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To all the readers who needed more mafia ;)

This ones for you, bood in, no out.


A NOTE FROM RVD

[image: ]

Hey everyone! 

Thank you so much for purchasing Exposed, for those of you who don't follow my newsletter, this was written as a serial in order to make sure that all of my readers were able to enjoy MORE mafia all throughout the year without having to wait in between releases. I released a chapter a week and I think it was a super fun experience for all of us. (Check out the original newsletter cover above!) I know some of you wanted to wait until you could binge read which is why we did a limited release in book form. Remember this book will only be up for seven days before it goes into the RVD Vault. I’m so thankful to my team who helped me with this, who told me I wasn't crazy. Jill, Nina, Becca, Angie, all of my moderators and admins for Rockin’ Readers, thank you from the bottom of my heart for helping make this a success. And to Anthony, thanks for the killer idea!

Hope you guys enjoy!

HUGS

RVD

 


EAGLE ELITE FAMILY

Author note: I’m adding this in here just in case you guys need a refresher on who belongs to each family and which couple belongs to each book.

 

Nixon Abandonato married to Trace Alfero (Granddaughter to Frank Alfero). Nixon is the boss to the Abandonato family. (Elite/Elect)

 

Frank Alfero married to Joyce Alfero (deceased). Boss to the Alfero Family (for now). (Elite & Enchant)

 

Chase Abandonato married to Mil De Lange (Phoenix De Lange’s sister, deceased, RAT). Mil was the new mob boss to the De Lange Family, one of the most hated in The Cosa Nostra. (Entice) Chase later marries his true love Luciana De Lange (Eulogy).

 

Tex Campisi married to Mo Abandonato (Nixon’s twin sister). Tex is the capo dei capi, which basically means he’s their version of the godfather. (Elicit)

 

Luca Nicolasi (deceased). Never married, but had a small affair with the love of his life Joyce Alfero, this produced two children. Dante and Valentina Nicolasi. (Enchant & Enrapture in the Hurt anthology)

 

Phoenix De Lange married to Bee Campisi (Tex’s sister). He is the new boss to the Nicolasi dynasty. He knows everyone’s secrets and keeps black folders on every individual close to them, himself included. (Ember)

 

Sergio Abandonato married to Andi Petrov (Russian mafia, deceased). Sergio was forced to marry her for protection, and later marries his soul mate Valentina Nicolasi. (Elude, Empire)

 

Dante Nicolasi married to El De Lange. Dante is the new boss to the Alfero Family. (Enrage)

 

Ax Abandonato married to Amy De Lange. He’s a made man for the Abandonato Family. (Bang, Bang)

 

Nikolai Blazik married to Maya Petrov (both Russian Mafia). He makes a brief appearance in many EE books, and is known as The Doctor. (Rip — EE spinoff)

 

The Petrov Family is the Russian dynasty out to destroy all five Sicilian families. They have now spread from Chicago, to New York, and even Seattle. 


EXPOSED

Verb: Make something visible typically by uncovering it. She was left exposed and I took her.

 


CHAPTER ONE

Tanit

“New school. New Rules.” My father hung his head and sighed, like he was more disappointed than I was about the move from New York to Chicago. We all knew why it had to happen.

Life or death.

I wish I was kidding.

I wasn’t.

“This will be good for you, no?” His weathered face betrayed his sixty-two years. I’d been a surprise, a miracle child, and because of that, I’d basically done nothing but live under the protection of my parents and the Family for the last eighteen years of my life.

The only real contact I’d had with the outside world had been via my computer and the phone my dad gave me for emergency purposes only — meaning my data plan really didn’t allow me to do anything other than send a few texts.

All of my experiences were from home school.

Grocery shopping.

The rare visits my where my mom let me go with her to Saks or Barneys, and even then, it was almost always with a security detail — I mean what’s the point if you can’t even enjoy yourself without someone pressing their earpiece or giving you side-eye while you try to pick out a bra!

Embarrassing.

God, so embarrassing.

“Yeah.” I finally found my voice and reached my hand out. My dad took it, squeezing it between his leather gloves before releasing it and giving his fingers a little shake before checking his Rolex.

No emotion.

Show nothing.

Be nothing.

Because in our world.

Emotion meant only one thing.

Weakness.

My hand fell to my side.

Lifeless.

I kept in the shudder that always threatened to escape whenever my body longed for more.

Like a hug.

A touch.

Something.

Anything.

“The dean’s expecting you.” Dad put his hand on the small of my back and handed me my messenger bag — nothing but the best of the best for Italian royalty, right?

Only we weren’t royal to them.

Not anymore.

Not since the split.

Not since my dad decided there was a pasture that looked a lot greener — not with life, but with money.

He jumped sides.

Abandoned ship.

We’d been in bed with the Petrov’s ever since.

Another reason we’d left New York.

A girl my age shouldn’t know these things.

A girl my age also shouldn’t eavesdrop.

Then again, a man my dad’s age should know better.

Which meant only one thing.

He wanted me to know.

And the sick part was when I laid my head on the pillow at night, sometimes I wondered if it was because he refused to let the secrets die with him — if it came to that.

So, I carried them.

And they ate me alive.

“Tanit,” He said my name softly, like it was beautiful, like we were having one of those father daughter moments I dreamed of, like the stupid Full House re-runs where the music turns soft and hugs follow. “I do love you.”

I sucked in my bottom lip and nodded.

He walked off.

Leaving me alone.

For the first time in my life without protection.

I turned on my heel.

College students were everywhere. I was on a path that had a sign pointing toward the admin building.

Alone.

Then again, I’d always been alone, hadn’t I?

This was just a different, scarier version, filled with kids who would kill me if they knew the truth — and filled with adults who would do the same.

I was at the safest and yet the most dangerous school in the world.

My only job?

Graduate without getting killed.

A guy sailed by me on a skateboard, nearly shoving me onto the grass.

Yeah, shouldn’t be a problem.

 


CHAPTER TWO

Dom

“Strike three.”

I grinned smugly as another student was punished for something I did. It’s not like I could actually take the blame for lighting the mascot on fire, I mean what would my adopted parents think?

That I was acting out because I was still being forced to finish my senior year?

Absolutely.

I.

Hated.

College.

But resistance was futile and all that shit — my “parents” wanted me to have an education beyond gun science, and how to properly shake someone down when they didn’t give you a fair price on weed.

What? Fair’s, fair.

Leo gave me a surly look before he stomped off toward the pathetic little classroom teachers sent unruly kids to. What good was he as a best friend if he couldn’t at least take the fall for me?

I made a mental note to thank him later.

It’s not that my reputation wasn’t notorious; it was that I had better shit to do than sit on my ass for three hours and do homework I’d already finished weeks ago.

I was so done with this boring ass place.

With its even more boring sheep-like students.

And teachers, teachers who bowed down to me like I was in a position of authority — it had been that way since I was six.

And it was really starting to piss me the hell off.

I blamed my parents.

It’s not their fault.

Well it kind of was.

In a way.

Things were — complicated.

Especially when you were Nixon Abandonato’s pathetic little orphan.

It’s how I referred to myself.

Because when my real mom was tragically killed in a bomb that shouldn’t have gone off — in a hotel she shouldn’t have been at in the first place — he and his wife Trace took me in.

The last of the line.

That was me.

And most days.

I wished I would have been in that hotel with her.

The only memory I carried was one filled with blood.

And a childhood where my mom constantly hid me behind her for fear that someone would shoot at us — better it be her than the heir, right?

I shook my head in disgust.

The mafia was a messed-up place.

If anything, living with Nixon was proof of that.

I called him my dad to piss him off.

And it never fucking worked.

He just smiled and walked off — most days threatening me with physical harm I never doubted he’d follow through on.

What was worse was that he was only ten years older than me.

Thirty-one to my twenty-one.

Hell.

“Setting the mascot on fire,” came a familiar voice. I groaned and momentarily thought about making a run for it. “Not very original.”

I turned on my heel.

“Dad.”

Nixon’s blue eyes narrowed. “Funny, you remind me why we never had more than three kids.”

“Lucky you! Now you have four.” I crossed my bulky arms.

“Damn right I’m lucky.” He slapped me on the back then shoved me down the hall, the guy was a lethal beast, and I’d like to think I could take him on a good day, but he still had at least twenty pounds of muscle on his frame over me. “I have a… favor.”

My ears all but dropped from my head and exploded. “A favor?”

“Yes.” Once we walked out into the sunlight, he put on his aviators and began to walk. I followed. Five men stepped out of the shadows and surrounded us on all sides. Yeah, my life was a freaking mafia movie come to life. “I need you to get close to someone.”

I’d done shit for him before, but something about his tone told me that this would be different, that this wasn’t about gaining intel, stealing, learning about drugs, trafficking, how to lethally kill someone before they let out a scream or even knew you were there in the first place.

“Who?” I drew out the word.

He stopped and shook his head, a smile crossed his face briefly. “I hated this place.”

Not what I expected. “Get in line, I get to burn it down first.”

He laughed, but I schooled my features into a stony stare as I studied him. His lip ring was so out of place with the suit he was wearing, and the tattoo that peeked out from underneath the tie wrapping around his neck, yeah the guy could break anyone.

It wasn’t even funny watching him try.

“She just enrolled.” My phone buzzed in my pocket. “All the info’s been encrypted, emailed to you. Sergio has a tracker in her bag already. I need you to make sure we get something more — permanent.”

“Hell.” I rolled my eyes. “You want me to sleep with her, don’t you?”

“Sleep?” He frowned. “No, Dom, I need you to screw her senseless and get her to forget her own name, then I need you to do your job — this is bigger than us.” He hung his head, “They’ve finally found you.”

“Me?” I blinked in confusion. What the hell did they want with me?

“You,” he repeated. “You still doubt your importance?”

“I’m nobody.”

He shook his head. “You’re his son — that makes you somebody. You’re a long-lost link we never even knew about until now, so that makes you important.”

“My parents were good people.”

“I’m not talking about the people who raised you.” Nixon shrugged. “Do your job, then maybe I’ll let you graduate early.”

“I hate you.”

“Feed your hate too much, and what are you left with?” Nixon tilted his head, then patted me on the shoulder and squeezed. “We do what we must to protect who we love. And as much as it pains me to admit it, Trace loves you, the Family loves you — we all care about you even though you burn things down for attention.”

I rolled my eyes. “The mascot was a statement about my beliefs in clothing animals, namely, Eagles.”

He laughed. “Do us all a favor and stop hanging around Chase and Dante so much.”

Literally, the only two guys I actually spent time with outside of school next to the rest of the scary ass Family I’d been dumped into.

“Chase smiles,” I pointed out.

“Maybe because he finally has something to smile about.” Nixon fired back cheerfully, “Hurry up, you’ll be late for Human Anatomy.”

I groaned. “I know the human body. I know how to insert a blade between someone’s vertebrae, and I’m the one that has to go to class?”

“She’ll be there,” was his only hint.

And then I was alone.

But not before Sergio, who I hadn’t even seen until he stopped in front of me, handed me a pack and winked.

Have I mentioned I hate my life?

 


CHAPTER THREE

Tanit

The dean was twice the size of my dad.

And when he spoke, I could have sworn his secretary ducked her head and tried to actually crawl beneath her desk.

Note to self — don’t ever get a strike.

Because I had a feeling hiding wouldn’t work with that guy. He’d taken one look at me, handed me my class schedule, and all but kicked me out of his office, but not before I heard him utter it under his breath.

Traitor.

I blinked the tears back.

Of course, the sins of the father, always fell on the shoulders of his offspring, namely me.

I carried them with me.

I tended to my father’s secrets like dirty wildflowers, watering the plants, feeding them, helping them grow more and more, until the only space in my brain that wasn’t filled with them was filled with fear.

Because that’s what secrets breed.

Fear.

So much of it.

I gave my head a shake and dodged students as I kept my eyes focused on the sidewalk, and my feet planted right, left, right, left… I could do it. One year of school. One more year. For appearances’ sake.

For my safety.

Because the unbelievable had happened.

My parents no longer had the means to protect me.

But the school did.

The school would.

Because blood would always be thicker than water, and even though I was the enemy, according to the five families, I was still blood.

So protection I got.

That didn’t mean I wasn’t petrified for my parents. Being back in Chicago was about as dangerous as walking the streets of New York without a bodyguard. So while they were in hiding.

I was in college.

In plain sight.

God save me.

A body stumbled into me. Out of habit, I jerked my messenger bag closer to my body then slipped my hand into the front pocket in search of my pepper spray.

My thumb flipped open the cap, just as the voice belonging to the body spoke.

“You won’t need that here.”

I froze and stared up into warm honey’d eyes. They were rimmed with black, and I almost felt like if I didn’t tear my gaze away he was going to hypnotize me with their depths.

I quickly dropped the pepper spray and folded my arms. I probably looked guilty — my face never was good at hiding my feelings. “Need what?”

“Pepper spray.” He took a step toward me, towering over my body even though I wasn’t short by any means. His unruly, thick black hair fell across his forehead, giving the impression that he hadn’t had it cut in years — or maybe he just preferred to look like a dirty pirate.

The look worked for him.

He was muscular in all the right places, a little intimidatingly so. He mimicked my movements then licked his lips, a cruel grin spread across his face.

I tried not to suck in a breath.

Instead, I jerked my head away.

I had to.

He was… the kind of wicked crazy beautiful that shouldn’t exist in real life, with a sort of magnetism that told me he was a lifetime worth of bad choices wrapped up in one sexy package.

“You speak?” His voice had a growl to it.

“Of course I speak.” I frowned. “I just—”

“Oh, I see.” His grin widened. “It’s okay, it happens a lot. It’s the Abandonato blood, you’ll get used to it. Besides…” He stepped closer then leaned over until his lips grazed my ear. “I don’t screw freshman.”

I sucked in a breath as a sensation of warmth radiated from my ear to my cheeks then through the rest of me. “That’s… a bold assumption.”

He pulled back and shrugged. “Not an assumption.” His hand moved to my chin, and he promptly closed my gaping mouth and winked. “Shouldn’t you be in class?”

I looked around the empty sidewalks. How long had I been standing there? “Um, yeah, I just, I must have gotten turned around,” I pulled out my sheet of paper. He jerked it from my hands and nodded toward the building in front of us.

“I’ll take you.”

“That’s okay.” I tried reaching for the paper.

He held it higher. “I insist.”

I lacked the strength to fight him and running away seemed to be something that would encourage a guy like him. Defeated, I gave him a weak nod.

“Excellent.” He wrapped a bulky arm around my body and pulled me toward the doors.

I tried to hold my breath.

Because I had a feeling he smelled just as beautiful as he looked.

It was either pass out.

Or breathe.

I chose life.

And inhaled.

A spicy scent that wasn’t at all boyish.

Manly.

He smelled like he’d rolled around in just enough cologne to make a girl like me lean in.

Because that’s exactly what I wanted to do, lean in, sniff, try to figure out where he’d sprayed it. Yeah, I was losing it. And it was only day one.

We walked in silence. I tried not to let my body slam against his as my legs pumped out in front of me, but it was useless, he only held me tighter the more I fought.

He stopped in front of a door reached the knob with his left hand, and walked in, still touching me, still claiming me like he’d discovered a lost dog and was returning it to its owner.

“Mr. Abandonato.” The professor visibly paled. “To what do I owe this honor?”

The guy shrugged. “This is my class.”

“And yet you’re so rarely here, I feel the need to question your presence. I wonder why…” He eyed me up and down then held out his hand.

I looked to the sexy stranger his eyebrow arched.

“Your schedule, miss.” The professor barked while the room erupted in laughter. “I don’t have all day, unlike some people.”

“He means me.” The guy winked again then released me and slowly walked down the few chairs spread around the room.

And like I was in some sort of sick dream, the minute he walked by all laughter ceased.

Guys nodded in his direction.

Girls smiled and then looked down at their books.

Students straightened in their chairs.

The only way I could explain it was — respect. They respected him.

But why?

He was just a student.

Like everyone else.

“Now, if you’re done staring.” The professor said jerking my attention away from the guy, “Why don’t you find a seat, preferably not by Dom, he isn’t the best influence.”

Nobody laughed.

The teacher didn’t even smile like he was teasing.

“Be a good girl,” Dom said from the back of the room, “And listen to the teacher, wouldn’t want me rubbing off on you.”

A girl in the front row sighed and muttered, “I sure as hell would.”

There weren’t any empty seats.

Panicked, I looked from the professor back to the students, “Um, are we supposed to bring our own chairs?”

The laughter happened again.

Seriously? What kind of fresh hell was this?

I felt my eyes burn. My cheeks heated.

“I wasn’t expecting Dom to show up today, he so rarely does,” the professor grumbled. “I supposed you’ll just have to sit on the floor or fight him for his seat.”

The class grew quiet.

“What will it be, beautiful?” Dom grinned. “Fight me for the seat or sit on the floor?”

I wanted to say fight.

The guy would destroy me with one punch, one flinch.

“I—” His eyes lit up briefly. He wanted me to challenge him. I knew it. But challenging him, doing anything would just show people who I really was — or worse, convince them that I was just as dangerous as my parents. So I shut down my pride and shrugged. “The floor looks… perfect.”

I could have sworn I heard someone utter “Weak,” the minute my ass connected with the floor.

And for some reason, I felt shame. 


CHAPTER FOUR

Dom

The fact that she was sitting on the floor with her legs crossed, should have been amusing. Instead, I had to clench my jaw so hard my teeth felt like they were going to shatter with the force.

Students kept staring at her.

The whispering grew louder.

And the professor wasn’t even stopping it. He was just as guilty as everyone else, passing judgment on the new girl who had no family name, no bloodline, no money.

The girl who had no protection but a small vial of pepper spray in a messenger bag that had seen better days.

Eagle Elite didn’t let just anyone in.

You could either afford it.

Or one of the Five Families owed you a favor.

And by the looks of her.

It wasn’t money that got her in.

It was a favor.

A damn old one if you asked me.

I clicked through the file Sergio had sent me on my phone.

Everything, and I do mean everything, about her history had been wiped — and it had been done well.

Clean.

He was working on finding any of the broken and trashed files, but it was going to take time.

All we had was that she did have associates with a few families back in New York, which didn’t tell us shit.

And that she was going to be a pain in my ass to protect.

Because her enemies weren’t my enemies.

“Shit,” I hissed under my breath.

The professor raised his brows at me then continued lecturing while I clenched the phone in my hand and toyed with the idea of slamming it against the desk.

It would be easy, of course, almost natural if she hated the Russians like I did, if she was here because she’d seen the wrong thing at the wrong time.

But no.

The only thing it said on her profile.

The only thing Sergio could find.

Was a big red Terminate at all costs.

And the name of the crime family next to it.

Tanit De Lange.

“Welcome home, princess,” I muttered under my breath. “Hope you weren’t expecting a parade.”

 


CHAPTER FIVE

Tanit

I wish I could say that classes got easier, professors got less weird, and I made at least five new friends.

It would be a lie.

I just wanted the day to be done.

And for the beautiful stranger to stop following me. I swear every single time I turned around he was watching me.

Always watching.

Never smiling.

He didn’t seem to be the kind of guy you got smiles from easily, and I wasn’t about to work my ass off just so he’d give me the time of day. Guys like that seemed to think that they owned the world, and I knew that only spelled trouble for someone trying to hide from the very world he wanted to be king of.

I gritted my teeth and kept my head down, careful not to make eye contact with anyone as I walked to my dorm.

A lot of the older students lived off campus.

Not me.

“As long as you stay within the walls, you’ll be safe.”

I remembered my father’s words and repeated them over and over again in my head.

At least I knew I was safe.

From his enemies.

From mine.

I swallowed the lump in my throat, my legs heavy as I finally made it to my building and looked up.

It was a daunting six-story brick monstrosity. Students milled around, and the buzz of ever-present conversation just made me feel that much more lonely.

“Hey,” a familiar male voice said behind me.

The buzzing of conversation went completely dead. Heads turned slowly in my direction.

I was a few feet from the front door. I wouldn’t make it even if I ran.

So I turned.

My memory from this morning didn’t do him justice. How was it possible to get hotter throughout the day? Did they hand out sexy pills during lunch or something?

His golden eyes raked over me like a sensual caress before he inclined his head and took a step forward, touching me like he had a right to.

I let him; I was too paralyzed to do anything.

He reached for my hand and gripped it. “Let’s go get coffee.”

Someone gasped.

More whispers.

“Did he just ask her out?”

“She’s not his usual.”

“I don’t drink coffee,” I lied.

He smirked like he was amused I’d reject him. “You’re in college. Everyone drinks coffee in college.”

“Not me.”

“Tea.” Dom’s eyes narrowed. “Juice, water, blood—” He shrugged, “Let’s just get this over with, I’m inviting you to coffee because I want to spend time with you, not because I’m afraid you’re suffering from severe dehydration. Coffee is an excuse, I have millions of reasons, justifications, excuses I could use to get you to come with me. Coffee…” He leaned in closer. “…just seemed the most innocent.” Then he shrugged. “But if you had something else in mind, I’m all ears.”

I gulped. “Coffee’s fine.”

“You sure?” His gaze heated. “Because I could always just follow you up to your room… help you—”

I covered his mouth with my hand.

He grinned behind it, then slid my hand down and whispered. “Unpack.”

“That’s not what you were going to say.”

“Know me so well already, huh?” Dom was already tugging me away from the dorm, “Then again, that’s what coffee dates are for, right? Get to know someone in a non-threatening environment? Find out their favorite colors, foods.” He paused. “I like black, and I hate any food that you can’t put ketchup on.”

“Huh?”

“Can’t trust food that tastes bad with ketchup.”

I tried to pull free, but he just kept talking and pulling me toward the student union building. They had a small coffee shop inside along with a few restaurants.

“Will I ever get a choice with you, or do you just force people to do whatever you want?” I grumbled.

He stopped, and I nearly slammed into his back.

Slowly, he turned, his eyes lethal, “I always get what I want. No matter the consequences. It would be wise to remember that.”

 


CHAPTER SIX

Dom

It seriously wouldn’t be a hardship.

Seducing the hell out of her.

Manipulating her emotions.

Making her feel everything.

While shutting off every emotion that I’ve been trained since birth to shut off when working for the mafia.

But there was a problem.

One problem.

A dimple.

It was hardly noticeable at first.

If I was being completely honest, I’d at least admit I was concentrating too hard on her eyes to think about anything else, let alone a dimple.

But there it was, peeking out at me when I least expected it to.

I’d forced her into coffee.

And she’d smirked.

That dimple made an appearance.

And a sick feeling washed over me.

I knew my place in the world. I was the in-between guy. The guy who knew good and bad, and chose to do bad in order to make sure that good won out. The mafia, in my Family, always seemed more Robin Hood than the devil incarnate.

I truly knew that in the end, we really did no harm — at least we didn’t do harm that wasn’t deserved.

We focused on keeping our blood safe.

And spilled it when necessary.

I’d just never faced a possible enemy that had such pretty eyes, such an addictive smile, or a damn dimple.

“So,” Tanit gave me that hellish side smile again, “You’ve forced me into having coffee with you, now what?”

People stared. They always stared. They knew exactly who I was. And knew that if I was talking to her, she was either someone they needed to be afraid of… or someone they needed to dispose of. That was the law of the land. The law of Eagle Elite U.

God, how I freaking hated it.

“Dinner,” I blurted.

Her brows furrowed. “But we’re having coffee, so…?”

“Dinner.” I said it more decisively this time. “Have dinner with me. You’re new, staying on campus is complete bullshit, and I think you’d like my family.”

Her right eyebrow arched before she took another loud sip from her iced coffee. She gulped then looked back toward the dorms. “They have a curfew.”

“They,” I intentionally emphasized they, “won’t give a shit, trust me.”

“What? You in with the dean?” she teased.

I shrugged.

Another frown. “Seriously?”

“Let’s just say he owes me a favor.”

“What kind of favor?”

The life or death kind. I offered a dismissive half-shrug. “Don’t worry about it.”

I held out my hand.

And for some damn reason, she actually took it, like she wasn’t just terrified of me a few hours ago, like she hadn’t just been humiliated in class. Like she was so freaking desperate for a friend.

For something.

That she didn’t even see the wolf dressed up as a sheep and offer her an out.

“Let’s go.”

“Now?”

I jerked her against me. “What? You thought I meant tomorrow? Yes, now. Why not now? You got other plans? Homework? Friends to make?”

Tears filled her eyes before she looked down and licked her lips, “Are we, um, safe to leave now?”

“Safe,” I repeated, my body going rigid with each beat my heart made against my chest. “No.”

Wide eyes locked with mine. “Then I can’t.”

“Nothing is ever safe or promised in this life, Tanit,” I brushed a thumb across her lower lip. “But I can tell you, you can trust me.” For now. For now, she could. But later? I wouldn’t hesitate. It wasn’t in my blood. It wasn’t my job to hesitate. My job was to kill, to destroy if necessary, and I told myself I would do the job asked of me no matter what.

She beamed up at me with that damn dimple again and said, “Okay.”

I froze.

Dimples.

Damn it.

She was just like anyone else.

Just like everyone else.

I told myself this over and over again as we walked.

And knew… I was lying the entire time.

 


CHAPTER SEVEN

Dom

It was a horrible idea.

I knew it.

The world knew it.

And honestly? Part of me thought Tanit knew it, and yet, she still said yes. Instead of relief, I felt… suspicion. Did she know about me? Who I was? What I did? What I would do?

No idea.

Instead, she was gripping my hand like she was afraid I’d let go.

And for some messed up reason.

I gripped hers.

Right. Back.

“So…” Her frail hands shook as she folded them over her lap, then as if she suddenly remembered seat belts existed, she jumped a foot, put on her seat belt, shoved it into the lock about seven times, finally getting it before facing me again, face pale, body language… odd.

“You know…” I smirked. “It’s just dinner, not a proposal.” Not that she wouldn’t tempt anyone with those eyes. Seriously, with her bee stung lips and wide innocent eyes, damn she could even tempt the worst. Hell, she tempted even me. Innocence was my siren’s call, and she had it written all over her body.

Right along with the fact that she was my job.

And I couldn’t stop smelling her vanilla scent on my skin — still there, no matter how many times I washed my damn hands.

I gripped the steering wheel harder.

She shrugged a shoulder as if she was trying to look causal, but there was nothing but tense muscles behind the movement. “Doesn’t matter, I just don’t want to get into trouble.”

“With who?” It was out before I could stop it.

She braced her hands against the seat, like it could keep her secrets in.

Like the leather could stop my probing.

I laughed at that.

Probably scaring her further as she sank against her seat and huffed out an, “Does it really matter?”

“It always matters,” I said in an innocent tone. “Why does a girl like you look so afraid? Why do you look seconds away from pissing someone off?”

She snorted. “Because I’m always in trouble.”

This was news to me. I arched my brows. “Man, had I known sooner, you could have helped me set that mascot on fire!”

She jerked her head toward me. “The smoke was you?”

I tried and failed not to puff out my chest. “Maybe.”

Her lips curled into a small smile. “Good.”

Yeah. Good. Hell yeah, it was good, I hated everything Eagle Elite represented. Money. Drugs. Mafia. Families with such strong bloodlines that people would kill innocents over it. The only silver lining was the fact that I lived with the Family who owned it, who wanted to make things right.

“So…” I cleared my throat as we approached the large iron gates. “Just don’t pull a gun, and we’ll be good.”

“Huh?” She frowned. “Do I look like I know how to use a gun?”

I eyed her and smirked. From her big swollen lips to the innocent way she tugged her skirt down like she was afraid it was too short — she was everything opposite of the world I lived in. “Nah, you’ll be all right.”

She crossed her arms, though her eyes widened as we approached the compound.

Guards stood in place at the entrance.

Guards in black suits at the doors.

And two guards approached to open our doors.

“What is this place?” she whispered reverently.

“Heaven,” I said blandly. “Hell.” I opened my door. “You get to choose which.”

“Why?” She gulped and then seemed to dart her eyes toward the exits. “Why did you bring me here?”

I ducked my head back in the car and shrugged. “Because I always give my victims a chance to choose.”

“Choose?” she repeated, drawing out the word in confusion.

“Let me chase them… hunt them…” I waited in vain for the fear in her eyes. “Or stay.”

Her gaze darted from me to the daunting house before she took a deep breath, unbuckled her seat belt and said, “Stay. I stay.”

I smiled. “Good girl.”

 

 


CHAPTER EIGHT

Tanit

Guys in suits.

Nice suits.

Suits that screamed money, high thread counts, designers whose names most people hadn’t even have heard of yet because they were just that expensive, just that top of the line.

Just. That. Impressive.

I tried to keep my face blank.

If anything, I’d learned that the art of deception always started with body language. Don’t let them see you, blend in, keep your head down but not so far that you look scared, shake hands firmly, enunciate every word — become a part of them just enough to blend in and not stand out.

Why had I agreed to this?

How the hell had a coffee date gone from coffee to compound? Because that’s what I was looking at. A legit compound. The house had a freaking fence around it, guards… what else was I supposed to assume?

I’d left a life of war.

And dumbly walked back into another, more dangerous one, one where I wasn’t just sitting in our nice apartment, wondering if any of my dad’s associates would stop by for coffee.

This, this was more than coffee.

Shit, why was coffee always the reason? Was it some code word for death?

This was so not the time to start hyperventilating.

But my body wouldn’t listen.

Years of practice of blending in went straight out the window when Dom gripped my hand in his and slowly walked up those stairs, dragging me behind him.

The men parted.

Like he was a god.

And I wondered, in that moment, if I hadn’t made a huge lapse in judgment. I didn’t know him, I didn’t know his family, I had nothing.

I’d just wanted.

Freedom.

I wanted someone to take me away.

So when he’d offered it, I’d accepted mainly out of desperation.

And now I was probably going to die because I’d left the only safe place my father had found in this world, the only place where I wouldn’t have to always look over my shoulder or count exits or read faces.

I’d left that.

For a guy I hardly knew.

Who was too gorgeous for words.

Who walked past guards like he had a freaking right to.

Like they should be the ones afraid.

“Welcome back,” one of them said coolly before he eyed me and then winked.

At least my breathing was starting to get under control as I leaned in toward Dom and waited for the worst to happen, gunshots, yelling, accusations. I’d seen it before.

The violence.

I’d see it again.

“Dom!” A woman with haunting eyes charged toward him, a mane of long dark hair streaming behind her. She couldn’t be much past her late twenties, and immediately I felt jealousy tug at my chest. She wasn’t just passably pretty, she was gorgeous. “You set the mascot on fire?”

Dom groaned, “Ma, it wasn’t like that.”

She punched him in the shoulder as he released my hand, then cupped his cheeks and whispered. “Stay out of trouble. Do it for me.”

He rolled his eyes and then brushed a kiss across her cheek before pulling her in for a hug, “I promise, Ma.”

“Ma?” I just had to repeat. There was no logical way this woman gave birth to a guy maybe six years younger than her.

Her cheeks heated before she turned and let out a long laugh. “It pisses Nixon off.”

I stared, trying not to frown. Like that was an explanation?

“Which also means,” Dom continued, “that Trace, aka Ma, thinks it’s hilarious as hell, plus they took me in when I had nobody, and I think of it as respectful.”

My jaw came nearly unhinged as I gave my head a little shake and then tried to regain my composure. “Sorry, it’s just—”

“—weird.” Trace shrugged. “I get it.” She eyed me then Dom then me again. “So, you brought a girl?”

“Try not to weep uncontrollably,” Dom said sarcastically. “She needed an escape, and I provided it. We were going to get coffee, then I had the brilliant plan to come here.” He licked his lips and nodded toward me. “It’s just as safe, and it’s private.”

Safe. I liked that word. I just wished I believed him.

“That it is.” Trace grinned. “We have more guards now that—” Her eyes fell a bit. “Well never mind, the point is, yes it’s safe, and I think one of the guys is making dinner now, so I’ll just go help in the kitchen.” She clasped her hands together and started walking backward from us when a tall, menacing man with a lip piercing and tattoos littered down both arms surged forward, pulled her into his arms, and kissed her.

I tried not to stare.

But both of them together — breathtaking.

“There you are.” He grinned and then frowned when he saw Dom and frowned harder when he saw me. Then he subjected Dom to a questioning glare as if to ask why the hell did you bring her here?

“Coffee.” I blurted. “He uh, invited me to coffee, and somehow I got in his car and I’m here.” Lame, so lame.

The man grinned, making me momentarily lose all forms of speech and thought. “Is that so?”

“It’s just dinner,” Dom said in an irritated tone.

“Sure.” The guy grinned. “All right.”

Dom took a step forward.

“Save it for the ring.” The guy held out his hand to me. “I’m Nixon Abandonato, and you are?”

My eyes gave me away first.

Followed by the rigid stance of my body.

And then the groan that came from Dom made me realize that either he knew something about me that he shouldn’t… or that I was just a really horrible actress.

Nixon waited, hand extended.

And I couldn’t not shake it.

He was a boss.

Not just any boss.

One of the most influential crime bosses in the world.

I extended my shaking hand.

He grasped it then kissed the back of it and whispered softly, “Here, you are safe.”

“For how long?” I just had to ask.

Everyone was silent and then Nixon answered. “You’re safe unless you betray us, then any one of us will kill you. So…” He turned a smile toward Dom. “You want to tell me about classes?”

Dom groaned.

And I stood frozen.

Did he, had he?

“Relax.” Dom elbowed me, “It’s not like you’re packing heat, and it’s just dinner, remember?”

Right. Just dinner.

I followed him in.

And nearly swallowed my tongue when a few men stood.

Men I recognized.

The same men who’d killed my father’s boss.

My father’s associates.

I gulped.

Backed away.

And was forced right back toward the table by Dom’s hand as he leaned over and whispered, “Survive this, and I’m pretty sure college is going to be a breeze.”

 


CHAPTER NINE

Dom

Tanit was shaking.

Normally it wouldn’t faze me, not in the least. I ate girls like that for breakfast, lunch, and dinner — literally.

She had nothing that I hadn’t already seen, experienced, licked — taken.

And yet, she had everything that made my blood pump faster through my veins, everything that had me staring at her longer than a few seconds each time she inhaled, each time she exhaled.

Not everything.

Something.

She. Had. Something.

And for the life of me, I couldn’t figure out what it was.

Or why I wanted it so damn bad for myself.

“Family dinner,” I said under my breath as we made our way into the loud kitchen. Wine bottles littered the table as the laughter grew right along with the inappropriate stares getting shot our way.

The wives smiled. They would smile. Sometimes I thought their only goal in life — other than to please their husbands and make more mafia babies — was to find me a nice Italian wife who made a mean pasta.

And the bosses?

The most powerful men in America, the ones who held most people by their asses and smiled while pointing guns at their heads — they weren’t smiling, no most of them looked…

Suspicious.

The minute Nixon pulled out the chair at the head of the table, talking ceased. The kids were already in bed — most family dinners weren’t actual family dinners like one would think. They were “Family” dinners, also known as business meetings with all the associates; they were updates on who had a hit on whom.

They were informative.

So the fact that I’d just brought an enemy into the house.

During a meeting.

Well, that was ballsy.

And the only reason there weren’t at least seven guns pointed at my head was because of one thing.

The blood that ran through my veins.

And the fact that all the men in that same room knew — if any of them died — I was the next in line to take any of their places.

Not because of my family line.

But because of my blood.

Royal. I was royalty to them.

I pasted a shit eating grin on my face and pulled a chair out for Tanit. She plopped down onto it, keeping her eyes downcast as I grabbed my napkin and placed it over my lap. “So, school was good thanks for asking.”

“Sarcastic shit.” To my left, Dante rolled his eyes.

“Just be thankful I took over your pathetic ass job.” I lifted my wine glass and clinked it against his.

“True. Thank God.” He took a long sip then stared a little longer than necessary at Tanit. “And your classes? How were they?”

The only sound coming from the table was that of people chugging wine and waiting for her response.

Tanit glanced up at him then back down. “Good… sir.”

“Why are you calling me sir?” Dante asked in a bored tone. “Do I look old enough to be a sir?”

She shook her head then nodded it, then her shoulders slumped like she’d failed the test miserably, so I decided to rescue her.

“He’s more jackass than sir,” I said cheerfully gaining laughs around the table.

Nixon eyed me over his wine glass. “Calling the kettle black a bit, hmm, son?”

I flipped him off.

Much to Tex’s amusement — our Capo, basically our version of a Godfather. It was rumored that if you looked at him in the eyes too long he’d hypnotize you into suicide. I shot that bullshit out of the water the minute I met him, earning his respect tenfold.

“Enough talk.” Frank, the oldest boss of everyone said in his wise ass voice. “Let us pray.”

Tanit’s eyes jerked to mine.

Everyone held their hands out.

No chance in hell was I going to keep mine to myself, when hers looked so tempting. I grabbed her fingertips and squeezed, pulling her entire hand into my lap as Frank prayed.

“God bless our families…”

Tanit squeezed my hand so hard I was going to suffer blood loss — gladly, because at least she was touching me and even though I knew that one day — possibly in the near future — I could be the one pulling the trigger on that hand, that body, I couldn’t help but squeeze back and wish, wonder what it would be like if things were different.

The shaking was still there, but just barely.

I rubbed my thumb across hers, lightly.

She relaxed a bit, leaning her body toward me.

Frank was setting a record for the longest prayer of all time, not that I minded, but my body was getting hotter by the minute, my thoughts jumbled — my plans… wrecked because of those fingers of hers.

She leaned closer.

I met her halfway.

And tugged her hand farther onto my lap — maybe I jerked too hard, maybe she already knew I was going to pull, but the minute I did, her arm grazed the front of my pants and every single thought of prayer went straight into the depths of hell right along with my soul.

My body jolted.

My dick twitched.

And I could have sworn she felt not just my heart grow three sizes, but another part of my anatomy.

She sucked in a sharp breath.

My head jolted up just as Nixon’s eyes opened and zeroed in on her with laser like intensity. His brows rose in question. I managed a shrug.

He shook his head slowly as if to say this wasn’t about lust, or love, or even like about doing a job.

And I was good at my job.

One of the best, now that the bosses had others doing their dirty work.

And yet, I was still focused on everything but my job.

The rest of the dinner went on without a hitch, I answered boring questions, Tanit focused in on her pasta like it was her last meal, and when the guys got up to help clear the table, I jerked her down the hall to my room.

Mainly to give her the space I knew she needed.

“Aren’t we, um, going back to campus?” She rubbed her arms up and down and did a small circle in my room as I turned the lock on the door and leaned against it. “I should probably unpack.”

“I’ll help you,” I offered.

“Okay.” She walked toward the door, toward me.

I placed my hands on her arms stopping her in place.

“Aren’t we going?”

“Ten minutes,” I whispered.

“Of what?”

I tilted my head, memorizing her lips, the way her innocence screamed at me to take advantage or maybe just to recognize that the world wasn’t as dark and horrible as I had originally assumed. “Give me ten minutes.”

“Dinner and now you want ten minutes?” She exhaled roughly.

“Please?” The word felt foreign, sounded funny, tasted even funnier.

She gulped and then nodded.

“Don’t you want to know what I’m going to do in those ten minutes?”

She paled. “I thought you just wanted to relax… you said ten minutes before we left?”

“No,” I corrected, “I just asked for ten minutes.”

Didn’t think it was possible but she paled even more. “Wh-what are you going to do?”

I eyed her, waited, calculated her sharp breaths and how they grew in intensity as I locked onto her lips with purpose. “I’m going to kiss you.”

She gaped, and then muttered. “For ten minutes?”

“I’ll probably set an alarm so I don’t waste any time or go over.”

“But—”

“You’re going to ask why but I’ll save you the time, save us the minutes. Because you’re pretty, because I think you’re cute, because you’re brave, because outside of this room we aren’t friends, we aren’t anything. At Eagle Elite, we’re in the wrong place at the wrong time. So right now, in this place, this time, one I can control, I want to do what I want to do. And I want to kiss you.”

Her eyes softened and then she surprised the hell out of me by leaning forward and whispering against my lips. “So, kiss me.”

I didn’t hesitate.

And when I got my first taste.

When my bottom lip slid against hers, I vowed.

Never again.

I’d never do this again.

Because doing this again meant temptation I couldn’t afford.

The first time I’d ever been tempted to go against anyone’s wishes in my life.

From one simple innocent girl, with lips like heaven.

“Nine minutes left.” I nibbled her lower lip. “I’m going to make it worth it.”

I deepened the kiss with a moan, lifting her body into my arms as she wrapped her legs around my waist.

I vowed to make those eight more minutes feel like a lifetime — because I knew in my heart that was something I’d never get with her.

A lifetime.

 


CHAPTER TEN

Tanit

My brain was having an extremely difficult time telling my body that this was a bad idea. And my heart? Well maybe it was just more stupidity on my part — but the moment Dom’s lips touched mine — it slammed against my chest demanding that I recognize its existence and the one guy capable of making it feel alive.

Making me feel something.

Other than fear.

Since my father dropping me off at the school and basically abandoning me.

And there I was.

In Satan’s clutches.

Feeling safer than when I was back in New York in my parents’ home.

Dom groaned something inaudible against my lips then pulled back. “I still get five more minutes.”

I was in no position to ask for more — and yet it was so tempting, the desire to ask for five more on top of that, ten, twenty — a lifetime full of his brand of kisses.

I couldn’t trust my voice.

It was as treacherous as my heart.

I licked my lips, tasting him there, wishing for a miracle that would keep his taste exactly where I wanted it so I could sit in class and daydream about this moment because I was pretty sure after today I wouldn’t get any more of them.

Not if his family knew who I was.

Not if he found out where I came from.

And not if I wanted to actually stay alive and away from the very people who stared one of my uncles in the face, grinned, asked for an explanation, and when he opened his mouth — shot him before he could take his next breath.

“You’re shaking.” Dom’s voice lowered. “And as much as I’m aware my kissing skills are unparalleled, I’m pretty sure I’ve never had a girl look that pale in my arms unless—”

My eyes widened.

“Whatever you think I was going to say…” He kissed me softly on the mouth and retreated. “Don’t.”

“I think we’re down to four minutes,” I said groggily. “And then you get to take me back to campus.”

He sighed, running his hands down my bare arms and back up again, his gaze penetrating, searching. “Be honest, where do you feel safer, campus or here?”

I opened my mouth then closed it, as betraying words lingered on my lips.

“Either you’d rather not lie to me,” he mused, “or you’ve been bred to say only the right things.” He shrugged. “Pity, I guess I’ll just have to take the situation into my own hands, then, huh?”

“Something tells me that’s not a hardship for a guy like you, taking things into your own hands.”

“Just like I took you.” His eyes flashed. “And I don’t like giving things back.”

“You don’t own me.” I kept my voice light even though I knew this conversation was sailing into dangerous waters, and my ship was missing a captain as well as a sail.

“Ah…” He gripped my chin between his fingers. “But I’d like to.”

So stupid. The way his possessiveness washed over me.

Maybe because my father had literally dropped me into enemy territory and basically told me not to die.

Maybe because I’d never felt part of anything.

Wanted.

Needed.

Dom grinned, kissed me on the cheek and grabbed my hand. “Let’s go.”

“What about those four minutes?”

Yeah lame. I sounded so lame in that moment. Was I really arguing? Staying in that house? With those people? In his arms?

He tightened his grip on my hand, his warm chuckle washing over me. “Don’t worry about it, I’ll fill out a rain check. Maybe by the time I cash it in, I’ll be able to add more minutes. I figure once I do what I’m about to do, you won’t be able to resist.”

Like I was resisting now?

We walked hand in hand back down the hall.

One of the guys, one of the least scary looking ones but so deadly attractive I averted my eyes, approached. He stopped in front of us, arms crossed. “You two headed back into the depths of Hell?”

“Something like that,” Dom answered thoughtfully. “I have a favor…”

“Whatever you need.” The guy said it so quickly, so firmly, that I knew if Dom said hey can you knock off the professor who gave me an F in chemistry? it would be done so efficiently, so effortlessly, that it would look like a happy accident.

“Send me back to the dorms.”

The guy burst out laughing then suddenly stopped and raised his eyebrows. “Oh hell, you’re serious?”

“Eh, it’ll be good for Eagle Elite morale.”

“This from the guy who got in trouble for setting the mascot on fire?”

“Bullshit. You would have done the same thing. In fact, I’m pretty sure your exact words on the first day of class were ‘I’m burning this place down.’”

The guy chuckled again, “Yeah, all true.”

“Dante…” Dom sighed.

“God, you’re a pain in my ass most days.”

“But not today?” Dom said hopefully.

“Not today,” Dante agreed.

I finally looked at him, really looked at him. He was too pretty to be a killer, which meant he was probably one of the worst of them all.

Dante’s smile widened. “See something you like, college girl?”

“Mine.” Dom pulled me against him.

Dante licked his lips his eyes slowly meeting mine again. “Nixon’s gonna shit a brick.”

Something shifted in the way Dom held me, and then he let me go, like he was being too possessive — showing his cards too early? I could have sworn guilt flashed across his face before he replaced the expression with boredom. “Call it in today.” Dom shrugged. “Oh, and put me in her room.”

Dante bit down on his lip then failed at another menacing grin in my direction. “Don’t let him influence you too bad, Tanit, he’s a straight A student but suffers from distraction… and pretty things.”

Dom rolled his eyes. “I’ll just put a bag on her head when I need to focus.”

Dante nodded his approval. “Solid plan, let me know how that works out for you two, and is this between us?”

“Nah,” Dom shrugged, “Nixon sees all, knows all, does all — it’s not like I can ever keep anything from him anyway.”

“Not for lack of trying,” Dante agreed, “All right, I’m on it.”

I was still in shock by the time we made it back to the car and was ready to hyperventilate when we drove back to campus in silence.

When Dom helped me out of the fancy car.

When Dom grabbed my hand and led me into the building.

When every single girl shot me a murderous look while probably imagining him without his clothes on.

And when he walked me to the door and didn’t leave me there, but followed me in and closed it with the finality of a gunshot.

That! That’s when I started to lose my mind.

“You can’t be serious!” I roared.

He jerked back and grinned.

“And stop smiling! You can’t just move in to my room!”

Slowly, Dom walked over to the other bed, where my roommate, some other girl, was supposed to be sleeping, living with me. And sat. “Well, look at that? Just did.”

 


CHAPTER ELEVEN

Dom

I couldn’t wipe the grin from my face as I laid back against the down comforter.

It was nice.

It was also the only thing in her room — probably because I’d stolen her before she’d had a chance to set up. I could feel the tension rolling off of her. She wanted to tell me to go to hell.

It would really only encourage me more.

Besides, keep your enemies close.

What better way to sleep with one eye open when I have her across from me.

“This—” Tanit took a deep breath and then muttered, “—is highly inappropriate.”

“Is it?” I moved to a sitting position then stood, taking my time with each step as I sauntered over to her and then tilted her chin toward me with one simple movement of my thumb against her soft flesh. “Because I have ideas about what’s inappropriate if you want me to demonstrate.”

She swallowed, slowly, like she was buying time, thinking. “I’m going to unpack.”

I hid the disappointment from my face as she quickly moved away from me and walked to the other side of the room where one solitary suitcase perched against the wall.

I shoved my hands in my pockets, mentally calculating how long it was going to take me to get all my shit from home, or at least what I needed from home, and into the dorm. They already provided bedding at Elite, but beyond that I’d need all of my clothes, and something to counter the fact that I was going to be living with a girl who with my luck probably loved pink and unicorns.

I frowned as she quietly started unzipping her suitcase, her body tense. “Where’s the rest of your shit?”

Her hands stopped moving.

She froze like she was afraid.

It was her tell — the way she hesitated to buy herself more time, and I both hated and loved the fact that I was figuring her out that fast — because it meant this wasn’t going to last long, whatever the hell it was. There would be a day where she’d either end up hating me forever or trying to kill me herself, and if she knew the real reason behind my little self-invitation into her room, she’d probably wait until I was sleeping and then hold a knife to my throat.

“Tanit?” I said her name softly. “Your things?”

“Right here.” She stood straight, putting her hands on her hips. “One suitcase.”

“One.” I bit down hard on my lip until I tasted blood. “Suitcase?”

“Yup.” She didn’t seem as upset as I was about the whole scenario, but what the hell kind of parents just dropped her off at a school with one suitcase.

I moved to look over her shoulder.

Clothes.

Nothing personal.

Not even an embarrassing stuffed animal from her childhood.

“I’m going to ask you something, and I need you to not lie to me,” I whispered.

She crossed her arms and turned, her expression completely closed off.

“If,” I said, and moved closer, lowering my voice, “I bought you a stuffed animal, would you set it on fire or would you sleep with it?”

“Huh?” Clearly that wasn’t what she expected. “Why would you buy me a stuffed animal?”

I shrugged. “First, it’s sad as hell that you have nothing personal in here except a suitcase that I’m assuming you’ve never seen until today, probably didn’t even pack yourself. Second, it makes me want to commit extremely violent acts on your behalf when I see nothing from your past, nothing to tell you everything’s going to be okay — that the world isn’t this dark and lonely place even though it feels like it a lot of the times. I see nothing. And since you’d probably kick me out of your bed if I offered said cuddling services, I thought I could negotiate a stuffed…” I narrowed my eyes. “Cat?”

She smiled, and damn that smile burrowed straight past my cold heart and nestled in my chest like it was meant to exist there. “Dog?”

“Elephant.” I countered. “You seem like a stuffed elephant kind of girl.”

“How do you figure?” She leaned closer to me.

I took another step, tempted to pull her into my arms again, tempted to kiss her, to steal pieces that I was already feeling guilty for not giving back. “Easy,” I shrugged, “Elephants have good memories, they’re smart, and they’re intimidating in their own right. Just like you.”

Surprise widened her eyes. “Are you calling me an elephant?”

“I could have called you a cat, and I think cats are possessed by demons, so…” I offered a shrug.

She licked her lips and then rose up on her tiptoes. “An elephant it is.”

I pulled her into my arms, just enough so I could touch her.

“And Dom?”

“Hmm?”

“I never said I’d kick you out if you offered your cuddling services. You just never asked, but now that I’ll have an elephant…”

“Damn it, walked right into that one.”

She tapped her head, “I’m quick, what can I say?”

I brushed a kiss across her lips. “I like it when you smile.”

“As opposed to what?”

“The frowning. The fear.” I pulled back, way back. I had no business making her believe in a happily ever after when I was more death dealer than Disney movie. “Now, let me help you unpack your five shirts and few pairs of pants, and you can tell me everything I need to know so I can be a good roommate. Snoring, bathroom routine, naked time—”

“Naked time?” She scoffed. “There will be no naked time.”

I smirked. “We’ll see, won’t we?”

 


CHAPTER TWELVE

Dom

It was midnight.

I was exhausted.

But I had none of my shit.

And a part of me felt guilty that she’d had nothing, just clothes on her back, some in her bag, and nothing personal, no pictures.

It was like her family didn’t want her to keep anything that would trace her involvement back to them.

And when I texted Sergio again he wasn’t very forthcoming with information. When I texted Chase, I got a middle finger back followed by, “Go to Hell.”

Damn, the guy was charming only when he wanted to be.

Nixon’s house was dark.

Two men stood outside, smoking.

They gave me a wave and then a wide berth as I walked between them, purposefully, making sure they understood that they didn’t just report to Nixon but me as well.

I shoved the door open.

And froze.

Tex.

I clenched my fists.

He smirked and then pressed his hands against the kitchen counter, his muscles flexed with what I knew was pure delight in envisioning punching me in the face.

I read his thoughts.

He read mine.

We both only wanted one thing.

A chance to go at it like we did the first day I stepped into his world, the first day I showed him proof of who I was.

The first day I challenged him as Capo.

“Halfling.” He sneered. “What brings you here?”

Halfling. His favorite name for me.

Half-brother. Brother from the same bastard father.

My mom had been raped.

She married my dad to hide the pregnancy.

Wasn’t that how all royals were born?

“Big brother.” I grinned. “Isn’t it a bit past your bedtime? I know how much you enjoy the early bird special… God I love Sizzlers.”

He didn’t bite.

Just smirked even harder. “How are things progressing?”

“Faster than if you were doing the same job, I imagine.” I shrugged. “I came by to grab some stuff.”

“Dorm life.” He shook his head. “You’re either hell bent on proving yourself or you want to get naked with the enemy.”

I kept my face indifferent, my expression bored. “Where’s Nixon?”

“Sleeping,” he snapped. “I came by to drop off another black folder for the vault and decided to steal a bottle of Nixon’s best whiskey.”

“At least steal it in front of him so you get a good fight out of it.” I shrugged.

“Who needs a fight with Nixon when I can spar with you?”

I almost groaned.

Almost.

I was a big guy.

Bigger than a lot of them.

Tex was the biggest.

It was like he snacked on small children for breakfast then dumped horse meat into his protein shakes during lunch.

It made absolutely no sense.

It was like the older he got the more his muscles grew.

And to be honest, it kinda pissed me off. The guy had too much power already. Why give him both physical and mental, and then the freaking mafia crown on top of it?

“Sorry, you’re going to have to find another victim. I need to get back on campus.” I made a move to pass him.

His hand shot out, gripping my forearm so tight I held back a wince. “Don’t mess this up. She’s one of them.”

“And what, exactly—” I jerked away. “—do we have against them?”

His eyes searched mine before he said in a low voice. “Everything.”

“So we blame her for her birth?”

“No. We blame her for existing.” He slowly pulled his hand away before giving me a single nod and walking out the door, Nixon’s whiskey in his clutches.

I stared down at the hardwood floor.

Thinking.

Trying to figure out why such a small girl would be a big threat.

And I kept coming up empty.

Why was she important?

Who was she?

And what was I getting myself into?

Because it felt like the deeper I fell — the more I wanted to, the more I was doing it for me, and not for them.

And I knew thoughts like that didn’t just get you shot at, they got you killed.

I’d seen it firsthand.

I’d seen what the guys had dealt with.

The blood.

The war.

The loss.

I didn’t want to be buried six feet deep, just because I lost my head and my heart all at once.

The thoughts haunted me as I went into my room and started packing bags, and when I saw a few things I thought Tanit might like, I grabbed them.

And cursed myself for my weakness when it came to her eyes.

Just like I cursed myself for her weakness when I thought about her kiss.

I didn’t get back to campus until one in the morning.

When I opened the door to the dorm room, Tanit jerked awake, pulling a sheet to her chest and breathing so heavy you’d think I had a gun pointed at her.

“What’s wrong?” I immediately shut the door and started searching the room, the closet first, because it was the obvious hiding spot, then under the beds, when I glanced up at her, she was frowning. “What?”

“Are you looking for the boogeyman?”

“No.” I scowled. “You seemed scared, threatened. I was looking for the bad guy.” I offered a smile.

“Funny.” She gulped. “Since I’m pretty sure I’m looking at him.”

“I’m not bad,” I said quickly, hating the lie. “I’m just not all good.”

“Is anyone?”

“Doubtful.” I stood, towering over her bed, then held up my hand. “Give me one minute…”

I went over to one of my duffels and pulled out the white horse, then very slowly handed it over to her.

She frowned, “What’s this?”

A clue.

A hint.

A test.

“Nothing.” I shrugged. “Just thought it could help you sleep at night.”

She looked down at it, and then a single tear slid down her cheek before she whispered, “I’m going to die aren’t I?”

I sucked in a breath. “Why would you say that?”

“This… it’s a symbol.”

Hell, she knew more than she should.

“How would you know?” I said dumbly.

“I’m going to go to sleep now.”

“Tanit… what do you need to tell me?”

“I’m tired.” She turned on her side.

I leaned over her body, my lips grazed her ear as I whispered, “You’re safe… for now… with me. Double-cross me, and this will be the last thing you ever see.”

I hated myself.

I hated the mafia.

I hated my life.

Sweet. Freaking. Dreams.

 

 


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Tanit

I wish I could say I didn’t sleep with one eye open.

That I wasn’t completely freaked out over what had just transpired between me and Dom.

I was.

I was transported back to the time when I’d lie awake at night and listen to my parents fight over what was right, what was wrong. I was in that moment again, where I prayed my blankets would cover my body so fully that nobody would find me, that even a bullet wouldn’t penetrate.

If it ever came to that.

I hated them for what they put me through.

And part of me felt like something was wrong with my makeup — with my DNA — that I would be somehow attracted to someone else who promised the same.

I wasn’t sure when I finally fell asleep.

Two a.m.? Three?

But I woke up to music playing in the background. Was that Beyoncé?

And a steaming cup of coffee on my nightstand, right along with the damn white horse that Dom had given me the night before.

I wasn’t stupid.

I knew what it meant.

What it represented.

Treachery.

Betrayal.

A rat.

I eyed it and then very carefully grabbed the cup of coffee next to it, afraid if I touched it, that would be my fate too. I’d heard stories of how they dropped that white horse into coffins, onto beds, into houses, before everything went to hell, and I wanted no part of it.

“Sleep well?” Dom asked as he typed furiously on a laptop I would have bet millions of coffees didn’t exist a few hours ago when he said he was suddenly moving into my dorm.

“Um, no, not at all, I have a psychopath living with me in my room who’s related to some of the scariest people I’ve ever seen, so no, no I did not sleep well, not after getting threatened, not after fearing for my life, the answer is no.”

He shrugged. “Long-ass answer.”

“What are you doing?” I shoved the sheets aside and stood, wiping my face with my hands and making my way over to him. I was already dead, what was one more offense?

“Reading.” He sighed. “I love books.”

I stared at his back, confused more than anything. “Why are you reading books on your computer?”

“I forgot my Kindle.” He sighed like he was actually sad about it, “And I’m a tired idiot who forgot about the app on my phone, why else would I read on my computer?” He turned and grinned at me. “This shit is good.”

“Uh-huh.” I would not get lost in his eyes. I would not bend. I would not kneel. I would be the epitome of self-control. “I need to get dressed.”

He leaned back in his chair, putting his hands behind his head like he owned the freaking room. “So dress?”

“Alone.”

“We’re alone.”

“Without you.”

“No can do, cupcake.” His grin was getting on my last nerve. “But I will turn around, just so you don’t get hot and bothered when I lick my lips and moan your name.”

My hands balled into fists. “That’s offensive.”

He grinned wider. “I rarely apologize.”

“Shocker.” I stomped over to my closet and grabbed the Eagle Elite uniform, irritated I had to wear it, and embarrassed that I was going to be dressing in the same room as a boy — wait, not a boy, a man, an attractive man who made my blood boil. “Turn around.”

He did.

I exhaled in relief and probably set records for how quickly I got dressed.

When I’d finally shoved on my jacket, I felt hands on my arms, slowly, so slowly, running from my shoulders down to my hands before, he leaned in and whispered, “Perfect.”

I jerked away. “I have class.”

“I’ll walk you.”

“Not,” I moved faster toward the door, “necessary.” I jerked it open to every single girl on my floor watching me, doors open, coffee in hand, eyes wide.

Dom leaned over me, his hand bracing the door frame, his other hand on my shoulder. “Yeah, I’m going to have to disagree with you on that one, sweetheart.” He winked, “After you?”

“Who the hell are you?” I grunted, “I mean other than the obvious.”

“King,” he finally said in a whisper. “Let me put it this way, the godfather goes bye-bye, and you’re looking at the shiny new replacement.”

I gawked, and then tripped. He caught my elbow just as the girl nearest me sighed.

“The godfather.” I repeated.

“Tex Campisi, the one and only, though I think it pisses him off when you say godfather instead of Capo.”

My eyes burned.

My chest ached.

“The one who killed my father’s best friends?”

“He kills everyone’s friends. It’s what he does. To keep order. Best remember that next time you try to argue.” He hit the elevator button, and I jerked away toward the farthest corner.

“I haven’t done anything wrong,” I said defensively.

“Ah, Tanit.” He sighed like he was actually sad. “Your father delivered you to the devil. May God watch over your soul.”

 


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Dom

My days went like this.

Watch Tanit go to class.

Talk up Tanit to other students.

Find out info on Tanit via Sergio’s creepy stalker programs.

Make sure Tanit gets back to her room without getting shanked or shot.

Watch Tanit.

With Tanit.

Freaking. Watch. Tanit. Sleep.

It took five days of trying to be normal for me to crack. I’m not even sure what caused the change, but I felt it in the wind. I saw it in the way the leaves skipped across the grass, carried higher and higher until they hit the sidewalk, collided with her shoes, and then tried to stick into her dark silky hair.

Maybe it was the way the sunlight lit up her hair, or the orange leaves.

Maybe it was just the fact that I’d been subject to watching her go in and out of the Co-Ed bathroom with nothing but a bathrobe and flip flops.

But I suddenly wanted…

More.

More than the stalking.

More than sleeping with one eye open.

More than the threats.

Damn it, I wanted more of her luscious mouth.

And.

I.

Was.

Desperate.

“Nice leaf.” I picked it out of her hair. “How have classes been this week?”

Her pretty eyes narrowed. “You should know. You get reports from my professors.”

I chuckled and looked at her straight in the eyes. “Now, how the hell would you know that?”

“I forgot my cell, went back to grab it, saw a knife pushed against one of my prof’s throats, and then the words, ‘how is she doing’ just randomly flew out of your mouth. Either you’re keeping up with me, or you have a whole harem of girls you watch over. Which is it?” She took a step toward me, then stood on her tip toes like she was desperately trying to see eye to eye.

Not a chance in hell princess.

I had at least six inches on her.

If not more.

I smirked down at her. “It’s cute how you listen for my voice… wait behind in class for me, even make sure I’m asleep before you fall asleep.”

Her chin quivered.

“Admit it.” I moved closer until we were chest to chest. “You’re too afraid to go to sleep at night, so afraid in fact, that I’d wager those dark circles,” I touched the top of her cheeks, “have nothing to do with homework and everything to do with me sleeping a few feet away from you.” I pushed the hair away from her face. “Tell me, do you think about my kisses? My mouth? Hmm?” I leaned forward until my lips were a breath away from her ear and whispered, “Do you dream about crawling into my bed? Stripping me naked and letting me suck away all that fear and sadness you’re hell bent on keeping wrapped around that sexy body of yours?”

Tanit gasped and shoved at my chest. I caught her hand and drew her closer, pressing her palm against my uniform. “Feel that? Feel that beat?” I closed my eyes for a brief moment and just let myself feel the heat from her hand. “It’s yours.”

Her lips trembled.

I wanted to catch them with my teeth. Show her things she’d never seen before, whisper secrets into her ear. I wanted to trust.

And believe that it was worth my life.

She didn’t take the bait. Didn’t lean in and kiss me, didn’t move.

I wanted the other students to visibly see me stake my claim.

Instead she was frozen in place.

One week and I hadn’t earned jack shit.

And yet it felt like I’d done everything, because in this world, your life meant knowledge and I’d already given her the freaking upper hand by revealing myself, my family, the marker.

And there she was. Trembling.

Wanting.

Immobile.

“Walk with me.” I gripped that same hand that had tenderly pressed against my chest.

She followed. Wordless.

We walked in silence.

Until we found… The Spot. The Space. Hell? Whatever you wanted to call it. We all had different names for it, for different eras, different times.

I unlocked the door to the warehouse on campus and shoved her inside. “What do you see?”

She gasped and covered her mouth with her hands. I tried to imagine what it made her feel, the bloody hand prints, the RIP journals with death dates, but most of all I wondered what she felt about the roses.

The white roses.

The ones that were left in the same spot.

Every year.

Without fail.

On the anniversary of her death.

“Is that—” Tanit shook her head as tears ran down her face. “Is that her grave?”

“It’s her memorial,” I said in a hushed voice. “It’s the picture of true love, a love that wasn’t strong enough in this life.”

“And the next life?” Tanit whipped around and faced me. “What then? Is it strong enough then?” Tears filled her eyes then poured onto her cheeks. “Will it be enough then? When will all of this death ever be enough?” She pounded on my chest, once, twice. I caught her wrist the third time and sighed.

Her face was pale.

Her lips parted.

“Never,” I whispered hoarsely. “Because revenge is ongoing, just like betrayal. It causes a ripple effect that never concedes, never surrenders. Throw one rock into the water and it will ripple, it will grow, it will become a beast, won’t it?”

She snapped her jaw shut.

“Tanit.” I pulled her into my embrace. “Give me one reason to trust you. One reason to let you out of this building and back into your dorms. One reason to kiss you senseless, not because it’s part of my damn job, but because I truly want to believe that this isn’t the type of legacy you want to leave behind. That this, this is the life you want no part of because you choose to rise above it. So tell me…”

She opened and shut her mouth then lowered her gaze to the floor as she whispered, “I can’t.”

 


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Dom

I felt her fear.

Could taste it in the air.

I pulled her body back against mine as I wrapped an arm around her middle and sighed into her hair. “Should I kill you then?”

She tensed, and then relaxed in my arms like she expected it, like she knew it had always been coming for her — death.

“Is that what you want?” I pointed with my free hand to the memorial, to the bloody hand prints littering the wall, to the sickness of it all. “To simply stop existing?”

She gulped and then whispered, “My death wouldn’t matter, just like my life.”

“That’s the saddest damn thing I’ve ever heard.” I tightened my grip on her then turned her in my arms, tilting her chin toward my face. “As long as air fills your lungs — you matter, and even when the heart stops beating — you matter.”

Tears filled her eyes. “Tell me, would you believe that about yourself if you were abandoned, dropped right into your enemies’ hands?”

I hesitated, unsure of how much to tell her. “Your father is loving you the best way he can — far away.”

“He just doesn’t want to die,” she admitted. “And here I thought fresh start! New school, new life, new friends.”

“I’m offended.” I leaned in. “Aren’t I your friend?”

“You’re…” She hesitated. “Something.”

Our foreheads touched. “What am I going to do with you?”

She licked her lips, her eyes darting to my mouth.

With a groan, I pulled away from her, slipped my gun from its holster, and pointed it at her head. “One reason, Tanit. I just need one. Show me your fight, show me something.”

A single tear ran down her cheek before her small voice broke through the tense silence. “I’m not guilty of my parents’ sins.”

I dropped the gun so fast it almost fell out of my hands.

The world felt like it was at a standstill while I watched her watch me, while her eyes blinked back enough tears to fill my cupped hands.

I took a step toward her, then another.

I put my gun away.

I grabbed her by the shoulders and said in a gravelly voice. “Neither am I.” I brushed a kiss across her lips. “Let’s go to class.”

For some reason she listened. She grabbed my hand, she leaned her head on my shoulder like I hadn’t just held her at gunpoint. I’d needed answers from her, and I refused to bring betrayal back into the family.

That was how messed up the last ten years had been for our families.

Nobody talked about it.

But it was felt everywhere, the constant doubting, and the constant power struggle between everyone.

It was as if the day one of our own hurt us — everyone became a suspect.

Me included.

It brought a hardness to everyone’s demeanor — Nixon had always been a scary son of a bitch but now, I knew not to push him or I’d see my spleen waving at me from the ground.

And Tex? Well, brother dearest probably wanted me dead and prayed for me to trip over a bomb.

I sighed.

Family.

Blood in, no out. Right.

There was no out.

And the ones that took it — didn’t live to tell about it.

Tanit stopped walking.

I frowned down at her, lost in my thoughts, and then followed her gaze all the way to him.

Fuuuuuck.

His gait was slow, purposeful, his expression hard. When he finally stopped in front of us, I knew I was either going to get shot, knifed, or both.

“Chase.” I inclined my head.

He eyed Tanit, tilting his head to the right and then the left before he flicked open a knife and handed it to me. “You do it, or I will.”

 


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Tanit

I thought I’d known fear when men came to our house and yelled at my dad, waving guns around.

I thought I knew fear when he dropped me off at this college and basically left me to defend myself.

I thought I knew fear when Dom held a gun to my head.

Or maybe when I saw every enemy my father ever spoke of, drinking wine and discussing life like mine wasn’t just about to end.

That was nothing.

It wasn’t even fear.

It was a flicker.

This. This was fear.

Looking into this man’s blue gaze, this was what nightmares were made of. I clung to Dom in a way that was almost indecent.

The air around me twisted and burned as I tried to suck in a breath and stay calm. I’d always been able to appear calm, it was what I did. But for the first time in my life, I felt the darkness I was looking into in such a cold, icy way, that I started counting the seconds until the knife met my skin and cut.

“Chase.” Dom sounded annoyed. “Let me ask you a question.”

Chase nodded once.

“Do you trust me?” Dom said smoothly. “Do you trust my blood? Who I am? What I represent?”

Chase licked his lips as his jaw visibly tightened, and slowly, he lowered the knife, and looked down at the ground, his entire body strung like a tight drum of muscle packed on muscle. “Yes.”

It was a hoarse whisper.

It sounded painful to bite out, like his mouth burned to admit it.

I waited as Dom wrapped a tighter arm around me, covering me with half of his body, shielding me from family, from danger.

“Then trust me to see this out the way it needs to be done. We don’t condemn the innocent, I’d like to think that out of everyone I love, out of everyone I would die for — you would get that simple fact. I promise you, if she betrays us, if blood wins out, I’ll cheerfully cut her heart out and hand it over.”

A shudder rippled through me. I actually believed him.

And Chase must have too.

He put the knife away and shook his head. “Tex better watch his back, you bloodthirsty bastard.”

Dom cracked a smile.

Chase full on laughed.

And I suddenly felt like I’d just been pranked.

But when Chase’s eyes met mine, the smile was gone, the laughter replaced with disdain. “I hope you’re better than your blood.”

“Me too,” I whispered, unsure of what else to do.

He nodded at me, patted Dom on the shoulder like they were frat boys and walked off.

I would have slumped to the ground had Dom not caught me and held me steady. “Are you okay?”

“No,” I admitted honestly. “Would you be? Never mind, that’s a stupid question, you’re a—” I didn’t say it, though it was on the tip of my tongue.

“Killer?” he offered.

“No,” I lied. “I just meant… you’re different.”

“Different doesn’t mean I don’t experience common human emotion.” He smirked.

I shivered in his arms a bit and then watched Chase’s retreating form. “He’s the scariest of them all.”

Dom hesitated then followed my gaze. “Would you believe me if I told you, this is him when he’s acting tame?”

My eyes widened automatically. “Tell me that’s your idea of a joke?”

“I wish.” Even Dom appeared uncomfortable, and maybe if I looked a little further into his eyes… afraid. “The guy’s been through a lot, seen a lot. He’s… well let’s just say nobody would ever look forward to fighting him, because I’m not sure I know anyone who would win, at least not now, not with the passion he has to survive, not with the debt he feels he needs to pay.”

“Debt?” I pried.

“He swore to wipe out a blood line — he means to see it through.”

Dread trickled down my spine. “Which blood line?”

Dom hesitated and then whispered, “Yours.”

 


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Dom

Fear washed over her face with such chilling impact she swayed on her feet and then jerked her head to the side as Chase’s form retreated and finally got into a slick black Mercedes.

He wasn’t alone.

I smiled.

Good thing someone kept him in check.

“What?” Tanit asked. “What’s funny?”

I glanced back at the car as it sped off and full on laughed, “Ah, that’s a story for another time. One of the best ones I’ve heard. Kinda wish I’d been around to experience it.”

Her eyes flickered away from mine before she looked down at the ground, her shoulders hunched, her body looking more frail than I’d ever seen it.

“You mean it, don’t you?” She hugged her body tight. “You’d cut out my heart.”

She didn’t say it like a question. It was a complete statement, one I didn’t feel the need to answer.

“You already know what the answer is, Tanit.” I shrugged. “You know this life. You could be the love of my life, the very air I breathe, my whole existence, and if you betrayed me — they’d still demand your head.” I gritted my teeth. “It wasn’t always this way.”

“But it is now.” She sighed.

“Before…” I scratched my head, trying to think of a way to explain. “Before there were no kids, no extra lives, no souls running around needing protection. Things change when kids are involved, Tanit. They can’t stay the same, not when you’ve been given that sort of responsibility.”

She had the most curious look as she bit down on her lip and then put her hands on her hips. “That, at least makes sense.”

“See? The mafia isn’t all bad.”

She rolled her eyes. “You’ve got a really screwed up way of deciding what’s good and bad.”

I laughed then reached for her hand and squeezed. “Good?”

She nodded.

I tugged her against my chest and captured her lips, and then sucked until I could taste her, until I felt the warmth of her tongue slide against my lower lip. I drew back. “Good. And yet still bad, because it’s not something I should do. Good and bad always depend on where you’re standing, Tanit. Remember that.”

I released her and nodded toward the dorm. “Let’s skip class.”

“You’re a bad influence.”

“Thank you.” I winked.

“That wasn’t a compliment.”

I reached for her hand then let my own fall by my side. I was creating too much of an emotional bond. I used to think I was the kind of guy who could kill a nice old grandma in cold blood if she double-crossed me.

And now?

Now, I was slowly beginning to realize the only reason I’d been under the assumption I was a bad ass was because my kills had always been strangers.

I’d never been put in a position where I had to choose blood over my heart.

And it terrified me that it was coming.

That my life all came down to one single choice.

Me. Or them.

I didn’t want it to be like that.

I didn’t know how it could be any other way.

And because the universe was shoving me toward a path I didn’t want, my phone vibrated in my hand.

I highlighted the text and read.

BACKGROUND WIPED — HER FATHER IS ONE OF THE DE LANGE ASSOCIATES WHO RAN — RUSSIANS HAVE HIM AS KILL ON CONTACT. DAUGHTER LIVED WITH HIM HER WHOLE LIFE. NO CHANCE IN HELL SHE KNOWS NOTHING. SHE’S SEEN SOMETHING. SHE’LL BETRAY HIM. BREAK HER. KEEP HER ALIVE. —NIXON

I crunched the phone in my hand. Shit.

“Everything okay?” Tanit pulled her hair into a ponytail sending erotic images of tugging it free throughout my brain and already hard body.

“You’re really pretty.” I meant it. But the compliment made me feel dirty, made the whole situation feel wrong.

She blushed. “You hit your head or something back there?”

I rolled my eyes. “All right, personal bodyguard says you should change into something comfortable, eat junk food, and make fun of Twilight.”

She gasped.

I glared.

“Kidding, I’m totally on board with that. I’ve never really been much of a skipper.”

“Shocked,” I said dryly. “Probably got straight A’s and perfect attendance.”

She shrugged like it wasn’t big deal.

I swiped my key card over the pad, letting us into the elevator. The doors closed, and she met my eyes.

“My dad wasn’t very…” She swallowed. “…forgiving when it came to bad grades and skipping.”

She started rubbing her arms. She was fidgety.

“Did that bastard beat you?” I hissed.

“No.” She took a deep breath. “But sometimes words hurt just as much, you know? He yelled. A lot. And it caused him and my mom to fight, and then he tended to take it out on her so I just… tried to be perfect.”

“Must be exhausting.” I reached for her.

She grabbed my hand. “You have no idea.”

It was an in.

The perfect timing.

I was literally given this girl on a silver platter.

I needed to strike.

Family.

Blood.

Tanit was just another girl.

Another job.

I kissed the top of her head. “Don’t tempt me, Tanit.”

“Tempt you?”

“Bet you’re a virgin, bet you’ve never stayed out past midnight, bet you’ve never slept with a guy in your bed, bet you’ve never let him touch you.” I grazed her breasts with my knuckles as her breath hitched. “Bet you’d let me.”

“That’s a lot of betting.” She gulped.

The elevator doors opened.

We walked in silence to the room.

I opened the door, she followed after me.

And when she reached for the lights, I pushed her hand out of the way and whispered against her mouth. “Don’t.”

She pulled away slightly. “What are you doing?”

“What I do best. Making good girls go bad,” I teased. “And making you forget all the bad that went with the good. See, told you… good, bad, it all depends on where you’re standing, and from my vantage point…” I eyed her up and down, her full breasts, her kissable mouth the way her lips were slightly parted as short breaths escaped. “All I see is good. So much damn good.”

“I bet.”

I laughed at her teasing, even though I could tell she was nervous.

“I’m going to make you wish this place had only one bed, Tanit. You gonna let me?”

A single nod.

I was going to burn in Hell.

At least Chase would be with me.

Right along with every member of my family.

We weren’t good.

We just told ourselves we were.

How else can you sleep at night? When you have blood on your hands and a Glock under your pillow?

I took her lips.

And knew, I would take it all.

Her innocence.

Hear heart.

Her soul.

And she’d give it freely.

 


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Tanit

I knew I was breathing because I hadn’t passed out yet. No spots appeared in my line of vision — at least what I could see in the darkened room.

I felt his breath on my neck, his hands digging into my arms as he slowly pushed me toward my bed.

I should have dug my heels in the floor.

Told him that I didn’t trust him enough with my secrets to even think about giving him my body.

But he made me feel something other than terror.

I was still afraid of him — but more afraid of my reaction to him — was it normal to want the very man you know without a doubt would kill you in your sleep if you betrayed him?

How was he any different from the rest of them?

From my father?

I didn’t have time to think beyond that simple fact, and then he was turning me in his arms, tilting my chin toward his face, sighing against my neck, inhaling me like he’d never smelled perfume before, or maybe just my skin, and then pressing an open-mouthed kiss against my hammering pulse.

“Tanit,” Dom whispered.

“Y-yes.”

“Are you afraid?”

“Maybe.”

He released me. “Do you trust me?”

“I want to.”

“Good.” He seemed pleased with that answer.

Maybe he was just pleased that I wasn’t spouting lies, for what woman in her right mind would say that they weren’t terrified in his dominating presence?

“All right, good girl.” His dark chuckle made goose bumps erupt up and down my arms, he ran his fingers down my bare skin, his predatory grin widening. “Tell me something I should know…”

I frowned. “I um, I don’t, know?”

“Uh-huh.” He captured my lips between his without warning, his hands sliding to my hips and pulling me against him so hard I gasped in his mouth. He deepened the kiss, causing my legs to nearly buckle as his tongue dipped in my mouth, teased me and taunted with a retreat, only to come back again and tempt me beyond all reason. “Tell me something…” The words buzzed against my mouth. “Important.”

“My curfew was eight.”

He paused and then, “At night?”

“No, in the morning.” I shoved his chest a bit. “Yes, at night.”

He gripped both of my hands and pressed them against his chest, and then lowered until they gripped the front of his jeans. “Explore, Tanit, I don’t mind, seems we have a lifetime of curfews to make up for.”

“What makes you think I wanted to be out doing… things?” I couldn’t even say it. Yeah, I was an embarrassment to college freshman everywhere!

“Because…” His tongue swiped my lower lip. “You taste like danger.”

I almost laughed out loud. “I’m not dangerous.”

He sighed as if I was being ridiculous, and then we were kissing again, his hands left my hips as they inched my shirt over my head. He tossed the button up to the hard wood ground with a loud smack, like he was angry, like the shirt offended him. And then his hands were on my uniform skirt. His fingers gripped the zipper and then the skirt fell to the floor faster than I expected, making the cool air rip through my skin.

My tights were next.

And I was letting him.

Letting him strip every inch of clothing away from me as I stood there watching his eyes burn hotter and more intense.

And then that icy gaze was back on my face, as he brought my hands to his jeans and tilted his head. “I said explore. Are you just going to stand there?”

“I have no idea what I’m doing.”

“Oh.” He licked his lips, and then gripped my hips with his hands as he slowly ran a thumb across my black underwear and then dipped that same thumb inside. “You will.”

I gave my head a shake as he lifted me into his arms and kissed me again, not allowing me to breathe in anything but him.

Dom, Dom, Dom.

My entire body hummed with his taste, his dominance, and when I felt the back of my own mattress against my legs, I opened my eyes to see something I didn’t expect in his eyes.

Guilt.

 


CHAPTER NINETEEN

Dom

I had her where I wanted her.

And I wanted her everywhere.

I was a man who knew my own mind.

My own boundaries.

Control had been bred into me before I even knew the entire alphabet — it was expected.

Demanded.

She made me want to throw it all away.

To forget why I was there.

And just focus on the curve of her neck, the soft sighs coming from her mouth, the way her lips parted, opening for me as she waited for me to make my next move.

I wanted to take it all.

Everything she had to offer.

My heart pounded against my chest as I leaned down for another kiss, as my hand slid up her ribs and cupped a perfect breast.

When I swallowed her moan, I felt a mixture of unrelenting lust — and guilt.

So much damn guilt.

Because no matter how many times I convinced myself what I was doing was okay, I still knew that my motives were about me, about my family, and about what she knew.

She reached for me, tugging me closer, beckoning with a look of wonder in her eyes as she scraped her nails down my chest.

And just as I was about to say screw it all, and take her, sink into her and claim her — my eyes landed on the white horse.

The one sitting on her nightstand.

I froze.

My body went completely numb as memories washed over me right along with the stories of warning.

Of betrayal.

I couldn’t do that to her.

Be that to her.

I jerked away and stood.

“Dom?” She frowned, her face confused. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” I lied, doing a quick circle and then facing the door again so I wouldn’t get even more tempted then I already was. My dick was completely on board with jumping back on the bed and finishing the job.

My heart on the other hand.

My freaking conscience.

I ran my hands through my hair then tugged it. “Shit.”

“Dom?” Her voice wavered, like she was afraid, like it was my fault she was afraid — again.

“Yeah.” I didn’t turn around.

But I felt her.

Oh, I felt her as she stood and wrapped her arms around my middle and kissed my back so tenderly that I wanted to scream with the injustice of it all.

Of finding someone that made me feel more like me — only to pretend to be someone else for them.

I hung my head as she jumped on one of my only weaknesses.

Touch.

Care.

I was the object of parents who’d rather see me dead.

Of friends who would rather stab me and challenge me than offer me a high five.

Placed in a family that loved me — but weren’t really mine.

Not really.

All this time, I thought I was the one attacking, probing, infiltrating.

Until she touched me.

And my heart clenched.

Until she kissed me, and my breathing hitched.

Until she turned me around in her arms and claimed my mouth with such unrestrained passion — that I forgot it all.

The mafia.

The plan.

Her place in the world.

And when our clothes were discarded to the floor, when I inched into her, when I moaned her name as she gripped me tight — I told myself that it was going to be okay.

Even as she moved with me, a tear sliding down her cheek.

Even as her legs tightened around me.

I told myself it was different.

This was different.

Not betrayal.

And when she cried out against my mouth, her gorgeous head falling back against the pillow as I filled her more.

I admitted.

I was selfish.

And I would burn in Hell.

But I would remember this for an eternity.

 


CHAPTER TWENTY

Tanit

My eyes burned like I’d just cried for days. I rubbed them with the back of my palm and jolted up in bed.

Dom was still sleeping, his face harshly beautiful as his body remained motionless, his even breathing had my eyes gazing at his sculpted chest. I shivered, remembering the way his kisses felt pressed against my body. His hands had touched me everywhere.

And I’d wanted it so desperately.

Wanted him.

That I hadn’t even thought of the repercussions.

He was my roommate!

I couldn’t just sleep with my roommate.

Not to mention the fact that he was next in line for a mafia throne, and that made him just as much of a target as I was.

I sucked in a breath.

My father could never know.

My family could never know.

Not that it mattered, did it? They’d all but abandoned me, sacrificed me on the family altar the minute they dropped me off at college and basically told me to survive.

I took a deep breath and tried to process my tumultuous feelings, the distress at having the sexiest guy on the planet in my bed — in my room.

The reality that he’d done things to me that I’d never even thought possible — that his dirty talking mouth was relentless in its pursuit to taste every inch of me.

But what about a few hours from now?

When darkness left.

I chewed my lower lip as my gaze fell to the white horse sitting on my nightstand. I didn’t know why, but some part of me expected him to take the marker away — the reminder of what happened to rats — to those who betrayed him and those closest to him.

I reached for it just as Dom turned over onto his back and opened his eyes.

“You done thinking?” His golden chest was all muscle and perfection as he put his hands behind his head and grinned wide. “Seriously you were giving me a headache.”

My voice caught in my throat before I answered in a gravelly voice. “Sorry.”

“Come here,” he whispered without moving.

I crawled across his body and pressed my chin to his chest, he was still naked. I could feel every inch of his skin burn beneath mine.

He tensed for maybe two seconds before very slowly bringing his hands to my shoulders and squeezing, and then he was lifting me closer to him. My body slid against the hard lines of his stomach as his mouth found mine, and then I was lost again to the sensations only he could bring as he flipped me onto my back and made me forget all the reasons I was worried.

Kiss, after relentless kiss, I lost a little bit more of my heart to him, and when his eyes darkened with need, when his crazed expression locked on mine, I knew I had him.

That was all that mattered.

I had him.

For now.

It was all I needed.

“Don’t close your eyes,” he urged, filing me completely. “I want to see you. Always want to see you.”

Lost again.

To my enemy.

 


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Dom

I watched her sleep.

Like a psycho.

I even took a picture of the way her hand fell against her cheek, making it even worse, when she inhaled so loudly I had to turn on my side and pretend be asleep.

She.

Was.

Everything.

All the things I shouldn’t want.

All the things I didn’t need.

I sighed.

Like a chick.

Then I grabbed the white horse and tucked it in my pocket. My lips lingered around her right temple then finally made the choice for me as my mouth lowered and touched her smooth skin.

What the hell was I doing?

I asked myself that every time I bent and pressed my lips her ear, her chin, the soft spot on her neck, and even the corner of her mouth.

And every time… she inhaled and fell into a deeper sleep.

I watched her eyes.

The way they were closed and yet still so focused.

I thought about the lies, the betrayal, the things said and unsaid, and then I did a very dangerous thing.

I wondered.

I hoped.

I wanted.

What if.

What. Freaking. If.

What if she wasn’t her blood?

What if she was different?

Better?

I wanted that for her so bad.

I quickly shook my head then went to the shower, the very non-co-ed shower, as I vigorously washed my body then found at least two girls waiting for me with a towel.

“Thanks.” I grabbed my own, nodded my head, and went on my merry way as two disappointed freshmen scowled in my direction, and just when I thought things couldn’t get more complicated, I opened the door.

To a naked roommate.

Oh, she had a towel.

Wrapped around her waist.

But her breasts.

Free of any sort of covering.

I gawked.

Shut the door harder than necessary.

Gawked more.

Then counted my lucky stars as she crooked her fingers to me, beckoning me, calling me to her body, devouring me with her mouth.

My lips embraced her again.

And I lied.

I lied to myself.

I told myself it was okay.

Another quick break.

Me and her.

Her and me.

Our forever.

How short it may be.

Our.

Sad.

Freaking.

Lie.

 


 CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Tanit

I must have fallen back asleep. My body ached in all the right places, and before I even opened my eyes, I was grinning.

I still tasted him on my tongue, felt the imprint of his fingertips on my skin.

With a yawn, I stretched my arms above my head and looked to the empty spot on my bed, frowning as my gaze flew to his bed.

Empty.

His things were still scattered around his side of the room.

But Dom was nowhere to be found.

I remembered him coming back in from a shower, water dripping from his dark hair. I’d never been so amazed at male beauty, the way he carried himself with such power, the way his eyes held mine with such longing.

It was as if the rest of the world faded away.

As cheesy as that sounded.

I felt safe in my enemy’s arms.

And I wanted to spend an eternity trying to figure out why.

But he was gone.

I slowly threw the covers off my legs as a chill hit my body. I checked the screen on my phone.

I had class in less than an hour.

With a squeak, I ran around the room like a mad woman and was able to get ready with five minutes to spare. I snatched my room keys and phone from the table and froze when I noticed the white horse was missing.

Was that a good thing or bad thing?

That it was gone?

That he’d been the one to take it?

What was this? He slept with me, and then I’m no longer a threat?

Or worse.

He took everything.

Walked out of my life.

And left me without protection.

Panic seized my lungs.

No. I refused to believe it. Last night was different. The way he touched me, cared for me… it wasn’t fake.

He wasn’t capable of being that good of an actor.

I rubbed my chest with my hand and slowly walked out of the room to the elevator.

I swiped my key card across the pad and frowned when the elevator didn’t work.

Then tried again.

“Need some help?” came a familiar male voice.

I froze as more panic washed over my body like a bucket of ice water.

“No.” I didn’t turn around.

“Looks like you could use some.” He came up around me and scanned a black card over the pad. When the elevator doors opened, he motioned for me to get in.

The hall was empty.

Nobody was going to save me but me.

I gulped and took a step inside as he followed.

And as I assumed, the minute the doors closed, he stalled the elevator, his crystal blue eyes raked over me for a few seconds before he leaned back against the wall and crossed his arms. “He likes you.”

“Who?” I played dumb. I wasn’t good at it.

Nixon’s lips curled into a mocking grin. “Pain in my ass, adopted son, heir to the Campisi throne, about this tall,” He held out his hand. “Has no self-control and likes flirting with the enemy — apples rarely fall that far from their trees.” He cursed and bit down on his lip.

Nixon terrified me.

It was in the way he held himself.

I couldn’t read him. One minute he was smiling the next I was staring into the face of a ruthless killer, his eyes penetrated, and his stance was always one of attack.

“Dom.” I hung my head.

“The very one. See? You’re better at this than you thought.” Nixon sneered, “He’s the only reason, Tanit De Lange.”

I sucked in a breath, but I still couldn’t breathe; it felt like a thousand pounds were crushing my wind pipe as Nixon sauntered toward me, pinning me against the wall with his body. “The only damn reason I’m not putting a bullet through your brain. Tell me I’m not being an idiot by asking him to protect you. Tell me I’m not setting him up to die just because you think he’s good in bed.”

Tears filled my eyes. “Our apples.” I gulped. “They tend to fall extremely far from the tree… as in, a different continent, but it doesn’t change the fact that I’m still an apple, does it?”

Nixon sighed and leaned back. “And those apples… do they have plans to ask you to join them back at the tree?”

“Not yet. No.” I exhaled.

“And when they do?”

“I — I don’t know. They won’t. They sent me here in enemy territory. Do you really think they care about me that much?”

“Why?” Nixon whispered. “You should be asking yourself why… why send a defenseless girl into an enemy’s hands? I’m surprised you haven’t already figured it out. Hell, I’m surprised they didn’t pin a welcome card to your sweater and throw you a party.”

“What are you talking about?” I grit my teeth. “They abandoned me!”

“No, sweetheart…” He pushed the elevator button again as it started its slow descent. “They’re baiting us, baiting the next in line with a pretty little package, and we’ve already played into their hands. Trust me, it won’t happen again. I’ll be assigning someone else to you. Your time with Dom is finished.”

When the doors opened, a man in jeans and a leather jacket was waiting for me with an easy smile on his face.

Nixon didn’t even look at him, just walked right past.

And joined Dom.

My Dom.

The one who had held me.

Who had kissed my tears away.

He’d removed the white horse.

Because he’d removed himself.

He stared through me and then very slowly turned on his heel and followed Nixon to a waiting black Escalade.

I waited for him to hop out.

To tell me it was all a joke.

To confess his love.

His need.

Instead, I felt hands at my arm. “Tanit, you have class.”

Tears filled my eyes as I numbly started walking out the door. “Who are you?”

“Married. With one kid and another on the way.” He joked, and then sobered. “Thirty-two years old, with a few kills to my name, Scorpio, and avid soccer fan.” He put on his sunglasses. “And at night, I think about all the reasons I do what I do — and count them with the smiles on my family’s faces, so my suggestion for you is to keep your head down and get an education, before your life is cut too short to enjoy it.” He smirked, “All right, so, biology?”

 


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

Dom

I wasn’t sure what was worse. Watching her from her bedroom, in a bed across from her, lusting.

Or getting glimpses of her via text from Ax.

Every time he sent me a picture of her, I wanted to crush my phone in my hand, and every single time he told me about the people who ignored her in class, I wanted to maim every student on campus.

Violent did not even begin to cover it.

She had no friends.

She’d had me.

And I was gone.

I rubbed my thumb over the white horse in my hand then chucked it across the room.

“Ah, the amount of times that horse has been thrown.” Phoenix joined me in the living room and handed me a glass of wine. “You doing okay?”

Dark circles. Always the dark circles under his eyes, and the ever-present darkness around his body, like he’d finally just accepted it and lived in harmony with every demon who refused to leave his side.

Phoenix was never the same after that night.

Dante refused to talk about it still.

It was our secret to keep.

Our Hell to live with.

I just wished I knew more of the backstory, why the guys went above and beyond, why their trust was so skewed.

Hell, they didn’t even trust the mailman, and the guy was eighty and had a lazy eye; he even brought the mail to the door in the snow.

“Stop thinking about it.” Phoenix shrugged. “No amount of thinking will make it better. No amount of analyzing. What’s done is done. Move on. The boss, your boss, made a judgment call. Accept it.”

“Not my boss.” I said through clenched teeth.

Phoenix’s smile was cruel. “Until Tex dies, steps down, or you kill him — you’ve been put under the Nicolasi house. Disrespect Nixon again and I’ll be forced to shoot someone else I actually like.”

I scowled. “You like me too much to make it fatal.”

“Probably.” He shrugged. “But I can make it hurt.”

I gulped. Yeah, I knew how he worked. Ever since… ten years ago, when I was still eleven and stupid and trying to find my way in a world that had abandoned me, he and the guys had enveloped themselves in a sort of darkness that never left. And they’d forced me to breathe in that same air, become part of that same hatred for a bloodline that dared turn on its own.

I stared down at my hands. “She isn’t them.”

“Famous last words. This probably isn’t the place for this conversation but listen up. We have kids, families. We need to protect them. Bringing her in, even if she is innocent, only brings their attention. There isn’t a way to protect her without ending her life. You would have to make her your blood. She would have to go through the ceremony.”

My gut churned.

Another thing they’d changed.

When people entered into the fold.

They suffered to prove their blood.

Blood, after all, was always spilled.

Always.

Because blood was the only true thing in our lives.

“I would never make her go through torture just so I could have her.”

“Well.” He shrugged. “Then I don’t know what to tell you, except, sometimes it’s easier if you’re the one torturing.”

I gaped at him. “You can’t be serious!”

“How much do you want her?”

That was all he said before he finished his wine and patted me on the shoulder. “Think about it. Know there will always be a place within my Family if you decide this is what you want. Nixon would accept this.”

It was insanity.

Even contemplating it.

The suffering she would endure.

To be mine.

To be part of us.

To gain protection.

“Heard the conversation.” I knew the voice. I closed my eyes. She was beautiful, not mine, not that I’d ever wanted her in the first place, but it was hard not to stare. I didn’t even like uttering her name because it pissed Him off, and that was the last thing I wanted to do. “What are you going to do, Dom?”

I sighed. “I don’t have a clue.”

“Life is measured in these choices. Don’t take it lightly. You choose for both of you, and that choice can’t be undone.” Sadness etched across Luc’s face like she was carrying my burden when I’d never asked her to, but that was what she did for Chase, for everyone who let her. She was a light. And we all loved her for it.

That’s what she always did.

“Thank you.”

“Anytime.”

 


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Tanit

Bored, I watched the rain pelt my window. Ax had gone back to the compound or whoever the heck he went at night while campus was on lockdown, leaving me by myself in my room and ready to pull my own hair out.

My heart ached.

And my fear was that it would never get better.

My father didn’t contact me.

I had absolutely no one in this life.

Why did I even exist?

I tried to push away the dark thoughts. I’d even tried focusing on school, but nothing worked — I saw his face every time.

The lights flickered in my dorm room.

I quickly grabbed my cell and turned on my flash light just as everything went black.

“Don’t freak out,” I said to calm myself. “It’s just a storm.” Tears blurred my eyes when I realized all I wanted to do was call Dom. I wanted my enemy to rescue me.

Save me.

Love me.

I hugged myself as the tears streamed.

Something sounded in the hall. I turned to my door just as the knob moved, a figure in black walked in, I stumbled back against my bed and dropped my cell to the floor face down just as something hard hit me in the cheek.

And all I saw was darkness.
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When I woke up, I was in a dark room. There was no light, and it was freezing. The metal chair dug into my body making it impossible to get comfortable, and my hands were tied behind the metal. Already I could feel my tender wrists bruising.

I bit against the gag in my mouth. I wanted water so bad I could cry.

I screamed.

It was muffled.

The sound of a door opening and closing jolted me in my seat, but everywhere I saw there was black.

Black everything.

My eyes burned with the need to make out the shape that walked in. He was tall.

He moved directly in front of me.

I started to shake.

And then the blade of a knife came into contact with my throat.

I was going to die today.

I was going to die without saying goodbye.

I hung my head and accepted my fate.

 


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

Dom

I’d dealt with darkness my entire life.

Not once had I ever felt as guilty as I took lives from this earth and sent them to the fires of Hell.

This time, I did.

Because I cared for the person.

The biggest mistake you can make when working with the mafia, is to develop a conscience that forces you to hesitate when you should act.

I was hesitating.

Her breathing was labored.

She was petrified.

Still brave.

I brought the knife to the soft pale skin below her chin and held it there, waiting to see if she would beg for her life.

She didn’t.

Not a word.

Not even a tear.

Just acceptance.

It broke my damn heart into a million jigsaw pieces, the way she tried to leave this world, with her head held high, even though I could see her erratic pulse, taste her fear.

“This will hurt,” I finally said, trying as best I could to disguise my voice.

“I didn’t think death would be pleasant,” she said right back, though her voice shook.

“I’m not going to kill you.” Though she could easily die, as I had no idea what level of pain she could handle. I was going to kill Phoenix for making me think that this was an option.

My only option.

Prove her loyalty.

At the expense of my soul.

I pulled the knife away and slowly pricked the side of her neck and then pulled her into my arms. “Don’t move.”

She froze against me.

I wanted to take her mouth.

Her body.

Consume her.

Set her free.

I was too selfish for that.

Which meant only pain.

And hopefully when this was all over with — complete forgiveness.

I grabbed the rope and tied it around her body then kicked her to the ground. She winced as she hit. I ignored the way it made my chest hurt like someone was trying to rip my heart out.

I looked away and heaved her body upside down, tying the rope so that she was hanging from chains in the middle of the room.

And slowly.

Blood began to drop.

Drip.

Drip.

Drip.

Every few seconds another drop would come, and she would get more and more delirious. And I would ask.

She would answer.

And she would either live through it and prove she belonged with us.

Or die protecting our only enemies.

I pulled the chair back and sat.

And after five minutes of pure hell.

I prayed for my soul.

 


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

Tanit

He watched me bleed.

I imagined he took great pleasure in watching the blood drip from the spot on my neck down to the floor.

I counted them.

Ten drops so far.

Not a huge amount of blood loss, but already I was seeing double. My mouth was gagged again, and I was stuck witnessing my own death.

There was no way out.

My blood was proof of that.

My body ached as I tried to find a comfortable position to hang in.

There wasn’t any.

Nothing, just the sounds of my own panicked breathing and the man covered in darkness, sitting in a chair, immobile.

Just when I thought I couldn’t handle being upside down any longer, he got up, released the chains so I fell flat on my face, then tied me to the metal chair again.

Was it over?

Was that it?

He pressed a hand to my head. Then his knuckles grazed my cheek as he finished tying my hands behind my back and walked off.
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Dom

I was a weak piece of shit.

I pulled off my beanie and leaned back against the metal door, then quickly locked it shut and turned toward the stairs.

Thirty-two steps.

That led to two sound proof rooms we kept just in case.

They were state of the art.

With cameras and enough concrete to bury a city.

I took the stairs two at a time, and my stride faltered for a moment when I heard male laughter. The higher up I got, the louder it got.

When I reached the kitchen, all the guys were sitting around the table pouring shots of whiskey into glasses.

Chase had his own bottle that he was sharing with Dante, who looked ready to fall out of his chair.

“Seriously?” I mumbled.

Nixon smirked at me. “Sit down, have a drink.”

“She’s downstairs suffering and you want me to drink,” I said as disgust washed over me.

Chase stood, pulled out a chair, and pointed at it. “Trust me, this is better than torturing yourself.”

He would know, wouldn’t he?

I glared, but he just winked.

And I suddenly remembered why I liked him.

He was dangerous and manipulative, not the same man he used to be. In some ways better, in others, worse.

I wondered what that meant for me, for my own soul.

Dante grabbed the bottle of whiskey from Chase and took a swig. “So, Dom, how’s the dungeon?”

He swayed a bit.

I eyed him. “How drunk are you?”

“He said he wanted to go streaking in the quad,” Chase said cheerfully. “He’s hammered. Then again… he just found out that his wife is having twins!”

Everyone cheered while Dante took the bottle.

“Really?” I grabbed the nearest shot glass and chugged it. “Twins?”

“Two.” Dante held up three fingers. “Wait, is that right?”

“Absolutely.” Chase nodded. “Nailed it.”

Dante put down his three fingers and shrugged. “Holy shit, I’m going to be a dad.”

He reached for more alcohol.

“Being a dad’s the best.” Tex stumbled to his feet. “You know, when your wife isn’t screaming at you during labor and throwing knives.”

“Throwing knives?” For the first time in my life, Dante actually looked petrified, “She threw knives at you?”

Tex shrugged. “She threw multiple knives, and then stabbed me with one of them in the thigh, then drove that sucker in to the hilt. I never cry. I shed at least two tears. One because I was in pain and she had all the morphine, and two because within minutes I was a dad… And the pain was gone.”

He wiped his cheeks.

“Are you crying?” Were they all drunk?

“NO!” Tex yelled, “I just — got dirt — shit, kids are the best.”

“The. Best.” Nixon eyed me. “Unless they’re old enough to be your brother, then they’re aggressive little shits like this one.” He was pointing at me.

“Put your finger down. You’re ten years older, hardly a dad, Dad.”

He cringed.

“Dad, dad, dad, daddy-o,” I sing-songed while Dante burst out laughing and then fell out of his chair.

Phoenix and Sergio walked in when he hit the floor.

They didn’t ask questions, just eyed the whiskey and started downing it like water. Their hands were still covered in blood.

Nobody asked.

Just like nobody cringed when that same blood got on the table.

It was better we didn’t know.

“So.” Phoenix eyed my clothing. “You chose her.”

“I did.” I cringed at the hoarse sound of my own voice.

“De Lange,” Chase said it slowly, with hatred dripping from every pore of his body. “Better pray she’s not one of the weak ones.”

“She’s not,” I fired back.

He lifted the bottle to his lips and whispered, “We’ll see, won’t we?”

God, sometimes I wanted to strangle him.

And then of course he had to smirk.

And remind me why I still tolerated him.

Mo waltzed into the room, shook her head, and then frowned as Dante struggled to get back to his seat. “How drunk are you?” She helped him up.

Dante made a motion with his fingers, he showed her an inch and nodded, “’Bout that drunk. So you stabbed Tex?”

She looked around the table. “Which time?”

We all fell into fits of laughter.

Until Frank arrived with a bottle of wine, sat at the head of the table, and cleared his throat. “Who are we allowing into the fold? Tell me everything.”

Everyone sobered.

All business.

I started talking.

 


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

Tanit

It could have been hours.

Or it could have been minutes.

Time just blended together in one seamless void of pain. The longer I stayed glued to that chair the more hope I lost that anyone was coming to rescue me.

I was in the hands of my enemies.

And I no longer had any friends.

My mind drifted to Dom.

I told myself it was only natural to think of him in this situation, to wish that he had a white horse to ride in on — just like the one he’d put by my bedside. Then again, that was the cruel joke of the mafia.

There was no white horse.

No white knight.

Because in the mafia, those very terms weren’t ones of rescue — but of blood, betrayal.

I gulped as another lump formed in my throat.

At least I wasn’t getting tortured anymore, though I knew I was still bleeding, the cut had grown from me being hung upside down, and the monster who had taken pleasure in hurting me, hadn’t bothered to cover it up.

I closed my eyes.

Dom.

“Dom.” I whispered his name out loud this time. I’d had one perfect night with him. That was enough. I told myself it had to be. People go through their entire lives searching for something that I felt when he was with me, when he touched me, kissed me.

I replayed images of his hands on my body.

Convinced that if I was going to die, I was going to die with a smile on my face, with happy memories. If he was going to leave me, I was at least going to take that part with me, strip it from this world, and carry it in my soul.

It was my right.

His lips pressed against my neck, the feel of his teeth as he nipped down my collarbone, the way he blew against my skin and caused a flurry of butterflies to soar through my stomach.

Or the dominating way he lived and owned my body — marked it as his.

I smiled then.

Even as blood trickled down my neck and arm.

Even as the pain became uncomfortably unbearable.

And as the door clicked open, I sat ramrod straight in my chair and smiled at my kidnapper.

“You’re smiling.” His voice was gruff, hesitant, which seemed strange.

“I have a lot to smile about.” I kept smiling.

He would not break me.

The only way to break was for me to allow it, to allow him in, and someone else already owned that part of me — even if he didn’t want it.

They were his anyway.

My heart.

My soul.

My body.

I stared straight ahead.

All I saw was blackness.

But I felt light inside, like I’d finally decided how I would die, and owned up to the possibility it would be horrendous, but I’d had that night.

I’d had him that one night.

What had my mom ever had from my dad?

Nothing.

I’d had everything.

The man cursed as the door opened again.

More footsteps.

A lot of them by the sound of it.

“I’m going to ask you some questions… and every time you lie…” It sounded like his voice cracked. “…I’m going to whip you.”

“Sounds fair,” I answered, my body already cringing with what I knew would be such intense pain that I’d wish for a swift, easy death.

“Then let’s get started.” He cleared his throat and stood in front of me, the blood loss made it impossible to focus on his face, and it didn’t help that he was wearing a scarf over his mouth and the light was too dim to see above that, he was too tall, and I couldn’t crane my neck back far enough.

“Okay.” I found my voice.

“Tell me everything you know about Dominic Campisi.”

I gulped.

Tears welled in my eyes as I whispered. “I have no idea who that is.”

I had no preparation.

As the first whip struck true against my right leg.

“If you tell me what you know, I’ll release you.”

“Sir…” I licked my lips. Memories of his tongue licking my bottom lip then sucking like he couldn’t get enough of my taste, the way he braced my hands over my head exposing my neck, and the look in his eyes when I let him. “I have never heard that name in my entire life.”

The second whip came.

And I knew.

I really would die.

But I was going to choose how I went out.

And it wouldn’t be with hatred.

But love.

 


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

Dom

I couldn’t do it.

I had the whip in my hand, even.

I took a step forward and was stopped by Tex. He sighed and grabbed the whip. I watched in agony as he faced her.

The woman I wanted.

The woman who accepted me.

The woman I was hurting.

Allowing to be hurt.

Nixon stood next to me and whispered, “He’s taking your place.”

“He shouldn’t be,” I snapped under my breath, relieved I wasn’t the one having to tell her that I held that whip, I held her pain.

“Doesn’t matter what he should or shouldn’t do,” Nixon whispered. “He’s the Capo. The Capo holds all the sins and failures on his shoulders, the successes. Anything happens to Tex, and you need to be ready to stand where he is, no matter who sits in that chair, you need to be strong enough to hold that whip.”

I hung my head.

“Not all of us are born that way,” Nixon said. “I wouldn’t wish that responsibility on my worst enemy — and the last guy I called enemy ended up with his head on a stake.”

I smirked.

He didn’t.

Well, shit.

I looked away when he asked who I was.

My knees nearly buckled when she refused to acknowledge my existence. Stupid. Wonderful. Beautiful. Girl.

Another whip.

I clenched my teeth and then my hands into tiny fists.

He raised the whip again after another question.

I moved toward him and grabbed it out of his hands. Nixon was right. This would be my legacy, my job. If I couldn’t even do it now, I would never be able to do it later. Because unlike Nixon…

I was born this way.

With hatred in my blood.

And killing in my soul.

“If I told you…” I did a slow circle around her chair and then stood behind her. “…that I’d wrap this whip around your neck and choke the life out of you… if you lied… would you still lie?”

She didn’t even flinch.

“Well?” I leaned down so close to her neck I could almost taste it.

With a disappointed sigh, I stood and asked the question. “Dominic Campisi, what is his greatest weakness?”

“I don’t know that man,” she answered sternly.

So I wrapped.

I wrapped the whip around and around, my hands shaking with horror as I finally pulled tight enough for her to let out a gasp. “Tell me one more time, what is his greatest weakness?”

Her fingers grasped at the whip, fighting for air as she choked out. “I don’t know that name.”

Still holding tight, I leaned down and whispered in her ear. “The correct answer… is you.”

I let go of the whip.

She gasped for air.

Nixon nodded to me and walked out the door, followed by Phoenix, Chase, Sergio, Dante, and Frank.

Tex was last.

He stared me down in the darkness, his eyes saying it all.

Mine begging him to let me keep her.

Slowly he walked over to me and pulled out his gun, then pointed it at her head. I closed my eyes. “Don’t.”

He moved the gun to my chest and pulled the trigger. “Blood must always be spilled.”

I crumpled forward pressing a hand to my right shoulder as the stinging sensation of the bullet spread down to my fingers.

“Shit!” I rubbed the spot. “A little warning next time.”

He shrugged, “Makes it hurt worse.”

With a smile, he put his gun away and looked at Tanit, who was staring straight ahead like she was afraid to move. “Welcome to the family, little one, hope you were worth it.”

I got up and sluggishly moved to her chair and started the agonizingly slow process of untying her. Once the ropes were loose, I fell to the ground again, my vision blurring from blood loss.

She stood over me and gasped.

And then kicked me in the ribs.

I let her.

I closed my eyes and felt the pain, her pain, her fears.

She kicked and screamed so many times I lost count.

And eventually, I just blacked out with a smile on my lips and a sense of peace in my heart.

 


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

Tanit

I’d never been so scared and pissed at the same time.

I didn’t even realize I was kicking him until someone came from behind and dragged me away, I couldn’t make out his face until he spun me around. “Phoenix,” I breathed, the scary one, the one who would kill me for touching their own.

He sighed and then pressed a hand to my mouth like I was going to scream or something. “Are you okay?”

I frowned. Why was he asking if I was okay? I’d just kicked the crap out of Dom, and he’d been shot. It wasn’t about me, was it?

I gave him a confused look.

With a sigh, he pulled his hand away and repeated. “Are you able to breathe, walk, talk? Are you… okay?”

I nodded quickly.

“Good.” He released me and stared down at Dom, a still bleeding Dom. “He’s going to feel like hell tomorrow, might need someone to nurse him back to health.” Was it my imagination or did his lips quirk into a small smile.

I narrowed my eyes.

And waited.

Phoenix only smirked harder and then nodded down to Dom, “He’s going to need someone to watch him tonight, just in case.”

I gulped. “Just in case?” I still couldn’t wrap my head around what had just happened. Had Dom hurt me? Had Phoenix? Had they all? And what the hell was going on?

He knelt down and felt the pulse in Dom’s beautifully stretched neck, all muscles and gold. “He’ll be okay, I’ll have Sergio remove the bullet, and we’ll put him back in his room, but it would be nice to have a nurse…”

I glared. “And that would be…?”

“You.” He grinned. “I mean, if you want the job. If not, I can take you back to campus with Ax…”

My stomach sank.

I was with killers.

Mafia.

Enemies.

People who wouldn’t even blink before killing me.

A man who slept with me and then with the same hand harmed me. But did he? I wanted to ask, was this him? Them?

I was too confused to know.

Too exhausted to think about it.

And just… angry and terrified and so many other things I couldn’t even begin to try to lay it all out.

“Right,” I finally said. “I guess… I’ll just…” I motioned up with my hands. “Follow you?”

He snapped his fingers.

And a second later, two huge burly guys came and grabbed Dom into their arms and carried him out of the room.

Phoenix left.

I followed.

Not knowing what else to do.

I walked up the stairs, slowly.

And came into a huge open kitchen where every enemy waited, including Nixon. He eyed me speculatively, like I was the bad one, not the good.

And when I passed the Capo, a chill wracked my body.

He stopped me, gripping my arm as he whispered in my ear, “Hurt us, you and everyone you love… dies.”

I stared down at the floor with tears in my eyes as I replied. “The only one I love… isn’t even conscious right now… I think you’re safe.”

His face softened.

He hung his head and patted me on the back whispering. “Hell of an answer, De Lange.”

“A plague,” Nixon whispered after him. “We’ll never be rid of them, will we?”

A really pretty woman approached and pulled me in for a hug. “I hope not. God, I hope not.”

My blood heated.

I had no idea why.

She released me.

And I walked into another room where Phoenix laid Dom on a nice, fluffy bed.

Another guy, Sergio, I think, walked in and started doing something with the bullet wound. I couldn’t look.

Ten minutes passed.

Then twenty.

Thirty.

Finally, a hand landed on my shoulder. I jumped a foot as Sergio grinned. “He’s fine. Just sleep and thank you.”

I frowned. “For what?” Suffering? Being a victim? Kicking him?

“For being a damn liar. Sometimes, we respect the liar more than the one who shouts the truth. Let the enemies speak the truth, let your friends speak the lie.”

And with that, he left.

And I was alone with the only man I ever wanted.

I gripped his hand and whispered, “Come, back.”

 


CHAPTER THIRTY

Dom

I hurt everywhere.

The pain was so intense that when I blinked my eyes open, I half expected to be in Hell.

Close.

I was in my old bedroom.

And a very pissed off and worried Tanit was hovering over me.

I tried to move.

She pushed me back down against the mattress. “You’re hurt.”

“No shit.” I winced. “Did you have to kick a man when he’s down?”

She was expressionless.

Not a good sign.

I waited for the question.

Thought briefly about lying.

And closed my eyes as she asked. “Was it you in my room?”

Leave it to Tanit to ask the shitty questions when I had no weapons, no escape, and was still suffering from blood loss. “Yes.”

“Why?”

“I can’t tell you that, not yet.”

She kicked the bed. A sliver of pain sliced through my chest. “Seriously?”

Tears ran down her cheeks. “I thought I was going to die!”

“I know,” I rasped. “I know.” I locked eyes with her. “It was the only way, believe me, I tried, don’t you think I tried?” My voice rose as her eyes widened. “You shouldn’t even be alive, you shouldn’t be here at all—” My voice cracked. “De Langes don’t typically live past a few days in my world, especially ones with notorious fathers who work for underground criminal networks that promote sex trafficking.”

Her face paled.

“Surprise.” I gritted my teeth as more pain hit me making me delirious with anger. “Do you want me to keep going? Because I can. I can tell you all the reasons why I took you and justify every damn one of them, but if you hear nothing else, believe nothing else that I’m saying, believe this, hear this.” My voice shook. “I want you. Need you. And I refuse to let you go. Damn the consequences.”

She sucked in a harsh breath.

I held out my hand.

And counted the seconds of indecision on her face.

I wasn’t offering her much.

And there would be more blood.

More pain.

More of it all.

I was inviting her in and hoping to God she didn’t stab me in the back.

I didn’t do emotion, not typically.

Maybe it was the pain.

The situation.

Or the lost look on her face.

But I needed her to know that no matter what, she wasn’t alone in this world, and I would fight with Hell itself, to save her from it all.

Slowly she slid her hand in mine and squeezed. “Tell me everything.”

“I will, just do me one favor first.” I was starting to pass out again, I could feel it.

“Anything,” She leaned close.

“Kiss me,” I breathed, and fell into a dark dreamless sleep the minute her lips touched mine.

 


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

Tanit

I wanted to stay by his side all night, and part of me wondered if even in his delirium he wanted it too.

Dom kept gripping my fingers like a lifeline, but eventually my own hunger won out. That and the need for answers I knew I wouldn’t get from a passed-out Dom.

I slowly made my way out of his room and down the hall into the lit-up kitchen. I didn’t expect anyone to be up, it was nearing midnight. My only hope was to find something to snack on and at least one person sitting at the table willing to talk.

I was surprised to see him.

The one who hated me more than anyone else.

His ice-cold glare said it all, or at least I thought it did.

Suddenly I wasn’t hungry anymore.

I wasn’t anything other than terrified this man was going to end me within seconds of me walking by the stove.

He didn’t stand.

He didn’t flinch.

His head tilted and then he crooked his finger.

I gulped and very slowly walked to the table, pulled out a chair, and plopped down.

He swirled red wine in his glass and stared into it, then looked up. “So, he’s alive.”

His tone wasn’t pleased but it wasn’t pissed off either, more of like a statement than anything.

I exhaled. “He is.”

“And so…” He tilted his head. “…are you.”

Another statement. I half expected him to say something like “but not for long.” Instead, he just kept staring at me like he was waiting for something else.

He leaned forward, and I could appreciate how beautiful he’d be if he wasn’t so menacing, or if he didn’t make me want to crawl under the table and hide.

“Yes.” I nodded. “I am.”

“I’m assuming you’d like to stay that way… breathing.”

I sucked in a breath on cue. “Sure.”

“Sure? Or yes?”

“Yes,” I said quickly.

His lips twitched. “Hurt him. Hurt us. Hurt anyone close to me, and I’ve been given the signal to end you. How does that make you feel about us? About what we do? What you signed up for?”

I thought about it.

I grabbed onto logic and shut down my fear.

I closed my eyes. I thought harder.

And then I opened my eyes and spoke in a loud clear voice. “Fair. It’s fair.”

He seemed surprised. “And why’s that?”

I remembered my father. The phrase he used to say. The one that stuck with me the most and repeated it. “A life for a life. Blood in. No Out.”

He stared.

And then he held out his hand.

I shook it as he whispered, “Good answer, De Lange, I just may let you live.”

He said it with a smile.

So I felt safe to smile back as he released my hand and grabbed an empty glass and poured a heavy amount of wine into it. “And now, you drink.”

I didn’t argue.

And after ten minutes, I wasn’t even surprised anymore, when he brought me over re-heated lasagna and more wine, and whispered hoarsely, “You eat now.”

So I did.

 


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

Dom

I was in and out of consciousness for most of the night. I dreamed of her, of her screams, the ones that I helped cause.

I didn’t know how to get back to the place we started.

Where it was just us, and the drama of the mafia was still hidden knowledge. I sighed and tried to sit up when a hand pressed against my shoulder slowly pushing me back against the mattress.

I blinked my eyes open as Tanit gazed down at me, a look of concern on her face. “What’s going to happen to us?”

I loved that she said us.

Hated that she looked petrified, like she was afraid that any minute one of the guys was going to come in and attack her.

And yet, I was thankful.

Thankful that we’d put the fear of God in her so much that when she was by herself she’d be paranoid enough to memorize her surroundings, people’s faces, mannerisms, posture. It was necessary for this life.

And I still wanted her to share it with me.

Even though I knew the dangers it involved.

“You stayed,” I mumbled, my hand blindly searching for hers.

My fingers finally grazed hers, and she squeezed tight and then sighed.

“What’s wrong?”

“Where to start?” she said with a hint of amusement in her voice, and then her body was lying down next to mine.

I tried to turn on my side but the pain was too intense. Instead, she turned into me and pressed her head against my chest.

She ran her right hand down my chest.

I closed my eyes and shuddered. “That feels good.”

“What now?”

I didn’t open my eyes. “What do you mean?”

“What happens now? How does this story end?”

I grinned, not opening my eyes as I whispered, “It doesn’t.”

“What do you mean it doesn’t?”

“I’m just getting started.” I slowly pushed open my eyelids and stared down at her terror-filled face. “And I swear on my life nothing will touch you.”

“Even your blood—” She gulped. “Even those you’d call family?”

I hesitated.

She was asking me for the impossible.

To put her above them.

I cared for her.

She’d gone through hell for me.

She was still De Lange.

The guys’ words were like a bitter reminder in my consciousness as I reached for her hand and kissed it. “Yes, even then.”

It felt like a lie.

Maybe because I wasn’t sure I was strong enough to save her from them when I couldn’t even save her from me.

 


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

Dom

It took me another two days to recover, or at least feel like myself again. When I opened my eyes, Tanit was gone. I quickly changed as fast as I could without re-injuring my broken body and gingerly followed the sound of voices down the hall into the kitchen.

Dante was at the table with Tanit.

Nixon was there too.

And another familiar face that still gave me the creeps for my own personal reasons, I shuddered and looked away.

“You’re up,” Dante said in a matter-of-fact tone. “Done faking injuries?”

I rolled my eyes. “I was shot, you asshole.”

He shrugged like it didn’t matter.

And in the grand scheme of things, it didn’t, not really; we’d all been shot at, we’d all bled for one another.

I sighed and pulled out a chair as Tanit poured me a glass of orange juice. Her smile was cautious, like she still didn’t trust any of us. Smart girl. “Are you feeling better?”

I grinned. “Now I am.”

“Not at the table.” Dante said quickly. “I want to eat without watching you two make out. Do that shit on your own time.”

I threw a fork at him. He dodged it just as Nixon came storming into the room. His eyes heated as he looked at every person at the table, his gaze finally landing on mine. “I was right.”

I hated those words.

That sentence.

I stood, forgetting about my injuries as shooting pain slammed into my body. “What do you mean you were right?”

Nixon swore and looked away. “He’s demanding an alliance.”

“He?” I repeated.

His eyes fell to Tanit. “Her father and the new De Lange boss.”

“An alliance,” Tanit repeated. “What exactly does that mean?”

“It means we’re screwed,” Dante said from the other end of the table. “Hope you look good in white.”

Tanit’s jaw dropped. “No, that’s — no, you’re mistaken.”

Nixon shook his head slowly. “You were warned.”

“I didn’t do anything! I had no idea!”

“The perfect bait,” Nixon spat, “And now that we’ve spilled her blood, we have to protect her or keep her. They want our answer in the next hour.”

I stared blankly at Nixon as my mind tried to fuse all the facts together faster than it was. “An alliance.”

Nixon swore and leaned his body against the counter. “It’s the only way to get back in… they’re done being outcasts. Hell, they must have been watching us like crazy, watching you especially…”

And again all eyes fell to Tanit like she was guilty of some crime.

I wrapped an arm around her. “She had no idea.”

Nixon didn’t say anything.

He didn’t have to.

I knew his thoughts, they mirrored my own: what if she was trained just like us? What if she was planted? What if she was dangerous? What if she was willing to die for the cause, die for her father? Die for the name?

She’d almost done exactly that.

But I’d helped stop it.

Did they know I would?

Too many questions.

With no answers.

Tanit looked over at me, tears in her eyes. “You have to believe me, I would never,” Her voice cracked. “He dropped me off like I wasn’t even his blood! He doesn’t care about me, believe me.”

“Oh, but he does.” Nixon said with a grim expression. “He cares enough to sell you to his biggest enemy in order to gain an ally… tell me, what’s it like to be the pawn?”

“Nixon,” I growled.

“What?” He shoved from the countertop. “I’m just saying what everyone else is thinking.” With that, he stormed off, slamming the door behind him.

I wiped my face with my hands then shot a look to Dante.

He shrugged and stood. “Limited choices, my friend.”

“Helpful!” I called after him.

Everyone left the room but Tanit.

She was shaking again.

I pulled her into my arms and sighed into her hair. “It’s going to be okay.”

“How do you know?” she whispered.

“Because…” I pulled away. “…we have each other… and I’m not letting you go again.”

“Even though I’m apparently your enemy?” She made quotes.

I grinned. “Makes things more exciting.”

She scowled.

I tilted her chin toward me. “You know what this means right?”

Her eyebrows drew together in concentration. “I have to quit school?”

Shit, she really had no idea.

I wasn’t sure how to tell her.

So I went for the quickest route and just blurted. “You have to marry within the family.”

“WHAT!” she screeched. “Who?”

I tried not to be insulted.

And then waited for her to come to the conclusion all before she passed out and collapsed against the chair before I could catch her.

 


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

Tanit

There had to be another way.

A better way.

My thoughts before I collapsed into Dom’s arms, and the first thing I thought of when I woke up with a pounding headache.

I was eighteen.

Not twenty-eight.

I wasn’t ready to get married, not that it wasn’t tempting. It was Dom, after all.

“You okay?” he said from next to me, holding me in his arms still, on the hardwood floor in the kitchen.

“Yeah.” I pulled back and then stood on wobbly feet. He reached out to steady me. “Just in a bit of… shock.”

“It happens,” Dante interrupted as he walked by gun out like he was ready to go shoot something, or — more likely — someone.

And then Nixon was walking by with a gun in each hand.

Tex was next, a gun strapped to his chest and two on his back.

Chase followed with a machete, which was actually a bit more terrifying than the gun.

Sergio had a silencer on his, which he felt the need to point out to Vic and Ax as they both nodded in approval, and Frank, well Frank was at the table drinking wine while Phoenix calmly opened up some sort of black folder then gazed across the table at me.

I gulped.

“ETA?” Nixon asked the room.

Dom tensed next to me.

“Ten minutes,” Phoenix answered without looking up from the folder.

Gone was the easy teasing between the men.

Chase stood ahead of everyone else, his face tight, his eyes wild with fury. “How many survivors?”

Survivors?

“Fifteen we didn’t know about, been in hiding ever since the cleansing…” Phoenix sighed and then read something from the black folder. “They have no money, no resources, no excuse to try to toy with us other than they expected to find a weakness or a way in with Tanit.”

Oh, great.

I swallowed hard as headlights flickered through the kitchen windows.

Car doors slammed.

Loud footsteps followed.

A strong knock on the door.

Chase jerked it open and held the machete blade to my father’s neck. “Oh good, you’re here…” was all he said as my father’s cold eyes locked onto mine, followed by a cruel smile.

I shivered and tried to hide behind Dom.

“I see my plan worked.” He grinned wolfishly. “You know the price of touching one of us without permission from the Capo. Per our arrangement, you are only allowed to harm someone from the De Lange family if they refuse to cooperate.”

Dread pooled in my stomach.

“Daughter,” he addressed me, “you’ve done well.”

My ears rang. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Does it matter? I sent you to the university for a purpose, and now I have the ear of the Capo.” His grin made me want to puke. “So I’d say job well done. Shall we all sit?”

My fault… that their enemies were in this house.

My fault… they were about to sit at Nixon’s table.

My fault. All of it. Even if I had taken Dom’s punishment.

“What exactly do you want?” Tex asked crossing his bulky arms.

“Oh, that’s easy,” my father answered. “I want re-establishment, I want money, and I want to be the new boss.”

“Oh.” Tex nodded dumbly. “So three miracles, huh? That’s nice.”

Chase chuckled darkly as Tex motioned something with his hand.

And before I blinked.

Chase moved with perfect precision.

Two slices across the neck.

And both men who flanked my father, stumbled to a bloody death across the floor.

 


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

Dom

It never got old.

Fresh, red blood dripped, then began pouring from their throats, as they collapsed to the floor.

The sound of the human body slamming against blunt objects, grasping at something, anything to save itself in those last few seconds—it always hit me like it had the first time. With severe wrongness.

Death put everyone on equal ground.

Because no matter how brave, how wicked, how strong you are as a person, you always grasp at more seconds, more minutes before your eyes close a final time.

Chase stepped over them kicking their heads to the side to make sure that they were dead, but also to show his dominance next to Tanit’s father. He was De Lange through and through. You could see it in the way he kept his eyes trained straight ahead, in the way he refused to even acknowledge Chase’s presence in the room, as if he did not exist.

Then again, you don’t get nicknamed the boogeyman for no reason. Chase had earned his stripes, he’d earned his right, and none of us would take it away from him — lessons learned and all that.

I shuddered at the thought.

I wasn’t afraid of many things.

But Chase with a machete?

Didn’t exactly give me warm fuzzies.

“Now, why don’t you sit… what was your name again?” Tex folded his hands in front of him like he was brunching and motioned with his hands toward the chair at the table.

“You know my name,” her father spat.

Tex just grinned. “Does the dog know the name of every flea that tries to latch onto his body?”

I smirked while the rest of the room erupted in low chuckles.

“Alistar,” he said, keeping his head high. “Alistar De Lange.”

Tex’s expression went completely blank, like he couldn’t remember, even though every single one of us could.

We knew everything, about everyone, and it didn’t take a genius to figure out how pissed one of our Russians was about to be when he found out just how Tanit was connected to this man, and how much I was connected to her.

In every way.

Shit.

I couldn’t catch a break. Neither of us could.

“Let’s do business.” The sound of the chair being scraped across the hardwood made my blood boil and my skin crawl. The fact that he was even sitting in this room had me reaching for the Glock on the counter.

Tex leaned back, his smirk firmly in place. “Business contracts are typically drawn up in blood…”

Alistar only nodded.

“So, De Lange.” Tex shrugged. “What are you willing to sacrifice?”

The room was heavy with tension when with a smile Alistar slowly turned in our direction and whispered, “I already sent it.”

I gripped Tanit’s hand.

No.

He wouldn’t.

Tanit let out a gasp and covered her mouth with her free hand, then a confused and hurt expression washed over her features. “You — you’re lying. They’ll call your bluff.”

Alistar blinked at her a few seconds then gazed back at Tex and said. “You can have her mother too.”

 


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

Tanit

I sucked in a sharp breath and gaped at my dad. Did he just offer my body? My mother’s? To his sworn enemies? For what? Money? Position? I moved toward him, but Dom was too quick. He grabbed my elbow, jerked me back against his chest, and whispered against my neck. “Don’t.”

There was no please.

And it was gruff, like it pained him to ask anything of me.

I swallowed the emotion balling in my throat, the raw anger that my dad would offer up a daughter, a mother, two people he’d sworn to protect the minute he brought me into this Godforsaken world. Who did that? Who offered up a freaking person?

“We don’t deal with blood, and we sure as hell don’t traffic humans. Pass,” Tex said in a bored tone, though his eyes were alight with amusement like it was funny.

“You can’t pass,” Dad said in a lethal tone, one I knew only too well. One that made my stomach lurch. I turned my head into Dom’s chest and breathed him in. He smelled like fresh soap and cologne. I inhaled, exhaled, and repeated.

“Just did.” Tex stood and loomed over the large table.

Dad slammed his fist against the wood of the table and grit his teeth in anger. “I’m giving you two De Langes. You know what that’s worth, I know what that’s worth to scum like you — scum who want nothing more than to wipe us from this planet. Hell, I’ll even give you a few cousins, however much blood you need. Except my own, of course.” He sneered like his blood mattered and mine didn’t, even though the same blood ran through my veins!

It happened in slow motion. The feeling of rage took over me at being sold. Images of blood filled my vision as my brain reminded me of what I’d just been through in order to try to save my family, in order to save Dom, in order to be a part of something more than the sick legacy my father apparently wanted everything to do with.

And that rage… it scared me because I liked it, because it filled me with this intense need to grasp it.

So. I. Did.

I saw it then.

It was black.

I used to hate guns.

I never realized I would look at one and see an end.

See peace.

Numb, I moved away from Dom.

I don’t know why he let me.

Unless he could read my mind, guess at my intentions. I snatched the gun from the table, turned off the safety. Still, nobody paid attention to me.

After all, I was nothing but a sacrifice, wasn’t I?

On the blood-soaked table of the De Lange family.

And I was sick of it.

Of what it stood for.

What they wanted.

“I am your own,” I said in a calm voice as I pointed the gun at my dad’s head and waited for his response.

He smirked.

There was no fear.

Only death.

“Beg,” I whispered.

“For what?” He seemed amused, a smirk curled his lips.

“Your life.”

He shook his head slowly. “No wonder you men are powerful. You’ve had my daughter… how long? And now she’s ready to turn on her own family. Then again, that’s what you do isn’t it? Turn on family.” He stared down the barrel and whispered, “My offer stands, and this time, I’ll throw in her favorite cousin, you know the one, Tanit. She’s pretty, just like you, you used to play dolls every Saturday.”

And I knew.

The mafia ended things in bloodshed.

Because when you dealt with the devil. There was no other way.

“Tanit,” Dom whispered my name.

I heard him, but his words were like an annoying insect buzzing in my ear. A distraction to be ignored.

My own heart thudded against my chest, blocking out all other sound.

My finger tightened as it slowly squeezed the trigger.

 


CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

Dom

A part of me wanted to stop her, the part that told me she would regret this, that she would not come back from this Hell. Just like your first kiss — you don’t forget your first kill — ever. Especially when it’s your father.

But it wasn’t my right, to take the gun from her.

To take that choice.

So I stood behind her in silence.

The rest of the men moved as though synchronized. Not to stop the girl with the gun, but to do the unthinkable to a made man before death.

They turned their backs.

Tex was first, followed by Chase, Nixon, Dante, Sergio, Frank, Phoenix — it was as if this death wouldn’t be on their conscience, because this man in front of us, he never existed in the first place.

I knew what this death would mean to Tanit though.

I knew she would never be the same. And I feared that we would not survive the aftermath of what was taking place.

I felt her squeeze the trigger, felt it in my soul.

When the gun went off, I didn’t even blink.

She shot him in the chest.

A little to the right.

Painful, muscle shot, but with that type of gun, not a clean exit.

He stared at her like he was seeing her for the first time, like in some sick way he was proud of her for standing up for herself, for her family.

“He will kill you for this,” her dad whispered. “You have just started a war you cannot stop.”

Tex looked over his shoulder. “We’ve been at war for years, what’s one more?” And then he nodded to Tanit and said. “Finish it.”

With shaking hands, she pointed the gun again. Her dad leveled her with a gaze that was all death, cruelty… so cold that I felt nothing but ice in my veins spreading out to my extremities.

I put my hand on her arm then slowly ran my fingertips down until I grasped her hand with my own. “I’ll do it,” I whispered in her neck, “Don’t move.”

Her breathing picked up.

And I could almost imagine the sweet justice she felt, along with the relief that the blood would stain my hands — not hers. In reality it happened fast, I pulled the trigger, and without looking I’d hit my mark perfectly in his forehead as he fell back against the wall, the smell of blood filled the room.

But in my line of vision, in my memory, whenever I looked back on this moment — and I did often — I would see her eyes close in relief as I lifted her hand. I would watch the tears squeeze from her eyes and make a slow trail down her cheeks. I would remember her deep exhale as I pulled the trigger.

And I would remember the relief I felt when I knew my aim was true and I heard his body hit the floor.

I would kill anyone who touched her.

She didn’t know the loyalty I had for her.

She didn’t know my obsession.

She didn’t know my need for her — I wanted to collect those fallen tears and swear on her father’s cold dead body that I would die to myself — in order to free her.

It was over.

And when she turned her face to me.

It was without innocence.

I may as well have painted her face with his blood, dipped my fingers into it, and made war paint across her cheeks.

I’d stolen the innocence from her body.

And I’d successfully stolen the innocence from her soul.

I couldn’t look at her anymore.

So I closed my eyes as the slow heavy beat of my heart thumped against my cracked chest.

I wasn’t sure things would ever be the same.

 


CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

Tanit

Drip, drip, drip. It was just water.

I listened, my ears strained to hear the next drip, and then the one following. The faucet in the adjoining bathroom continued to haunt me, to remind me of the blood that dripped.

Blood that flowed.

And the person responsible for it.

I don’t know what I expected.

Maybe more noise?

Yeah, the noise, I would have liked to hear more of it. Movies don’t mention the lack of noise. My expectation was chaos.

My reality was a sort of peace, a horror, and then silence.

Silence as men around me picked up the bodies and disposed of them.

Silence as the blood was cleaned from the floors.

Silence as bleach was poured all over the place, the smell replacing the scent of blood but stinging my nose.

Silence as wine was consumed.

Silence as Dom picked me up and took me to bed.

And then, the dripping.

As if the universe needed to remind me that yes, there was a death on my hands, and yes, that death was my father’s.

I wondered about my mother.

If she would be proud or if she would be horrified.

The fact that I even wondered those things told me I was altered, that I would never really be the same again. The fact that I wasn’t running away screaming, that I was still lying there in that nice soft bed and staring out into the inky blackness of the room — it meant I was changed, didn’t it?

My fingers felt heavy, like they still held the gun against them.

And my chest. It ached like I had a giant gaping hole spreading out through my extremities.

The door opened.

It closed.

I breathed in a heavy sigh as the bed dipped, as muscular arms wrapped around me and pulled me close.

“No lies.” Dom breathed against my neck. “Tell me how to kill the bad.”

I frowned. “The bad?”

“The pain, the ugly, the sad,” Each word was like another gunshot ringing out as he placed a kiss to my neck. “I feel your darkness — let me take it instead.”

I gulped. “Not yours to take.”

“Always.” He gripped my hip with his right hand. “As long as I live, your pain will always be my pain, now let me have it.”

Tears blurred my vision as I shook my head back and forth, and then his lips were on my neck, then my mouth as he whispered, “I’ll just take it all then.”

And he did.

Without permission.

First, with his tongue as he spread his kiss across my lips, as he devoured every last bit of sadness and anger on my mouth, and then again as he pressed me against the mattress, pulling my shirt over my head, following with my leggings. I was naked within minutes.

I was cold.

I was hot.

I was everything.

And then he was on top of me.

And all I could think was yes, just smother me with your heat, don’t let me think about anything but the heaviness of your body, the raspy way you breathe and kiss down my body.

Us.

Not them.

Anything but Him.

I kissed him back then. I clung to his biceps like they were my lifeline, and when he thrust into me.

I spread my legs wider.

I opened up for him.

Let him consume me.

Allowed myself to forget the horror.

It should have been physical.

But my emotions won out.

Tears flowed down my cheeks.

He licked them away, moving against me with such caution, such fervor that I once again saw life instead of death before my eyes, felt it between my thighs it the powerful way he tried to exorcise every bad thing between us and give me hope.

I felt him.

I felt us.

I closed my eyes.

And I breathed a bit easier as he kissed my mouth and whispered, “I promise.”

“You promise what?” I asked.

“Everything.” Was all he said before his mouth consumed mine again, before I let myself fall harder and faster, before I promised myself I’d die before letting this go.

 


CHAPTER THIRTY NINE

Dom

I lied and I kissed.

I swore.

I lied some more.

And I made promises I wasn’t sure I would ever be able to keep as the pressure reignited in my chest — the same pressure I felt the day I’d looked into Tex’s eyes and known that the spot as Capo was as much mine as it was his. The same feeling I had when Nixon told me my life was forfeit to the Families.

I didn’t realize it then, what that heaviness meant.

I knew it now.

Because now it was tangible, I could touch it, taste it, love it.

The heaviness was my heart.

The heaviness was the pull she had on it.

And the realization that my lies came too easily, just like the ability to completely shut down my mind and just be with her.

Once she was asleep, I got up, put on my clothes, and slowly walked out the door, leaning against the frame as it clicked shut behind me.

I needed space.

Air.

Not away from Tanit, just away from the choking realization that I had nothing to offer her but my gun — and part of me understood I was still too young to give her anything else — let alone the promises that kept coming too easy right along with the lies.

“You’re loud.” Dante stepped out of the shadows scaring the shit out of me. I glared and then crossed my arms again. “Maybe next time make sure the door’s shut.” He smirked.

I didn’t even flinch.

With a sigh, he ran his hands through his hair and then leaned against the opposite wall. “You look rough.”

“I feel rough.”

“It had to be done.”

“I’m not questioning what happened,” I said in a low voice. “I’m just questioning everything else. I’m twenty-one, I can’t really just marry her and live happily ever after.”

“I see.” Dante was quiet, his blue eyes locked on mine. “So what exactly do you plan on doing? I assume you have a plan?”

I shrugged. “Let her finish school, maybe send her with a few men just in case, get her away from—”

Dante burst into laughter which was rare for him, making me even that much more pissed. “Shit man, you can’t just send a De Lange out into the wild, you know she’s got a target on her back that basically welcomes other Families to open fire.”

I clenched my fists. “All it takes is one word from Tex, and she’s protected.” Or me, but I left that part out.

Dante’s eyebrows shot up like he heard what I didn’t say. “One word from the Capo, huh?”

I didn’t miss his lack of using Tex’s name.

I just looked away. “The Capo can make decisions like that.”

“So what? You kill the Capo, and you get to protect her without getting your hands dirty. Nicely done, man, just make sure it’s a clean head shot.”

I scowled and hung my head, whispering in a low voice. “That’s not what I—”

“Killing your own brother, should I sleep with one eye open?” Tex walked out of the shadows smirking like it was the funniest thing he’d ever heard.

I felt shame then.

Deep, gut-wrenching shame.

“Don’t be a coward.” Tex shook his head. “It looks like shit on you.”

Dante stared me down, my skin felt prickly and hot as I thought about our options, thought about hers. “I can’t give her what she needs.”

“Idiot, this one,” Tex grumbled. “Look, you’re all she needs, buy her a castle if she wants it, get her a pony, hell you can have her study from the house whatever she wants. Her life is held in your fingertips, and you’re just going to throw it away because you’re worried you’re not enough to keep her?”

I felt my jaw click as I tried to swallow. My muscles were paralyzed with something — what was it? Fear? Dread?

“She deserves more than blood,” I finally said.

“No shit.” Dante pushed away from the wall like he was going to charge me. “Don’t you think I wish for more than that every day? I’m bringing twins into the world, fucking twin babies!” he raged. “Do you think I want to show them my darkness every day? Hell no! But you better believe I’ll kill for them, I’ll kill millions if I have to, and that’s why we stay, that’s why we do what we do because in a world full of monsters — sometimes it’s better to live with them.”

“You’re the monster in this scenario,” Tex piped up. “Just in case you were wondering…”

“Look in the mirror,” I snapped.

He put his arm around me and then punched me in the stomach. I didn’t even recoil, just let him because I figured fighting was futile at this point with my head such a mess. Hell, maybe a little fist fight would help.

“Look at it this way, she just shot her father…” Dante said. “Who better to live with than the one man who’s set to lead us if this idiot gets himself killed?” He jabbed his finger at Tex. “Think about it, and don’t be a dick.”

Tex laughed then sobered. “But seriously, don’t be a dick.”

“Who’s a dick?” Nixon asked as he made his way down the hall.

All fingers pointed at me.

He just rolled his eyes like it was old news and then stared me down. “You ready?”

“Ready?” I repeated slowly wracking my brain for clues.

“For your marriage.” He winked.

And I could have sworn I almost passed out and fell against the door, especially when it opened and Tanit appeared, tears in her eyes as she whispered, “You’re sending me away?”

 


CHAPTER FORTY

Tanit

I couldn’t look at him.

Didn’t want to see the shame in his eyes.

Refused to let him see and feel the rejection in my soul as I shoved past all of them, walked blindly down the hall and found myself in the large theater room.

I stumbled into a rock-hard body and jerked back.

Chase.

His eyes narrowed as he stared down at me. I couldn’t help but flinch when he cupped my face with his strong hands, and then very slowly wiped my tears away.

Not what I expected.

I shivered under his lethal touch.

How many people had he killed with those hands?

How many fathers? Sons? Humans, for that matter?

They were permanently stained, even though I couldn’t actually see the blood. I gulped and tried to move away but he kept me in place and then reached behind me and clicked the door shut.

I could hear my own heavy breathing.

Was he going to kill me too?

I would deserve it.

Based on my blood, I deserved death.

I knew it.

Everyone knew it.

He dropped his hand and nodded toward the giant screen. “Movie?”

I couldn’t be more stunned if I tried. My mouth gaped and then I found my voice. “I just helped kill someone and found out the one guy I would do it for again wants to send me away, and you want me to watch a movie?”

He just shrugged and started walking over to one of the chairs. When I didn’t follow, he patted the leather with his hand.

Slowly, I followed and then sat down next to him as he grabbed the remote and turned on Kardashians.

“Seriously?” I whispered under my breath.

He just laughed. “It was on from one of the girls, trust me, I don’t watch this shit, plus my wife would have my ass if she knew I spent my free time watching other women — besides, why would I do that when I have what I have?”

I frowned. “I don’t understand you.”

He snorted. “Get in line.”

We sat in silence as he clicked through a few channels, finally settling on the Disney channel, again shocking me.

“If I have to watch Descendants one more time…” he grumbled. “That’s the curse of fatherhood. I feel like toddlers should come with a warning: beware Cheerios will always be stuck to your ass at all times.”

I finally smiled.

He joined me.

I’d always thought he was terrorizing, the way he looked, deadly, I was afraid to gaze too long at his icy blue eyes, but Chase smiling? He was almost pretty. He reminded me a lot of Nixon except his build was different, he had a lot of muscle, but it was packed beneath so many tattoos it was almost distracting.

“So.” He put the remote down. “Dipshit’s going to send you away?”

My throat clogged up with emotion as I nodded.

Chase sighed and then ran a tatted hand through his inky black hair. “Here’s the thing, Tanit, the stories have it backward. The princess is never supposed to end up with the monster. It sounds romantic, hell it may even feel romantic, but it’s ugly, it’s bloody, it’s brutal. The princess should be with the prince — every fucking time. He doesn’t want to ruin you. Hell, I don’t even like you, no offense, and I don’t want to ruin you.”

I laughed. “I like your honesty.”

“Both my blessing and my curse.” He winked. “Besides, I know what blood runs through your veins, and unless I can actually crack open that head of yours and see our blood etched on your brain, I’ll always mistrust you, but that’s my shit, not yours. My point is that blood on white is never pretty, no matter how much you crave that blood.”

I frowned and stared down at my hands, I didn’t realize they were shaking until he grabbed them with both of his and turned me toward him. His were warm, strong, again unexpected because they held tenderness I’d never experienced before as he sighed and whispered, “Say the word and I’ll protect you until my last breath. Say the word and I’ll give you a car, enough money to buy whatever the hell you want, I’ll set up security, I’ll send two men for life. Say the word and I’ll make it easy for you to survive without this.” He hesitated and then said, “But surviving without him — I can’t make that go away. And coming from someone who loves as much as he hates — it will destroy you from the inside out if you walk away.”

I didn’t speak. I felt the tears roll down my face, but I couldn’t find the words, and I wasn’t sure I would be able to, so I did the only thing I could. I wrapped my arms around the killer and held him close, then grazed his cheek with my lips and whispered, “Thank you.”

If he was shocked he didn’t show it, just let me hug him, and when I pulled away, he wiped my tears, stood, and left me alone in the dark with Disney playing in the background.

It was minutes later that Dom walked in the room. He didn’t say anything. Our thighs touched as he sat where Chase had just been sitting.

Funny how sometimes the dark reveals its secrets when you least expect it, because when I looked at him, he didn’t look twenty-one anymore.

He looked… more mature than he should.

Heavy.

Burdened.

Like he held the entire weight of the world on his shoulders and was hesitant about taking on one more thing — me.

Slowly, he slid to the carpeted floor, facing me on his knees as he took both of my hands in his and kissed my palms. I shuddered as he laid his head in my lap and held onto my body like it was his lifeline, like he was worshipping.

It felt sacred in that moment.

I closed my eyes and then lay across him, like I could protect him from the darkness swirling around us, like I could protect him from the depths of hell.

But we both knew the truth.

We were standing in a river of blood.

And one day, we would drown in it.

Together.

“Marry me,” he whispered. “Not because you need my protection, not because it’s the smart thing to do,” He shuddered. “But because I don’t want to face the nightmares without you anymore — for years I’ve dreamed in blood, and now… I dream of you.”

Tears rolled down my face onto his head.

“I need you more than you need me,” he continued with a rasp. “And it terrifies me that one day, because of this life, you could be taken from me. I’d rather send you away than watch you die in my arms because I can’t protect you. But I can’t do it, I won’t do it. Stay.” He choked out the last word like he was on the brink of tears. “Stay.”

I lifted my head and then braced his with both of my hands and leaned down, joining our lips together in a soft kiss.

He pressed his body against mine, as he lay me flat against the leather and then straddled me, knees on either sides of my thighs as his kiss turned hungry, I wrapped my arms around his head and drank him in. He pulled back just enough to say. “You never said yes.”

“What does my body tell you?”

His gaze was hooded as he ran a hand from the curve of my neck all the way down to my breast, his lips were an inch from mine as he whispered, “It says I make you burn.”

I nodded.

His same hand disappeared under my shirt, fingers skimmed across my stomach and moved to my bra. “I make you want.”

I gulped as he gripped my shirt and quickly tugged it over my head and kissed me harder, speaking the words against my mouth, into my very soul. “Choose me, the way my heart already chose you.”

“Yes.” I nodded with more tears making their way down my cheeks. “Yes.”

 


CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

Dom

A heaviness settled over me the minute she said yes, or maybe it was just this unworthiness.

Maybe it was guilt.

Maybe a bit of trepidation.

Maybe it was all of the above.

I slept like shit knowing that Nixon already had it in his mind that it was happening sooner rather than later and knowing that the girl sleeping next to me with her arms and legs tangled around mine — would be mine forever, mine to protect, mine to keep alive.

I raked my hands through my hair and sat up.

Tanit stirred next to me then reached for my shoulder. “You’re still awake?”

“Yeah.” My voice was hoarse with exhaustion. “You need to sleep.” I kissed her on the head just before she sat up and stared right through me, her eyes unwavering, her posture determined.

“One thing.”

“What?” I frowned. Maybe I was more tired than I realized. “Was that a question? Statement?”

The corners of her mouth twitched. “Tell me one thing that’s making you lose sleep.”

“Only one?” I teased while she rolled her eyes and then scooted closer. I huffed out a breath. “Fine, one thing.” I gulped and leaned in. “You getting hurt, I think that’s the big thing, the mother of all things, the thing of the things, is something happening to you.”

“Because mafia mates for life or what?” She winked.

I didn’t laugh.

Or smile.

“In my family…” I cupped her face with my hands. “Yes.”

Tears welled in her eyes, and she gripped my wrists. “Okay then, point me in the direction of the best fighter and sign me up.”

“This isn’t summer camp.” I groaned. “I’m not just going to sign you up under an assassin, pack you a lunch, and make sure you don’t forget your backpack. This is some scary shit. They tried to kill Dante before he was even a made man. Hell, they still find intense joy in trying to kill me.”

She frowned. “That’s some messed up family.”

“Mafia.” I sighed. “It’s hard to explain. It’s almost like our hobby, which I know how wrong that sounds especially after saying it out loud.”

“It’s different,” she said slowly. “That doesn’t mean it’s weird or wrong, just not normal human behavior, but survival is survival right?” She seemed to think about it for a minute. “I mean if you see nothing but violence on a daily basis, it’s almost like you have to normalize it to survive it.”

I stared at her, a bit stunned that in all my years with Nixon I’d never thought of that, and she’d hit the nail on the head with the ease of a genius.

“Yeah.” I finally found my voice. “You’re right.”

“So.” She clasped her hands around my neck and inched closer. “Best fighter, go, don’t even think about it.”

“Hand to hand combat is Phoenix,” I said quickly. I felt my voice waver a bit, “But the best fighters are usually those who have nothing to lose. That used to be Chase. Trust me, being around that guy at any point a few years ago was like a death sentence. He’d get pissed if you breathed wrong. But now? Now…” I gulped. Damn it, I hated the Russians. I hated them so much I could taste it.

“Now, I guess it would be someone you haven’t met before, and there’s a reason for that, so until that time comes, I say train with Phoenix, and if you pass his tests then there’s only one thing left for you to do.”

“What’s that?”

I fell back against the bed and whispered, “Cheers to Mother Russia.”

“That’s not helpful.”

“Oh trust me, he won’t be. He’ll try to kill you in your sleep, but you asked for the best fighter… he’s had no choice since his birth, guy clawed his way to the top with bloody fingers and doesn’t flinch when anyone else would hurl. He’s… different.”

“Not safe.”

“No, Tanit, but none of us are safe, not even to you. The last thing you want to do is cross anyone with Italian or Russian blood. You’ll see your body hit the floor before your soul realizes it’s been separated from its host.”

“You suck at bedtime stories.”

“You asked.” I chuckled, pulling her into my arms as she lay down next to me. “We can make arrangements in the morning, until then… There once was a beautiful girl named Tanit…”

She burst out laughing. “That’s more like it. Just make sure to make me really pretty.”

“Stories, Tanit…” I kissed her temple. “They could never do your true beauty justice.”

 


CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

Tanit

His mouth tasted like danger.

His lips filled me with excitement.

And his hands.

His rough, large hands roamed all over my body like he was meant to worship me. Dom had told me a silly story, put me to sleep in minutes, and was now waking me up in the best way possible.

Sunlight flickered past the pulled blinds, casting a sexy glow on his face. I’d always thought that Dom looked more like Nixon or Chase, but with the sunlight directly on his hair I could see pieces of Campisi in him. Especially in the barely noticeable red streaks that glistened through his darker strands.

“You look like your brother right now,” I whispered, my voice heavy with sleep.

Dom stopped kissing between my breasts. I never realized I could miss the heat of someone’s tongue until now.

“I’m only going to say this once.” His voice was gruff, sexy, why did he have to look and sound sexy in the morning, when I probably had my hair sticking up all over the place and sleep in my eyes? “Tell me I look like my brother again, especially when one or both of us is naked, and you won’t like the consequences.”

“Are you threatening me?” I sat up on my elbows.

He stared me down. “You know… if this marriage is going to work, you need to make sure you… listen to your husband.”

“You aren’t my husband yet,” I countered.

“Doesn’t matter. When you said yes, I already legally bound us in my mind and in my heart. Can’t break shit like that Tanit, that’s forever.”

“Ohhh, is it now?”

“It is.” His kisses continued, his searing kisses that bordered on torture.

The buildup was too much and when it came to Dom I had no patience, no self-control. My world was him.

“Shit, the quickest way to make a man lose his erection is to talk about his brother.”

“Oh, are we still on that?”

He growled. “Leave Tex out of the bedroom. He gives me enough hell as it is, and he looks like me. I don’t look like him.”

I bit down on my lip to keep from laughing. “And the difference is?”

“No clue, but it makes me feel better about being born second.” He laughed.

The sound of voices filled the halls.

I sighed then gripped him by the shoulders. “We can stay in bed a bit longer, right?”

His eyes lit up then darkened immediately when I pulled the sheet from my body. “At least until lunch.”

Dom laughed against my mouth, his hands tangled with the sheets in an effort to uncover both me and him. I had to grab the nightstand with my right hand to keep from flying off the mattress when, in a bout of frustration, he jerked the sheet and duvet off the bed and stood.

Dom naked was something I would never get tired of, and as scared as I was about our future or what that meant for us, looking at him was enough to make me forget about the fear, at least for a little while.

“Frustrated?” I asked.

“Sexually, yes.” He stalked toward me, braced his hands on either side of my head, and kissed me so hard I felt my body disappear into the mattress. He pushed me down, his hand tilting my chin up so he could deepen the kiss, he tasted warm, inviting, so deliciously dangerous.

“I want you,” I panted, pulling away so I could suck in air.

Dom grinned at that, his body hovering over me as he said in a gravelly voice. “Then have me.”

I hooked my feet behind his legs. He had no choice but to fall into me.

“Kids!” Tex’s booming voice roared. “Take a time out, we have business.”

“You jinxed us.” Dom panted between kisses, “This is your fault.”

“How is this my fault?” I wrapped my arms around his neck pulling him closer. “Plus we can be fast.”

“I don’t want to be fast. I want to be slow. I want to be thorough, I want to hear my name fall from those swollen lips like a prayer—”

I narrowly missed his teeth with my aggressive kiss then backed up onto the bed dragging him with me.

“Please?” I whimpered.

I had barely gotten the word out when he was inside me. Everywhere, teeth clenched, body tight.

“Dom, I’m serious!” Tex roared. “You have one minute!”

“Shit!” Dom moved faster.

I moaned louder, I couldn’t help it.

“Forty seconds!” Tex boomed, he had to be standing by the door, his voice was too loud.

“Faster!” I urged Dom.

“Are you kidding me right now?” He growled against my mouth as sweat slid between our bodies. I clawed at his back when he grabbed the headboard.

“Twenty-five seconds and I’m breaking down the door.”

“Dom, he can’t—”

“Focusing right now…!” Dom interrupted kissing me again and again until I was trying to pull him closer, tighter. “Feels so good and I have to make it fast… I’m killing…” He panted, “Dead… he’s…” His teeth clenched. “Dead to me.”

“Ten seconds!”

“Coming!” Dom jerked the headboard with both hands, filing me until I saw stars. I sucked in a breath as he braced himself over me with a knowing smirk, and then the sheet was over us.

And the door was, in fact, getting kicked in.

“Oh, hey.” Dom’s chest rose and fell so fast he had to catch his breath. “Hey, man, didn’t hear you.”

Tex grinned and leaned against the door. “Oh no worries, we actually don’t need you guys for another hour.”

“THE HELL YOU DO!” Dom roared.

“That was fun though, good times, oh and Dom? I knew you had it in you, less than a minute, not too shabby, maybe you really are a Campisi. You can go slow when you need to and fast when—”

Dom threw a lamp at the door just as Tex left.

It crashed to the floor.

We sat side by side in bed, panting for a solid three minutes before he turned to me and winked, “So now that we have an hour…”

 


CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

Dom

“Tell me this isn’t crazy.” I was outside standing by the tree that the guys had all marked. Etched forever in its bark were their names. Tex was leaning against it, his name near his head. He pulled a flask out of his pocket and handed it to me.

I took it.

And regretted the giant swig I took the minute the whiskey burned all the way down my throat. “What the hell kind of whiskey is that?”

“The good kind.” He shrugged, didn’t choke, then winked just as Nixon, Sergio, Phoenix, Dante, and Frank walked out, followed by Andrei.

He gave everyone a wide berth, leaning against the side of the house with a pissed off expression on his face and his arms crossed.

Our hate was mutual.

I was the next Capo, and unless he killed me or Tex, he would always be the Russian with an Italian family — and too much money.

“Come on,” Chase smacked him in the back of the head earning a curse from Andrei as they all joined us by the tree. “You nervous?”

Chase was directing the question at me.

I glared right back at him. “Nah I just took a sip of Tex’s flask, I don’t even know where I’m at right now.”

“Thought that shit was water.” Chase grabbed the flask, sniffed, took a drink, then shrugged. “Water.”

I sighed as he stepped forward and placed a silver knife in my hand. It had the Russian sickle wrapped around the handle and then an Eagle on the top of it, as if it was looking out for the Russians, dominating the world, willing to be dipped in blood. I clenched it tight in my hand.

“It’s time,” was all Tex said as he shoved me toward the tree where the guys had written their names and The Elect.

Dante was at the bottom, it looked fresher than the others.

I stepped forward and started carving out my name. The ritual felt like something out of a book or a movie, something holy that I couldn’t quite place. This was their tree.

Their group.

Their thing.

I was ten years too late.

And now they were asking me to not just be the guy they picked up and put to work, but an equal.

With a heavy heart, I continued writing my name.

“Andrei.” Tex barked when I was done.

Slowly, Andrei stepped forward, his eyes hooded, void of emotion, and that was after his happy ending. I’d heard stories of his rage.

Stories of his beef with Chase and the rest of the guys, and that when it counted most.

He’d saved them all.

At great personal cost.

But they never talked about it.

He treated the world like shit.

And the world treated him the exact same way back — at least most in the world did. Few understood the way his mind worked.

Then again, how normal could you be when you’re born with your own blood on your hands? When you were six and your father asked you to slit your brother’s throat?

Yeah, not normal.

I handed him the knife. He jerked it from my grip and wrote a giant A on the tree followed by a P.

Andrei. Petrov.

Somewhere there was a pig flying.

“All right.” Tex rubbed his hands together. “Now we get you married and send the De Langes a fun little message.”

“I’m almost afraid to ask,” I muttered under my breath.

“Come on, baby bro.” Tex grinned wickedly. “Where’s your sense of adventure?”

“I prefer to keep my adventure between the sheets.” I winked. “Then again, you wouldn’t understand that, would you?”

His eyes narrowed.

“Break it up,” Nixon barked. “Go get ready, son.”

Son. I used to hate that he teased that way.

But the way he said it.

Like he truly was taking responsibility for me.

And would in true fashion.

Walk her down the aisle.

I tried not to appear choked up.

But I could tell Nixon saw.

He winked and ushered everyone back into the house, but he held back. I did the same.

And when he reached out and pulled me into his arms for a hug.

I let him.

 


CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

Tanit

“Ten times.” Luciana grinned, rubbing her pregnant belly as she yawned and sat down on my bed. Trace just laughed as she pulled out a beautiful silk, off-white dress and a pair of red shoes.

Blood. Red.

I stared, open-mouthed.

“Something borrowed.” Mo waltzed into the room. “Also handy when there’s a gunfight and you get blood everywhere. Your shoes will still look incredible. I would know.”

“I was just going to ask how you would know but…” My voice trailed off as I took a shaky breath and then turned my attention back to Luciana, “And what do you mean ten times?”

“I would plug my ears.” Trace yawned. “But I’ve already lost so much sleep…”

“Three kids.” Mo patted her on the back. “And one fiery little girl who thinks her dad is a King — good luck with that one.”

Trace glared. “She’s nine and asked when she could start her own Family and become a boss.”

I winced. This way of life. It was strange, even to someone who grew up in it with my own family.

“Ten times. That’s the record.” Luciana yawned and rubbed her pregnant belly. “I need a nap.”

“Nope!” El ran in with a bottle of wine followed by Bee holding glasses. “We rarely get girl time anymore with all the kids—”

As she said kids, screaming commenced in the form of kids ages one through nine.

The women went completely silent as Phoenix stopped at the door and pounded his hand on the wall. “How long again?”

“An hour, you’ll survive.” Bee kissed him on the cheek and held out her glass to El, who poured a heavy amount to the brim. “You’ll survive. Aren’t you an assassin? Hmm? Big bad ass?”

I didn’t know whose kid it was, but someone came barreling down the hall screaming about getting their hair pulled followed by another kid screaming that they pulled their own hair. A horn sounded.

And then. Silence.

Phoenix was holding the horn above his head with a happy expression on his face. “Who wants ice cream?”

More screaming.

But the good kind.

“You’re the best.” Bee winked.

“And you’ll prove it tonight, again, and again, and again…” He kissed her soundly on the mouth and left.

I sighed.

All the women turned to me like I’d just announced I wanted to marry him instead.

“What?” I rubbed my bare arms.

They circled me like I was their prey.

“So…” Luciana sat closest to me, or rather lay as best she could, tucking her hair behind her Burberry headband again. “How are things… with Dom… you guys doing okay? I know things are happening really fast.”

Her eyes were sympathetic, her touch tender. She was the most empathetic person I’d ever met in my entire life. It was impossible not to like her. And impossible not to be a little bit in love with her each time she opened her mouth.

“Good.” I took a deep breath. “I’m just… it’s a lot to take in emotionally after my father…” My throat closed up.

Mo reached across the bed and patted my thigh. “No man deserves the title father if he’s willing to sacrifice his own blood for personal gain.”

“And,” Trace added, “you did a brave thing. We’re all proud of you.” El handed me a glass of wine and yawned behind her hand.

“Whoa, things getting too crazy for you already?” Mo teased.

El laughed. “Sorry, I’ve been helping Sergio with all the research on the De Langes lately, so it’s been… taxing.”

“Ohhhhh, research.” Mo made air quotes. “Got it.”

“Shut up.” El looked away, her cheeks pink.

Silence settled over us again.

It was comfortable.

“I’m scared.” I finally said it out loud. “I’m scared I’m too young. I’m scared I’m not brave enough for him. I’m scared he won’t come home. I’m scared of everything.”

Trace was the first to speak as she knelt down next to me and pulled me into her arms. “We all are. Every single day. But we have each other. We have Family. And that’s what we live and die for — Family.”

 


CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE

Dom

“You ready?” Sergio rubbed his eyes, dark circles made their way known beneath his lower lashes as he pulled out a bottle of vodka and slid it toward me with a wink.

“More ready than you are. Do you even sleep anymore?”

He just grinned. “Val’s having trouble sleeping right now, meaning I’m having trouble sleeping, and yesterday I had a three-year-old jump on my face and announce he was farting only after the fact. We aired out our room for a solid two days before I realized that toddlers just… smell.”

Sergio and I hadn’t been close. Ever. Nor was he the kind of person to share any sort of intimate details of his life with anyone except Phoenix. Somehow the guys had a bond beyond what the rest of them did and part me had to wonder if it was because Phoenix was the only guy in the group other than Chase who understood what it meant to lose everything only to gain it back again.

I held out my glass as he poured straight vodka in it and nodded like I was supposed to toss it back like water. I stared down into it. My suit jacket was hanging on the chair behind me, my sleeves were rolled up.

“It’s tradition,” he said softly. “Shot of vodka at weddings and funerals… gotta love the Russians.”

I tilted back the white liquid. It burned down my throat and reminded me of cheap gasoline. “Horrible idea,” I croaked.

“The worst,” he agreed with a laugh just as Val came down the hall. She was wearing a short yellow dress that hugged her curves. I did a double take when I noticed a bump and then grinned over at Sergio who couldn’t take his eyes from her.

“So that why El’s been helping you late into the night.” I said out loud.

“It distracts her from when Dante has to go out.” Sergio said in a low voice, his eyes still on his wife. “And it distracts me from worrying about everything that could go wrong with another pregnancy.”

I nodded.

A few of the girls shuffled out of the hallway bedrooms, and within minutes, I was surrounded by my family.

The only people missing were Tanit and Nixon.

I wrung my hands together as the living room clock mocked me, ticking by the seconds, the minutes, until I was ready to pull my own hair out.

I knew she was approaching by the silence that surrounded my normally boisterous family.

You could hear a pin drop.

The first thing I thought. Beautiful.

The second? Daring.

She was wearing a silk dress that my brain was already conjuring ways to take off… and red shoes.

Blood. Red.

My smile was so wide my face hurt as her gaze met mine, and intensity pulsed between us.

Tex put his hand on my shoulder. “You ready for this?”

I didn’t take my eyes off of her. “Yeah. I am.”

I didn’t expect for it to feel so right.

Just like I didn’t expect this to happen two months ago when I was setting the University mascot on fire.

Life never played fair with the mafia.

But hell, it still played.

Didn’t it?

It still let us have game pieces.

Even if it meant in the end we would lose our lives to bloodshed, to violence, to ourselves.

We still got a chance to live.

It was a beautiful thing.

Nixon kissed her on the cheek and gave Tex a curt nod. “Time to go to the church.”

“The church?” Tanit repeated in a weak voice.

“Are we even allowed back?” Chase barked out a laugh.

“I’ve already called ahead,” Nixon said in a commanding voice. “Too many marriages have taken place under duress, bloodshed, and in this damn house. This time, we go to church, maybe, God will look down on us and forgive us for all the death — if we align another De Lange within our family the right way.”

“Well.” Tex sighed. “It’s worth a shot, isn’t it?”

“Grace always is,” Nixon agreed.

I walked toward Tanit and held out my hand; she took it. “You look beautiful.”

She beamed. “I like your red suspenders.”

“They match your shoes.” I leaned in and kissed her cheek, not wanting to mess up her makeup.

“I know.” She squeezed my hand tight as we followed the group out to the waiting SUV’s.

And I laughed when I saw the police escort.

Two motorcycles and five police cars lined up outside the heavily guarded gate. I just gave my head a shake and laughed while Nixon shrugged as if to ask what?

Chase jogged ahead of us, waved at each of the cops, and they smiled back like he was their best friend. The guy really should run for mayor; he’d get voted in without even campaigning.

When he turned around, he shrugged and then looked straight through me. “You should never have to worry about a war during your wedding.”

I didn’t know what to say.

Tanit released my hand and slowly walked up to him. The group went completely still. it seemed like time was slowing as she wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed his cheek.

Chase’s arms were at his side, and then he was hugging her back. I almost swallowed my tongue.

People didn’t touch Chase.

Ever.

His wife got to touch him, his kids. It ended there.

He lifted her into the air and twirled her around, once, twice, then said loud enough for Sergio to hear. “Two twirls, right man?”

Sergio grinned wide while the rest of the group laughed softly. “Always two twirls, man, always two twirls.”

 


CHAPTER FORTY-SIX

Tanit

Dom squeezed my hand tight as we pulled up to the large Catholic church. Its appearance was almost gothic — extremely intimidating. It didn’t help that the police escort was loud enough to draw a scene, and when all the men and the wives got out of their SUVS, people gawked, and held up their phones like they were in the presence of celebrities.

Which, I guess, in a way they were.

The Abandonatos alone owned enough of this part of the world to rule it, and they exercised that right on a daily basis, especially with Chase at the helm. Dom ushered me forward, but I noticed Chase hanging back.

“Is he not coming?” I wondered out loud, disappointed that his demeanor could change with the snap of fingers — or in his case, the neck he was breaking, the person he was stabbing — you get the picture.

Dom turned around, glanced at Chase, then back at me as we kept walking up the cement stairs. “It’s always Chase in the back, The Capo in the middle, Nixon up front with Phoenix watching from one side, and Sergio on the other. Dante sticks around with Chase…” His voice trailed off.

“But why?”

He sighed like he didn’t want to talk about it then whispered in a low voice. “If anyone tries to shoot at The Family — the guys made a pact a long time ago that they’d use their own bodies as shields — to protect their children, their wives. They’d forfeit their lives any day of the week without blinking — when you know what’s important — death doesn’t seem so scary.” He kissed the back of my hand. “That’s what being a part of this Family means. Protection.”

“Is that why the police are staying?”

“Probably.” He shrugged. “It would suck to die from a car bomb on your wedding day, right?”

My eyes widened.

“Relax.” He kissed the top of my head. “I won’t let anything happen to you.”

“I know.” I clung to him a little tighter as we walked through the massive doors leading into the church.

Candles were lit down the aisle.

Tears pricked the backs of my eyes as I realized I’d always imagined my father walking me down the aisle. I never imagined I’d be without him — or that I would be part of the reason he was no longer here.

Red shoes.

They might as well be a representation of his blood.

Dom released my hand. And I stood at the edge of the aisle as wives walked past me, as the most powerful men in the world stood by me.

I wasn’t sure what I was supposed to do.

So I stared down at my blood red shoes.

I stared down so hard that my eyes began to burn with my unshed tears.

This was not how things were supposed to happen.

And it’s not that I wasn’t thankful.

I felt a hand on my shoulder and nearly jerked away when I noticed it was Chase. “Ready?”

I gulped. “Yes.”

Nixon flanked my other side and held out his elbow. “Let’s get you married.”

When I looked ahead, it was Tex leading us down. And since I couldn’t see Phoenix, Sergio, or Dante, I assumed they were behind me.

I gulped.

Nope. Not how I imagined getting married.

With a dead father.

And his greatest enemy at my side, holding my arm, with that enemy’s second in command ready to kill anyone on holy ground.

I looked around for a priest.

And when the Russian from before stepped into the middle of the aisle and held open a Bible, I almost asked if he was allowed to touch things that holy without getting zapped.

Dom winked at me from the end of the aisle.

My feet carried me slowly down.

And when Nixon released my arm and placed it on Dom’s, when each man took turns giving me a kiss on the cheek — that was when it felt real.

And when the Russian cleared his throat and began talking in that smooth accented voice of his, I clung to Dom, afraid I was going to pass out.

“Who gives this woman?” he asked.

“We do,” the bosses responded.

I swayed a bit on my feet.

And then I was saying vows.

And the world faded away as I looked to my right and saw my mother sitting in the front pew grasping prayer beads.

She was wearing black.

Her face was the palest I’d ever seen it.

She didn’t blink. She didn’t smile.

So she knew.

She had to know.

He was dead.

And I was going to serve a life sentence to men she’d been taught to fear, when it was the exact opposite.

Things in the mafia are never black and white.

I never realized my enemy was my friend.

And my family? My enemy.

“I now pronounce you man and wife…” He finally cracked a smile, transforming his entire face enough for me to do a double take. “Dom you may kiss—”

In a blur, Dom was cupping my face, kissing my lips like it had been too long since he’d tasted them, sucking them like he was memorizing their shape to store in his memory for later.

I wrapped my arms around his neck.

Throat clearing happened.

I ignored it.

And when an out-of-breath Dom finally pulled away from me, I glanced to my right.

My mom was gone.

“This is your family now,” the Russian said cryptically. “You have no need for those who would do you harm…”

“He’s right,” Dom agreed. “You’re mine.”

“Campisi?”

“We like to call him Campisi-Abandonato, since he likes to call Nixon dad,” Tex piped up, making everyone laugh.

Cheers went up and then rice was getting tossed in my face as Dom picked me up and twirled me twice in the middle of the aisle and finishing with a nod to Sergio.

“It’s tradition now,” he whispered in my ear. “Weddings and funerals — we always look at life the way she did — and one day — Sergio will tell you all about how she lived — it will at least take away the fear of death — I know it’s helped make all the wives brave in the face of this life, and it will help you too.”

 


CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN

Dom

Something was wrong.

I had no reason to feel apprehensive.

None whatsoever.

We walked down the aisle hand in hand, police officers were still in front of the church, their cars parked like a barricade just in case someone decided to bulldoze their way toward us.

But something felt…

Not quite right.

I slowed my steps and pressed my palm to Tanit’s chest and then nodded to the guys. Phoenix’s eyes narrowed while Sergio moved to stand in front of Tex. Nixon did the same, flanking each side. Because out of all of us, we needed Tex alive the most, which sucked but the truth sometimes wasn’t pleasant.

Phoenix grabbed Tanit and pulled her behind Tex, the rest of the women started going back toward the front of the church while I made my way toward the main doors. I slid the gun out from the back of my pants. Dante followed.

If I died, people would talk.

If Dante died, well everyone would be pissed.

If any of the rest of them died?

War.

All-out war.

I opened the door, pointing my gun out ahead of me, just as someone kicked it out of my hand.

Rage and holy terror filled me as I slammed the door back, knocking whoever it was on their ass and charged.

Dante had his gun pointed.

The guy didn’t look familiar. He didn’t even look… sane.

His eyes were pinpoints, his hair matted to his face as he laughed from his spot on the floor and then pulled open his shirt revealing a shit ton of C-4 strapped to his chest.

“What better way to die?” He laughed harder. “A martyr for the De Langes.”

I eyed the bomb.

Three minutes.

Three minutes to decide who lived and who died.

Three minutes to try to either stop the countdown or find a way to not blow up half the church.

Three minutes.

Two minutes fifty-nine seconds.

“Dom—” Dante’s voice held an edge of warning.

“Sergio!” I roared.

Sergio came running.

I pointed down at the bomb. “Can you disarm it?”

“We have to get it off of him first.” He knelt down next to the guy and held out his hand.

I didn’t waste any time.

I picked my gun off the floor and fired two shots into the guy’s head before his sick laughter could fill the air again.

“I was going to do that.” Sergio seemed irritated I took a kill away from him.

I tossed the gun aside, “Just get the bomb off.”

“Right…” He carefully pulled the vest from behind and looked underneath. “No hairline triggers, otherwise you and I would both be dead.”

“De Langes aren’t smart enough for that. This is sloppy work. He was drunk and high and clearly insane.”

He shrugged. “True.”

Two and a half minutes.

“Hurry!” I urged just as the rest of the men filtered out into the front of the church where we knelt.

“Shit!” Tex stared at the timer. “Sergio can your damn fingers go any faster?”

“Sorry, busy saving your life again,” Sergio muttered under his breath.

He finally got the vest free.

Sweat pooled at my upper lip as I watched him work with the wires, blues, reds, greens, how did you choose? How?

“Fuck.” He dropped the vest and wiped his face with his hands. “I don’t know for sure.”

“What the hell do you mean you don’t know for sure?” I roared. “This is your expertise!”

“If I’m wrong then we blow up half a city block, jackass!” he yelled back.

“Guys, stop.” Tex said in a low voice. “We’re running out of options.”

“Go inside,” I whispered in a cold voice. “Just… go inside, take cover.”

“Dom—”

“GO INSIDE!” I roared at the guys.

Nixon stepped forward.

I jerked my head back and forth. “No time. You guys die, we invite an even bigger war or worse the women and kids—” My throat caught. My wife. My new wife.

The life I thought I was going to lead.

“Sergio, you too.”

They all just stared at me like I’d lost my mind.

“ALL OF YOU GO!” I yelled again. Then I gripped Sergio by the front of his shirt. “Which wire, gut instinct?”

“Blue,” he said without thinking, “but If I’m wrong…”

I jerked the vest out of his hands.

One minute.

One minute.

“Just tell her—”

“Don’t die,” he finished for me. “Don’t.” He gulped.

“Why does nobody ever listen to me?” I whispered to myself when the men were still standing there. “GO!”

Slowly, they walked back inside. Nixon was the last to go.

He nodded at me once then gave me his back.

I knew what was in that nod.

Promises.

Promises.

Promises.

Protection being the most important.

She was mine now.

She was ours.

And if I died, well…

I shoved the thought away and ran down the cement stars as fast as they could carry me.

There was a park around the corner, homeless people. Victims.

Down the street was the business district which wouldn’t work

And then, the post office was—

I turned around and sprinted. By the time the cops saw what was in my hands it would be too late.

It would all be too late.

Thirty seconds.

It’s amazing how long they last, when you really want them to.

Thirty seconds can be a lifetime.

An eternity.

I saw our future.

Her eyes.

The eyes of our unborn children.

Their laughter, the way she twirled them in the air.

Maybe life really did come down to the two twirls.

Living before your dying.

Living knowing that if you die, you did good.

Ten seconds.

I closed my eyes.

I pulled the blue wire.

And shoved the vest into the mailbox.

 


CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT

Tanit

I clung to my wedding dress with sweaty fingers, I twisted the fabric until my hands went numb.

Something was wrong.

Wait.

Why were all the bosses slowly coming back into the church?

Throat dry, eyes heavy with unshed tears, I watched each of their faces, or at least I tried to.

But nobody would make eye contact.

“It’s going to be okay,” Trace whispered.

I didn’t believe her.

She didn’t even believe her.

Nixon reached us and pressed a hand to her shoulder and then shook his head no.

No, it’s not going to be okay?

No, somethings wrong?

“Where’s Dom?” I asked in the calmest voice I could muster.

Finally, it was Chase who looked at me, who saw through my soul, who held my gaze with one of his own.

“Where’s DOM!” I was yelling. I felt hysteria rise up in my throat as my hands dangled helplessly at my sides. I had no weapon. I had no enemy in front of me to fight.

I had no choice but to wait for someone to explain to me what the hell was going on.

Nixon clung to Trace.

And the rest of the bosses, all but Chase, gave me their backs.

Like they were afraid I would see the truth painted on their faces.

Slowly, Chase walked over to me. He didn’t blink. He reached out and pulled me in for a tight hug and whispered in my ear. “Some things, even powerful men like us can’t control.”

“What does that mean?” I felt a tear slid down my cheek and drop from my chin onto his coat.

After a heavy sigh, he said. “It means this is the longest thirty seconds of your life — and you’ll either come out of it unscathed — or you’ll pray for God to take your soul so you never have to feel pain again.”

Did he need to be so honest?

He held me tight.

The sanctuary was quiet.

No sirens.

Nothing.

Chase checked his watch, his eyes darted toward the doors where Sergio was leaning, face in his hands like he’d somehow failed everyone.

His wife held him up, like she was the only reason he was able to stand, because her arms were wrapped around his waist. She spoke in low tones to him and ran her hands down his arms.

Confusion warred with rage.

Where was he?

Why did everyone look like we’d just lost the war?

Or maybe they’d just sacrificed one of their own so they could win.

Was that what this Family was about?

I shook the thought from my head.

And when I could feel the shudder from Chase’s body, I looked up and asked calmly. “Chase, where is he?”

It was the third time I’d asked.

This time Chase blinked like he’d lost the ability to school his features.

“The bomb.” Chase looked away from me. “The entire block would have blown up — you would have died. He did what any of us would do for the person we love most… he stood in front of the raging flames from Hell and said take me instead.”

My heart wrenched, squeezing the breath from my chest.

“No.” I shook my head. “We just got married, it’s—it’s our wedding day!” Chase gripped my wrists as I tried to beat them against his chest. His eyes filled with so much grief, like he was reliving his loss all over again. “NO! DOM!”

Chase squeezed his eyes shut and dropped his hands as I slammed my fists into his chest.

He let me beat him.

He let me take it out on him.

I would later wonder — if that’s how he healed — by seeing his own blood, by feeling his own pain.

“Dom!” Tears blurred my vision as I slid to the floor.

“Here!” His voice carried across the sanctuary.

It was a dream.

It had to be.

The front doors opened wide.

He smiled at me, his face was full of sweat like he’d been running for the last hour.

He took one step just as Tex landed a punch to his jaw sending him to the floor. ‘“What the hell, man!”

Sergio went to help him up as I ran to his side.

“You ever scare me like that again I’m killing you before you get the chance to take all the glory again!” Tex roared and then did a small circle tugging at his hair. “Shit!”

“It’s always fun when you find out the biggest baddest of them all has a heart the size of a cricket and hates when it starts beating again,” Chase said under his breath.

We all turned and stared at him.

“What?” Chase shrugged.

“Nothing.” Nixon was the first to say something.

I knew why they were shocked. His jokes were rare these days… he was a harder man, a changed man.

“Dom?” I knelt next to him, “Can you hear me?”

He winced and touched the tender flesh beneath his right eye. “Yeah, I can feel my face swelling too, thanks brother.”

“Glory stealer.” Tex grinned and then helped him to his feet. “What you did — for us… for the women — the kids—”

“It’s what a leader does,” Nixon finished for him.

“I learned from the best,” Dom said staring each of the bosses down. Had a position for a new boss been open, I knew without a doubt they would have bled him right into it.

“Please don’t ever do that again.” I stepped into his open arms and rested my head against his chest. “Please.”

“I can’t promise I won’t always put my family first, Tanit. I took that vow when I said yes, and I take my vows seriously.” He kissed the top of my forehead. “Now, should we go have cake or something?”

Everyone released a nervous laugh simultaneously as we started making our way toward the door.

Dom stopped in front of Sergio and shrugged. “It was the blue wire.”

Sergio swore and then ran his hands over his head. “It was a guess.”

“Yeah, I know,” Dom said softly.

“You just gave every guy in here at least ten more gray hairs, and Nixon said he found one yesterday even though he’s in his mid-thirties.” Tex chuckled.

“At least Sergio will always be the oldest,” Dom piped up. “Hey don’t you turn forty next year?”

“What was that? About you not dying? Why does it suddenly sound like a great idea to clip the yellow wire?”

I rolled my eyes.

They joke about death, maybe because they knew it well — it was after them — it was after us all — the only difference? They weren’t afraid to tell it to go to Hell — and most people spent their lives running away from it — when people like Dom — ran at it.

I dare you. They say.

I dare you.

Maybe our darkness would shrink — if we just turned around and chased it, rather than letting it win.

Dom squeezed my hand. “I love you.”

“I love you too.” My eyes filled with tears as his mouth descended.

And as I walked out of that church.

With my new husband.

My new family.

I was home.

More home than I’d ever been.

And I promised myself that next time death laughed over my head—I’d just flip it off and keep walking.

 


CHAPTER FORTY-NINE

Dom

My hands hadn’t stopped shaking the entire way home. My only goal was to attempt to look calm so that Tanit stopped crying. I was failing miserably. Still, she didn’t let go.

When we finally reached the house, I was emotionally exhausted enough to forget to take off my seat belt.

Tanit unbuckled it for me.

I licked my lips then leaned in and brushed a kiss across her mouth. It made the shaking stop. She held me then, wrapping her arms around me so tight allowing me to rest my head on her shoulders as I gripped her as hard as my fingers would let me.

It was shock.

Which was a rarity for someone like me.

But when you were introduced to something as rare as love — and realized that it’s something you might lose faster than when you found it — shock was warranted.

“Tanit?” Came Nixon’s voice.

I pulled away from her and looked up into his intense blue eyes.

“Give us a minute.”

Tanit let go of me, nodded, and walked slowly into the house, looking casually over her shoulder with a confident smile before opening the door and closing it behind her.

It was just me and Nixon.

“Dad,” I joked.

He didn’t laugh.

He moved so fast that I didn’t have time to prepare for it. I think I would have been more prepared for him to pull out a gun or maybe even yell at me, since he was pretty good at calling me on my shit.

But he didn’t do any of those things.

He hugged me.

His embrace was so tight it was hard to breathe. Slowly, I lifted my arms and hugged him back.

“Never again,” he said in a gruff voice. “I need you to promise me that you let me protect you. I can’t do that if you’re hell bent on protecting yourself.”

I sighed, pulling away. “You would have done the same thing.”

“That’s not the point.” He pulled at his hair and sighed. “We need you, I need you — you’re a part of this family, whether you like it or not, and I can’t—” His voice broke. “God, I hate being a parent.”

“Clearly, it’s the absolute worse.”

He grinned. “Yesterday Serena called me a monster because I wouldn’t let her wear boy shorts to school. I needed a microscope to see the fabric. She cried, said it was unfair, and that she hated me.” He gulped. “I’d rather have her hate me and protect her, than have her love me and lose her.”

“She doesn’t hate you.”

“Oh, she does, she said so again today.” He smiled. “Don’t worry though, she’ll get over it, until she starts dating, and then I’m going to be questioning my own parenting by teaching her to use a gun.”

I choked out a laugh. “You’re a good dad.”

“No. Sometimes I think I’m the worst, that I don’t know what the hell I’m doing — like today.” He looked away. “Dom, it doesn’t matter how you came to us, came to the Family. What matters is that you’re an intricate part of us, and that we love as if you were one of our own, all right?”

He’d never said words like that to me.

At least not with the seriousness he had on his face now. He rarely showed others this raw emotional side. I felt honored that I was someone he felt safe to let his guard down with.

“I love you guys too.” My voice cracked.

Nixon wrapped an arm around me and started walking us back toward the house. “You get that you’re still a pain in my ass, right? Stop giving me gray hair.”

“You have maybe three gray hairs,” I pointed out.

“Hah.” He shook his head. “I’m proud of you, son.”

“Thanks.” I grinned just as the door opened in front of us. Frank held a bottle of wine in one hand, a bottle of whiskey in the other.

“Yeah we’re going to need more than two.” Nixon grinned, stepping inside.

“Oh don’t worry, I went to the cellar.” Frank winked.

The old man wasn’t kidding. The entire table was filled with alcohol and enough Italian food to make my stomach growl.

But when I set eyes on Tanit, I forgot about all of that.

In a few steps, I was pulling her into my arms.

I was kissing her still tear-stained cheeks.

I was enjoying the moments I had with her, however short, and I swore I would never take time for granted again.

I’d stare it down, day after day, with the revelation that as long as I wasn’t wasteful—my life would be full.

 


CHAPTER FIFTY

Tanit

Blood had been spilled in that kitchen.

By the wine.

And the snacks.

And more wine, because apparently it was the new oxygen, either that or mafia members believed that since it was red it replaced all the blood they either took or lost.

I winked at Dom, who was staring at me with such intensity I felt like if I blinked the earth would shift on its axis.

Everyone wanted to celebrate.

I was the bride.

I should want to celebrate.

But celebrating meant people were around us. And I just wanted him. I wanted him touching me. I wanted his mouth on me.

“Excuse me.” I stood, my eyes not leaving Dom’s “I think I’m going to go change into something more comfortable.”

Dom slowly stood, set down his wine, and said in a gravelly voice, “I’ll help you.”

“Yeah, he will,” Tex said under his breath, earning a slap from Mo.

The rest of the gang was so busy pouring more wine and arguing over food that they didn’t notice the way Dom completely owned his own name, by dominating the very room — dominating the air as he made his way around the table. And finally, dominating every brain cell firing in my head and making me just grin dumbly up at him like I needed help spelling my own name.

“Come on,” He lightly touched my elbow.

He might as well have lit me on fire.

How could one touch do so much to my body?

How was it possible for one man to wield so much power with the touch—and be so obviously unaware of what it did to a person? Already my thighs were quivering, my pulse pounding.

We walked in silence to his room.

My hands shook a bit as he closed the door behind us and leaned against it, like he didn’t have a care in the world. I waited for him to say something.

He didn’t.

He made a motion with his fingers for me to turn.

It just made my pulse pound like a drum.

Harder.

Faster.

He spread his warm fingers across my bare shoulders and then tugged the dress down.

My breath hitched as he unzipped the lower part of the back, his hot fingertips pressing against my skin as the fabric slid off my body.

He gripped my ass in a painful squeeze then let out the sexiest moan I’d ever heard in my entire life, the kind of sound that’s filled with temptation and want. The kind of sound every woman wants to hear a man make when he sees her naked skin.

I licked my lips in anticipation.

Only to be let down when he pulled down the thong.

I stepped out of everything as my anticipation skyrocketed.

And still he said nothing.

My erratic pulse wasn’t helping things.

Or the fact that I was standing in heels, naked.

He gripped my ass again then spread his palms to my hips, sliding them down my thighs in a slow succession that had my knees ready to knock together. I was having problems even standing straight let alone not collapsing against him.

“All right…” Dom finally said in a low voice. “Did you want sweats or jeans?”

I stared straight ahead, my eyes narrowed in confusion. “Um, I guess, sweats? Leggings?”

“Great.” He seemed thrilled to dress me! What the hell? “And, were you thinking a tank top? Maybe a T-shirt?”

“Sure?”

“You sound uncertain.”

“Yes.” I gulped, frowning at the wall in front of me.

“Mmm and the heels, are we keeping the heels?”

“No.”

“Wrong.”

“What?”

“I’m sorry Tanit, I really am, but that was a test. You failed, and when you fail tests… there are certain consequences.”

Was he drunk?

I tried to turn around.

He braced me by the arms making it impossible to move. “Ah, another fail…”

“Wait, what? How much wine have you had?”

“Half a glass, I was too busy getting drunk on you.” His breath was a whisper against my neck. “Now, I’m going to need you to listen very carefully.”

I sucked in a breath. “I’m listening.”

“The heels…” He wrapped an arm around my middle tugging him back against his hard length. “Stay. On.”

“Got it,” I leaned back against him. “Heels stay on.”

“And Tanit?”

“Yeah.” I squeezed my eyes shut relishing the feel of his rock-hard body against me.

“You aren’t getting dressed… yet.”

 


CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE

Dom

She shivered as I ran my hands down her sides. I dug my fingers into her skin, closed my eyes… exhaled.

“Nobody will ever make you feel the way I do,” I said through clenched teeth.

“Nobody,” she whispered, rubbing her ass against me.

I moved her hair to the other side of her neck and kissed along her bare skin. One kiss, two kisses, all slow, all meant to drive her insane, all meant to enjoy the moment we’d been gifted with.

I grinned against her soft skin when she let out a moan and reached behind her, trying to wrap her arms around my neck, trying to keep my mouth on the sensitive flesh just below her ear. Goose bumps erupted between my lips as I bit down on her skin and kissed.

Her lips parted as her head fell back against my chest.

With a grin, I drew back, causing her arms to fall against her sides. I craved her in a way that was past maddening, and it didn’t help that she was naked and in heels and waiting for me to pounce. There’s something exceptionally arousing about a woman in nothing but her shoes, it’s like the rustle of clothing being removed, the sound of sucking between your lips, the rough exhalations, and the full body shudders that make a man fall to his knees in worship.

I spread her legs with my hands. Her heels made a clicking sound against the hardwood floor.

That sound was enough to set me off.

I decided I liked it.

A lot.

“I changed my mind.” I stepped away from her and leaned against the wall, crossing my arms. “Walk.”

“What?” She started turning around.

“Stop.” I bit out the word harsher than I meant to. “I want you to walk toward the bed… slowly.”

She nodded, and then took a step.

Click.

I clenched my fists.

Click.

The sound of me unzipping my trousers accompanied the next click.

She stopped and looked over her shoulder. “Decided to join in the nakedness?”

“I was always going to.” I grinned at her naked backside as my pants hung loose around my hips. “You stopped.”

She took another step.

I sucked in a breath when she stopped in front of the bed, and instead of waiting for me to say anything, she very slowly bent over the mattress and arched her back, then looked over her shoulder and winked. “So, can I get dressed now?”

“That’s not playing fair.”

“I’m naked and walking around in heels while you watch, do you really want to talk about fair?”

I loved her confidence, the way she was having a perfectly normal — well, semi-normal — conversation while her ass was in the air just begging to me grabbed. I took a step toward her.

“Nope.” She turned around sat on the bed and spread her legs. My eyes drank her in, every perfect inch of her. “Well? What are you waiting for Dom? Walk.”

I put my hands on my hips. “So, it’s like that?”

“The mafia never plays fair, Dom…” She winked and then leaned back on her elbows. “Walk.”

With each step I took, I removed another article of clothing, until I stopped just inches from her. “Welcome to the mafia.” I knelt down and hooked her ankles over my shoulders and held her there with my hands. “It’s going to be a long night.”

“And all our guests?” One eyebrow arched.

“Can go to Hell.” I smiled. “I’ll be too busy giving you Heaven.”

 


CHAPTER FIFTY TWO

Tanit

His fingertips blazed a hot trail up my thighs as he dug them into my skin and pulled me closer to him. His breath was hot on my neck as he sucked my skin between his lips. My heart fluttered as he took his time between each kiss. Tears burned my vision as my mind went into dangerous territory, where we didn’t have time, where time was almost taken from us.

I wanted to savor every second with him.

I cupped his cheeks causing him to pull back, his eyes searched mine. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.” I smiled at his confused and still heated expression. His heavily lidded gaze was focusing in on my mouth like he was in love with the way I formed each word that fell from my lips. “I just… I’m glad we’re skipping dinner.”

Something crashed in the kitchen.

Dom sighed. “I thought you’d prefer screaming my name rather than watching them scream at each other.”

I laughed. “You’re lucky you’re irresistible.”

“And right.” His head descended as he brushed a kiss across my lips. “Always right.”

“I’ll give it to you only because I want you right now,” I whispered against his mouth. “Don’t take me slow, Dom. Don’t make me wait for you.”

“You sure about that?” He exhaled roughly.

I pressed my palms onto the back of his hands, the hands that were slowly gripping my thighs harder and harder like he was restraining himself, trying to be good.

I was sick of good.

Sick of waiting.

Sick of everything being on other people’s time table.

Exhausted with the idea of rules and everything that came with the mafia.

Our foreheads touched.

“I’m sure,” I whispered as I tried to wrap my arms around his neck.

In one smooth motion, he was pressing my body back against the mattress pinning my arms with both hands, arching over me, the most beautiful man I’d ever seen, every muscle taut, every part of his body ready for attack.

“Well,” he leaned down and whispered in my ear, his wet lips caressing my sensitive skin. “If you’re sure then…”

I gasped as he entered me with one fluid movement that had my heart hammering. My pulse pounded with pleasure as he rocked into me swiftly, violently, like there wasn’t any time.

Like this was all we had.

This moment.

He released one hand. I grabbed him behind the neck and pulled him forward, and our mouths crashed together as wave after wave of pleasure built between us.

As the yelling from the kitchen became the soundtrack to our lovemaking.

No words.

Words only made things confusing.

Words were the things you used when you didn’t know how to communicate.

We did just fine with our actions.

We never needed words between us.

I had no use for something that wasn’t able to convey exactly how I felt when he was inside me, when I was wrapped around him, when he was loving me so ruthlessly, so perfectly.

“Say you’ll be with me forever.” An explosion of ecstasy broke inside me, maybe even broke me a little bit as I came to the realization that I would not survive this life without him by my side. “Say it. Please.”

Lie. Just lie.

Dom shuddered slowing his movements as he pulled me to a sitting position and then pulled me onto his lap. He easily scooted us toward the headboard and then pressed me against it, gripping it with both hands as he deepened each thrust. I had nowhere to go but with him.

Nowhere to look but at him.

He clenched his teeth then gripped my chin with one hand while still holding the headboard with the other as a way to anchor our bodies, as a way to go deeper and deeper, to make my body, my soul crash on a beach of endless waves of pleasure as they rolled over me one by one.

“I promise,” he rasped. “I’m with you forever.”

I nodded as tears welled in my eyes.

The waves left us.

The beach was gone.

It was just the two or us alone in that bedroom.

Two broken souls staring at each other, wishing that they could control the world around them.

Knowing that one day — one day it wouldn’t always be like this.

“I love you.” A knot formed in my throat as he closed his eyes and sighed, then wrapped his arms around me like he could physically protect me from all of the evil around us. “I love you so much.”

“I love you too.” He kissed my forehead.

I sighed into him. Leaned on him as rain started to pound the windows outside. We were a small piece of this world.

But I vowed to be a dangerous one.

One that wouldn’t let evil take away what was mine.

“Teach me,” I found myself saying.

“Teach you what?”

We broke apart. I straightened and said in a clear voice. “Everything.”

 


CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE

Dom

I winced as Chase came at her again. He didn’t hold back.

She told him not to.

I got so sick to my stomach, I had to look away as Phoenix jumped into the ring with Chase — they cornered her.

Phoenix had a gun in his right hand, Chase had a knife in his.

Tanit stared straight ahead.

“Focus!” Chase barked. “Use the fear to focus you.”

Tanit gave a jerky nod and then held her hands up.

“Good.” Phoenix approached. “You can’t run, at this point — you have to fight. Who do you disarm first?”

“Gun.” She gulped. “But I only have a few seconds before I have to deflect the knife.”

“Quick learner.” Chase winked.

I wiped my face with my hands and watched just as Tex walked in with a bowl of popcorn. He started chomping on it like he was watching a free show.

“Seriously?” I snapped.

“Oh, sorry.” He handed me the bowl. “You want?”

“No, I don’t want!” I almost smacked it out of his hands. “They’re going to hurt her!”

“Good.” He shrugged. “Then she’ll go to bed, remember how bad it fucking hurts, wake up, and do better.”

“Damned mafia,” I grumbled.

“She asked for this.” Dante walked in behind him. “Let her learn, you don’t learn without falling on your ass at least once or twice.”

“Or…” Sergio came in after him. “Getting impaled.”

“Can’t believe I’m saying this, but I think I prefer Nixon to all of you.” At least Nixon refused to train her because he didn’t want to inflict pain on her. No, that was all Chase. Bastard actually volunteered with a smile on his face and woke her up at four a.m. holding a knife under my chin and a gun to my temple.

I’d had my gun trained on his temple too, so we both probably would have died, but whatever.

Tanit just got out of bed, got dressed, and followed the crazy down to the training room.

Swear he got off on harming people.

“All right, cupcake.” Chase grinned. “Give it your best shot, and I’ll try to make it a flesh wound.”

Anxiety washed over me as Phoenix charged. She kicked the gun out of his hands. It fell to the floor just as Chase attacked with the knife, getting her in the left side before she was able to move out of the way, deflect, and get to the other side of the ring.

Blood stained the white shirt she’d been wearing.

I moved toward the ring.

But it wasn’t any of the guys who stopped me.

It was Tanit’s face.

She shook her head slightly at me, then looked back to Chase with murder in her eyes and said. “Again.”

Tex chuckled under his breath. “Good choice, brother, solid damn choice.”

 


CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR

Tanit

My hurt hurt.

It didn’t seem possible.

But it was happening.

Every bruise, every ounce of skin, every part of my body felt swollen and broken, and yet I kept looking at Chase through swollen eyes and saying, “Again.”

Once I started, I couldn’t stop.

Maybe it was the pain.

Maybe it was the way he looked at me like he was proud.

“Stop.” Dom’s voice filled the ring. I looked around for it, but my eyes were almost completely swollen shut, and the noises coming at me felt slow, my vision blurred as he stepped into the ring and faced Chase. “That’s enough for today.”

“I’m not done yet.” Chase wasn’t even winded or fazed. He nodded at me and then winked, then turned his attention to Dom. “I had another half hour of training left, so does that mean you want to take her place?”

Dom cursed under his breath then snickered. “Think you can handle me, old man?”

Chase’s eyes narrowed. “I’m thirty-four, hardly an old man. Surprised you even have chest hair.”

Dom gently put his hands on my shoulders. It still hurt. I hissed out a breath. He kissed me on the forehead. “Go grab some water. Phoenix has ice packs.”

I almost asked for what.

Then I stepped out of the ring and swayed on my feet as Sergio picked me up into his arms and set me gently on a soft bench. Hands and arms moved around me, ice packs were strapped to me. The cool felt so soothing against the burn.

“I think that’s a first.” Sergio said with amusement as Dante stood in front of me and shook his head slowly.

“First?” I whispered hoarsely.

“First.” Dante repeated. “That Chase has ever been in the ring that long with anyone other than me and not caused severe kidney damage.”

“Oh.” I winced. “Not sure about that…”

“Her kidneys are fine.” Sergio said like he could see through my skin and assess the situation. Then again, my stomach and face hurt more than anything, not to mention my thighs. He kicked a lot, Chase.

“Huh.” I wondered out loud as Dante put a pack in my hands.

“Your right is worse than your left, ten minutes each eye.”

I pressed the pack to my right cheek and then pulled it down as Dom threw a right hook toward Chase, sending him to the ground.

Tex whistled while Nixon hollered. “He caught you!”

“Shut the hell up!” Chase roared.

I watched them dance around each other for what felt like hours. Each of them taking hit after hit, laughing after each hit, cursing when they couldn’t land their punches, and finding joy in the violence when they did.

“They embrace pain the way they embrace pleasure,” Phoenix said as he sat next to me on the bench and handed me a cool rag. “As one should.”

“Yeah?” I swallowed slowly afraid the motion would cause pain in my chest and neck. “And why’s that?”

“Because they come hand in hand in this business, in this life. It’s why you kept telling Chase to keep going — because you know, the pain will be great, the suffering most likely worse — but the pleasure? The pleasure of being with someone you love, with laughing death in the face? It will always win. Every damn time.”

I gaped at him just as Sergio shouted, “Oh shit…”

I glanced back at the ring to see Dom straddling Chase pummeling his face, while Chase laughed, blood oozing from his mouth.

“She’ll be pissed if he has to go to the dentist again!” Dante yelled.

Dom pulled away laughing like a maniac. And Chase actually looked pleased when he spit out a tooth and shrugged.

They both walked over just in time for Frank to stroll in with a bottle of wine in hand. “I heard it was a training day — I’ve brought reinforcements.”

“One bottle?” Tex scoffed.

“Oh, this is mine.” Frank shrugged. “The rest is in the kitchen with the cannoli.”

Everyone bolted, leaving me alone on the bench. Dom sauntered toward me, shirtless, blood marring his cheeks. His lip was cut, and he looked more than thrilled about it.

“Blood looks sexy as hell on you,” he murmured, kneeling in front of me. “I would tell you to stop but—”

“I want to knock his tooth out one day,” I said decidedly.

“Right… but that.” Dom winked. “Train with Chase, and one day you’ll beat Chase.”

“Your confidence in me is probably deadly,” I joked.

“My confidence in you is life,” he fired back, kissing my bruised mouth with his. Pleasure and pain. Hand in hand.

 


CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE

Dom

She moaned in her sleep. I couldn’t blame her.

Bandages covered the bruises on her arms. There was one that stuck out on her right cheek. I caressed it with the backs of my hands. I knew it would hurt like a bitch in the morning — not that it would stop her. She was defiant. I loved it. I loved her.

I winced as I turned on my side and pulled her into my embrace. Her slight movement told me she was awake as she faced me and cupped my face. “Do I look ugly?”

“Never,” I whispered reverently taking in her cut up bottom lip and black eyes. Damn it, Chase. I hated that she let him fight her, but I knew these bruises would protect her. They would be the reason she knew how to fight, how to kill, how to protect herself. The only way to make someone a killer is to show them how it feels to be nearly killed. It awakens the darkness inside, the mortality, the demand to live regardless of what it costs. All of us have it. Few rarely turn it on. But it was necessary in this life.

And for that, I couldn’t fault him, or her.

“Does it hurt?” I asked pulling her closer to me.

She shrugged. “A bit, but I need to learn. I don’t want to be…” She looked away. “I don’t want to be helpless, a victim. I want to fight.”

“Only fight…” Our foreheads touched. “…when absolutely necessary.”

“I know.”

I let out a sigh of relief then pressed a kiss to her right cheek just below the dark bruised skin.

“Dom?” She wrapped her left arm around my back and clung tight. “Will it always feel like this?”

“Like what?”

“Like I’m just waiting for the shoe to drop?”

“Yes.” I had to be honest. Sugar coating the situation wouldn’t make it any easier. It just made the shock greater when she discovered there would always be people who wanted us dead, there would always be monsters in the dark — but lucky for her my monster was bigger, angrier. “It will.”

“Good,” she said, surprising the hell out of me.

“Good?” I repeated. “Why the hell is that a good thing?”

“I think before… I wasn’t really living, I didn’t feel as alive as I do now in your arms, like any minute could be our last. It forces me to treasure the time I’ve been given. Is the rest of humanity this foolish with their time? I wonder that, like what did I do before fighting to survive? Read magazines? Watch TV? I don’t want to go back to a life without passion, without purpose. Even if it means I don’t get as much time as someone who isn’t a part of this world.”

I shook my head in disbelief. “I don’t deserve you.” I couldn’t put into words how much that meant, how the guilt just dissolved around me instead of wrapping itself about me like a choking fog. “Do you really mean that?”

“What do you think?” She smirked and then pulled away and attempted to take off her loose tank. Attempted being the key word.

I barked out a laugh. “Need help?”

“No! I’ve got this.” She wiggled a bit. I put my hands behind my head and watched the show. Her elbow kept getting caught and she was probably too sore to brush her hair let alone pull something over her head. She managed to get it to her neck though and then gave me the most pitiful look I’d ever seen.

I cupped my ear.

She glared.

I cleared my throat.

“Fine.” She sighed. “Please help me take off my shirt so I can seduce you.”

“Ohhhhh that’s what this was.” I pointed at her. “A seduction? Thanks for clearing it up. I was confused.”

She grabbed a pillow and tried tossing it at me. It moved an inch or so. Poor girl should probably go sit in an ice bath.

I moved to my knees and tugged her tank over her head then cupped her face with my hands. “I’ll love you forever, even when you can’t take your shirt off, even when you have raccoon eyes, yell at me, hate me, berate me — I will always love you. Till the day I die.”

Tears filled her eyes. “Does that mean that you love me enough to help me take off my shorts? Because I don’t think I can do it.”

“Ohhh, so after that speech we’re going to go back to the whole seduction thing?”

“It’s because of the speech that I want to go through severe pain and take off my shorts — I want to please you. I want to love you. I want to be yours over and over again.” She wrapped her arms around my neck. “I’ll love you forever even when you have to help me take my shirt off, even when you laugh at my raccoon eyes, yell at me, hate me, berate me — I will always love you. Till the day I die.”

She pressed a tender kiss to my mouth.

And I fell in love a million times over again.

I fell.

And I realized in that fall.

There would never be anything to catch me, anything to break it — because love is never ending, in this life and the next.

It’s a constant fall.

With the one you love at your side.

Facing the adventure together.

I dipped my fingers into her waistband and tugged down. “Why don’t you just lay back and let make you feel better…?”

“I was hoping you’d say that.” She giggled and then slowly lay back while I took my time loving her, caring for her, while I enjoyed the minutes I’d been given and selfishly wished for more.

And when I tasted her pleasure.

When she gripped the sheets between her fingertips and cried out my name.

I knew — I would never find another love like this.

And I was a lucky bastard for having it in the first place.

 


CHAPTER FIFTY-SIX

Chase

“So.” I rubbed my hands together. “You grab the stick and put it on top of the other stick, and then you—”

“Daddy, look sticks!” Izzy grabbed the sticks that I’d just instructed Violet to put on the ground for our campfire and started poking her twin Marco. “Huzzah!”

I wiped a hand down my face and blew out a frustrated breath. Violet shared an exasperated look with me. She’d begged me all weekend to go camping. It had been Dom’s idea to do it in the back yard.

I hadn’t factored in twin four-year-olds.

My mistake.

Dom approached with a bag of marshmallows and tossed them. “Sorry, I got distracted.”

I took in his mussed hair and ripped shirt.

“Daddy, did Uncle Dom get in a fight?” Violet asked with a gleam in her eye.

God help us all.

“Yeah, looks like he won,” I muttered as Tanit made her way out into the back yard, tucking her shirt back into her jeans. Uh-huh, right. “Where’s everyone else?”

“Inside tasting Luc’s casserole.” Dom grinned.

“The hell!” I roared.

“Daddy said hell.” Izzy said in a sing song voice while Marco started chirping hell, hell, hell, hell.

I swallowed more curses and stared Dom down. “If you get past the stick part of making a fire, I’ll give you one of my cars.”

“Struggling with your equipment, Chase?” Dom smirked.

I double middle fingered him behind my back.

He peered around and choked on a laugh before I dropped my hands to my sides and faced Violet. “I’m going to go check on your mom, listen to Uncle Dom, all right?”

“Yes, sir.” She wrapped her scrawny arms around my waist. I felt my entire body relax into her embrace. She’d always had that effect on me. I’d come home with blood on my hands and demons in my soul and take one look at Violet and just… breathe.

She got her light from Luc.

All of our kids did.

I often wondered what I bought to the table other than the protection I gave them. Then again, if that’s all I was good for — I was okay with it. Goodness be damned, I’d serve time in Hell to protect those I loved — gladly.

“Don’t be long, Daddy, Marco keeps stealing the sticks and he needs a spanking.” Ah mothered by a nine-year-old hours after beating the shit out of a De Lange informant. Never got old.

“Promise.” I winked and quickly jogged back inside the house where Nixon, Sergio, Dante, Phoenix, Frank, Tex, and Andrei were all gathered around my wife like a bunch of damn kids.

“Really?” I put my hands on my hips.

Swear all of them jumped back like they’d been caught doing something wrong.

“She cooked,” Tex said lamely.

“It’s good?” Dante offered hands up.

The women were in the corner of the room grabbing wine and giggling like teenagers while I was stuck in a stare down with my brothers. “You taste my wife’s casserole before I do?”

“Mmmmm,” Nixon licked his lips. “Tasty.”

“Son of a bitch!” I pulled my gun, he pulled his.

Money exchanged hands.

Wine was poured.

“Don’t be a chicken shit.” Nixon laughed. “Pull the trigger. I know it’s been a few hours… shaking like an addict.”

I rolled my eyes. And turned the gun to the side.

“Kill shot.” Tex rubbed his hands tighter. “I’m doubling up on this one.”

“Deal.” Dante took his money and then Andrei added another crisp hundred-dollar bill to it.

“Why do they even call it kill shot?” Trace said in a bored tone. “Does it make the bullet go faster?”

“Not now, Trace! I’m trying to focus!” I didn’t have to look at her to know she wasn’t even fazed that I had a gun pointed at her husband. In fact, I imagined she was reading an intriguing article from US Weekly and yawning behind her hand while next to her, Mo painted her nails.

Damned mafia wives!

Nixon’s grin grew wider.

Serena came running into the room and then rolled her eyes. “Not this again, Daddy… why, so uncool…”

“Daddy’s busy.” Nixon didn’t even blink.

Junior followed her took one look at us and held his hands up. “So much for gun control.”

Phoenix grabbed him by the neck of the shirt causing him to clothesline himself and then fall back against his dad. “Hey, I wasn’t talking back this time!”

“No, you were just being a smart-ass.” Phoenix said in a calm tone. “Tell Uncle Chase you’re sorry.”

Junior sighed and looked at me. “Uncle Chase, I’m sorry I was being a smart-ass.”

“Don’t say ass,” Bee yelled from across the room.

Luckily, the rest of the kids were either in the playroom or napping. Then again, mine were probably going to be running in here anytime since they needed a fire to roast marshmallows.

“Daddy!” Violet yelled, the door slammed.

“Bastard.” I hissed under my breath and lowered my gun, then turned around and bent down to her level. “Yes sweetheart?”

“I just wanted to tell you I loved you.” She shrugged like it wasn’t a big deal. Kissed me on the cheek and walked back outside.

When I turned around, Luc was grinning at me like she’d just won the lottery, and I could have sworn every single female in the room had misty eyes while the guys all softened their looks like they knew.

And they did.

They knew my pain.

They knew I kept my monster fed well.

They knew the shit.

The darkness.

And they knew that there was something about this family this blood that kept me grounded, kept me from doing the unthinkable.

“Luc.” I crooked my finger. “Casserole?”

“They just descended like wolves.” She shrugged. “In my defense, I didn’t even have time to pull a gun.”

“This is true.” Frank nodded his head. “It smelled too good, and we’re starving!”

“My wife, I’m starving!” I pulled her against my chest and then captured her lips with my teeth. “Mmmm, that’s better.”

“All right then,” Val elbowed El, “Time to campfire before they start ripping each other’s clothes off. I’ll just bring the food outside.”

I loved tasting her on my tongue, my wife, my light.

Chaos ensued when Tex whistled for all the awake kids to eat dinner. People ran around us, kids screamed, one of them was crying, and in all that chaos.

I found my perfect.

And didn’t miss the look Nixon gave me as he walked past, or the hand he pressed briefly on my shoulder, like maybe, just maybe, everything would really turn out okay.

One more day in this life.

One more gift.

I would live it to the fullest.

“Chase!” Dom yelled. “Marco just set me on fire!”

“You’re up.” I slapped Luc on the ass. “I’ll just go grab the wine.”

She sighed. “How does he even know how to make fire?”

I didn’t answer.

It was safer that way.

“Marco Chase Abandonato!” Luc had the mom yell down perfect. Even I winced and then laughed as Marco shuffled toward her and then burst into tears. “It was an accident.”

I grabbed the wine and brought it outside.

Dom grinned over at me. “I want the new Bugatti.”

“Son of a bitch!” I burst out laughing. “You actually did it?”

“How else do you think the little shit lit me on fire?”

I grabbed the key fob from my pocket and flicked it into the air. “Think of it as a late wedding present.”

Dom’s eyes were wide as saucers.

He had enough money to buy a shit ton of cars.

But this one was custom.

I had pre-ordered for two years.

My chest tightened.

It was the sort of car that had defined my past. Ten years ago, I would have driven that car as fast as it would go, I would have needed it to soothe my soul after another fight with Mil.

After that worthless feeling as she loosened her grip on me, on our family. As she told me that she didn’t want to bring kids into the world when all I wanted was a legacy.

Funny, because ten years ago that car seemed to fit me, my lifestyle, and now? Now I was really leaning toward a badass SUV that I could stick my family in.

I’d take it to my grave.

The fact that I didn’t give two shits about a sports car I couldn’t put a car seat in.

The guys would think I’d gone soft.

I shared a look with Luc.

Maybe, in a way… I had.

 

THE END!
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“Renee, Vic isn’t…You’re here because…” She shook her head and tried again. “Vic is here to protect the families, to protect you, us, the kids. He’s the best we have, and he can’t lose focus.”

“Then I promise not to seduce him in my sleep,” I said sarcastically. “Scout’s honor.”

Her eyes narrowed. “Really? Because I was under the impression that something happened between you two.”

“Why would you be under any sort of impression when you don’t know what happened?”

Trace opened her mouth then closed it. “Just…” She patted my leg. “Just… God, if I can’t even talk to you about this, how am I going to talk to my little girl?”

“Ah.” It dawned on me in a painfully clear and amusing way. “Just don’t let him take my pants off? Is that where this is going?”

She grinned. “I was going for more like ‘just be careful because he’s not who you think he is and could end up hurting you’.” Her smile fell. “And the opposite could happen too, where you hurt him and he can’t work for us anymore. He took an oath.”

“What sort of oath?”

“The binding sort.” She stood and wiped her hands on her jeans and then hung her head. “I’m sorry, Renee, I really am.”

“For what? There are lots of things to be sorry for.”

She grimaced. “Let’s just say I’m sorry for what happened and even more sorry for what’s to come.”

My heart thundered in my chest. “What are you talking about?”

“Get some rest.” She rubbed her hands together then walked over to the light and flipped the switch, blanketing me in darkness.

I didn’t move.

I sat on the bed, my feet touching the floor, my hands folded in my lap. My heart beat louder than my thoughts, my thoughts a jumbled mix of terror and fear.

“Hey.” The sound of Vic’s gravelly voice made me jump. He pushed the door open a bit more, and light from the hallway spilled in. “Why don’t you get some sleep?”

“Right.” I stared down at my shaking hands even though I could barely see them. No matter how hard I tried, they trembled. “I’ll just stop thinking about all the blood and the fact that I’m in a stranger’s house. That one parent is God knows where while the other’s in Vegas—don’t get me wrong. I’m glad they weren’t at the house, but still.”

He sighed. “Sometimes you just want your parents—the people closest to you.”

“Yeah.” For having the physique of a competitive body builder he sure moved fast. One minute he was in the doorway, the next he was on his knees in front of me.

He pressed his massive hands over mine. They were warm to the touch, comforting. Slowly he raised his head and locked eyes on me. “Don’t force the fear away, Renee.”

“I don’t understand.”

“The best way to get over fear is to embrace it head on. Don’t try to push the thoughts away, let your mind replay them, let your soul feel them, deal with it now so you don’t deal with it later.”

“Is that what you do?”

He looked away. “Some of us have seen too much for it to work anymore.”

“What do you do then?”

He grimaced. “I replace it with a new memory—a fresh kill—and it takes care of the last one. Each memory replaces the last [FC1] until everything’s just a blur.”

“That wasn’t very encouraging,” I murmured, staring at his mouth.

His lips twitched. “Yeah, I had good intentions coming in here. I took a wrong turn when I told you it didn’t work—I should have lied.”

“No.” I gripped his hands in mine. “I’d rather have your truth.”

He swallowed. I watched the movement with heavy eyes. Even his massive neck was pretty. He bowed his head a bit then inhaled, fast and deep, and stood. “Sleep.”

“You’ll be watching?” I asked in a hopeful voice.

“I’ll be watching.”

“But not in a creepy way,” I added.

His smile was faint, but it was there. “In the least creepy way I can muster.”

“Thanks, Vic.”

“You don’t have to thank me for doing my job.” He tilted his head and then closed the door behind him.

I could see the shadow of his feet in the light from the hall. He was quite literally standing in front of the door like a prison guard.

With a frown, I hurried and got ready for bed in the dark, then crawled under the covers.

It was an immaculate room.

The bed was soft.

The sheets felt silky against my skin.

But I wasn’t home.

I squeezed my eyes shut and wondered if I’d ever be able to utter that word and mean it again.
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