wall, digging my growing erection into her thigh. There were two times in my life when I felt something—when I was with Gia or committing a crime. I got turned on, even more, when I was doing both things at the same time. Fucking Gia after—or even during a crime—was a high unlike anything else. It was a rush of adrenaline she understood as well as I did.

      “I need your help tomorrow,” I whispered against her lips.

      “Is it something illegal?”

      Her voice had too much enthusiasm. I hated the fact she insisted on helping me with the jobs my father forced me to do for him. Gia had no business getting involved. A girl like Gia deserved so much more than a Mafia Wiseguy like me. I would become a Made man after college and my father’s consigliere—his most trusted advisor. There was no denying the reason he’d agreed to send me to college. It was for his own selfish reasons.

      I nodded, my forehead touching hers. “Yes.”

      She sucked in a deep breath and let it out, her body trembling in the process. Without slipping my hand into her jeans, I already knew her panties were wet. Gia’s heart pounded for me, especially when I was doing something wrong. She loved it, and I loved her even more. Sometimes, I wondered if I did the bad shit for her more so than for my father.

      “I want to kiss you,” I said, remembering Ma was waiting for me to finish dinner.

      She licked her lips, inviting me to taste her. I wanted to do just that. “What’s stopping you?”

      “Because once I kiss you, I won’t be able to stop.”

      She dug her heel into my ass. “Shut up and do it already.”

      I shook my head, amused, and clutched her tighter. Her warmth leeched into my body, sending a wave of heat down my thighs. The only thing I craved in that moment was Gia, but Ma would kill me if I didn’t get my ass back to the house with her basil.

      I tucked a dark curl behind her ear. “Are you hungry?”

      “For you or food?”

      “I already know the answer to the first part of your question. For food.”

      “I can eat,” she said, nonchalant. “But I’d rather have you.”

      I lightly brushed my lips against hers, missing her heat the second I moved away from her mouth. “Good. Because I’m starving.”
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