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      One decision can change everything.

      

      Marco’s fled the scene at the Castaletta house, and in his absence, he’s left everyone emotionally fucked.

      

      Not knowing who he can trust, Demetri does the only thing he knows to do, he calls his brother back to the syndicate and turns his back on the only woman who’s ever owned his broken heart.

      

      On top of it all, Don Joe Castaletta is interested in a new venture for the crew – nightclubs.

      

      While trying to rebuild the narcotics syndicate and work on this new business, Demetri is stretched paper thin. He yearns for a future that doesn’t exist, no matter how hard he tries to envision it. All is lost and nothing will ever be the same again.

      

      With threats all around and a lack of trust in the people he’s invested himself in, his back is against the wall and alone he stands.

      

      There is only so much one man can endure.

      

      The Tipping Point.
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          Demetri

        

      

    

    
      The moment was completely surreal.

      No fucking way things were going down like this.

      No fucking way.

      I turned from Edward, who lay below me, not moving. Fuck. I wasn’t going to have enough apologies in the world to make it up to Izzy for beating up her bestie. Stupid little bastard. “Where is Marco? Last time, Izzy.”

      She pulled her gun out and pointed it at me as tears filled her eyes. “Who are you? I don’t know the monster you’ve become. Back the fuck up, or I swear to God, I’ll shoot you.”

      Really? All these years of being right beside her, and she was going to point her gun at me? This is where the hell we were in our long, sordid relationship. Pain laced my chest, stealing the breath from me.

      “Tell me where your brother is. Now, Bella.”

      “Why?” Her gun shook as she let out a soft sob. “You gonna kill him too, you bastard? What was in it for you, D? All these years of serving my father, my family, and finally you’d had enough?”

      “You’ve lost your mind.” That was it. Enough of the bullshit. I moved toward her and grabbed the gun, spinning her around and wrapping her in a tight embrace. Fuck me, she smelled so good. Like fear and innocence. I stifled a growl. “Tell me where Marco is, or I’m going to assume that you’re helping him with all of this.”

      “All of what?” She pushed against me, but it was useless. I wasn’t budging. Not now. Not ever.

      “Where is he?” I screamed against the side of her head as a million thoughts blasted through my skull. Was she involved? Fuck no. What would happen if she were? My world would be destroyed. Joe would never let her live, and then I’d have a choice—him or her. “He’s the killer. He’s the mastermind. The fucker did all of this to us. Tell me where he is, or I’m going to tear up this whole fucking town looking for him.”

      “He’s at your place, getting the tapes back that you took from Marcus behind my fucking back!” She elbowed me and turned, lifting her gun again as we circled each other. “Why should I believe you? You lied to me.”

      The door opened behind us, but I ignored it. “He got rid of them.”

      “What?” She jerked away.

      I spun around. Marco. Fucker. I lifted my weapon and started to speak, but the rat-bastard cut me off.

      Marco lifted his hand as sadness swept across his face. “You had Drake come back to take Izzy’s place, and you were finally going to take mine?” His eyes were on me. What a clever game he was playing, this man who was like a brother to me not twenty-four hours before.

      “Shut your fucking mouth. You forced Freddy to make every sick move you needed to set him up as the villain, but the little shit got you in the end didn’t he, Marco? He confessed to everything on those damn tapes. He didn’t even have to say your name. You walked in on the fourth tape and said everything someone listening would need to know. The question is why?”

      “The tapes that you destroyed?” Marco’s voice was soft, his expression filled with anguish. “Why are you doing this to me? I’ve loved you like a brother my whole life. I kept the Drake thing from my sister when you asked me to because I knew you would tell her when you were ready. I’ve given up my position to you because I felt like you were worthier of it.”

      Izzy moved in between us, her damn gun still pointed at me. Edward still wasn’t moving, but it was a good thing. He would probably end up hurt again with the way I was feeling.

      “Shut up for a minute.” Isabella pointed the gun at Marco. “I don’t know who to believe.”

      “Where are the tapes, D?” Marco asked and glanced over at Izzy. “He destroyed them so you wouldn’t know, Izzy.”

      “You said there was nothing on them originally, remember?” I bellowed. The sound of blood rushing by my ears had me in a cold sweat. There was no way in hell we were getting out of the situation without someone’s blood on my hands. Sadly enough, two of the people I loved most stood before me. Today would change everything. “Why? Because you knew if she watched them that she’d know exactly who was involved in Vivian’s death. You, you sorry bastard.” I flipped the safety off my gun. Time to stop talking and start acting.

      “D. Don’t.” Izzy cocked her weapon. “Marco is my brother. My flesh and blood.”

      “And I’m your lover. Your man. Your goddamn future. I’ve held this fucking family together for as long as I can remember.” No way I was explaining beyond that. She knew what we meant to each other—unless this shit was one-sided all of a sudden. Certainly not. No fucking way.

      She moved in front of her brother and kept her gun on me, making her decision. “You lied about Drake, about Terrance Cooper, about my father sleeping with your mother.” She nodded toward Edward. “And you beat the hell out of Eddy and wrapped your hands around my throat. I have no clue who you are right now. Where are the tapes? Give them to me, and we can clear this up. Please.”

      “Ask your goddamn brother.” I pointed my gun toward her left and fired it. She jumped, and I was damn lucky she didn’t put a bullet in my head from instinct alone.

      “I’m going to ask you nicely to put your gun down one more time, and then you leave me no choice.” Izzy’s voice dropped. She was in her calm center where all killers went to before pulling the trigger and spilling blood. “I helped you when Drake needed to leave. I have no clue if Marco did this, or if you did, but I’m asking you to return the favor until I can figure it out.”

      I tightened my jaw and narrowed my eyes. She had no goddamn clue what she was asking of me. Joe would slaughter us all. “No.”

      “Go,” she whispered roughly and pulled the trigger. The sound was defining, but the action is what ripped my heart open in my chest. Did she really love me at all? I wasn’t sure anymore.

      Sharp, dizzying pain on the right side of my head brought me down to one knee. I clapped my free hand over it. I felt the blood pumping through my fingers as I looked up at her. My woman.

      “Fuck,” I snarled over the sound of someone screaming.

      Izzy. Izzy was screaming. Her eyes locked with mine, and I grimaced as the flesh wound pulsed with heat. Tears welled in her eyes as I pulled my hand away to find it coated in blood. I wiped it on my thigh and covered the wound again.

      Marco was already gone. He must have bolted when I went down. Smart. It was the only chance he was going to get to get away from me.

      Izzy’s scream intensified as Timothy, Nate’s twin brother, came around the corner behind her. He froze and glanced around before approaching Izzy from behind. She crumbled, her knees bending as she dropped her gun and lifted both hands to her face. Her scream had subsided into a sob that cut into my soul.

      Marco was going to pay for doing this to her. For fucking with all of us.

      Timothy used the butt of his gun against the back of Izzy’s head to knock her out. Her already trembling knees gave out, and Tim caught her as she went limp and her scream ceased. I was grateful that he was there in Nate’s place as the ex-Navy Seal was inserting himself into the Cooper syndicate on my order. This night could have gone much worse had we put someone else in Nate’s place as head of security at the Castaletta mansion.

      Tim was staring at me as he held my girl up. He opened his mouth to say something, but I cut him off with a shake of my head. Whatever he had to say, I didn’t want to hear it. Not right now. Not after this shit show.

      I pushed myself back to my feet with my hand still pressed to my ear. I wasn’t sure how much damage Izzy had actually done, but the pulsing pain had me concerned about looking in a mirror. If I couldn’t feel my ear under my hand, I would have been convinced she had blown it clean off.

      I walked toward them and let my hand fall from my bloody ear. “Son of a fucking bitch. Fuck.” I snarled as I wiped my blood on my thigh once more before scooping Izzy up in my arms. I cradled her head to my chest and felt the tears on her cheek leak through my shirt.

      “D, let me go after Marco. He couldn’t have gotten far.” Timothy took a few hurried steps back in the direction Marco fled in but turned back as if waiting for orders from me.

      “No,” I said sharply as I adjusted Izzy in my arms and made for the grand staircase. “Lock the mansion down. Find Joe. Now!”

      Timothy nodded once and took off for the front door. I took to the stairs, taking them two at a time as the smell of Izzy’s perfume mixed with that of my own blood.

      “I can’t believe you fucking shot me, Bella,” I whispered against the side of her head as I kissed her temple. Unruly bitch. For some strange reason, I understood why she had done what she did, and the truth of the matter was simple—if she wanted me dead, I would have been dead.

      She remained still in my arms as I made it to the second floor and made for her bedroom at the end of the hall. I shouldered open her door and slipped inside. Her room was basking in the warm glow from the lamp on her nightstand. Her windows were slightly open, letting a cool late spring breeze push and pull at her sheer white curtains.

      Gently, I laid her down on her bed and went to close the windows. Now was not the time to have any entrance of the Castaletta mansion unlocked. It had never been clearer to me that I had no idea who I could really trust in this place.

      I turned and went back to her. I laid down on my side beside her and reached out to run a finger down her cheek.

      “This is my fault,” I whispered. “What reason have I ever given you to trust me over your own blood? I should have just told you every fucking thing as it happened over the last few years. Forgive me, baby. I needed to protect you.”

      Some part of me wanted to strangle her, but a larger part knew the truth. Marco was at the helm of everything we’d been dealing with lately. Vivian’s death. Freddy’s demise and death. The fucking Kallup boys. The Coopers. Everything. Izzy would know soon too, and there was no reason to smash it in her face.

      She had been to way too many funerals as of late, and the poor girl was headed to another one once Joe sent us after his oldest son.

      There would be no surviving the Don’s wrath over his part in Vivian’s death. Nor should there be.

      Marco had played everything to his advantage. He knew how rocky things were between me and Izzy. They’d been that way for over six years now. He also knew that if push ever came to shove, his sister would have his back, no matter who she had to protect him from.

      I thought of my brother, Drake. I would do anything for him. I had done everything for him.

      I’d snuck him away from Joe to keep him safe when Drake got to a point where he couldn’t be in this life anymore. I had risked everything, and I was still risking it every day, just to keep him out of Joe’s crosshairs. And now Marco had taken his place as the center of Joe’s focus, or soon would. Dammit.

      I knew without a doubt that Joe would send Izzy to take her brother down. She wasn’t his daughter in our syndicate. She was his best, his only hitman.

      That would destroy her.

      I went to her bathroom and pulled a handful of toilet paper off the roll. I gathered it into a wad and worked up the nerve to look into the mirror.

      I still had my ear. “Thank God.” I let out a long sigh. How had things gotten so fucking out of control?

      The bullet had grazed the side of my head and nipped some of the cartilage at the top of my ear. The blood made it look worse than it was. I wet the toilet paper and wiped the side of my face and my neck. Then I gathered a fresh wad and held it to the cut as I went back into Izzy’s room.

      She was still unconscious.

      I sank down on the bed beside her and leaned forward with my face in my hand. It hurt to know that she was capable of pulling the trigger. I wasn’t a fool. She’d missed on purpose. But she had fired nonetheless. If I had continued to push and had gone after Marco, I knew I’d be lying in a puddle of my own blood downstairs right this second. Timothy would have come in to find my corpse and Izzy…

      Would she be leaning over my body and grieving my death, or would she have run out after Marco?

      It didn’t matter. The shit didn’t go down like that.

      I had landed myself here all on my own when I sealed mine and Izzy’s fate and told her we could never be together. I had chosen the syndicate and Joe over the potential we had, and the moment I told her “no,” I could see the destruction I had wreaked upon her. Things had been different between us ever since. We never stopped wanting each other, and we never stopped fighting against the bonds of our roles in this syndicate, but we stopped fighting for each other. Instead, we tortured each other, fucked our brains out, and then repeated the cycle.

      I had set everything in motion that night all those years ago for her not to trust me. Ever.

      “She deserves a better life,” I muttered to myself as I ran my hand down my face. “But no fucking way are you taking it, are you Bella?”

      When she woke, she wouldn’t want my face to be the first thing she saw. She needed someone neutral—someone who wouldn’t stir up terrible memories of dead relatives and betrayal. There was only one person I could think of who might stand a chance of offering her some comfort, and he was close at hand for the first time in years.

      Drake.

      I fished my phone out of my pocket and opened a message thread. I stared at his name for what must have been several minutes before I typed out the message.

      “Get over here. Now. Izzy needs you.”

      I stared at the message as it sent and let out a sigh. Things hadn’t been this bad for as long as I could remember. The same thoughts kept sweeping through my mind, the emotion behind them weakening me.

      Vivian was dead.

      So was Freddy.

      And the blame fell on the shoulders of the man who had been playing a dangerous game. That same rage that had burned within me minutes ago came back as I thought about Marco. The bastard had crossed too many lines to get out of this one alive. There was no way in hell Joe would let him escape—and neither would I. He had to pay for what he did to this family.

      He needed to pay for what he did to Izzy. I knew her like the back of my fucking hand. Finding out the truth about Marco was going to fuck her up badly. She had been keeping it together pretty good after losing her mother and Freddy, but this would be the last straw. If it had been anyone else, she would have been able to handle it like the Enforcer she was. She’d be able to place her gun between their eyes and blow a hole through their skull.

      But Marco wouldn’t be that easy to put down.

      At least, I didn’t think he would. But maybe I didn’t know the full extent of her ability to compartmentalize her feelings. She had just shot me, after all.

      My phone buzzed, and I glanced down at the screen. Drake.

      “I’m on my way. Is anyone hurt?”

      Yes. Everyone was hurt. My heart contracted painfully in my chest. The gash on the side of my head was a welcome reprieve from the ache deep inside of me. This shit wasn’t over by a long shot. It was just beginning—again.

      “No. Just get here.”

      Seeing that Izzy was out cold, I took the opportunity to send one more message to Marcus Blaine. There weren’t many people I felt I could trust right now besides Izzy and my own brother, but Marcus had me convinced he was loyal to me. And I needed someone else in my corner. I sent him a quick message to keep him in the loop.

      “I watched the tapes. It was Marco. This stays between us. Watch your fucking back and protect my sister. She’s in over her head.”

      The toilet paper was fully soaked through with blood. I stood, feeling a little dizzy from the pain and the adrenaline and the emotions, and went back to the bathroom. I gathered more makeshift bandages and returned to Izzy’s side to watch her sleep.

      Her long black curtain of hair was spread out around her on the bed, making her look like a slumbering mermaid. A deadly mermaid. Her lips were slightly parted, and I could hear her soft breath on every exhale.

      “What have we done to each other, Bella?”
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          Izabella

        

      

    

    
      All I could smell was him. All I could feel was him. My blood was rushing in my ears, and all I could think about was the ache between my legs; the all consuming need to feel him inside me. It had been way too fucking long.

      I was on my back beneath Demetri’s taut, tanned, glorious body. His elbows were buried in the pillow on either side of my head, and his forehead was pressed to mine as he pushed his hips between my open legs. I opened up for him and hooked my legs around his waist, using them to pull him toward me until his cock was resting against my pussy.

      “Don’t be greedy, Bella,” Demetri grated through clenched teeth.

      “You want me as bad as I want you,” I whispered, lifting my chin to graze my lips over his. He shuddered above me, and his breath smelled like mint. “Come on, D. Fuck me. Fuck me and don’t hold back.”

      D growled low in his chest and nipped at my lower lip. “You know this isn’t how this works.”

      I tried to ask him what he meant, but as I opened my mouth to speak, he clamped a hand over my lips. Then, in one deep thrust, he was inside me. I whimpered with pleasure as he forced me to take all of him, and the sound was muffled by his palm.

      “You don’t tell me what to do,” D said. “You know better than that.”

      I moaned beneath his hand, still clamped over my mouth. His inability to do anything but dominate me when we fucked was so fucking hot. I loved how easy he made it for me to give in; to be the woman I was not. Beneath him, I was just me. Just Izabella. I was not an Enforcer. Not a killer. I was a woman who needed to be loved hard and rough, and Demetri knew that about me better than anyone else.

      I tightened my hold around his waist with my legs in an act of defiance. Then I bit at the meat of the inside of his palm. A devious grin broke across his dark features. “Thatta girl.”

      I smiled against his hand as his hips rocked toward me, grinding in a fluid motion that had me barrelling toward an explosive orgasm.

      I mumbled his name, and his smile broadened.

      God, there was nothing as beautiful as him.

      “Come on Bella, wet my cock for me.”

      His words were enough to send me over the edge. My body quivered beneath him as my climax rolled through me. I grabbed the wrist of the hand sealing my mouth and dug my nails into his skin as he continued fucking me like he was punishing me.

      He pushed his thumb between my lips and ran it along my teeth. I opened my mouth for him, and he pressed down on my tongue. I suckled at his digit and bit down on his knuckle. He and I were both gluttons for pain, so I didn’t hold back. I bit down hard.

      Demetri pinched my lower lip between the bottom of his thumb and his forefinger. I moaned.

      He pulled his hand from my mouth and replaced it with his lips. His tongue caressed mine, and I was lost in the moment of how perfect everything was—because everything was with Demetri DeMarco.

      A stirring in my belly tugged at the back of my mind. Something was wrong. Something needed my attention.

      “Fuck,” D growled above me as he straightened. He grabbed the back of my legs and pushed them back, spreading me open for him. I was so fucking wet. He stretched me with his cock before pulling out and rubbing himself up and down my opening. I was so wet for him. “You want it in your ass, baby girl?”

      I bit my bottom lip and nodded.

      “Tell me what you want me to do,” D said gruffly as he lowered his cock and began pressing forward. The pressure was exquisite.

      “Please—”

      Something grazed my cheek. I pulled back sharply and snapped my eyes open.

      I found myself staring into a pair of dark, beautiful eyes, framed by dark brows and black hair. Confused, I propped myself up on my elbows and stared at the man lying a foot away from me on the bed.

      “Drake?” I whispered. My voice was hoarse from crying.

      No, from screaming.

      The memory of the standoff between me and D downstairs chased away the knot of desire in my belly and replaced it with panic.

      I’d fired my gun. I’d fucking shot him. There had been so much blood. My muscles locked in place as terror raced through me.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked as my eyes darted around the room. “Where is D?” The question lodged in my throat, and I choked on it. Terror. Dark, deep terror washed over me. Did I really want to know the extent of the damage I had done to the only man I had ever loved?

      Drake pushed himself up and sat at the edge of my bed. He looked back at me over his shoulder, and his eyes held a balanced mixture of pity and regret. “D texted me. He said you’d need—”

      I moved forward and struck him across the cheek before I realized what I was doing. The resounding slap of my palm on his cheek hung in the air between us as he pressed a hand to the already reddening skin.

      “You fucking lied to me,” I snarled. “All this time.”

      Drake put his hand on my chest and pushed me down. “I know. And I’m sorry. But I was doing what I thought was right. There was no good in telling you about our parents.”

      “Fuck you,” I spat. All these lies were becoming too much. The dishonesty and death threatened to suffocate me. “There was no good in telling me you were my brother?”

      Drake glanced down. “It was a mistake. But I thought I was making the right call.”

      Drake leaned forward, and I heard him pull something out of a bag between his feet on my bedroom floor. He stood and walked to my television set. He had an old tape player and a few cassettes which he plugged in and set up on the TV. I watched with anger bubbling in my chest. I resisted the urge to cry as he pressed play and came to sit back down on the edge of my bed.

      He looked back at me. “Just watch these. This is what D was trying to explain to you before… well, you know.”

      “D’s lost his fucking mind. He was going to kill my brother.”

      “I’m aware. Marco is my brother too, Izzy.”

      I narrowed my eyes and glared at him. “And you have nothing to say to that, other than you have a long-lost brother you now want to fucking claim? He tried to kill Marco! He was acting like a rabid dog.”

      Drake ignored me and turned his attention to the TV, which started to play.

      My breath hitched in my throat as Freddy’s terrified voice filled the room. I turned my eyes to the TV and watched as my heart fluttered nervously in my chest.

      “I don’t have long. I can feel it.” Freddy glanced around and jerked a little. “I’ve done everything he’s told me to do, and I’m still not going to survive this.” His voice broke and tears filled his eyes. “He told me to divert the shipments, that we needed to fuck up the narcotics ring, and I did. He promised me that he wouldn’t let anything happen to momma if I did, but he lied. He fucking lied!”

      “Freddy,” I whispered, pulling myself to the edge of the bed beside Drake and then slipping off the side to sink to the floor. I sat with my knees pulled to my chest and wrapped my arms around them.

      “Izzy, if you see this, I didn’t hurt momma. I loved her more than… more than any of you. I just didn’t have a choice. He didn’t tell me why, and I’m too dumb to figure it out. He said he would hurt you if I fucked up. He killed momma because I messed things up. I should have just listened the first time.”

      My heart restricted in my chest, and my eyes started to burn as Freddy smacked himself in the head and cursed himself. I wanted to reach through the screen and hold him and tell him I loved him. I wanted to promise him that everything would be okay. Tears blurred my vision.

      But nothing was okay. He was dead.

      I looked up at Drake, who was watching me instead of the TV. I hoped like hell I had my façade in place. I didn’t give a shit who was in front of me. Being strong and capable was all that mattered in the moment—or at least pretending to be.

      “Who?” I whispered. Who was behind this? Who was Freddy talking about? D?

      Drake shook his head and brushed his hand down his handsome face. “Just watch.”

      “Please don’t hate me.” Freddy sobbed. “Just find the tapes and find me. He’s trying to tear the family apart, and he’s going to do it, Izzy. He killed momma, or had momma killed, but he was there.”

      I sank my face into my hands and peered through my fingers at my brother. He was in a horrible state. His fingers were dirty. He was dirty. His eyes were wild, and his hair was a mess. What I wouldn’t give to save him from the horror of what he was going through.

      “He has a goddamn video of the night she was raped and killed.” He reached up and pressed his fists to his ears. “I can still hear her screaming. I can—” His uncontrollable sobbing made it impossible for him to speak.

      The sound of a door cut through the tapes. Freddy stood up and turned, putting his ass in front of the video recorder.

      “What are you doing?”

      The new voice made me feel instantly ill. “No,” I whispered. Drake moved closer to me and put a hand on my shoulder. “No.”

      “Just working on some Youtube content,” Freddy said hurriedly. “You know. Pot smokers like me love this shit.”

      “Stop it and get back to work. You have a job to do. Find Thomas, and set up this next shipment to him. Fuck this up, and I swear to God, I’ll drag your ass down to the alley where momma died and make you watch my boys do the same to Izabella. Is that what you want?”

      “No,” Freddy whispered. “Please, God, no.”

      Drake gave my shoulder a squeeze as the screen faded to black.

      I pressed my hands to my mouth as bile rose up my throat. No. No. No. Not my brother. No. Please God. No.

      My bedroom door opened, the click of the lock giving way so incredibly softly.

      I glanced over, a storm raging inside me, to see D standing there, silhouetted by the bright lights in the hallway behind him. There was a bit of dried blood on the side of his neck and his ear, but the real injury of what I had done to him lay in his eyes.

      “Bella,” he said softly.

      That was it. I came undone. A sob broke free of me, and I buried my face in my hands as I pulled my knees tighter to my chest, drawing into myself like I could escape the truth if only I made myself small enough. Once the crying started, I couldn’t stop. The tears poured out of me as the realization of what Marco had done to all of us slammed into me.

      I could see D coming for me through the space between my shaking fingers. He dropped down to his knees and wrapped his arms around my shoulders before pulling me into his chest. “I’m sorry,” he said, his chin on top of my head.

      I curled up in his arms and hid my face in his shirt as I cried harder than I could ever remember crying. Fuck this life full of misery and pain.

      How could Marco do this to us? To momma? To Freddy? How had such an evil remained hidden within him for so long?

      “Why did you both lie to me?” I managed to ask between sobs. “How can I trust you? Why would I have trusted you?” I gained a little bit of my voice back. “I would have believed you down there had you not planted fucking seeds of deceit. Goddamn it, D. I could have killed you.”

      “But you didn’t, baby.” He pulled me in tighter.

      “This is my fault,” Drake said. “It was because of me. I was selfish. I didn’t want Joe to find me.”

      “It’s on both of us,” D said, his voice rumbling in his chest beneath my cheek.

      I sniffled and tried to nuzzle in tighter to him as I gathered the front of his shirt in my fists and clung to him for all I was worth. I had never felt so incredibly weak.

      “Bella,” D whispered, tucking his thumb under my chin and forcing me to look up at him. I didn’t want to look him in the eyes. I didn’t want to confront the pain that I could see in his gaze. I could barely make out his face through my tears. He wiped them away with shaking fingers. I’d never felt his touch be anything but firm. “It’s a fucked-up situation, but it’s ours. And all that matters is you. Despite everything—despite all of it and how hard I’ve fought against it—you’re all that matters. Trust me. We will figure this out together.”

      “Figure what out?” A deep voice drew our attention to the open bedroom door.

      I felt D tighten his hold on me as we all looked upon my father, whose broad shoulders and impressive height filled the doorframe. He took a step inside and crossed his arms across his chest.

      “I said, figure what out?” He repeated, his voice full of menace. My poor Papa. He couldn’t take much more, and the news we were going to share was going to cripple him—much like it had me.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

          Marco

        

      

    

    
      The lights from the Castaletta mansion blazed in my rear-view mirror as I peeled down the driveway, reminding me that I would never be able to call that place home again. Not after everything that had just gone down.

      “What a fucking nightmare.”

      Tears stung the corners of my eyes as Izzy’s scream rang in my ears.

      What had I done?

      I never wanted her to get caught in the middle of this fucking mess. I wanted to keep her as far away from it all as possible. I’d known when it all started how hard that would be. She was our Enforcer, after all, and she was too clever for her own good—a quality that got her into too much trouble. It was a miracle I’d been able to keep her separate from the plans for so long. It was only a matter of time before it all came to a head.

      This just isn’t how I wanted it to all go down, or how I wanted it to end.

      “God fucking damn it!” I slammed my fist against the steering wheel several times.

      She would never understand why I did what I did. She would never be able to see why we needed to take the trash out—to cleanse the Castaletta family and give us a fresh start.

      I sped out of the driveway and down the street, desperate to put as much distance between myself and the house as I possibly could. It was only a matter of time before someone was sent to come after me. Everyone would have come running when they heard Izabella screaming. If I was lucky, they would be preoccupied with D and taking care of him—and hopefully removing his corpse from the hallway. If anything was going to go right for me tonight, my fingers were crossed that would be the case. If Demetri was dead, I had a lot less to worry about. His death would cripple Izzy, and the syndicate would scramble to replace him.

      I would become a second priority. I could be so lucky…

      Once I had been driving for a good fifteen minutes, I pulled my phone out and sent a text to Adam Cooper. If I had any chance of getting out of this shit storm alive, it would be with Cooper’s help. As if fate decided to shine down on me, the California syndicate Don was in our neck of the woods for a quick trip.

      I’d seen Adam’s number scrawled across a notepad in my dad’s office a few days earlier and was grateful I had the foresight to program it into my phone for future use. Izzy was supposed to meet with Adam the following morning, and it was crucial that I made it to him first. I sent a quick message. “It’s Marco Castaletta. You free to meet? It’s important.”

      I only made it another three miles down the road before my phone chimed.

      “The Moonlight Bar. One hour.”

      I didn’t bother messaging back. I switched directions to head to the bar with a growing sense of nervousness rising in my throat.

      I hadn’t been back there since I went to clean up the mess Izzy made with Parker when she put a bullet between his eyes. I’d torched the place to make sure my sister had left no evidence. I tried to make a point of never going back to places where the Castalettas had followed through with a hit, but this time, I had to make an exception. Adam was my only shot at coming out of this mess with my head still attached to my shoulders.

      I arrived outside the hotel just under the one-hour mark Adam had given me. I gave my car keys to the valet and hurried up the steps to slip in the front doors. I crossed the lobby and went straight to the elevators, where I punched the button for the top floor where the Moonlight Bar was located. Nobody got on or off, and I rode straight to the top with nothing to distract me from my spiralling thoughts.

      If Izzy got her hands on those fucking tapes, she was going to be gunning for me. It wouldn’t matter that we were family. She would bring down all her wrath on my head, and I was sure that there was nothing that would stop her from putting a bullet in my skull like she did Parker’s. Hell, at this point, she might even take pleasure in offing me.

      I couldn’t blame her.

      But I could sure as hell try to keep myself out of her grasp.

      The elevator doors chimed, and I stepped off and made my way across the foyer to the double doors that read “Moonlight Bar”. I could hear music playing on the other side, and it increased in volume as the doorman pulled open the door and nodded politely to invite me inside.

      The place was fairly busy. The bar was surrounded with well-dressed women who cast curious glances my way when I walked in.

      I was too distracted with thoughts of my own destruction to pay them any mind.

      If D wasn’t dead, I was going to have a whole lot of pain coming for me. I’d never seen the guy so fucking angry. If Izzy hadn’t been there tonight to defend me, I knew I would be lying in a puddle of my own blood. D probably wouldn’t have even shot to kill.

      Knowing him, he would have blown out my kneecaps to keep me from running. Then he would have used his fists to beat me into oblivion and then, eventually, to death.

      I shuddered at the thought. “Please let him be dead.” Even after saying it, my heart ached still. He was like a brother to us, to me. But shit had to be done. Everything was in shambles, all the deceit and unrest, but my whole goddamn family walked around not talking about the elephant in the room. Well, shit. They didn’t want to talk about it? Then I would just remove it, and no matter what the hell happened next, I’d done my job.

      Izzy had saved my neck, and it had probably cost her the life of the man she loved.

      “Fucking idiot,” I muttered at myself as I ran my hand down my face.

      Now was not the time to dwell on such things. I couldn’t change them now. I had to keep going forward. There were still things that needed to be done; sacrifices that needed to be made. And the Coopers were my first stop.

      I looked around the bar and spotted the man I was there to meet.

      Adam Cooper was sitting at a table in the middle of the bar when I arrived. I took note of the other tables occupied around him as I made my way to the bar first. He was surrounded by men in black suits who casually sat at different tables around him. Their eyes followed me as I ordered two whiskeys and brought them to Adam, who had his arm draped over the back of his chair. One foot rested across his knee, and he was dressed casually in dark jeans and a white button-up. His pale green eyes remained fixed on me as I lowered myself into the seat across from him and pushed one of the glasses of whiskeys toward him.

      “Thanks for meeting with me on such late notice,” I said before lifting my glass to my lips and taking a sip. I restrained myself from throwing the whole drink back. The alcohol would take the edge off my nerves, but I didn’t want to show my cards to Cooper, who was watching me with analytic intensity.

      “I must say, I didn’t expect to get a text from a Castaletta this evening. My curiosity was too much to overlook. I had to see for myself what compelled you to reach out to me.” As he spoke, Adam swirled his whiskey around his glass and watched me over the rim. He was a smart bastard. I was playing a dangerous game attempting to ally myself with him. But it was the only move I had left.

      “I didn’t expect to text you, either.”

      Adam arched an eyebrow, and the corner of his mouth twitched in what could almost have been a smile. I noticed a couple women in the room shooting glances in our direction. Adam Cooper stuck out like a sore thumb. He was tanned from life in California and looked like he belonged in a Playgirl spread.

      Adam took his first sip of his drink and let me sit in tense silence for a minute before speaking. “Does Joe know you’re here?”

      “No.”

      Adam chuckled. “Not surprising. Especially what with everything going on between your family and the Kallups.”

      He was baiting me.

      “The Kallups are merely middlemen between you and my father,” I stated, resisting the urge to take another drink. “We all know you were the one who employed them.” I had to be cautious of every word I said. Adam didn’t know that I had put the Kallups up to the madness they caused. To everyone around me, the Kallups were just a puppet belonging to Adam, but I’d been tugging on their strings a lot harder than pretty boy in front of me ever planned to.

      “I hired them, yes, but they were never supposed to fuck with your family. I hired them on recommendation from some of my gun runners. Needless to say, those boys no longer work for me.”

      I finally took a sip of my drink and relished the warmth it brought as it trickled down my throat and pooled in my stomach. I hadn’t eaten in awhile. “They took advantage of the situation, then?”

      Adam shrugged. “Or someone else was paying a bigger tab for them.” He polished off the last three mouthfuls of his drink and put the glass down hard on the table. A big man at the table next to us scooped it up immediately and went to the bar to get his boss another drink.

      “Perhaps.”

      The big man who had gone to the bar returned with two more whiskeys. I took the opportunity to finish the rest of mine, and it sat heavy in my empty stomach. I willed it to work its magic on me and calm some of my nerves. I just wanted something to build a wall between me and the agonizing guilt that had made a home in my chest.

      I took a sip from the second drink as the big man settled back down in his seat. His eyes roamed over me slowly before he shifted to face the entrance once more.

      Adam shifted around in his seat. “Where is your sister? Is she still planning on meeting me in the morning?”

      “No. She won’t be meeting with you.”

      Adam lifted an eyebrow but didn’t say anything. His question did not need to be spoken aloud.

      “She’ll be out for blood.”

      “Blood?”

      “A manhunt,” I said.

      Adam uncrossed his legs and leaned forward. “Whose head is on the chopping block?”

      I finished my drink, not caring anymore about how it might be perceived. “Mine.”
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      Fucking Joe Castaletta was standing in the doorway to Izzy’s bedroom. His attention was on me, naturally, and his expression was not nearly as severe as I had been expecting. Maybe the loss of his wife and his youngest son over the last couple weeks had been enough to strip him of all that menace and cruelty.

      He already knew I was alive. He wasn’t the Don of the longest-running syndicate in the United States by chance. I had to wonder why the hell he would leave me to my life. Maybe some sick fatherly instinct inside of him?

      I stood from where I sat on the edge of the bed and stepped around D, who was still cradling an inconsolable Izzy in his arms.

      “I’ll fill you in,” I said. The word “Dad” almost left my mouth, but I held on to it.

      Joe turned and stepped back out into the hallway. I joined him and closed the bedroom door behind me, muffling the sound of Izzy’s sobs.

      My father stared at me with expressionless eyes, though something flickered in the endless black of his pupils.

      I had no clue where to fucking start. He turned and started walking down the hall. I followed after him, taking a few hurried steps to catch up with him.

      “I’m sorry,” I started, even though I wasn’t really. “I had to get out. I couldn’t keep doing this shit over and over. And I know what it means. I know the penalty for abandoning—”

      “Now is not the time to discuss killing another one of my children,” Joe said calmly. He slipped his hands into the pockets of his slacks and shot me a look out of the corner of his eyes. “It’s good to see you alive and well. A surprise, but good.”

      “Don’t tell me you didn’t know.” I pursed my lips and tried not to get sentimental. My father had always put the syndicate first, but he was still a good dad. Memory after memory washed over me, beckoning me to soften toward him.

      “Of course I knew. You’re welcome.” He lifted an eyebrow. We kept walking down the corridor, and Izzy’s crying faded out of earshot. “D and Izzy hid you away from me? Pretty ballsy of those two to go against me.”

      I nodded. Fuck yes, it was.

      Joe sighed. “I’m impressed. I believed the lie that you were dead for quite a long time, kiddo. They hid it well.” Joe looked over at me as we continued walking toward the top of the grand staircase. He reached out and gripped the back of my neck like he’d done when I was a boy from time to time. “You’ve built your own life, I assume?”

      I nodded again as we started descending the stairs to the main level. I didn’t want to tell him about my wife Sicily or the life we had built together. He didn’t need to know that she owned a bakery and I owned a gym. Information in this life could be used against a man if he wasn’t careful. And I was going to be fucking careful. I wanted to keep all that I had worked for over these years tucked safely away from him for as long as I possibly could—or forever, if possible.

      Joe stopped walking when we were only a few steps from the ground level. He turned to me, his shoulders squared, and looked me in the eye. “You should have just fucking told me you wanted out, Drake.”

      “Would it have mattered? What I wanted was irrelevant when I was with you.”

      “You’re my fucking son. I would have helped you. I would have—” he broke off, shaking his head. “I failed you as a father.”

      I didn’t deny it. It was true. All those years growing up with him pretending to be my “father’s” best friend. Thinking I was a DeMarco. Being raised by my mother and Big Papa DeMarco. The truth coming out in my teens almost crippled me. Thank God for Demetri. I wouldn’t have survived otherwise.

      “It’s not important—” I started, but he cut me off.

      “And I’m going to fail you again, Drake, and ask you to stay.” Joe clapped a hand on my shoulder. “Izzy is going to need you. So will Demetri. And so will Marco. Someone is fucking with our family, and I can’t see my way to the surface anymore.”

      “About that,” I said slowly. “We need to talk about Marco.”

      Joe’s stare hardened. “Come on. We’ll talk in my office.”

      As I followed him down the hall to his office, I was hit with the thought that there was a very real possibility that he might kill me once the door was closed and we were alone. If that was the case, there wasn’t much I could do to stop him.

      Joe paused by his office door and lifted a hand to the drywall. There was a bullet hole in it. He looked over his shoulder at me and arched an eyebrow.

      “Izzy shot at Demetri. She missed on purpose.” Poor thing.

      “How do you know it was intentional?”

      “Have you ever known your daughter to miss her mark?”

      Joe smirked. “Never. Although if there was anything I would bet money on her missing, it would be Demetri’s head.”

      When we slipped inside the office, he closed the door and went to his desk. I paused, paralyzed by the thought of him pulling a gun out of his drawer and blowing my brains all over the wall. I wouldn’t put it past the bastard.

      But he didn’t grab a gun. Instead, he poured us each a drink of some dark liquor before sinking down into his chair. He gestured at the one across from his desk, and I sat down.

      “I understand why you left, Drake. I think if I ever had the chance when I was young, I would have done the same thing.” Joe smiled into his drink as he took a sip. “But I was not so lucky. I only got into this because of my father. Your grandfather. I don’t know if you know this, but he was the mastermind behind our syndicate. He made leaps within our business that put us on top. There was no escaping my father.”

      I didn’t say anything. I just sat and listened.

      “I made a lot of mistakes in my early days, son,” Joe continued. “I have done a lot of things that I’m not proud of. Making you believe that you couldn’t leave was one of them. I have a lot of regrets. A lot of bloody memories that still keep me up at night. I guess what I’m trying to say is, I’m sorry, Drake.”

      I blinked at him. “It’s all right.”

      “Is it?”

      “We’re still family, right?”

      Joe nodded. “Right.” He drained the remnants of his glass and put it down. “Now tell me what the fuck is going on. Why is my daughter falling apart up there?”

      I swallowed. I did not want to be the one to tell my father that Marco was the one behind all this betrayal and death. But I didn’t want it to have to be Izzy or D, either. The two of them had been through enough already this night. D was going to owe me for this shit.

      “We got our hands on the tapes,” I started. “D and I watched them earlier this evening.”

      Joe rested his elbows on the tables and clasped his hands together. He rested his chin across his knuckles and watched me darkly. “Don’t play coy. Just spill.”

      “It was all Marco.”

      Joe fell back in his chair like I had just struck him across the face. A rush of breath left him as he pressed his hand to his forehead. In all my years of knowing my old man, never had I seen him lose his color. “You’re sure? There’s no chance it was just misconstrued somehow?”

      “It was him. Without a doubt. It’s all on the tapes. Vivian, Freddy… I’m sorry.” I broke eye contact and looked at my hands in my lap. “He threatened to do the same to Izzy what was done to Vivian if Freddy didn’t do what he was told.”

      Joe let out a vicious snarl. “He wouldn’t dare.”

      “But he did. We have it all on tape. You can see them for yourself if you want. He’s changed. He’s not who you guys thought he was.”

      There was a soft knock on the office door. I waited a second for Joe to respond, but when he didn’t, I called for whoever was at the door to come in.

      Seconds later, it opened a crack, and I looked over my shoulder to see Demetri stick his head in. “Can we come in?”

      I nodded.

      D came in first, with Izzy behind him. She still looked like a wreck. Her eyes were red and swollen, and her nose was pink from all the crying. If she were alone, she would break down again, but she was playing tough in front of us. I felt a sense of misplaced pride swell in my stomach.

      Her gaze lifted to Joe as the old man spoke. “No way that boy did this to us. Not after everything I’ve done for him.”

      Izzy dropped to a crouch beside her father’s chair and rested her hands on his forearm. “What did you do, Daddy? Raise him? Love him?” Her voice was hoarse from the crying and the screaming. She didn’t sound like herself at all. So sweet and innocent. D stood beside her, looking like a tiger ready to pounce.

      Joe’s eyes narrowed. “I took him into my fucking house. I gave him our fucking name. I made him into who he is.” Joe tightened his fist, and the glass shattered in his grip. Shards embedded themselves in his palm, and blood leaked between his fingers and down his wrist.

      “Daddy,” Izzy breathed as she reached for his injured hand.

      “I honored your mother’s infidelities,” Joe continued. “And I treated him as my oldest son.”

      What? Sickness filled the space between my chest and my stomach. Marco wasn’t Joe’s kid? No fucking way this was about to get more complicated. No fucking way.

      He slammed his hand flat on his desk, and I was sure that the glass buried itself deeper in his flesh. His grimace was not one of pain, though, but sheer fury. “After all this fucking time, he has the nerve to stab me in the fucking back. The ungrateful little fucking rat.”

      “Joe.” Demetri moved in closer and pressed his hands to the desk. “What the fuck are you talking about right now? What infidelities? Freddy?”

      Joe reached for the bottle of whiskey on his desk, unscrewed the cap, and drank straight from the bottle. When he was done, he wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and turned to look down at his daughter, addressing her instead of D.

      “Your mother had two affairs, Izzy.”

      Izzy move back from her father’s side, her voice growing colder. “Explain.”

      Joe sighed and took another swig out of the bottle. “Marco isn’t my son, and neither is Freddy.” Joe blinked. “Neither was Freddy. Fuck.”

      I shared a look with my brother. This was one of the many reasons I had left this goddamn family. I was tired of the lies and the constant bending and manipulation of the truth. It was impossible to know who was being honest and who was only saying what they needed to in order to get what they wanted.

      Marco was the perfect example of that.

      I never would have expected him to be the one behind his mother’s brutal murder. Or Freddy’s.

      Poor Freddy.

      I took a deep breath and ran my hands down my thighs. “This is all a fucking mess,” I said.

      “Which is exactly why I want you to stay,” Joe said, looking up from the blood pooling beneath his hand to meet my eye. “The three of you are the only ones I can trust. We’ll have to watch each other’s backs until we can put an end to this bullshit. Are we all on the same page?”

      “Yes,” Izzy whispered. I saw her fingers tighten on his forearm.

      “Yes, Don Castaletta.” Demetri nodded.

      Joe looked at me. “Son?”

      “Until we can put an end to this mess,” I said. I wasn’t committing to more than that. My girl deserved more than me slipping back into this life.

      She deserved a hell of a lot more.
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      I was awake for a solid three minutes before I was able to open my left eye. It was swollen shut and aching furiously from D’s angry fist. I lifted a hand to gingerly touch my skin. The lightest touch sent hot pain across my cheek and into my eye socket.

      “Son of a bitch,” I mumbled as I sat up. I peered around the room with my one good eye. It was later than I had thought. Probably close to nine or ten in the morning. The glare of the sun was blinding as I fumbled out of the bed and made my way to my bathroom, where I splashed cold water on my face. The relief was incredible.

      I glanced up at my reflection and grimaced at the damage D had done to my face. The skin around my eye was dark purple, and my eyelid was swollen to double its normal size.

      “How the fuck did you get home?” I asked my own reflection.

      I took a piss while still trying to sort through the black fog of memories from the night before. Flashes of D manhandling Izzy while practically foaming at the mouth made my stomach roll with anxiety. I had to find out what happened after he knocked me out. I went back into the bedroom to search for my phone and found it on the floor beside the bed. I opened it to see a text message from Timothy.

      “Everything is fine. D is sorry for knocking you out.”

      As I squinted at the blurry text on the screen, my phone chimed with a reminder. I had missed a real estate showing for the syndicate that was scheduled over two hours ago. The fact that I hadn’t already received a message or a call from Joe alluded to one thing: everything was in fact, not fine. Timothy’s text was likely bullshit.

      Things must be super fucked up for Joe not to have called me just to rip me a new asshole.

      I tried to push that terrifying thought from my mind as I returned to the bathroom and set about making myself look and feel a little more human. I showered and shaved and applied my favorite cologne. Then I dressed in khakis and a polo shirt and grabbed my wallet and keys before heading out the front door to my car.

      I had to go check on Izzy. D was out of his mind with rage last night, and part of me worried that she might have suffered because of it.

      I shook my head at myself as I pulled out onto the street. D wouldn’t hurt Izzy. Not in a million years. At least, not intentionally.

      I frowned as I considered how angry he had been. He wasn’t thinking straight. I wasn’t exactly sure just what the guy was capable of, or what his anger might push him to do. The lack of heat from Joe about the real estate fuck up caused me to think that maybe something really bad had happened. Maybe Izzy wasn’t okay. Maybe she was hurt.

      “No,” I said sharply. Neither Joe nor D would let something bad happen to her. As much as I didn’t like D, I knew he would look out for her as fiercely as I would. I knew he loved her.

      I distracted myself by calling Madam Giselle as I drove to the Castaletta mansion. Her voice filled the speakers in my car as the bluetooth connected.

      “Eddie,” she said sweetly. “How are you?”

      “I’m all right,” I said as I made a right turn and straightened out. “Everything okay with you over at the house? Any problems?”

      “No, everything is fine.” Madam Giselle paused. “Audrey hasn’t been back at work lately, though. I’m starting to get a little worried about her. It’s probably just me overthinking things. She’s a smart girl and wouldn’t get herself in over her head.”

      “I’ll try to get a hold of her. I have my hands full at the moment, but call me if you need anything, all right?”

      “All right, thanks Eddie.”

      I kept my eyes on the road as I quickly punched out a text to Audrey’s number.

      “Are you alright? Call me. Madam Giselle is worried about you.”

      When I pulled up out front of the mansion, Audrey hadn’t messaged me back, and I made a conscious decision to put her on the back burner. Right now, all my focus and energy had to be spent on Izzy.

      I got out of the car and made my way to the front door where Timothy was standing. He nodded in greeting and opened the door for me.

      “Sorry again about last night, brother,” Timothy said. “I don’t think it was personal.”

      I pointed at my black eye. “Really? Because I think Demetri’s been having wet dreams about beating my skull in for years now.”

      Timothy’s mouth jerked in a near smile, and he looked away. “He regrets it. Maybe.”

      “Uh huh,” I said as I slipped inside.

      I was relieved that the place did not appear to be a crime scene like I had been expecting. I wouldn’t have put it past D to have killed someone last night. I went straight for the stairs and started climbing. At the top, I turned and headed to Izzy’s bedroom door. When I arrived, I knocked gently and heard her soft voice call for me to come in.

      I pushed the door open just a couple of inches.

      “It’s me,” I announced. If she didn’t want to talk, then I would leave. But I knew her better than anyone—almost anyone—and it would be unlike her to turn away my company.

      “Eddie?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Come in.”

      I let myself in and closed her door softly behind me. I moved deeper into the room to find her sitting at her window, perched elegantly on the ledge she had decorated with pillows. She was staring outside and did not turn to look at me as I approached. God, she’s beautiful. Why can’t she just fucking pick me? I’d be so good to her.

      “Are you all right, Izzy?”

      Her eyes remained unfixed on something outside as I lowered myself down to sit beside her. Her hair was down and messier than I had ever seen it, falling in chaotic, tumbling loose curls down her back. Her cheeks and nose were pink, and I could tell that she had been crying.

      She shook her head, and her bottom lip trembled. Then she straightened, and her expression hardened. She finally turned and looked me in the eye.

      She stole my breath away.

      “No,” she said, her voice hoarse. “I’m not all right.”

      “What the hell happened after D, you know?”

      “Beat the shit out of you?” she asked flatly.

      I nodded. “I wasn’t going to phrase it like that, but yeah.”

      She looked back out the window. “He tried to kill Marco.”

      I stiffened. “What?”

      She nodded. “He pulled his gun on us and tried to explain to me everything that was happening, but I didn’t want to hear it. I wasn’t ready to hear it.”

      “Hear what?”

      Her lip trembled again, but she regained her composure. “That Marco was the one who arranged my mother’s murder. And the one who killed Freddy. It’s been him this whole time, Eddie. This whole damn time.”

      I felt my eyebrows drawing together in confusion. “Wait. That doesn’t make sense. Why would Marco want to do that? You’re all his family. He’s been fighting this whole time to try to save everyone and get Freddy back and protect him from your father.”

      “All lies. All part of his elaborate scheme.”

      “So D was right?” I asked.

      Izzy nodded and closed her eyes. A single tear slipped free and rolled down her cheek, but she reached up and wiped it away. “He was right, and I didn’t believe him. When he came for Marco, he didn’t leave me a choice. I had to protect my brother. I didn’t know that he had betrayed us. I thought I was doing the right thing.”

      “What happened, Izzy?” I asked, now terrified to hear what she had done. Had she killed D to protect her brother? That would fucking destroy her. Despite how much of a good thing it would be for me if the guy was out of the picture, it would not be a good thing for her; she would never be able to reassemble her broken heart.

      “I shot at him,” she whispered as she shrugged like it was no big deal. “I hurt him.”

      “But you didn’t kill him?” I asked tentatively.

      She shook her head. “No. But I could have. I almost did. Just an inch to the right, and I would have killed him. For nothing.”

      As I stared at her, something became very clear to me: I needed to stop loving her. She was not, and would never be, mine. She belonged to Demetri DeMarco, and he to her. There was nothing that would ever change that.

      I inched closer and opened my arms for her. She gave me a small smile as she looked over at me. Then she fell into my embrace and let me hold her. We both looked out the window together at the guards roaming the property, and I breathed in the sweet scent of her shampoo.

      “He’ll forgive you, Izzy. He’d forgive you for anything.”

      She let out a shaky laugh in my arms and sniffled. “I don’t deserve to be forgiven for this. I just couldn’t fucking tell left from right in the middle of that heated fight. I didn’t know who to trust. D’s lied a lot lately, and my big brother…”

      “Marco is your brother. D knows that. It’s not like you were choosing between him and someone you didn’t love. You love them both. D will understand.”

      She looked up at me. “Don’t just say things to make me feel better or get in my pants, Edward.”

      I rolled my eyes. “I’m not trying to do either of those things.”

      “No?”

      “I mean, I can try if you want me to. Sex is always the best way to relieve some stress or deep emotion. My cock es su cock?” I offered a silly smile.

      She laughed, much to my delight.  “I just need a friend.”

      “Then that’s what you’ll get.” I used an Eeyore voice, gaining a soft chuckle from the exquisite creature in my arms.

      Izzy pulled herself out of my embrace after a few quiet and comfortable minutes of sitting together. She tossed her long curtain of dark hair over her shoulder and looked out the window again. “So, it turns out my mom had a couple affairs that none of us knew about.”

      “Oh?”

      Izzy nodded. “Marco isn’t my dad’s.”

      “What?”

      “Neither was Freddy.”

      My mind reeled under the news. “So that means?”

      Izzy shrugged. “It doesn’t change anything for me. Freddy was my baby brother, and he deserves justice.”

      “Damn,” I muttered, pinching the bridge of my nose. I winced and regretted it as my swollen eye stung. I dropped my hand and blinked away tears from the pain.

      Izzy looked up at me sympathetically. “Sorry about your face.”

      “It’s not your fault.”

      “He wouldn’t have been so mad if I had just heard him out.”

      I took her hands in mine. “Izzy, stop blaming yourself. Demetri has wanted to do this to my face since he met me. It was only a matter of time. Now we can look at the bright side.”

      “Which is?”

      “Now it’s out of the way. He can mark this one off his fucking bucket list.” Izzy smiled for a split second before it faltered and faded away. I lifted her hands to my lips and kissed her knuckles. “It’s all going to be okay. We’ll get through this. You’re strong. You got this, all right?”

      She looked back out the window, and I admired the line of her jaw and the fullness of her lips. I had to stop. The pain of lusting after her wasn’t worth it when I knew her heart belonged to someone else. The sex wasn’t enough anymore.

      “I really hate to ask this, but who is Joe sending after Marco?” I asked.

      Izzy’s stare darkened, and her jaw clenched. “Me.”
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      Somebody had been busy. Real busy. I glanced around the office before turning my attention back to my right-hand man.

      Zak stood behind a massive cherry oak desk. He leaned forward, planting his knuckles flat on the surface, and looked up at me from beneath his shaggy brows.

      “What do you think, boss?” he asked.

      He was referring to the new office he and Selma had been busting their asses to set up over the last week. Our previous headquarters in the warehouse had been too much. There was too much space between departments that felt unnecessary, and it lacked the feel of professionalism that I had grown accustomed to.

      The lavish desk in the middle of my new office was definitely a step in the right direction. The room itself was simple, with dark green walls and dark drapes hanging in front of the windows. I was a minimalist, and Zak knew that, so most surfaces were bare, save my own liquor station a mere three steps from the desk.

      “You’ve outdone yourself, friend,” I said.

      Zak shrugged. “Selma was helpful. She has an eye for this decorating stuff. And patience. Baffling patience.”

      I chuckled as I ran a finger along the smooth surface of the desk. “Something you and I can appreciate from afar.”

      “Indeed,” Zak nodded. “I’m too damn greedy for patience, unless it’s the name of a beautiful girl with long red hair. Then? I’m in.”

      There was a soft knock on the doorframe behind me; the door was missing still. Zak had assured me it would arrive within the next couple days. For now, I was okay with having an open door policy. I stifled a chuckle at my own shitty joke.

      Selma and Cat stood in the doorframe, hovering on the threshold.

      “Come in,” I said.

      Both women stepped in, and I noticed the way Cat held herself. By the slight frown tugging at the edge of her lips, she seemed worried. Her shoulders were drawn inward, and her hands were clasped in front of her. She looked aimlessly around the room, not making eye contact with anyone, and found something to stare at on the wall behind Zak.

      In all my years in this business, I had become very good at reading people. Cat was a touch beyond upset and trying to hold her shit together. I looked past it and moved right into business conversation.

      “How are we looking with cleaning up Freddy’s mess?” I asked.

      Cat and Selma exchanged a look, and after a moment, Selma answered.

      “Everything is still a bit jumbled, but we’re starting to make sense of all his screw ups. I’ve contacted clients who never received shipments and explained a bit of the situation without giving away anything too personal. Somehow, we’ve managed to retain all our business. Despite Freddy’s…” She trailed off, unwilling to speak ill of the dead boy.

      “Sheer stupidity,” I grumbled. “Well, that’s some good news to pass along to Demetri, at least. They’ve kept their clients because before this little shit-stain fucked everything up, I’m sure the Castalettas, and you ladies, were running a top-notch shop.”

      Cat glanced up and nodded, her eyes searching my face, but she didn’t speak a word.

      “However,” Selma said. “There are still some clients who want a bit of special treatment. A renegotiation of their current contracts.”

      I scratched the back of my head. “Very well. You and Zak take the lead on that. Find a way to keep our profit margin the same. I’m not interested in renegotiating terms that fuck us up the ass. Be smart about it. Yeah?”

      Selma nodded, and Zak moved around the desk to follow her out of the room.

      Cat turned to follow them, but I called her back to me and motioned for her to take a seat in one of my new plush green chairs. She sat and curled her fingers under the armrest.

      I sat down across from her at my desk and rested my forearms on the surface. “What the fuck is up with you?” I asked. She didn’t need me being soft, not that I knew how to, any fucking way.

      She locked gazes with me, her eyes wide with surprise. “Excuse me?”

      “You heard me.” I lifted an eyebrow, daring her to deny the truth. “You’re out of sorts, and in the short time I’ve been here, I’ve never stood in a room with you and not heard you speak. Something is up.”

      She looked away. “I don’t want to talk about it with you.”

      “I’m not giving you a choice. Whatever it is threatens to impede our business here, and you and I both know we can’t let any shit slide right now. We’re still treading water.”

      She white-knuckled the armrests and she glared at me. “It’s none of your business.”

      I leaned back and clasped my hands over my stomach as I kicked my heels up onto my new desk. “On the contrary. Your brother hired me to do a job. I plan on following through. Spill.”

      Cat blew out an exasperated breath and rolled her eyes at me. Her hardness was slipping away, and she was fighting against something with every ounce of willpower she possessed. I almost felt bad for pushing.

      Almost.

      Her eyes grew glossy, and she broke her focus on me.

      “I’ve been hooking up with Marco,” Cat said, her words spilling out in a rush. “It’s been going on for a while. And I shouldn’t have said hooking up. It’s more than that. We’re exclusive. It sounds so lame when I say it out loud. But now I can’t get a hold of the bastard, and I’ve been lying to D about it this whole time, and I can’t believe I let myself fall for a fucking Castaletta. He’s just been using me, and—”

      “He was the one who arranged to have Freddy and Vivian killed,” I said.

      Cat blinked and reached up to wipe away tears as they finally fell. “What?”

      I nodded. “D told me. He asked it to stay between me and him, but for you, I am willing to make an exception. You should know the truth. Marco is a fucking snake.”

      “I think… I think I’m going to be sick.”

      “It’ll pass,” I said, waving my hand.

      She shook her head frantically, bolted up from her chair, and grabbed the wastebasket from under my desk. She fell back into her seat and pinched the bin between her knees before leaning over it and puking out the contents of her stomach.

      I grimaced. “Or it won’t.”

      She threw up once more before sitting back and dragging the back of her hand across her mouth.

      I got to my feet and walked around her. “You should call your brother. He should find out from you, rather than from someone else.”

      Cat nodded, and tears began to flow freely down her cheeks. She took her phone out of her pocket with trembling hands, and I paused in the doorway as she lifted the phone to her ear. It was seconds before Demetri’s voice filled the tinny speaker.

      She let out a short sob. “D.” She cried again and buried her face in her hands.

      I could hear D asking her what was wrong. I heard him ask her where I was.

      “He’s with me. I’m safe. I just… I have to tell you something. I did something stupid, and I should have told you months ago.”

      I turned and started walking down the hall. She needed her privacy. I wished like hell I had a fucking door to close for her. Open door didn’t seem so damn funny anymore.

      As I walked, I could hear her crying and trying to explain that she would never betray Demetri. She fell silent for a while, and I was sure he was trying to calm her down. Or he was yelling at her.

      If I was him, I wasn’t sure how I would take the news of finding out my sister was fucking the enemy. But then again, Marco wasn’t the enemy a day or so ago.

      “No, he was,” I mumbled under my breath. “He was just hiding that shit really, really well.”

      I ran my hand over my bald head and chuckled. I was fucking the enemy too.

      Audrey. Beautiful, blonde, taut, sexy Audrey.

      “Fuck,” I growled deep in my chest as my cock woke up and twitched. The girl knew how to wax a dick. I’d give her that.

      Things had been tense, with D discovering the tapes. I was on high alert, and I was doing my job. I deserved a little reward for all my hard work, a reward that wasn’t money.

      I wanted pussy and ass, and I knew Audrey would be willing to give it up to me.

      I pulled out my phone and sent her a quick text.

      “Come over tonight. I’m horny.”

      She’d answer. There was no doubt in my mind that she would answer. I’d shown her a whole other world of pleasure and pain and blown her little mind.

      Fucking cop. She had no idea how big of a mess she was in. She also had no idea the kind of heat she was putting me in. But that was part of the thrill of it all. I knew more than she did. She wasn’t playing this as smart as she should be. The Castalettas were going to eat her up and spit her out, all broken and damaged, and if I was the one they wanted to have take care of it, then I would get the job done.

      I stopped when I got to the front door of our new office as my phone chimed. Expecting it to be Audrey, I looked down at the screen with a cocky grin already stretching my cheeks.

      It wasn’t from Audrey, but rather Demetri. It was one single word that affirmed my suspicions.

      “Rat.”

      Interesting. Demetri knew that Audrey was a cop. When I’d spoken to him about it, he told me that if she was in fact the rat, I was going to have to handle it. Manage her. Use her.

      Or put her down.

      I already had plans on how I wanted to use her, but I would have to shift gears a little bit now. I didn’t mind. I liked a bit of unpredictability every now and then. And this was the perfect time. A bit more thrill wasn’t going to hurt anyone.

      Well, it wasn’t going to hurt me, at least.

      I’d “managed” much bigger fish than the petite blonde cop with a fiery attitude and ignorant recklessness. She should have done her research on me. She should have known whose bed she was climbing into.

      But I was glad she didn’t.

      “Thank God he knows.” I breathed a sigh of relief. The last damn thing I needed was D finding out that I’d been informed of Audrey’s real identity before he was, and I hadn’t coughed up the info. Nothing to worry about now. Bitch got herself caught.

      I pushed through the front doors and emerged into the sunlight. I went straight to my car and got in, slamming the door behind me.

      If I was lucky, Audrey would show up at my place early enough for us to have a little bit of fun between the sheets. I was in need of a good hard fuck, and she wasn’t the kind of girl who would deny me. She’d want it just as bad as I did, and she’d spread her pretty little legs like a good girl for me. Moan my name, suck my sack, and bend over for a long night of taking it hard and fast—just like I liked it.

      Too bad she had to be on the wrong side of the fence. I’d have liked to keep her—as a pet if nothing else.
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      Bubbles danced up from the bottom of my champagne glass and popped when they reached the surface as I leaned to my left to peer out the airplane window. We had just reached altitude in Adam’s private jet and were heading straight for California.

      For the first time in the last thirty-two hours, I felt like I had a chance of staying alive. Up there, thousands of feet off the ground, nobody could lay a hand on me. Everyone back at the mansion probably had a game plan now, but I had successfully put enough distance between myself and them that I could breathe easily.

      For now. It was short-lived no doubt.

      Adam sat across from me, pinching his own champagne glass between his thumb and forefinger. He was not, however, looking outside as I was. His green eyes were trained on me, and I could feel the intensity of his stare. He had to have questions, and now that he had me alone with nowhere to go, I was sure he was going to ask them.

      Adam cleared his throat and popped open the top two buttons of his white shirt. He loosened his gray tie and sat lower in his seat before licking his lips.

      “So,” Adam said. “Run this whole thing by me again. Just so I can try and swallow the full story one more time.”

      We had gone over everything three times already. He was a man obsessed with details, and I knew he was looking for an opportunity to poke holes in my story. He still didn’t trust me yet, and I couldn’t blame him for that. I’d grown up with the enemy, after all.

      “All right.” I put my champagne down on the table beside me and crossed my ankles. “Freddy and I were not Joe’s kids. My mother had a promiscuous nature to her that none of us knew about. She slept with your father, and it would seem their affairs were ongoing. Me and Freddy were both fathered by your dad. So, I’m your brother.” I shrugged as if my nonchalant attitude would help him accept the insanity of my proposal.

      “Half brother,” Adam corrected.

      “Yes. Half brother. But blood nonetheless.” I lifted my index finger and my eyebrow at the same time, wagging my finger back and forth. “Older half brother.”

      Adam gave me a crooked smile. “Blood only goes so far with men like me and you.”

      I nodded. “Which is why the Castalettas, the ones who are still alive, want my head on a silver platter.”

      Adam sighed and scratched at his chin. “So how did all of this get exposed? I would think you would have had the sense to keep all this under wraps until you had executed your plans.”

      “Fucking Demetri DeMarco,” I growled as I swiped up my champagne and drained the glass. “He was digging too deep. He suspected something. He came for me, but he didn’t think it through enough. Izabella had my back. She stood between us, and she tried to talk him out of it. He wouldn’t listen to reason, so she shot him.”

      “Right,” Adam said. He’d heard all this before, but I could see him running through it all again in his mind. “So Demetri is…”

      “Dead. Possibly. Hopefully.” I didn’t really mean my words, did I? He’d been like a brother to me. Fuck, this was complicated.

      Adam nodded slowly and pursed his lips. He turned his head a fraction of an inch to the side to glance out the window. He watched the clouds float by for a moment before speaking again. He didn’t look at me this time. “And the Kallups? How did they get so deeply involved in this shit? Those boys are too dumb to tell their hands from their feet. They were to be lackies for us, someone who could keep an eye on things, but they were instructed to watch from the outside looking in. Nothing more.”

      I considered playing the fool and telling Adam I didn’t know. But telling a flat out lie would only land me in hot water down the road. It would serve me better to tell only a bit of the truth, enough to satisfy his curiosity and still give me a veil to hide behind.

      “I involved the Kallups to the extent they were involved,” I said, keeping my voice even, my expression slack.

      “Why?”

      “We needed to clean house, and they were the best tool I had access to at the time.”

      Adam drummed his fingers along the side of his champagne glass. I saw it for what it was: a tell that he did not believe me. “But you knew they were connected to me. Why would you implicate your own blood?” A smirk lifted his lips.

      “That’s not what I was trying to do. It was a simple ploy to cause a distraction, and who better to do it than a bunch of thugs in my neighborhood? I didn’t know they were working for you.”

      “But they were.”

      I ignored his comment. “But the fuckers deviated from the plans,” I said before he had a chance to ask another question. “Freddy was never supposed to be…” I trailed off and looked out the window. “Freddy got caught in the middle of it. He was my brother, and I loved him, but his skull was full of sawdust. The Kallups were never supposed to kill him.”

      “But they did,” Adam said matter-of-factly. “Who were they supposed to kill instead?”

      “Like I said, they were supposed to help me clean house. Cleanse. Get rid of the blood lines that weren’t worthy. Demetri and poor Izabella had to go. With them out of the picture, Joe would have had no choice but to lean on me, and when the time was right, I would take him out too. Then everything would fall into place, and the Coopers would ascend into the Castaletta syndicate to take over. Permanently.”

      Adam finally looked back at me. His expression impossible to read. “And your mother? I heard the details of her murder. It was not a gentle death, and a woman like Vivian Castaletta did not deserve to meet a fate like that. What was your hand in that?”

      I had been waiting for him to ask that question.

      “She was a casualty.”

      “A casualty?” Adam scoffed. “She had a hit on her, Marco. She was raped and murdered.”

      “She was a lying whore that slept with anyone and everyone,” I snarled, leaning forward in my seat. Disgust rose in my belly. All the times I’d walked in on her bringing another man in Joe’s house, the lies she told, the filth she was… I didn’t give a shit if she birthed me. She was trash. “She fucked Terrance and had me. Then she fucked him again and had Freddy. Do you know how many other men she had her way with in between? And Joe? He’s no fucking better. The two of them walked around our house like they were saints deserving of our praise and undying loyalty. But all they were doing was trading one sin for another. Lies. Murder. Adultery. Take your pick.”

      Adam shrugged one shoulder. “I can see how this would disturb you.”

      “It’s a mixed bag of shit,” I growled, slumping back in my chair. The leather creaked beneath me. “It has been for a long time. I just wanted to have a clean slate. I’m sick of being used and beaten and humiliated and—”

      “I get it,” Adam said. “We are both the sons of powerful Dons. Believe me, I get it.”

      I raked my fingers through my hair. “If D hadn’t gotten involved, everything would still be moving along according to plan.”

      “Then you should have planned for him to get involved. He’s not the kind of guy to sit on the sidelines when he smells a rat.”

      “A rat?” I asked, hearing the defensiveness in my own tone.

      Adam looked amused. He got to his feet and went to the bar where the open champagne was sitting in an ice bucket. He pulled it free, and the ice fell gently to the bottom of the bucket. He came back to our seats and topped up my glass.

      “Thank you,” I mumbled. “Sorry for being an ass. This is all just a little fresh still.”

      Adam took his seat and sipped his new drink. “I understand. But a spade is a spade. You betrayed your syndicate. There is no other way to look at it.”

      I paused to analyze him. Was he playing me?

      Adam looked out the window again. “But you betrayed said family, all in the name of mine. You killed your own mother and brother, and you intended to kill that lovely sister of yours. All to help the Coopers come to power in Chicago.” He clicked his tongue. “You have big balls, Marco Castaletta.”

      “Cooper,” I amended.

      Adam laughed. “Not yet. I’m still not sure if I can trust you. Maybe Joe is playing a game and has sent you to me to say all these things. To trick me. To get to my father beyond the grave. I wouldn’t put it past the old bastard.”

      “Neither would I,” I said. “But I assure you, I am here because I want to be.”

      “Not because I’m the only man in the country who can keep you out of the hands of your killer sister and her bloodthirsty boy toy?”

      “It might be a contributing factor,” I admitted and forced a smile.

      Adam leaned forward to rest his elbows on his knees. The plane did a little hop step in the air as we flew through some mild turbulence, and I tensed. I had never been a calm flyer, and sitting across from a man who would have no qualms about throwing me off the aircraft without a parachute wasn’t helping the nerves. I stifled a swallow and pursed my lips.

      “So, as you said before, the best case scenario is that Izzy succeeded in killing Demetri DeMarco last night?”

      I nodded.

      “Why?”

      “She’ll be a mess if the guy is dead. She won’t be coming after me for days. Maybe longer.”

      “But Joe will.”

      I shrugged. “Or he’ll send someone to take out the trash for him. He’d be just as crippled as Izzy. He’s always treated Demetri as more of a son than me.”

      “Like I said,” Adam mused. “Blood only goes so far for men like me and you. But I’ll admit, it would be nice to not have to worry about your sister’s guard dog. Not that she needs one.”

      “She doesn’t,” I agreed. “Izabella is more than capable of protecting herself.”

      “One of the many reasons why she is still alive, I suspect. Did you have plans on taking her out as well? Perhaps in a similar way to how you put down your mother?” Adam was fishing for more answers than I was willing to give him. He was asserting his dominance with his position of leaning forward and encroaching on my personal space, and he was maintaining unwavering eye contact.

      I lifted my champagne to my lips and took a long slow sip. I smacked my lips when I was done and nodded once. “I did not wish that kind of pain for my sister. When it happens, it will be quick. She deserves at least that.”

      Adam analyzed me a moment longer before leaning back in his seat. “Very well. Let’s discuss the terms of the Cooper syndicate moving in on the Castalettas’ turf. I’m willing to hear your plans now. But let me tell you one thing, Marco.”

      “Yes?”

      He made me wait a while before answering me. He gazed out the window for at least fifteen seconds before his gaze slid slowly back to me.

      “If you betray me or my family, I’ll cut you down without mercy. Do you understand?”

      I had been waiting for this threat. I nodded. “Yes. I understand.”

      “Good. Now, tell me, where do we start?”
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      “Come over tonight. I’m horny.”

      The text from Marcus had my heart rate racing as I sat on the patio of a cute little coffee shop where I was supposed to meet my partner, Mike. He had called a few minutes prior to the text coming in to let me know he was leaving the precinct and was running fifteen minutes late.

      To kill time, I ordered a cappuccino, and by the time I found a chair in the sunshine, my phone chimed again, and I found myself staring down at the brief, to the point message from Marcus.

      Heat rushed down below my belly to pool between my legs, my pussy tightening and growing damp. I shifted uncomfortably. Damn him for having such power over my body. And damn him for thinking it was acceptable to send me such a crude message. There was no beating around the bush with the man. He got what he wanted, no matter what, and I hated that I didn’t have the self-control to deny him.

      The last time we’d fucked had been too good. His massive cock had been almost more than I could take, but once we got started, my body opened up to him like a flower in the sun, desperate for his touch.

      I slipped the phone back in my purse and sighed. I would go to him like a whore who needed her fix, as he knew I would. At least one thing was for certain. I’d get my fix.

      Sipping the foam off the top of my drink, I looked both ways down the street. The cherry blossoms were in full bloom, and the sidewalks were covered in pink and white petals. Everyone who had parked their cars along the curb would have to dust the petals from their windshields before hitting the road.

      I spotted Mike coming and watched him parallel park beneath one of said cherry blossoms. He got out of his cruiser and hopped up the curb to hurry over to me. He was dressed in blue jeans and a white polo shirt. His sports sunglasses and white running shoes made him look like a soccer grandpa, and I didn’t say anything about it. He dropped down into the seat across from me with an exasperated breath.

      “So sorry, Julie. I got held up at the precinct. Thanks for waiting. God, it’s nice to see you. How are you?”

      I smiled. It was good to see Mike too. He was like an anchor for me, being removed from all the Castaletta bullshit, even if our last few conversations had been a little off. “I’m good. How are things back at the station?”

      “We’re managing. I miss having my partner around.”

      I grinned. “I miss having you around, too. Not having someone to watch my back out here really sucks. Too bad you couldn’t have gone undercover as a hooker with me.”

      Mike chuckled. “Don’t say shit like that. You and I both know I’d make a better slut than you.”

      “That’s true. We do know that.”

      He gave me a crooked smile, which faltered.

      “Something’s wrong,” I stated.

      He looked down at my coffee like there was something in its creamy foam that could help him avoid answering me. After several seconds, he concluded that no such help would come from the drink, so he looked back up at me and nodded.

      “Someone has been looking into your files. We got an alert this morning that the system was hacked. That’s why I was late.”

      “Shit.” I sighed, slumping back in my chair. I picked absently at the brand decal on my to-go coffee cup. “It’s all right. I know someone’s been looking into me. I have to be careful.”

      “Yes, you do. You know, I can try like hell to pull you out of this. You’ve done enough and—”

      “No.” I shook my head. “I’m getting close to figuring this shit out. Just give me a bit more time.”

      Mike bit the inside of his cheek but nodded. “All right.”

      I moved forward to rest my elbow on the table. “I think Jon Armstrong is involved.”

      “Oh?” Mike arched an eyebrow.

      “He’s sleeping with Izabella Castaletta. Has been for a few weeks, maybe more. I’m not completely sure. But she’s too fucking smart to fall for a cop. She’s using him. I’m sure of it. I’m also positive he wouldn’t deny her. Look into him, will you?”

      “Of course. I’ll bust his ass today. Thanks for the tip. It’ll be nice to finally make some concrete progress. Get the higher-ups off our backs.” Mike ran his hands over his knees. “You’re sure you don’t want to pull out now? With someone looking into you, I don’t like the direction this is going. We may not have much time left. Your safety is in jeopardy here, Julie.”

      “I know. I can handle myself. I need to keep pushing forward. Parker deserves more than a sister who gives up as soon as things get a little sticky.”

      “You’ve already done enough for your brother. Besides, he put himself in the fire. He never should have gotten involved with these gangsters, let alone take two million dollars from them and not even spend it. What idiot gets himself killed over something like that?”

      “My brother did,” I said. “And I’m so close to figuring this shit out, I can practically taste it. Just give me a bit more time. A week, maybe two. The family is falling apart from the inside out, and it’s only a matter of time before someone lets something slip that they shouldn’t. I’m exactly where I need to be.”

      Mike’s cheeks puffed out as he sighed dramatically. “All right, Julie. Just don’t do anything fucking stupid, all right? It’s easy to get in over your head when family is involved. I don’t want anything bad to happen to you. You’re like a little sister to me.”

      I grinned and shook my head. “Don’t be such a softie, Mike.”

      After finishing up my afternoon meeting with Mike, I drove down to Parker’s apartment. The door was still sealed off with caution tape, despite the investigation being long over.

      My brother’s charred remains had been found in a room at the Moonlight Hotel with a bullet hole in his skull. His apartment had never been the scene of any crime, but the detectives had scoured the place several times to make sure they weren’t missing any important clues. I had done the same.

      Dozens of times.

      I let myself in with the key my brother had given to me years ago and slipped inside. It smelled musky from being sealed up for so long. The beginning of warm spring weather wasn’t helping. I walked around the living room and cracked some windows before beginning to rummage through cabinets and drawers.

      Maybe Parker had spent the two million dollars he was given. Maybe somewhere in his messy apartment, there would be a clue as to what he had done with so much cash.

      I wasn’t all that hopeful, as I’d looked through the place so many times, but I needed to look again for peace of mind.

      By the time I made it to his bedroom, I was angry. Really angry.

      This is what happened to me every single time.

      The smells and his socks littered around the place made his death feel all too recent. I wasn’t able to compartmentalize and block that shit out when I was rummaging through his things.

      Not only did I miss him and hate what had happened to him, but I felt like I was betraying him.

      I was betraying him by falling for the fucking enemy.

      Marcus Blaine had me wrapped around his pinky finger. All he had to do was say my name and I was his.

      Not only that, but my heart had a soft spot for Edward. His gentleness and genuine sweetness toward me had been something I hadn’t experienced since before going undercover to work for Madame Giselle.

      Both men were polar opposites of one another, and my heart longed for both of them. So did my body.

      “Fuck!” I yelled, driving the toe of my boot into the frame of Parker’s bed.

      Something came loose. I heard it fall and land somewhere within the frame under the mattress.

      I froze. It couldn’t be. After all this time, had there been something hiding right under my damn nose?

      I lifted the bottom corner of the mattress and rested it on my shoulder as I bent down to slip my arm down the opening between the bedpost and the frame. My fingers touched something plastic. I grabbed it and lifted it out to find myself holding an old flip phone.

      A burner phone, I was sure.

      I flipped it open and powered it on.

      My mouth was dry, and my heart was pounding. I prayed for answers. I needed new information. Anything would do at this point. Just something to help me put the remaining pieces of my brother’s murder together.

      “Come on,” I growled, tapping my foot impatiently as the logo loaded on the screen.

      When it was finally powered on, I went directly into the text messages. There was only one conversation. I opened it up. The first message made my stomach flip over with nerves.

      “1.9M to Thomas Kallup to get involved. 100K to you, kid. Thanks for the help. Keep the phone. I might need you again.”

      I didn’t recognize the number. It could be anyone. I moved my thumb to hover over the green call button.

      Was it reckless to call the number? If they recognized the number I was calling from as Parker’s phone, I might be getting myself into some hot water.

      On the other hand, it might scare them enough to make a mistake. Mistakes were good. It was how criminals got caught.

      I hit the button and lifted the phone to my ear. After three agonizing rings, a sweet female voice answered the phone. She had a thick Spanish accent and she sounded very familiar.

      “Castaletta residence.”

      Who was that? The maid? What was her name? Maria?

      I swallowed. I couldn’t say anything. I couldn’t risk her hearing my voice.

      “Hello?” The maid asked. “Who is this?”

      I hung up the phone in a panic and powered it off. Then, in a total scramble, I used the hem of my shirt to rub off any potential fingerprints. I bent down to lift the mattress again and slipped the phone back into the place where I had found it. I dropped the mattress and took a few steps back, pressing my hands to my forehead.

      “Holy shit,” I breathed.

      So my brother had been more involved than even I knew. The call confirmed several things.

      I had to assume Marco had hired Parker to get the Kallups involved, which meant my brother had played a role in the deaths of Vivian and Freddy Castaletta. No wonder he’d gotten himself killed. Stupid kid. He had no idea how big of a shit show this would all turn into.

      “Fucking tapes. If I just would have listened to the fucking things first.” I growled under my breath at the thought that someone had stolen them from my damn car while I slept at Marcus’s place. Probably Marcus.

      Marco had to have betrayed Joe Castaletta and used my brother as a scapegoat. Bastard. All of my years in the FBI, and that was the only answer that made sense. My brother was the errand boy for a big deal with the Kallups. Almost two million dollars to bring the trashy Kallups into the mix and fry everyone’s brains while Marco tore down the Castaletta palace one body at a time.

      But why?

      Grabbing my purse from where I had left it on the sofa in the living room, I slung it over my shoulder as I walked around and closed all the windows. Then I ducked out of the apartment and hurried down to my car.

      One thing was for sure. I needed to calm the fuck down. I wasn’t going to be able to keep my cool in the face of a single Castaletta now that I knew the truth. They’d see right through me, and I couldn’t afford to fuck things up when I was so close to solving my brother’s murder.

      I needed Marcus. I needed his cock, his hands, and whatever he was willing to give me.

      Then I could come back refreshed in the morning and sort this shit out.

      And if I took Marcus down with the rest of them? So fucking be it.

      There were always casualties in war.
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      I woke to the sounds of banging pans in my kitchen over half an hour ago but hadn’t found the will to actually get up. Instead, I stayed in bed, running over the events of the previous night in my head.

      No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t forget the sound of Izzy’s scream.

      I rolled onto my back and stared up at my ceiling of wooden rafters. My fan was lazily spinning above the bed. The room was wrapped in pleasant darkness; the dark drapes hanging in front of my window above the bed prevented most of the sunlight from getting in, save for the little crack that shone up out of the top above the curtains.

      I knew I needed to get up. There was shit that needed to be done.

      But God damn it, I didn’t want to face anyone.

      My ear was still a swollen, disgusting mess. Drake had helped me wrap it before I fell into bed and passed out. I could feel my pulse in the wound, but it didn’t hurt as much anymore. Not as much as my heart, anyway.

      I wondered what Izzy was doing. Probably being held by Edward.

      I’d practically chased her right into his fucking arms.

      “Goddamn it,” I mumbled and ran my hand down my stomach to cup myself. I needed to be the one holding her, fucking her, making her life whatever I could make it. Me denying that I loved her with every cell in my body wasn’t doing either one of us a favor.

      A knock on my bedroom door had me jerking my hand off my half-erect cock. I sat up, groaning with self loathing, and padded barefoot to the door in nothing but my boxers. I yanked it open and had to look down at the short, curvy, dark-haired girl in front of me.

      Sicily, Drake’s new wife, was staring at me. The tiny little dark-haired woman had more energy and umph in her step than I’d seen in anyone in a long time. She was perfect for my brother.

      “Uh,” she said shyly as her cheeks started to burn. She tore her eyes away from my stomach, chest, and the swell beneath the thin fabric of my boxers and held up a plate of cookies to me. “I baked these.”

      The smell of the cookies wafted up to my nose. “They smell amazing.”

      Her eyebrows furrowed together as I took the plate from her. She clasped her hands in front of her. “I hope I didn’t wake you. I just… I wanted to thank you for letting Drake and I stay, and the best way I know how to do that is through baking goodies.”

      I forced a smile. “A wise woman. I bet my brother will soon be pudgy again, thanks to you.”

      “No. He refuses to eat most of the stuff I cook.” She laughed and took her time looking me in the eye. “How is your ear?”

      “Better.”

      “If you’d like, I can take a look at it later. Make sure there’s no risk for infection or anything like that.”

      “Don’t you worry your pretty little self over it,” I said, leaning sideways to place the plate of cookies on top of my dresser. I leaned up against the doorframe and crossed my arms over my chest.

      Sicily was the epitome of innocence. She hadn’t seen the shit Drake and I had seen—and done. She was a step removed from the violence of our life, and I felt like shit for pulling her right into the thick of it. Drake had worked hard to build a life he deserved, and after getting to know Sicily, I had come to see that she deserved the same thing.

      Happiness. Peace. Love.

      All the things life in the syndicate took away from a person.

      “It’s all right, Sicily. It’s healing up nicely. Come on, let me walk you back to your room. I’ve gotta take a shower and head to the Castaletta mansion.”

      “Oh, okay,” she said, stepping back as I joined her in the hall. We walked to the bedroom door of the room I had put her and Drake up in. She faced me again and smiled sweetly. “Thanks.”

      I nodded, and she slipped back inside. When the door opened, I could hear Drake snoring softly.

      The bastard had always liked his lazy mornings if he wasn’t busy trying to rule the world of fitness. Why he’d turned to owning gyms with all of his talents was beyond me. Maybe the desire to stay in shape? I smiled at the remembrance of him pudgy and so damn self-conscious about it.

      I went back to my room and stripped out of my boxers. I started up the shower in my bathroom off my bedroom and stepped under the water.

      My hard-on was still stiff as fuck. Poor Sicily. She’d seen too much of me.

      I’d had dreams about Izzy all night long.

      Izzy with her legs wrapped around me, her tongue in my mouth, her pussy around my cock, and her fingers tightening in my hair as I made her come.

      I gripped my shaft and began working myself over. I needed a release. Izzy may never give herself to me again, and that thought was crippling, but I could hold the memory and the taste of her in my mind for all eternity. If this was all I could ever have of her, then so fucking be it.

      I clenched my teeth and braced myself against the wall of the shower as my muscles tightened and my body prepared to give in. My breath whispered out between my teeth as I closed my eyes and pictured Izzy naked beneath me.

      Her breasts, full and begging to be sucked on. Her long, powerful legs and tanned smooth skin. Her flat stomach, chiseled with a single line from her ribs to her navel. Her pussy, tight and wet and always ready.

      “Fuck,” I grated, my orgasm rolling through me viciously.

      When it passed, I was left feeling emptier than I had when I woke up.

      I pulled up to the mansion just after ten that morning. Timothy was working the front door still, and he gave me a nod in greeting when I got out of the car and pocketed my keys. When I went to pass by him, he held a hand out in front of my chest.

      “Gun policy is back in place,” he said. His tone suggested he was asking my permission more than telling me to give him my gun.

      About fucking time. I smirked and grabbed the pistol tucked into the back of my jeans and handed it over. “All good, Nate. Just doing your job. Nobody wants a repeat of last night.”

      Timothy smiled, relief written plainly across his face. “Go on in. Joe is waiting for you on the patio off the dining room.”

      I cut straight to the back of the house. I could hear Maria humming in the kitchen and knew she was probably hard at work cleaning up after breakfast. I was in no mood for chit chat, so I ducked past the open door and hurried to the back of the house.

      I stepped out through the open doors and emerged on the back patio that overlooked the swimming pool. Birds chirped in the gardens to my left and right, and the shade was disappearing as the sun crept higher.

      Joe sat in one of the patio chairs. His back was to me, and he was looking out across the pool. I took the open chair beside him.

      Neither of us said anything for a while. We sat in comfortable silence until he finally broke it some fifteen minutes after I arrived.

      “Thank you for coming, D.”

      “Where else would I be?”

      Joe chuckled deep in his chest and looked over at me out of the corner of his eyes. “My daughter’s bedroom, perhaps?”

      I broke away from his stare.

      “I’m fucking with you, son.” Joe reached out and clamped a hand on my shoulder. “I’m glad you were here last night. And I’m sorry Izzy nearly fucked up your face. Good thing she missed, hey?”

      “Good thing she chose to miss,” I amended.

      “She is loyal to you and this family. Of course she chose.” Joe lowered his hand from my shoulder and let it rest in his lap. “Last night took a toll on her.”

      “Is she all right?”

      “No. Not yet.”

      I nodded, and my heart tightened in my chest. I knew that would be the answer, but I wished it hadn’t been. I wished a lot of things.

      “What the fuck is happening, Don Castaletta?” I asked.

      Joe didn’t look at me as he answered. “Marco must want the power of the Castalettas for the Coopers. It’s the only thing that makes sense. He gave up his position as Underboss to you all those years ago so he could work under the radar. The little shit played me like a fool.”

      “He played all of us.”

      “It is different when you raise a boy and he stabs you in the back,” Joe growled. “He’s not blood, but he was mine. And all this time, he was plotting to ruin me. To ruin us. What he put Izabella through…” Joe shook his head.

      “So what’s our next step?” I asked as I sat up a little straighter. “Find him and kill him? Just tell me what you fucking want, Joe, and I’ll make it happen.”

      “I know you will.”

      “So tell me to go kill him.”

      Joe turned his head lazily to the side to regard me with cool curiosity. “Izzy will go after him, D. There is too much work for you to do here.”

      “You think she can handle that? After Vivian and Freddy, you’re willing to ask her to kill her brother?”

      Joe shook his head. “I didn’t ask her.”

      He didn’t need to explain. Izzy had requested to follow through with the hit herself. I should have known. She wouldn’t stop until she could taste vengeance, and the only way she was getting that was when Marco stopped breathing.

      “All right,” I said, running my hand down my face. The stubble along my jaw whispered against my palm. I needed to shave. “What do you want me to do?”

      “I want you to run the syndicate. I need some time to sort through all of this shit. I’m not in a place to be making weighty decisions. You understand?”

      I nodded. He’d just lost half of his family.

      “You’ll run the syndicate, and you’ll prime Drake for me. Let’s get him in a place where he can take over for Marco.”

      “To take over for Marco?” I asked, twisting around in my chair to face the Don more directly. His gaze was calculating as I rested one hand on the arm rest. “He should be the next Castaletta Don. He’s your son. You can still have your own blood ascend to the title.”

      Joe chuckled. “Drake does not see me as his father, and I will not push him into a position he doesn’t want. I already pushed too hard once, and that led me down a dark road. I thought he was dead. I won’t make the same mistake twice. If I want him to stay, it won’t be as Don. That’s your fate, D. Always has been.” Joe reached out and patted my knee. It was more affection than I was used to receiving from him. “You’ll take my position when the time comes, and you’ll run this syndicate until my grandson is grown and ready to take over.”

      Grandson? I lifted an eyebrow but didn’t say the word.

      Joe knew what I was thinking. He chuckled again and got to his feet. He adjusted the jacket he had on and looked down at me knowingly. “Yours and Izzy’s son, I should say.”

      My mind went back to the cemetery, to when Joe had told me to stay the fuck away from his baby girl. He’d reminded me of my role in this syndicate and made it very clear that my priorities and my obligations to the Castaletta name were more important than the burning desire between his daughter and me.

      “Didn’t you tell me to stay the fuck away from her?”

      Joe laughed loudly and patted his stomach. “Come on now, D. As if that shit would ever happen.”

      A weight that I hadn’t known I carried seemed to fall away from me, leaving me lightheaded and dazed. Had Joe, in his own strange way, just given me approval to be with Izzy?

      What the fuck was going on?

      He patted my shoulders as he walked around my chair. “Go see her, son. She hasn’t left her room all day.”

      I listened to his footsteps fade as he went back into the house. I stayed where I was for several minutes and stared out at the still surface of the pool. The sun reflected off of it, sending dancing reflections of water up onto the patio.

      The strain of loving Izzy and knowing I couldn’t be with her was evaporating. All our compounded angst and pain hummed in my ears before it all at once vanished. Was the girl I loved no longer off limits? Would we actually be able to make this work?

      I got to my feet and moved slowly, as if shifting through quicksand. My mind was trying to process a world where things didn’t have to be so damn dicked up all the time. I ducked inside and moved up the grand staircase two steps at a time. As I went, I tried not to think about the last time I climbed them, with Izzy unconscious in my arms and blood running down the side of my head.

      Would we be able to brush all that shit under the rug and both choose each other?

      I went down the hall and paused in front of her bedroom door. It had never been so intimidating before.

      I raised my knuckles and knocked softly before pushing it open.

      My eyes sought her out right away. She was on the window ledge, wrapped in a white fleece blanket. Her feet were bare and poking out the bottom, and I could see the red polish on her toes.

      But she wasn’t alone.

      She was curled up in Eddie’s lap.

      His head snapped up when I walked in, and the eye that wasn’t swollen shut widened. Izzy turned to look at me over her shoulder, and her lips parted as she took a sharp breath. She pushed herself up out of Eddie’s lap and grabbed the edge of the blanket as she swung her legs off the ledge to rest her toes upon the carpet.

      “No need to get up,” I said, gritting my teeth. “I was just coming to see if you needed anything. But it would seem you’ve got everything all figured out.”

      I turned and left before she had a chance to say a word.

      Nothing would ever change with her. We were destined to fall in love at different times and hold each other at bay.

      Always. Forever.

      Never.
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      “D, wait!” I called as I tried to untangle myself from the blanket. He had already turned and left. I could hear his footsteps fading down the hall as Edward got to his feet behind me and made to follow. “Just let me handle this,” I said over my shoulder as I hurried forward.

      “I don’t know if you should be alone with him,” Edward started.

      I spun back to him. “Eddie. Just go home. I can handle myself, all right?”

      Edward stopped to stand in my doorway, looking after me, and I ran out of my room and down the hall after D, who had already almost made it to the top of the stairs.

      I didn’t call his name, even though I wanted to. I followed the lines of his shoulders and the muscles in his back. I ached for him to hold me the way Eddie had been. D was the only one who could offer me the comfort I needed right now.

      But damn him for always jumping to conclusions and thinking the worst of me. And fuck him for punishing me with his passive aggressive bullshit after everything that had just happened.

      I caught up with him at the top of the stairs and grabbed his elbow. He spun to face me, his eyes hard. He stepped toward me, closing the small amount of space between us.

      Just like in my dream, all I could see, smell, or feel was Demetri DeMarco.

      Then Edward shuffled past us. He muttered a few apologies under his breath before hurrying down the stairs and out the front door. After standing in tense silence while we waited to be alone, we finally gave in to the anger burning inside us.

      “Why don’t you run along after him?” D pressed. “Or would you like me to fucking fetch him for you, Bella?"

      I pushed hard at his chest and then turned sharply away from him, marching back down the hall. “Fuck you, D. I don’t need this shit right now. Least of all from you.”

      “I don’t give a shit what you need,” D snarled as he caught up with me. This time, he grabbed my elbow and spun me into him. “I give a shit about what I need. And it isn’t seeing you and Edward cuddling up to each other like two fucking lovebirds.”

      I rolled my eyes. “We weren’t. He was trying to be a good friend.”

      “He was a little close for a friend.”

      I tore my elbow out of his grip. “I’m sick of you manhandling me,” I snapped.

      D’s eyebrow arched. “Are you now?”

      I shoved him in the chest and pointed my finger in his face. “Yes, I am. So keep your goddamn hands to yourself.”

      Demetri stared at me hard before the corner of his mouth twitched in a way that I knew was a suppressed smile. He shook his head at me and looked at the floor. When he lifted his dark gaze back up to me, my breath hitched in my throat. How could I always forget how fucking hot he was? He had a way of always reminding me at the most inopportune moments. Like right now.

      “God, you’re beautiful,” he whispered roughly as his eyes moved around my face.

      “Don’t. I can’t do this right now. You push at all, and I’m going to crumble.” My lip quivered as my body tightened. With all of the madness everywhere around us, all I wanted was him. He was all I’d ever wanted.

      “I wish I had handled last night a little better,” D said.

      I blinked. “Is that an apology?”

      “As close to one as you’re gonna get. Yeah.”

      “D, seriously, you’re not the one who should be saying sorry. I’m the one who was out of line. I should have listened to you. I should have trusted you. But when you started saying all those things about Marco, I just couldn’t hear it.” I reached up and pressed my hands to his thick chest, the muscles twitching beneath my touch.

      He lifted a hand and pressed his finger to my lips. “Hush, Bella. It’s all right.”

      I swallowed. I wanted to take his finger into my mouth and suck on it. Then I wanted to move down his body and do the same to the rest of him.

      Instead, I slapped his hand away from my mouth and shoved him backward into the wall. His shoulder blades hit the drywall as I grabbed his face in my hands and pulled myself into him. I sealed my lips over his in the most desperate kiss I had ever given him. He tasted like mint, just as he had in my dream.

      His hands wrapped around my waist and held me tight against him, crushing my breasts into his chest and pressing my abdomen into his thickening cock.

      I slipped my tongue between his lips and explored his mouth. It wasn’t enough. I needed so much more.

      His hands moved down to cup my ass, and he lifted me up. I hooked my legs around his waist, and he carried me back down the hall and through my bedroom door.

      “Please fuck me,” I mumbled against the onslaught of kisses.

      “No need to beg this time.” He nipped at my lips.

      After walking into my room, he threw me down on the bed. I scrambled up onto my hands and knees as he worked furiously to pull his shirt off over his shoulders and undo his belt.

      As he undressed, I began doing the same, but I made a show for him. I came to my knees and slowly pulled off my shirt. As it came off over my head, my hair fell back down around my shoulders. I caught D watching as I tossed the shirt over his shoulder. He was already down to his boxers by the time I unclipped my bra and threw it in the same direction as my shirt.

      I went down on my back and unbuttoned my jeans. I shimmied them down my hips until I was in nothing but my thong. I ran my fingers over the black lace, my knees pressed firmly together, and teased him.

      D didn’t hold out very long. He lost patience with my games and climbed up on the bed on his knees. He pushed my legs apart, and I let out a sound that was something between a giggle and a moan. He’d barely laid a hand on me, and I was already so fucking horny for him.

      He ran his hand down the inside of my thigh. I pulled my bottom lip between my teeth. This distraction was so needed. So was his touch. With him was the only place I felt safe.

      He patted my leg. “On your stomach.”

      Feeling more than a little defiant, I shook my head and gave him a coy smile. “No.”

      D slid off the bed and grabbed me under the knees. He yanked me to the edge and flipped me over like I was a rag doll. Then he had me turn around so that I was on my stomach facing him, my eyes in line with his crotch. I could see the outline of his massive swollen cock beneath the thin fabric of his black boxers. Saliva bloomed under my tongue.

      D pulled his boxers down, and his cock sprang free. I leaned off the edge of the bed and took him in my mouth, rolling my tongue over his velvet soft tip as he ran a hand down my spine and over my ass. He pushed my legs apart and continued to wander down my ass. When he reached my pussy, he pulled my panties to the side and brushed a finger along my opening.

      He pushed his hips out, and more of his cock slid into my mouth.

      “Someone is fucking wet,” he said hoarsely. He let the panties slide back into place before giving me a firm slap between my legs.

      I yelped with my lips around his shaft and arched my back, lifting my ass in the air for him.

      “That’s a good girl,” he said. I could hear the smile he must have been wearing as I took more of him in my mouth. I kept going until my nose was pressed to his lower stomach and my throat was full.

      D grabbed a fistful of my hair and held me there. “Yes,” he growled.

      Then he popped me in the ass. Once, twice, three times. The last one stung enough to earn a whimper from me. I liked the pain, and he knew it. I wiggled my ass, daring him to play with me some more.

      He did as I wished and pushed my panties out of the way again. He didn’t tease me this time, though. He slipped a finger inside me. I was so fucking wet, he went in no problem. My body released some of the pent up tension I had gathered over the last thirty hours or so, leaving me feeling light. A pressure was forming below my belly as he inserted another finger inside me and began to vigorously thrust.

      I could hear how sloppy wet I was as I sucked him off. I began bobbing on his cock, pressing my tongue to the underside of his cock and tracing the vein there. I realized I was moaning when he held me down on his dick again.

      “Come for me, Bella. Like a good little slut. Wet the fucking sheets.”

      Holy fucking hell did I ever want to do what he was saying.

      When he slipped his thumb in my ass, I did. I came unhinged, and I cried his name with his dick still deep in my mouth. As I rode out my orgasm, he began thrusting his hips, and I opened my mouth wide for him. I let him use me as he continued to finger me, and then for a while longer. I could taste the sweet saltiness of precum on my tongue, and I wanted more.

      “Fucking Christ,” he grated as he pulled away. “I’m going to blow.”

      “Do it,” I said, looking up at him and running my tongue along my bottom lip. “Let me drink you all up.”

      “No,” he said. “I’m going to fuck the shit out of you. Stay on your stomach but turn around.”

      My instinct was to tell him no. I always liked a bit of a fight, and D was always willing to match me. But I kept my mouth shut and did as he said. I wanted that cock in me more than I’d wanted anything in a long time, and I wasn’t going to torture myself by waiting any longer.

      When I had turned, he stood between my legs. I could feel the tip of him pressing against my opening. I looked over my shoulder at him.

      “Don’t hold back, D. Fuck me hard.”

      D pressed forward and slid himself inside me. I sucked in a breath as he stretched and filled me. The tension below my belly scattered as my body finally attained what it craved, and I let out a sigh of contentment as he began thrusting.

      Then he grabbed a fistful of my hair and craned my head back to force me to look at the ceiling. He leaned over me and pressed his mouth to my ear. He bit my earlobe, and his hot breath on my neck had me panting with need.

      His free hand squeezed and slapped my ass. I moaned. He grew breathless above me, and each thrust drove into me a little deeper than the last.

      “Fuck yes,” I whispered, arching my back and lifting my hips off the bed so he could get even deeper.

      D wrapped his hand under my hips to press his fingers to my clit. He rubbed in quick circles until I came. The sloppy wet sounds mixed with that of our thighs slapping against one another. He pulled tighter on my hair, and I squeezed my eyes closed.

      He kissed my jaw and my cheek as he pushed a finger in my ass again.

      “You’re so fucking tight,” he whispered.

      “So stretch me.”

      He growled in my ear.

      “Come on, D. Fuck me in my ass. I want you.”

      He bucked against me, and I knew my request would not be met. His cock slammed into me, and I came again as he shot his load inside me. I was filled with warmth, and he moved slowly inside me before pulling out and resting his forehead on my shoulder.

      “You can’t say shit like that to me. I can’t keep it together. It’s way too fucking hot.”

      I smiled as he released my hair and fell down on the bed beside me. He rolled onto his side and rested his hand on my ass. He gave my right ass cheek a good squeeze as I brushed my hair off my forehead.

      “Sorry. I like when you lose control.”

      “I don’t,” D said. “When I lose control, I lash out. Like how I did with you last night. I’m sorry, Bella. I shouldn’t have gotten in your face like that. There were better ways I could have handled it. I was just so fucking mad, so jacked up over the fact that Marco could do this to us, to Joe—to you.”

      I rolled onto my side and cupped his face in my hand. His jaw was covered in stubble, which was unusual for him. Usually he was clean shaven. Everything with Marco must have been hitting him hard, too. “I’m the one who’s sorry. All this shit has made one thing very clear to me, D. I love you. More than anything. And I always have, and I would never betray you. Forgive me for my part in this shit?”

      He closed his hand over mine and kissed my palm. “There is nothing to forgive.”

      I looked at his ear. There was a bandage there. “I shot you.”

      “You missed me.”

      “I still took the shot.”

      “You and I both know you aimed to miss.”

      I bit my lip and looked away. “I still pulled the trigger.”

      “You did what you thought you needed to do in the moment. If I had been in your shoes and that was Drake you were coming after, I think there’s a good chance I would have done the same thing.”

      His words helped ease my mind a bit. He trusted me and he understood me. He always had. Those were two of the many reasons why I loved him so fucking much, and why I had resigned myself to a life of misery and torture by letting myself love a man I could never have.

      But things were changing now. Maybe that rule didn’t have to be in play anymore.

      We lay on my bed for a few minutes, resting quietly together. I snuggled up to him and rested my cheek in the curve of his shoulder, watching his chest rise and fall with each breath.

      “So what now?” he asked.

      “I’m going after Marco.”

      “I’m coming with you.”

      “No,” I said, resting a hand on his chest and peering up into his dark eyes. “This is my job. It’s my responsibility to put Marco in the ground. I’m leaving for Cali tomorrow morning. Daddy has a car coming for me at seven.”

      “Why would Marco go to Cali?” D asked.

      “He’s a Cooper. Where else would he go? He’s running to them with his tail between his legs to a guy he thinks is a bigger threat, a larger badass than us.”

      D ran his hand over my shoulder aimlessly, and I shivered with goosebumps. He smiled and reached for the blanket at the end of the bed and pulled it up over our shoulders.

      “Speaking of Coopers,” he said slowly.

      “Yes?”

      “You didn’t sleep with Adam, right?”

      I blinked at him. “Uh, no. But by the looks of it, I’m thinking I should have.”

      “What the fuck does that mean?”

      I grinned. “I like you jealous.”

      “Fuck you too, Bella.” D smiled.

      I cupped my hand around the back of his neck and pulled myself to him for another round of kisses. I lowered myself down to the bed, and he rolled on top of me, pinning me with his knees on either side of my hips.

      I reached down between his legs to grip his shaft, which was already hard again for me. I smiled into our kiss and began working him over in long, slow strokes.

      I pulled him down and guided him between my legs.

      “Stretch me,” I whispered before giving in to him and letting myself feel free for the first time in over six years. “Use me any way you want.”

      He licked a line up my throat. “Oh, I plan to.”
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          Marcus

        

      

    

    
      It was nearly ten o’clock at night.

      Damn her for making me wait on her. Damn her for thinking she has the upper hand.

      I drummed my fingers on the kitchen counter and sighed. I was in no mood to be kept waiting. I’d been thinking about Audrey all fucking day, and my balls were starting to ache with need. Had I known she would play coy with me tonight, I would have rubbed one out in the shower when I got home from the office to spare myself blue balls.

      I moved around to the other side of the counter to uncork the bottle of wine I had bought to share with Audrey. I poured myself a glass and set the bottle back down as I took a sip of the red, earthy mixture. I chased the first mouthful down with a few more and went to the living room, where I dropped heavily down on the sofa and threw my heels up on the coffee table.

      I’d been planning on entertaining Audrey well that evening before things got messy, but her tardiness would cost her that courtesy.

      I had already finished half the bottle when someone knocked on my front door.

      “Fucking finally,” I growled, pushing myself to my feet and marching to the door. I tore it open to find the little blonde vixen standing there, looking imploringly up at me with a sweet smile on her full lips. I stepped aside. “Come on in.”

      Audrey slipped past me. She wore a knee-length black coat covered in gold buttons and buckles and a sleek pair of black pumps to match. I had to admire the muscles in her calves, as well as the thick curve of her ass as she went straight to the wine on the kitchen counter and helped herself to a glass. A girl that liked it in the ass? What a shame to have to let her go so soon.

      She turned to face me and leaned against the counter as she gave me a slow look up and down. “Sorry I’m late.”

      “Are you?” I lifted an eyebrow.

      She shrugged one shoulder and smiled against the rim of her wine glass. The girl was too fucking sexy for her own good. After another sip of wine, she put her glass down and licked her bottom lip. “I wanted to prove a point.”

      I arched an eyebrow. “And that would be?”

      “I’m not your call girl. You don’t get to send me a text like that and just expect me to show up here to get fucked.” She was going to push back. How cute.

      “But isn’t that why you’re here, kitten? To spread your legs for me and wax my cock with that tight little pussy of yours?” I stepped toward her and heard the sharp breath she took. If I knew women at all, I knew that Audrey’s panties were currently dripping with her own juices. My mouth watered at the thought of helping her clean up the mess.

      “I’m just saying, let’s not make a habit of it.”

      “Fine by me,” I said. “Now show me what you’ve got on under that coat of yours.”

      Her mouth twitched in another smile, and she began untying the sash around her waist. When it came undone, she hooked her fingers in the collar of the coat to hold it in place. “You haven’t forgotten how I like it, right?”

      “Baby, who do you think I am?” I went to her and grabbed the front of her jacket, using it to pull her tight against me. “I’m going to use you just how you like to be used. Hard and rough. No fucking mercy.”

      She swallowed, and her cheeks turned bright pink. Her lips parted, and her gaze explored my face to settle on my mouth.

      “Fuck me in the ass, Marcus,” she whispered.

      I chuckled and let go of her. “I plan to. Hope that tight hole can handle this thick cock. He ain’t nothing to play with.” I grabbed my hardening cock and stroked it as her eyes diverted down and widened a little.

      The vein ticking at the side of her throat had me wanting to keep her forever as a pet.

      Then, like a girl from my dreams, she let the coat fall off her shoulders, exposing her complete nakedness. I soaked in the sight of her. Tanned, lean, the body of a goddess. Her tits were perky and the perfect handful. She was fit and strong, and I doubted any man she’d ever fucked had seen that for what it was: an opportunity to fuck a woman who wouldn’t break.

      Audrey turned around slowly and gathered her long blonde hair up off her back. She pushed her ass out, curving her spine, giving me a delicious view of her body. I grabbed her hips and pulled her against my crotch. She held her hair up as I kissed the side of her neck and nibbled on her ear, and she wiggled her ass against my stiff cock beneath my pants.

      When she spread her legs a little, I reached around one of her hips to cup her pussy. She stiffened in my arms and let her head fall back to rest on my shoulder. Her hair tumbled down and filled my nose with the scent of her rose shampoo. My cheek grazed hers as I slipped two fingers inside her. She was a naughty girl. There was no need to move slowly.

      She moaned and rocked her hips, working herself on my fingers.

      “That’s right, kitten,” I breathed in her ear. “You’re so fucking wet.”

      “More,” she pleaded as she pressed back harder against me.

      I obliged and filled her with another finger. I pumped in and out of her until she slicked my fingers with her juices and came with a moan that had me biting down on my bottom lip. Audrey was a sexy little thing, and I wanted to see how far I could push her.

      I pushed her forward and used my hand between her shoulder blades to bend her over the kitchen counter. She submitted and rested her cheek flat on the marble top. She looked back at me as I gave her ass a hard slap. She yelped but then arched her back and lifted her ass for more. I slapped her again, leaving a bright red handprint on her right ass cheek.

      Then I cupped her pussy again and rubbed her until she grew breathless. She closed her eyes and whimpered my name, so I rewarded her by playing with her ass. She gripped the edge of the counter, and I brushed her hair off her back, revealing her neck and shoulders. I leaned over her and bit down between her neck and shoulder as I slipped a finger in each of her holes.

      “Oh fuck,” she breathed as I began suckling her shoulder.

      I moved up to her neck as I pumped my fingers inside her. I kissed and nibbled and sucked until she was trembling beneath me as another orgasm hit her. When it was over, I slapped her ass and straightened. I pulled her up with me and took her by the upper arm. I steered her down the hall to my bedroom and threw her down on the bed.

      She went to her hands and knees and positioned herself at the edge of the bed.

      I walked around the bed and went to the nightstand to grab a condom. “Not yet, baby. On your back. Hang your head off the side.” Audrey did as I said and rolled to her back. Then she moved to the edge where she hung her head over the edge. I dropped my pants and boxers and stepped toward her. Like a good little slut, she opened her mouth and reached for me, wrapping her arms around the backs of my thighs to greedily pull me into her mouth.

      I reached out and covered both her tits with my hands as I pushed into her mouth. She took almost all of me, her throat swelling with my size, and held me there as I squeezed her breasts and flicked my thumbs over her nipples. She drew her knees up and let her legs fall open.

      I began thrusting in and out of her mouth, and she moaned when I reached down to play with her clit. She was still sopping wet. I could smell her arousal in the air as she gagged on my cock.

      “Thatta girl,” I praised, slapping her pussy gently. She twitched beneath me and ran her tongue up and down my shaft.

      I straightened and held her jaw in one hand as I fucked her mouth. Her moans became muffled as she took more of me, and soon, her hands were gripping the sheets at her sides. I patted her cheek as I gave her one last thrust and then pulled away.

      She licked her lips and eyed my cock as I rolled the condom on. Then she went back onto her hands and knees and looked at me over her shoulder.

      “Spread your legs,” I commanded.

      She opened her knees wider and dropped down to her elbows on the bed.

      “More,” I growled, stepping closer to her and rubbing my dick up and down the length of her opening.

      Audrey spread her legs even farther, exposing her pink holes, and I pushed my cock into her pussy. She moaned and bit down on the sheets. I kept pushing until I was buried in her to the hilt. She tightened around me, her body tense, and I waited a couple seconds for her to adjust to my size.

      She needed more time, but neither of us gave a fuck.

      I pounded her pussy for all she was worth. Her moans turned into sharp cries of pleasure, and I grabbed a fistful of her hair, yanking her back up and holding her in place as I drilled her. I knew how she liked to be used, and I wouldn’t deny her that. Not tonight.

      She came all over my dick and screamed her orgasm at the ceiling.

      I slowed down to catch my breath and pressed my thumb into her ass. “You like that cock, baby?”

      “Mmm, yes,” she whimpered, pressing back against my thumb. “Give me more.”

      I did as she asked and pulled out before plunging into her tight little ass. Euphoria rolled over me as she reached between her legs and played with her pussy.

      Her come was dripping down the insides of her thighs by the time I blew my load.

      I stood behind her, still buried in her ass, and squeezed her hips. “Good girl.”

      She wiggled around on my cock and looked back at me. She smiled, and her eyes were heavy from all the orgasms.

      “Some wine?” I asked, stepping away. My cock sprang up to rest against my stomach. The damn thing was never satisfied. Unless it was Kate who lay breathless beneath me, no woman could ever make me feel like I’d truly had my fill.

      Audrey collapsed on her side and nodded. “Wine would be nice.”

      I set to cleaning myself up and met Audrey in the living room with a glass of wine in each hand. I passed one to her, and she drank gratefully.

      “Cheers,” I said, extending my glass to hers.

      “Cheers.” She smiled, and our glasses clinked together.

      I analyzed her. The girl had no fucking clue what direction things were about to go in. She was so naive. How had she managed to survive this long? How had she stayed off the Castalettas’ radar without tipping them off?

      We sat down in the living room, and I topped off Audrey’s glass when she finished it. I sprawled in the chair across from her, still naked, and she lay on my sofa, her ankles crossed as she played with her hair and drank her wine.

      “What are you thinking about?” I asked after she had been staring at my wall for a good three or four minutes.

      She glanced over at me. “My brother.”

      “He’s dead?”

      She nodded.

      “Want to talk about it?”

      She narrowed her eyes but relaxed after a few seconds. “If I tell you what happened, you won’t believe me. You’ll think I’m a fucking liar.”

      “Try me.” I already knew all her dirty little secrets. And I already thought she was dishonest. She was a rat, after all. A rat hovering inches from the cheese in a trap.

      She traced her finger around the rim of her wine glass and sighed. “I think Marco Castaletta killed him. I didn’t find out until I’d been working with Madame Giselle for a few months, and when I did, I thought it would be best to keep my mouth shut. I knew the position I’d be in if Joe or Demetri or anyone ever found out who I really was.”

      She was a smooth fucking liar. Her mannerisms never changed, and she looked me right in the eyes when she spoke. A true professional. I almost admired the size of her balls. “I’m sorry for your loss.”

      She smiled as if remembering him. “He was an idiot. He got himself involved in shit he should never have messed with, and it got him killed. I miss him, but I also knew this was what would happen to him eventually.”

      “You realize I have to tell Demetri what you’ve just told me,” I said.

      She blinked at me and then nodded. “Yes.”

      “Good. Is there anything else any of us should know?”

      She paused, as if considering my question. Then she shook her head. “No. It was all just a coincidence. I don’t hold any of them responsible. I miss my brother, of course, but I appreciate what the syndicate has done for me. There’s nothing else anyone needs to know.”

      I clicked my tongue. “I’m disappointed, Julie Parker. That was your chance to come clean. I practically fed it to you out of the palm of my hand.”

      Audrey’s eyes widened, and she swung her legs off the side of the sofa. Her tits bounced as she leaned forward. “How did you know my last name was Parker?”

      “We know everything.” I smirked.

      Audrey—no, Julie—got unsteadily to her feet. She began backing out of the living room, her eyes never leaving me. “I don’t know what you think you’re playing at, but—”

      I reached behind me to grab the gun I had stuffed between the sofa cushions. Julie dropped her wine glass, which shattered at her feet, and made a run for the front door.

      I blew a hole through the back of her thigh, and she crumpled to the floor with a pitiful shriek of pain and terror. Some part of me hated that I had to be the monster, but I knew the job when I signed up for it. No matter what, the Castalettas were my number one concern. No matter how much I liked the pretty bitch running from me, no matter how much I wanted to run the show—they were first. They always would be.

      She clutched at her profusely bleeding leg as she tried to drag herself away from me. I stood and walked toward her. She glared back at me, fire and anger and hate bright in her eyes.

      “Fuck you for planning this,” she spat. “Fuck you for everything!” Her voice rose to a scream, and for a moment, I admired her courage. Then it became annoying. “You’re pathetic! You’re all fucking pathetic! And if you think you’re going to—”

      I fired the gun again, and the bullet slammed into her skull, rocking her head back. She collapsed in a pool of her own blood, and I leaned over to put the gun down on the kitchen counter beside the now empty bottle of wine.

      “Gotta do what the boss says, kitten. Your ass was sloppy seconds. Got it used a little too often, huh?” I spit my mouthful of wine on her and stood up to stretch. Fuck. I hated cleaning up blood.
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          Marco

        

      

    

    
      The Cooper mansion was three quarters the size of the Castaletta mansion, but it was grand nonetheless. Its two stories were much more modern than what I was used to back in Chicago. Where everything in my family home had been made of wood and marble, this mansion was all granite and metal. The decorations were minimal and always simple. There was no color, save for the fruits sitting on my plate in front of me.

      Adam sat at the head of the long black table. He had tucked a napkin in the collar of his shirt—something I had only ever seen my grandfather do—and had begun cutting into a piece of breakfast ham. He popped it in his mouth and nodded approvingly.

      “Breakfast has always been my favorite meal of the day,” he said.

      I followed suit and bit into my ham before washing it down with a sip of orange juice. “Same.”

      It was just the two of us. The rest of the house was eerily empty except for the staff, who bustled around, tending to things that I was sure needed no tending. Like the impeccable gardens throughout the estate or the general house cleaning.

      “I’ve been wondering,” Adam said. “What are the chances of your sister coming over here? You know, forgoing her family fortune and joining us?” He smirked. “I’d love to have a woman of her talents on my team.”

      “None. No chance in hell.” I shook my head.

      “You’re sure? Not even with the right motivation?” He looked far too cocky for his own good. Poor bastard wouldn’t have a clue what to do with Izzy if he ever got the chance to dance with her.

      “Unless you’re planning to offer me up as bait, I’m sure.”

      Adam chuckled. “Well, that could always be arranged.”

      I opened my mouth to retort but paused when the door to the dining room opened and a woman with dark-framed glasses and full red lips poked her head in.

      “May I come in?” she asked. Her voice wasn’t tentative, but confident, and she looked Adam in the eyes as she spoke.

      Adam nodded and he sat up taller, drawing his shoulders back. “Yes, by all means, Elizabeth.”

      The girl meant something to him.

      She stepped through the door and closed it behind her. As she walked to the table, clutching a blue envelope to her chest, I couldn’t help but admire her beauty. She had long legs that seemed to go on for miles, a thin waist, and a rack that had me sweating. Her hair was dark brown and wavy, and the strands around her face were pulled back in a clip on the back of her head. Elizabeth gave me a polite smile as she put the envelope down on the table and opened it up, then turned it to face Adam.

      “I just need to know which order you would like these jobs handled,” she said.

      Adam wasn’t looking at the pages she was showing him, like she was. His eyes were on her. He wasn’t looking at her cleavage, which practically spilled out of the low neckline of her white blouse, but at her eyes, which were downcast.

      Elizabeth glanced up at him and smiled. “Sir?”

      “Sorry,” Adam said, glancing down. He studied the pages for a minute, reorganized them into a different order, and closed the envelope. “That should do. Thank you, Elizabeth.”

      She picked up the envelope and nodded to both of us. “Enjoy the rest of your breakfast, gentlemen.”

      After the door was closed behind her, I turned to face Adam, a smirk playing on my lips. “You like her.”

      He shrugged and busied himself with filling his fork with eggs and ham. “She’s my secretary.”

      “That was evasive. Come on, man. No need to deny it. You like her. It’s obvious.” I needed some common ground with the guy across the table from me. Understanding his life and getting in good was beyond important. It was life or death.

      Adam chuckled and pulled his napkin out of his collar. He dabbed at his lips before resting in on the table beside him. “No. I love her. I have for most of my miserable life.”

      “There’s a reason you can’t be together, I presume?” I asked.

      “She’s the daughter of Frank DeStefano.”

      “The Frank DeStefano?” I blinked.

      Adam nodded with a sigh. “Yes. The most powerful mobster in Greece. Well, in his day he was, at least. My father kidnapped Elizabeth when she was just a little girl. Frank, the piece of shit that he was, never bothered coming after her like my father thought he would. The bastard had always wanted sons, so I think he saw it as my father doing him a favor.”

      “That’s fucked up,” I said.

      Adam nodded. “Tell me about it.”

      “So she grew up here, with your family?”

      “Yes, and she has no clue who she really is, so this stays between you and me, you got that?” He narrowed his eyes, the expression on his face one where he knew he shouldn’t have shared that private information.

      I nodded and felt myself start to smile. Good. He was getting comfortable around me.

      “What the fuck are you smiling about?” Adam asked defensively.

      “Nothing, nothing.” I held my hands up innocently. “It’s just, this is the kind of secret brothers share. You know?”

      Adam rolled his eyes. “You’re not the only one who knows.”

      “Never said I was.”

      Adam leaned back in his chair and rested his elbows on the armrests. “She thinks she’s an orphan and sees herself as a sister to me. Or a friend. Which is unfortunate, because I want every fucking part of her, but it’s impossible.”

      I scratched the back of my neck and nodded. “I know how it feels to love a woman you can never have.”

      “Bastards like us are tied to such a fate. Lusting after women we are too corrupt to deserve.”

      I thought of Cat and how she must hate me by now. Someone had surely told her what I had done. Her loyalty to her brother would outweigh any feelings she still had for me. Resentment would be breeding in her heart, and I knew if she ever laid eyes on me again, she would curse my name to a God she didn’t believe in anymore.

      “You’re preaching to the choir,” I said, suddenly losing my appetite.

      “What’s her name?”

      “Catherine.”

      “Who is she?” Adam asked as he leaned sideways in his chair to rest his chin on his knuckles.

      I chuckled. “Demetri DeMarco’s older sister.”

      Adam slammed his fist on the table as he busted out into laughter. “You unlucky son of a bitch. I thought my situation was fucked. Yours is a total shit show.”

      “Tell me about it. I’m in love with her, but that’s over now. There’s nothing left to fight for.” I forced a façade over my face. No way I was crumbling in front of Adam. I’d do that shit in my private time.

      Adam and I sat quietly for a little while as he stroked his chin. When he spoke, his tone was almost conspiratorial.

      “Do you think that, perhaps, Izzy is a good second to my Elizabeth? Would she come to heel if D is dead? And if he’s not, would she if we killed him?”

      I barked with laughter. “What? Hell no! She’d try to kill you herself.”

      “I expected as much.”

      I thought on his question a little longer. Maybe if things were handled correctly, his conquest of my sister was achievable. “You’ll get your chance to see her again soon, I’m sure.”

      “Oh?” Adam asked.

      I nodded. “She’s on her way here, no doubt. Like I said before, she’s going to want my head. Nothing motivates a Castaletta like vengeance does. And once Izzy gets a taste for it, she can’t be stopped.”

      “And how are you so sure she’ll come to California?”

      “She’s smart as shit. You know that. By now, she and Joe have probably made arrangements. She’s our enforcer and our best gun. They can’t afford to make any mistakes right now, and Izzy is the only one who stands a chance of taking me out. They all know that.”

      “None of this sounds very promising to me. I want her in my bed, not standing over me, lining up the barrel of her gun with my fucking eye socket.” He smiled as if dying was humorous. I’d seen too much blood as of late to find it funny. I wasn’t sure I’d ever sleep through the night again.

      I looked Adam square in the eyes. “When she comes, we’ll make her an offer.”

      Adam lifted an eyebrow and reached for his glass of water. He took a sip and regarded me coolly over the rim, like he always did. “And what offer would this be, little brother?”

      I grinned. “If she doesn’t convert and stay with us, we kill her. Plain and simple. No need to complicate things any more than they already are. At this point in the game, it’s life or death. Nothing in between. Izzy will appreciate that.”

      “How soon do you expect us to be having this conversation with your sister?”

      “Soon,” I said. “Very soon.”

      Adam grabbed his phone from the corner of the table and called his head of security. “Double the security. I want everyone on duty today, and tell them they’ll be pulling double shifts. Everyone will be well compensated. Be on the lookout for Izabella Castaletta. Do you need a physical description?” There was a moment of silence as the guard on the other end said something. Adam chuckled. “Yeah, that’s her. Bring her down, but don’t kill her. We have company coming. Then bring her to me. Understood?”

      Adam hung up the phone and called one of the maids into the dining room. He asked her for a bottle of champagne and two glasses, which she returned with minutes later. Adam popped the top, and the cork bounced off the ceiling. He poured us each a glass and handed one to me.

      “Here’s to a short life,” Adam said.

      “Not much of a toast,” I grumbled as I clicked my glass to his.

      “I wasn’t talking about our lives. Here’s to short lives for our enemies, and for your sister, if she refuses to submit.”

      “Cheers,” I said.

      Adam leaned forward, and something in his stare darkened—something I hadn’t seen before. There was menace there, lurking beneath the surface of his preppy boy looks. He gave me a devilish grin. “Your sister stays alive until I’ve had my night in bed with her.”

      “She’ll try to kill you any chance she gets,” I said.

      “That’s what drugs are for. After I’ve had my fun, we can kill her. However you want. Or, if she’s smart, she’ll hitch her wagon to ours, and I can fuck her every night of the week.”

      I sipped my champagne, watching the man sitting at the head of the table, and swallowed the last bit of goodness inside me. There was no turning back. “Brilliant.”
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          Demetri

        

      

    

    
      I opened the passenger door for Izzy to get out of my car. She stepped out, one long leg at a time, and I offered her my hand. She took it, giving my fingers an appreciative squeeze, and I closed the door behind her.

      The Castaletta private jet rumbled behind us, and the stairs had been lowered for her. A single flight attendant waited at the top as Izzy glanced over her shoulder at it before turning to smile at me. “I’ll see you soon, okay?”

      “Keep the tracker on your phone turned on at all times. And keep the damn thing with you.” I gave her a stern look as my breakfast swirled in my stomach. I knew Joe wouldn’t allow me to go with her, but fuck me if I didn’t want to with every cell in my body.

      Izzy rolled her eyes at me and rested her hands on my chest. “Okay, Daddy.”

      I grabbed her wrists. “I’m being serious right now, Izzy. The last thing we fucking need right now is you getting into trouble. And Marco is trouble with a capital T.”

      “You think I don’t know that?”

      “I know you do. I just…” I released her and raked my fingers through my hair in frustration. I wanted to go with her. I hated that my girl had to get on a plane and fly to California to take her brother out by herself. She deserved better. But orders were orders, and she and I both had jobs to do. “Be safe out there, you hear me? Marco isn’t going to play nice.”

      “Neither am I,” Izzy said firmly. She patted my chest. “Don’t worry about me. I’ve got this. I’ll be back before tomorrow night.”

      “Promise,” I demanded.

      “Hush.” She winked.

      I thought for a second that she might kiss me, but she turned and started walking away instead. I popped her in the butt, and I heard her try to muffle her laughter as she kept on walking.

      Leaning up against the side of the car, I crossed my arms over my chest and watched my girl climb the stairs and enter the plane. When she was out of sight, I stayed where I was and watched the plane take off, all the while thinking hundreds of thoughts at once.

      If we both made it through this shit storm in one piece, I would get down on one knee and ask Izzy the one damn question I’d been wanting to ask her for six fucking years.

      She was my girl, and I was her man, and it was time for us to make shit official. I loved her, and I was done pretending I didn’t.

      When the jet was high in the sky, I got back in my car and called my sister over the speaker. She answered on the third ring, and her voice was tentative and nervous.

      “Hey, D,” she said.

      “Cat. You free for breakfast? That diner we used to go to with Momma?”

      She paused for a second. “Sure.”

      “Fifteen minutes?”

      “Give me twenty.”

      “All right. See you soon.”
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      Cat showed up three minutes after I had picked out a booth and taken a seat by the window. A waitress was filling up two coffee cups when Cat slid into the seat across from me and shrugged out of her thin grey cardigan. She folded it up neatly and placed it on the open seat beside her. Then she busied herself with adding cream and sugar to her coffee while I sipped mine black. She was doing anything and everything she could to avoid looking at me.

      “I’m not mad, Cat,” I said after giving her a couple minutes to try to gather her courage.

      She finally glanced up at me. Her face paled, and her bottom lip started to tremble. She blinked furiously to fight off tears that she felt, but I couldn’t see, and then stared at the table. I hated to see my older sister coming undone. It was so far off her normal persona that it shook my insides a little.

      Clearly, she wasn’t willing to talk yet, so I kept going. “Joe told me that you and Marco were sleeping together.”

      She stiffened, and all the remaining color in her face drained away.

      I reached across the table to grab her hand that rested beside her coffee cup. “Cat, look at me.” She looked up with glassy eyes. “You didn’t know. You couldn’t have. None of us did.”

      She shook her head, and the tears she was so desperately trying to keep at bay spilled down her cheeks. I squeezed her hand as she wiped her tears with a napkin. “I’m sorry, D. I never meant to put you in this position. Or anyone. I had no idea that he was… that he was going to betray us all. I can’t believe I was so stupid.”

      “You weren’t stupid, Cat. He played us all, not just you. We’re all in this thing together, okay?”

      “What does Izzy think?” Cat asked with a slight scoff. She and Izzy had never been huge fans of one another.

      I shrugged. “I haven’t talked to her about it. I don’t think she’ll really give a shit. She’s pissed at Marco, and she’s going after him.”

      “Going after him?”

      I nodded.

      Cat pulled her hand out of mine and ran both her palms up and down her thighs. “Oh.”

      Our waitress returned and asked if we were ready to order. I ordered my usual platter of eggs, sausage, toast, and hashbrowns, and Cat stared aimlessly down at the menu. She was overwhelmed. I could see it all over her. So I took over and ordered her the same thing as me. The waitress collected our menus and left us alone.

      “I have some news that might make you feel better,” I said. Cat didn’t answer. She didn’t even look at me. “Drake’s back.”

      That got her attention. “Really? When? How is he? Does Joe know?”

      “Slow down.” I smiled. “Yes, he’s all right. He’s been back for just about a week. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner, but I didn’t know how shit was going to play out. Joe knows, but he’s all right with it. Turns out, he knew Drake was alive this whole time.”

      Cat leaned in close and dropped her voice. “He knew? And he didn’t go after him?”

      I shook my head. “He knows the DeMarcos aren’t traitors, and he says he understands why Drake left. But now it looks like he might be back for good. Or at least, for the next little while. Joe needs him. We all need him.”

      Cat sighed and looked out the window. “How’s Drake’s new wife taking it?”

      “Honestly? No idea. But I hope they can make it work because she’s perfect for him. You’ll like her.” I took a deep breath, letting the greasy goodness all around me still my thoughts. I had no fucking control over most of the shit going on in my life. No need to let those parts rule me and my thoughts.

      Cat smiled and ran her fingers through her hair. “I don’t want to ask but… what’s the plan with Marco? I know Joe won’t just sit around and let him get away with this.”

      “We don’t need to talk about that.”

      “Yes. We do. I can handle it.” Cat’s jaw tightened, and her eyes filled with strength. There was the sister I knew.

      I studied my sister. She was a tough woman, like Momma, but I didn’t want to be the one to bring her bad news. I knew firsthand that you couldn’t help who you fell in love with, and I didn’t want to twist the knife that was already buried in her heart. But I had to. She needed me to.

      “Joe sent Izzy after him. She got on a plane to California this morning. We all figured he ran to—” I started, but she cut me off.

      “The Coopers.” Cat nodded. “Makes sense.”

      “Yeah.”

      “And you’re okay with Izzy doing the clean up?” Cat asked, cocking her head to the side. The color was returning to her face. Somehow, she was managing to compartmentalize all the shit swirling around her. She was a DeMarco through and through.

      “I don’t have a choice. Joe’s orders. And Izzy wants to take care of it herself.”

      “Of course she does. She’s the one who has lost the most because of him. I seriously cannot believe Marco would be capable of killing his mother.” She paused and visibly swallowed as her voice grew to a hoarse whisper. “Or his little brother.”

      I nodded. “Once she puts Marco down, we can push the Kallups back with the Coopers. Everything will go back to how it was, and everyone can continue to operate within their own circles without any crossover.”

      My phone rang. I fished it out of my pocket and blinked at the name flashing across the screen: Fredrick Carrington, the club owner of Kadia in New York City. His brother, Michael,  and I went way back, but I’d just recently met Fredrick. Getting a call from him was odd, unnerving. “Hello?” I put the phone to my ear and gave Cat a look. I’d only be a second.

      Fredrick’s panicked voice filled my ear. “Demetri? Demetri, are you there?”

      “Yes, it’s me. What’s going—”

      “My daughter is missing, Demetri. I need your help. They took her. I know they fucking took her. Please.” There were tears in his voice.

      “Slow down, Fredrick,” I said. “Who took her?”

      “I can’t talk about it right now. I need to do this face to face. Please just say you’ll help me. I don’t have anyone else I can trust with this. I’ll do anything.”

      I ran my hand down my face. This was not the kind of shit I needed on my plate right now. My hands were full. I should have said no, but fuck, Michael would have done anything to help me or the Castalettas. Where I didn’t owe Fredrick shit, Michael was someone who could ask for just about anything.

      I knew just the guy. Big, bald, and no nonsense.

      “I have a guy I’ll send down to you. He’ll handle it the same way I would. In exchange, you’ll give us a cut of Kadia and pull the Castalettas into your ring of nightclubs.” If nothing else, I needed to make sure we benefited from this exchange. Now was not the time to be handing out free favors. Plus, I would have to answer to Joe either way. Better to give him a gift in the middle of explaining why the fuck we were involved on the Bertinellis’ turf. I took a short breath and held it. First, I sent Izzy to the Coopers’ turf in Cali, and now I’d be sending Marcus to the Bertinellis’ in New York. What the hell next?

      “Done,” Fredrick said. “Just help me find my daughter.”

      “We will. My guy will arrive tomorrow afternoon. Send a car for him.”

      “All right. I don’t know how I can thank you.”

      “No thanks needed, Fredrick. Now keep your shit together. You won’t be of any help to that girl of yours if you’re falling apart. We’ll get her back to you.”

      Fredrick was silent on the other end. I didn’t wait for him to respond. Instead, I hung up and pocketed the phone, giving my attention back to my sister.

      “Everything okay?” she asked.

      “It will be. Just more shit to add to the pile. That’s all.”

      Our waitress returned with our plates of food and set them down in front of us. She gave us a cheery smile as she topped up our coffees, asked if we needed jam, and bid us a good meal. I dug in, famished, and Cat stared at her plate, her fork hovering over her hash browns.

      “Eat,” I said. “You’ll feel better.”

      “I haven’t been able to keep anything down since Marco left.”

      “Well you can only keep going like that for so long. I need my sister in my corner. So eat as much as you can and try to forget about him. I know it’s easier said than done. Believe me, I know.”

      Cat gave me a sad smile and then stabbed a sausage with her fork. She dipped it in ketchup and took a bite off one end. “Happy?”

      I nodded. “Yes. Now do it again and again until your plate is clean.”

      “You sound like Momma.” She smirked.

      “You look like her.”

      “Lucky,” we echoed together and shared a smile.

      We spent the rest of our meal together talking about everything besides the shit going on with Marco and the syndicate. It was nice to turn that part of my brain off, if only for a little while. My thoughts still drifted to Izzy every few minutes, but I did my best to give Cat all of my attention.

      After the waitress collected our plates and I paid the bill, we began talking about Marcus and how things were going at the new office.

      “Things are good,” Cat said. “I like him and Zak. They’re a good team. And I trust them both. I don’t know why, but I do.”

      “They were both a good find. I’m glad they’re on our side.”

      “I agree. I’d hate to be on the other side of the fight from either of them.”

      I chuckled. “Me too.”

      “I think Marcus could kick your ass,” Cat said coyly as she drained the remnants of her coffee cup.

      “Hey, now,” I said, “I don’t think it would be an unmatched fight.”

      Cat lifted an eyebrow and gave me a deadpan look. “You’ve seen the size of him, right? You know how no nonsense he is? He’d break you over his knee like you were a drumstick.”

      “Come on, it wouldn’t be that unfair of a fight.”

      “I’m fucking with you, D.” Cat smiled and put her coffee cup down. “He might be big and mean, but I don’t think he’d be a match for you. That’s why I’m glad you’re my brother. You keep us all safe.”

      “Yeah. Right. Thanks for the reminder. No pressure at all.”

      “Not a drop.” She smiled, and I chuckled.

      “Bitch.”

      “Like Momma?” We shared one more laugh.
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      “Time to take out the trash,” I grumbled, still a little pissy over having to kill my new toy. Slutty or not, used up or not, I had decided since pulling the trigger that I kind of enjoyed playing with the girl.

      Zak stood beside me as we climbed back up the rocky riverbank to the plateau where the truck was parked. We turned back, hands in our pockets, and watched as the black bag released air and began sinking beneath the surface, pushing up bubbles as it went.

      I was glad I had a friend like him to help me move Audrey’s body out of my apartment, fit her in the duffel bag like a game of Tetris, and pile the bag full with river stones to ensure she sank to the bottom. This job could be real fucking dirty sometimes, and the only way to keep your head was to have a friend by your side, reminding you that you were still, in fact, sane.

      “I hate this fucking part,” Zak said as he rubbed absently at his chest. “So messy but necessary. You know?”

      I nodded as the bag finally slipped beneath the surface, taking the fiery blonde cop down with it. “It is what it is, brother.”

      I knew Zak was staring at me. “Did you like her?”

      I laughed and clapped him on the shoulder. “No. Yes. I don’t fucking know. She was good, not great, but I didn’t love her, nor would I ever have. My heart belongs to Kate Jarrett. You know that.” I glanced over at Zak. “But you? Sometimes I think I’ll love again when I look at you.”

      “Don’t flatter me.” Zak chuckled. “I was just asking, dickhead. You had to work alongside her. I know the two of you got intimate a couple times.”

      “Got intimate?” I laughed again. “What the fuck is this, daytime television? We fucked, Zak. And she fucked like a champ. I’ll give her that. But that’s all it was. The girl was a rat, and she should have known where she’d end up.”

      “At the bottom of the river?”

      “Yeah. She fucked with the wrong family.”

      My phone buzzed in my pocket, and I answered it as soon as I saw it was Demetri calling. “Yes?”

      “Marcus, I’ve got to ask you to do something for me.”

      “Name it.”

      “I have to fly you out to New York City tonight.”

      I felt my forehead furrow. “All right.”

      “Do you trust Zak to hold down the fort while you’re gone?”

      I glanced at my friend, who was looking up at me, his hands still in his pockets. “Absolutely.”

      “Good. I’ve already filled Cat in. She and Zak will handle the office and the drug running together. Get a hold of him and fill him in.”

      “Consider it done,” I said. “What’s in New York?”

      “An old friend of mine is in over his head. His daughter is missing. By the sounds of things, it might be a kidnapping. He’s expecting you late tonight and will send a car to get you from the airport. I’d rather you not discuss this with anyone else. It stays between you and me. Got it?”

      “Got it. The name of this friend?” I appreciated that Zak wasn’t staring me down for info. The guy was the best companion I’d ever had, outside of Kate. He knew I’d fill him in on the call if he needed to be filled in.

      “Fredrick Carrington. He owns—”

      “Kadia in New York. I’m aware. I went up there to visit him with Kate and Jon to check out Zandra. Remember, I’ve owned clubs too.”

      “Fuck yeah. I’d forgotten for a minute.” D sounded contemplative, and I worried for a minute that I’d just signed myself up for another job.

      “Whatever it is, I’m on it. By the way, the FBI agent is no longer with us.”

      “Excellent news. Call me with updates, and let me know when you’ve found Fredrick’s daughter. I’m sure he’ll fill you in on the details. I don’t want you running headlong into this shit. It’s complicated.”

      “Will do, boss.”

      D hung up the phone, and Zak lifted his eyebrows at me with a smile on his face.

      “More work?”

      “Yup. In New York City. You and Cat are going to hold down the fort while I’m away.” I squeezed my friend’s shoulder. “Keep in touch. Let me know if shit around here gets any crazier, all right?”

      Zak nodded. “Absolutely.”
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      The drive home was lonely, so I called up Kate as I blew through red lights on my way back to the apartment. She answered, and her euphoric voice filled the speakers of my car.

      “Marcus.” Goddamn her voice sounded good. My cock twitched and started to wake up. She called it “the monster” our whole lives. I bet she missed it from time to time. Me too maybe.  “It’s good to hear from you. How is Chicago?”

      It would be better with her riding shotgun, leaned over the console with her pretty lips wrapped around her favorite toy. “It’s better than I expected.”

      Her soft laughter rang in my ears. “Aren’t you going to ask how I’m doing?”

      A smile tugged at my lips. That was my Kate. Smooth and sexy as ever. “Of course. How are you? How’s Johnny-Boy?”

      “Good. Really good.  Jon and I are about to head out to dinner. I’ve been craving pasta like no other. We’re pregnant, Marcus.”  She paused, and it felt like someone had sucked all the air from the car around me.

      Pregnant?

      Some part of me thought there was a chance Jon would get his ass killed, and I could swoop in and save my girl again, but pregnant? They were starting a goddamn family?

      Finality pulled in around me. Tightly.

      I tried to picture what she must look like right now with a swollen belly. Probably sexy as ever with my damn luck. Too bad the baby was Jon’s and not mine.

      I steadied my voice, not needing her to know how badly I wanted to trade places with Jon. “Lasagna, then?”

      “You always remember my favorites,” she said, and I could hear the smile in her voice.

      “Hey there, Marcus,” Jon’s voice chimed in. She must have me on speaker phone. I could see the two of them in the master bedroom in his big house. Kate was probably sitting at her vanity, putting in her earrings or painting her lips while Jon tightened his tie behind her. Lucky fucking prick.

      “Jon,” I said in greeting. “What’s up, brother?”

      “Don’t try to hide your excitement, Marcus,” Jon said as he began laughing. Kate chuckled too.

      It was strange listening to the two of them together. She was happy. I could tell. She was really happy. And so was Jon. And they both deserved that.

      Didn’t they?

      Kate was a good woman who wasn’t made for the rough life I lived and breathed. She had done her best to keep up with it and overlook all the blood and gore, but when Jon came around, he was a welcomed change of pace. A cop, of all fucking things. I lost my childhood love to him. She and I built my first club together. We ran it until we were both ready to move on to bigger and better things. I could have never known that “better” would mean a new man for my woman.

      There was a silver lining to it all. Kate had a good clean life now. She lived a safe life. I was still free to fuck around and do the shit I was good at—and enjoyed. And I knew Jon would protect her at all costs. He loved her as I did, and he would never hurt her. I trusted him despite having lost everything to him.

      “What did you call for, Marcus?” Kate asked.

      “Just to say hello. It’s been a while, and I was thinking about you today.” No. Not you. I was thinking about us today.

      “It has been a while. You’re all right, though? Everything is okay? You’re safe?”

      It was my turn to chuckle. “Define safe.”

      She groaned nervously into the phone. “I don’t like that, Marcus. Don’t you think it’s time you hung up your brass knuckles and settled down?”

      “Do you really think that’s something I want?”

      She paused for a moment. “No. I suppose not, but it’s something I want for you.”

      That time was gone. The woman I’d have done that for was taken.

      “I know.” I crossed three intersections, and we both sat on the line in silence. “I have to go, Kate. Have a good time at dinner. Jon, take care of our girl.”

      I hung up before Jon answered. I didn’t need to hear whatever smartass reply he was sure to come back with.
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      My apartment was dark when I returned. I flicked on the lights and walked across the floor that Zak and I had spent two hours meticulously scrubbing to get rid of Audrey’s blood. The place smelled like lemon cleaner, which I didn’t mind. It was a scent I’d gotten used to running the club for so many years in New Orleans.

      In my room, I threw my shit in a suitcase. I wasn’t sure how long I would be gone, as Demetri didn’t give me too much information to go on, so I packed for all occasions. In my line of work, it was always better to be prepared, even if that meant travelling with a large suitcase.

      When everything was packed, including all my toiletries, I dropped down onto my bed and knit my hands behind my head. As I stared up at the ceiling, my mind wandered through memories of Kate. It was easy to get lost in the dark recesses of my memory, especially when she was there.

      Not too long before I came to New York City, I shared Kate with Jon. That was back in the day where she would have us both, and we didn’t mind. There was no contest. We were entirely different men, and we both gave her something different. Little did I know then that what I had to give would not be enough for her.

      My cock twitched in my pants as I remembered the way she took me, and how bad she shook when both of us approached her. She wanted a ménage so bad, but she never let herself give in. I could only imagine how good it would have been if she did. I dropped down as a well-worn fantasy worked its way through the recess of my mind.

      There were nearly a dozen candles lit, and Kate’s perfect body was stunning in the flickering amber light of the flames.

      She lay on her side, and I buried my face in the groove of her shoulder. I inhaled deeply, breathing in the smell of her as I grabbed her under her thigh and lifted her leg up. She arched her back and pressed her ass against my dick as Jon moved to stand in front of her at the edge of the bed. I urged her closer to him, and she leaned on her elbows.

      Her lips parted to take his cock as I slipped my dick into her warm, silky wetness.

      I unclasped my hands from behind my head with a growl and worked to undo my pants. I didn’t bother pulling them down. Instead, I just freed myself and wrapped my fingers around my shaft. I needed a release before I got on that fucking plane to New York City.

      Her pussy felt so fucking good. Jon gathered her hair off her face and fisted it, using his hold on her to pull her deep onto his dick. Her body tensed as she gagged, but he held her there. She moaned around the thickness of him, and I pumped into her hard and fast. I knew what my girl liked. She liked when we decided when she could breathe, and she fucking loved getting pounded when air was withheld from her. She was a sex kitten, that was for damn sure, and Jon and I knew how to treat her.

      Her pussy tightened around my cock as she came hard and fast. The new wetness had me growling her praises, and I lifted her leg higher. She held it up for me as I pressed two fingers down on her clit and rubbed her in slow circles. Kate tensed again, and Jon pulled out of her mouth. She gasped for air, and then opened her mouth for him again.

      “Fuck,” I groaned as my cock twitched in my hand. I’d never fucked a woman as sexy as Kate. And I probably only thought so because I loved her. I worked myself over as I closed my eyes and pictured her taut body, long legs, and perky tits. That night had happened in the middle of summer. She was tanned and smelled like sunscreen. We’d fucked earlier by the pool, I remembered, and I’d eaten her out while she lay spread eagle on one of the patio chairs. But she was insatiable, and later that night had wanted both Jon and me in her holes.

      “Come on Kate,” I said huskily in her ear, “Let it go. Come for me.”

      Kate quivered beneath my touch as I played with her clit and fucked her hard. My hips slapped against her ass, and she moaned, the sound muffled, as her climax sent her into merciless trembling pleasure.

      Jon let her have her air as she cried out with gratitude. I squeezed her ass and rolled onto my back. She came with me, and I held her up with my hands against her shoulder blades. She lifted her hips up and I came out of her. Then she lowered back down, and my cock was pressed to the tight entrance of her ass.

      Jon joined us on the bed and knelt between her legs.

      “I want you both inside me,” she said breathlessly.

      What Kate wanted, she got.

      I grunted as lashes of my own come shot up my stomach and chest.

      We would have fucked her so good together that she couldn’t walk properly the next day. We might have both made fun of her for it, and she punished us by walking around her place stark naked, refusing to let us use her perfect body. She held out for a good three or four hours before I pinned her to the wall and took what was mine.

      She’d always been mine. Period.

      I stared up at the ceiling and sighed. “Should have fucked her together just once while we had the chance.”
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      I watched D through the porthole window beside my seat on the private jet until he was nothing but a speck beside a black mass that was his car. When he and the tarmac and all of Chicago disappeared entirely, only to be replaced with fluffy white clouds, I leaned back and clasped my hands in my lap.

      It felt like I had been sitting there for hours when realistically, it had only been forty-five minutes or so.

      My heart ached in my chest. With everything happening and the family falling apart, there was one person I wished was there to tell me everything would be okay.

      My mother.

      I missed her terribly, and I still felt like I hadn’t really had any time to grieve. After her death, things just kept getting worse and worse, and now, they were just an absolute mess. Freddy was dead, and Marco was to blame for his and my mother’s deaths.

      Their messy, brutal, merciless deaths.

      I swallowed and forced myself to keep it together. This was not the time to feel sorry for myself. I had a job to do, and I would fucking do it. Daddy was counting on me. So was D. I was counting on myself. Marco had to pay for what he had done to all of us, and when I finally put him down, I prayed I would have the time and the clarity to grieve the losses I had suffered; the losses of my mother and my two brothers.

      I waved the flight attendant over and asked for a glass of cold soda water. I needed something to calm my stomach. Thinking about putting a bullet in Marco’s skull made me ill.

      She brought me the glass and offered me a kind smile. “Is there anything else I can get you, Ms. Castaletta?”

      “No, thank you,” I said, sipping the bubbling water.

      The flight attendant went back to her place at the front of the plane, and I found myself left alone again with nothing for company but my dark thoughts.

      “Why did you do this to us, brother?” I whispered, remembering who we used to be before we were assigned roles within the syndicate—before we knew the cruel taste of death and destruction.

      My arms were wrapped around Marco’s waist as he revved his motorcycle engine. He had just received the Ninja as a gift from Daddy, and after much begging, agreed to let me ride on the back. It was my first time on a motorcycle.

      “You swear you won’t tell Papa?” Marco called over his shoulder.

      I nodded against his back. The helmet I wore jostled around, the chin strap pulling at my throat, much too big for me. “Promise!”

      “Okay, hold on tight!”

      Marco peeled off down the driveway. The engine roared in my ears, and I let out a shrill cry of joy as the wind tugged at my knees and shoulders.

      Marco rode out onto the street but didn’t stay off the estate long. He circled back after only a few minutes and drove us back up the driveway. When he got off the bike, he pulled his helmet off, then helped me down. I leaned back to rest against the bike and yelped as scalding heat kissed my calf.

      “Izzy, don’t touch that!” Marco cried, grabbing my elbow and yanking me to him. He turned me around to peer at the mark on my calf. “The exhaust is really hot on these things. You’ve gone and burned yourself.”

      “It doesn’t hurt,” I lied, tears surfacing in my eyes. “Don’t tell Papa.”

      Marco dropped to a crouch and lifted my ankle so he could look at the burn. “I won’t. But we should get some Neosporin or something for this. Come on.” He stood and offered me his hand.

      I took it, enjoying my big brother’s firm grip and warm hand. He led me into the mansion, and we snuck into my parents’ bathroom, where he rummaged through the cupboards to find the ointment. He applied it gently to the burn and then looked up at me with a sloppy grin. “There. How does that feel?”

      “Better,” I said.

      “Good. It might scar, though. You’ll have to think of something to tell Papa if he asks.”

      Panic fluttered in my chest. “I could tell him I got on your bike after you parked it and went inside.”

      Marco lifted an eyebrow. “You’ll get in trouble if you say that.”

      “But he’ll believe me. He always believes me. And it’s like Daddy always says, the best lies are the ones sprinkled with a bit of truth.”

      I wiped tears from my eyes with frustration and wiped my hands on my black pants.

      “Get it together,” I growled at myself. Now was not the time to weep over memories of a brother I never even knew.

      Where the fuck did things go so wrong?
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      After getting off the plane, I met one of D’s contacts, who had been waiting for me on the tarmac with a black motorcycle. He handed me the keys and nodded politely.

      “Ms. Castaletta. The bike is yours for as long as you require it. Is there anything else I can do to assist you?”

      “No,” I said as I picked up the black helmet that sat on the seat. “This is just fine. Thank you.”

      “Very well. We will be here awaiting your return. Drive safely.”

      I smiled at him and pulled the helmet on.

      “Safely?” I chuckled and swung my leg over the seat. I turned they key in the ignition and revved the engine. She purred loudly and vibrated between my thighs. “There’s no fun in that,” I called over the roar. Then I sped off, tires screeching, leaving a trail of black rubber on the asphalt in my wake.

      The drive to the Cooper estate would take a normal person about forty-five minutes from the airport. I arrived in twenty-five, feeling like a bad ass. I parked a few blocks down the street and got off the bike. I opened the rear saddlebag to find a gun sitting in the compartment. D had arranged things nicely, as always. I would have to thank him when I got back home. He would expect the thank you in something other than words.

      It had been a long time since I’d taken him in my mouth. A growl swept through me. Now wasn’t the time to think about him or his massive cock.

      “Funny how the worst situations turn me on. I need medical help.”

      I tucked the gun in the front of my tight, long-sleeved black shirt and made my way down the street. The Cooper estate came into view, and I ducked off the sidewalk to sneak through the hedges lining the property.

      The sun had just begun sinking below the horizon, basking the estate in dim purple light, as I cut across the lawn to come up against the back of the guest house.

      The property was gorgeous. It was modern and minimalistic. I appreciated that. It offered a stark contrast to my home back in Chicago, but it suited Adam. Everything was immaculately tidy; he must have his lawn mowed every fucking morning.

      We could have been friends, Mr. Cooper. Too bad you’re sleeping with the enemy.

      I poked my head out around the side of the guest house to peer across the yard. About half a football field away sat the main house. The lights were on, and guards were walking the perimeter outside. I counted four of them before I heard the rustling of grass on the opposite side of the guest house.

      Impulsively, I smiled.

      I was itching for a fight, and Adam Cooper’s guards would do just fine.

      I flexed my fingers as I slipped back behind the guest house and crept along the back wall. At the opposite corner, I pressed myself against it and held my breath, straining my ears to listen as footsteps approached.

      A guard emerged around the corner. He spotted me a second too late. His eyes widened, and he reached for the gun in his belt. I grabbed hold of him and yanked him into the shadows with me before driving my elbow into the side of his head. It knocked him out cold, and he slumped against the wall and slid down it to settle in the grass.

      One down.

      I peeked out around the corner again. The coast was clear.

      I hurried forward, knowing my window to get to the house was probably short. A minute, at best. I ran full out, legs pumping, heart racing, and leapt over a row of hedges when I got close to the house. I slipped into a corner between two windows and froze, waiting to see if I could hear anyone.

      I was getting lucky. All I needed now was to find a way in.

      I started creeping along the perimeter. The house was so quiet, I started to wonder if anyone was even home. I dismissed that thought quickly. If Adam wasn’t home, there wouldn’t be so many guards on duty.

      Another guard appeared around the far corner of the house. I slipped between the house and a lattice filled with wisteria plant. It provided perfect cover as the guard continued moving toward me.

      When he was close enough, I dropped low and kicked my leg out. I caught him hard in the side of the knee and moved in on him before he had a chance to cry out. I sprang up and wrapped my arms around his neck, then twisted sharply. There was a loud pop, and he went limp. I caught him and lowered him gently to the ground. I couldn’t afford to make a sound, not with so many armed guards still out and about.

      The audible click of someone cocking a gun made me freeze mid crouch. The dead guard lay at my feet, and my gun was still in my shirt. I couldn’t reach for it. Not yet. So I lifted my hands slowly above my head.

      “Welcome to the Cooper mansion, sister,” a familiar male voice said.

      “Marco,” I hissed, my own voice sounding foreign and furious in my ears. I started to turn around.

      Then something slammed into the back of my head. Bright light erupted in my vision as my knees gave out and I pitched forward. I landed hard on my stomach, and my cheek struck the concrete beneath me hard. The white behind my eyelids faded, and my vision came back, but it was blurry.

      Someone was crouched in front of me. A man. He reached out and tucked a strand of hair behind my ear. “God, you’re so beautiful. It’s a tragedy we couldn’t have been together under different circumstances. I’ve wanted a dark-haired princess in my bed. You would have put anything I could have dreamt up to shame, Izabella Castaletta.”

      Adam Cooper. Of course. I tried to speak, but my tongue was thick, and my brain was jumbled. He’d hit me fucking hard. I had to fight it. I couldn’t afford to pass out and be at his and Marco’s mercy.

      “Join me, Izabella,” Adam said. “We could be so good together. Join me and forget all this shit. Start fresh. Let me help you.”

      I found my voice as consciousness began slipping away. “Fuck you,” I mumbled.

      Adam clicked his tongue and shook his head. Then he rested his hand on my cheek, and I was powerless. I couldn’t do a damn thing. The edges of my vision turned black, and soon, all I could see was Adam’s face at the end of a long, dark tunnel.

      “Denying me is a mistake,” Adam said.

      I couldn’t fight it. My eyes slipped closed, and I was swallowed up by darkness and silence. Before I was lost completely to the nothingness, I could think of only one thing.

      How much I wanted to tell Demetri DeMarco that I loved him.
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          Marcus

        

      

    

    
      The front door of Fredrick Carrington’s mansion made even a big fucker like me feel small. The massive set of glass double doors had the image of a tree etched into it, and the picture stretched up into the windows above the door at the top of the second story.

      A doorman stood to my right. “Name?”

      “Marcus Blaine,” I responded and tried to keep my “who the fuck is asking” look off my face.

      The guy nodded politely and opened the door. “Welcome, Mr. Blaine.”

      Inside, an older gentleman dressed in traditional butler garb waited for me. His black penguin coat nearly touched the back of his knees, and he gave me a long and low bow before addressing me by name.

      “Welcome to the Carrington residence, Mr. Blaine. I will escort you to see Master Carrington. Please, this way.” He turned and walked away, and I stared at the back of his greying head as he led me through long weaving hallways toward the back of the house.

      The air became increasingly warmer and more humid the farther back we went, and I was tempted to pop open the buttons on the cuffs of my sleeves and roll them up. Sweat beaded on my forehead when the butler pushed open another set of glass doors at the end of the hall. I ducked through, and he gave me another long, formal bow. “Master Carrington will be with you shortly. Is there anything I can get for you, Mr. Blaine?”

      “No,” I said as I glanced around the room.

      “Very well.” The butler left, and the door closed behind him.

      I stood in what appeared to be a massive glass greenhouse attached to the back of the mansion. The ceiling had to be at least twenty feet over my head because fucking palm trees grew amongst the other types of tropical foliage. Running water caught my ear, and I moved around some leafy plants to discover a teardrop-shaped pool in the middle of the room.

      “Talk about wicked rich,” I mumbled, finally deciding that it was too warm not to roll my sleeves up. I pushed them up to my elbows and popped open the top two buttons at the collar of my shirt. Then I walked around as I waited on Carrington.

      Much to my surprise, I discovered birds in the solarium as well. Birds, bees, and all sorts of bugs. The place was a thriving ecosystem of sorts and appeared to be meticulously maintained.

      Fredrick never failed to surprise me. Weird-ass bastard.

      The door opened once more, and I turned to see Fredrick Carrington sweep inside. There was a phrase that people tended to look like their pets or vice versa. Well, Fredrick Carrington somehow looked like his fucking house.

      Clean cut and sharp lines, with brown hair swept neatly back off his forehead. The style must have cost a lot of product, but it looked like he had just run his hands through his hair to effortlessly move it all into place. His eyes were the same warm color of his hair, and he was clean shaven with brows that I suspected had been shaped. The man cared about his looks. That was for damn sure.

      He was also immaculately dressed in a form-fitting dark grey suit with a royal blue shirt underneath. His pocket square matched the swirling pattern on his blue tie, and he adjusted the knot with his thumb and forefinger as he met my eyes.

      He walked quickly toward me and extended his hand, which was adorned in several gold rings fixed with varying colored gems.

      “I appreciate you making it down here so quickly, Marcus. Come, let’s sit, and I can fill you in on everything I know. I’ve sent for some food to be brought in. Can I get you anything else? Coffee? Something a little stronger?”

      Fredrick had already started moving toward a luxurious patio set near one of the glass walls. I shook my head, even though he couldn’t see me.

      “I’m all right.” I saw no need for niceties. I was here to get a job done, not to sit around and chat over drinks. He wasn’t exactly the kind of guy I would chat with anyway. A smirk lifted my lip as I thought of my first time meeting him at Kadia. Jon, Kate, and I had gone up for fucking Victor Parence, a bastard who had us on a short chain at one time, to check out a new sex drug.

      I’d fucked Kate like a champ on the top floor of the club. I was sure Fredrick didn’t mind me rolling up my sleeves. The old boy had seen my eight-inch cock. My wrists were safe.

      We sat down at the table, and Fredrick took a while to settle. His movements were quick and jerky, and his eyes darted all over the place. He adjusted his form-fitting jacket several times before crossing one leg over the other and resting his hand on his knee. He began picking at the fabric there, uncrossed his legs, and shifted in his chair. He re-crossed his legs and scratched the back of his neck. “My daughter’s name is Aria. She’s been missing for two days, and I know they took her.”

      “Who?” I leaned back and kept my voice even.

      “The Bertinellis. Specifically, Erik.”

      I felt my eyebrows draw together on my forehead. Was D aware that the Bertinellis might be involved in this mission he’d sent me on? They were another syndicate, and they operated out of New York City. They were top players like the Castalettas, and they were not to be fucked with. D and Joe and Izzy already had enough on their plate as it was.

      “What makes you suspect the Bertinellis?” I asked, crossing my hands over my stomach.

      The doors opened, and the butler returned, pushing a silver tray adorned with food. He rolled it over to us and placed everything on the table, then topped up a glass of ice water. He pushed it toward me and took a napkin off his tray. He shook it out with a flourish and rested it across my knee.

      Such luxury was not my cup of tea. I waited rather impatiently until the butler left us in privacy once more before looking Fredrick right in the eyes.

      “Why do you suspect them? What reason would they have to take your daughter?”

      Fredrick ran his hands along his thighs. His gaze darted around all the food, plates of fruit, pastries, yogurt, and granola. He never reached for any of it, though. I supposed a man in his position might not have an appetite. It would be a nightmare of sorts.

      He finally looked back toward me and let out a frustrated sigh. “I borrowed money from them and have not been able to pay it back due to… a complication during the exchange of hands.”

      “So, you fucked up,” I stated plainly.

      “Yes, and normally, I would have my brother to turn to, but he is, at this time, not willing to step in and help, not even for his own damn niece.”

      I looked around the space we were in and then stared at the spread in front of us. “So, I am to believe that you, one of the wealthiest men in New York, do not have enough money to buy your daughter’s life back?”

      He swallowed. “That is correct. I have made mistakes. Plenty of them. And it has never been my family that had to pay for it. I’ve always kept my head above water and done what needed to be done to protect the people I love. But things have gotten out of hand, and I am desperate. I would have the money if they gave me a little more time, but it would seem time is not something they are willing to be generous with. And my Aria… I can’t let those bastards hurt her. Especially not over something as stupid as me mismanaging my funds due to expanding my business too quickly.”

      I stroked my chin and regarded the man before me—the father. He was distraught. That was for damn fucking sure. His eyes were sunken and bloodshot, and his twitchy mannerisms spoke volumes about a man under extreme stress. I sighed.

      “We’ll get her back. This is what I do for a living. Demetri wouldn’t have sent me if he didn’t think I could handle it.” There couldn’t be any harm in reassuring the rich bastard.

      Fredrick nodded absently. “Yes. Yes, I know. Demetri is a good man to have in your corner.”

      I kept my thoughts to myself. Did anyone really want a man like Demetri not in his corner?

      “Tell me about Aria. I’ve got connections and can start putting some feelers out. See if anyone knows anything about where she might be or what plans the Bertinellis might have for her. Our underground community likes gossip.”

      He blinked slowly as if he were trying to understand a new language. “Uh. Yes, of course. She’s young. Twenty-three. Long blonde hair. She’s five foot four—no, five foot five.” Fredrick ran his hand down his face. “Fuck. How can I not know this? I’m her father for fuck’s sake!”

      “Take your time.” I waited patiently for the man before me to get his shit under control. My job was not to handle emotional outbursts. I was not made for such things.

      “My Aria has brown eyes. Big brown eyes. Plenty of freckles. She’s been spending a lot of time in the sun, so she is tanned. She has a tattoo on her right ankle of a rose that she got when she was still in high school, so it’s faded. The night she was taken, she was wearing her pyjamas. A pale pink silk set. What else can I tell you?” The desperation in his voice was thick and heavy.

      “That should be enough for now. If I need anything else, I know how to get a hold of you.”

      Someone knocked softly on the door. Fredrick called for the new arrival to come in, and the door opened. He had a harder look to him than the metro billionaire sitting across the table from me. He had dark brown-nearly black hair, and he wore an impeccably trimmed goatee that suited him better than it suited most men. He was broad shouldered and dressed casually in dark jeans and a long-sleeved Henley.

      The new arrival strode to our table and pulled out a chair. He dropped down into it heavily and shot me a curious glance before looking back to Fredrick. “You sent for me?”

      Fredrick pointed his chin toward me. “Yes. This is Marcus Blaine. He’s been sent in from Chicago to help us find Aria. Cole is my best man, and I believe he would be of great help to you, Marcus.”

      I offered my hand to Cole, and we shook hands in greeting. Both of us leaned back in our chairs. Mine creaked beneath my weight. There was something about the guy I wasn’t too sure of. Something almost felt off.

      “Where do you want to start, Marcus?” Fredrick asked.

      I ran my hand over my bald head. “Well, in all cases like this, there’s usually more going on than what meets the eye. I’ll reach out to some of my connections and see if anyone comes back with anything interesting. If not, it looks like we’ll have to pay Erik Bertinelli a visit.”

      Fredrick stiffened and looked back and forth between Cole and me. “Do you think that’s wise?”

      I shrugged. “If he took her, he did it for a reason.”

      “Vengeance,” Fredrick said. I could hear a hint of anger in him now. That was good. Much more my speed than misery. “He wants to punish me.”

      I ran my finger along the edge of the table.

      “At the risk of sounding insensitive,” I said, “if he wanted to punish you, there is no sense in hiring me to look for your daughter. If I know anything about the Bertinellis, that would mean one thing. She’s already dead. So, do you really believe it’s just about vengeance, or do you think there is more to it than that?”

      Fredrick glanced over at Cole, who didn’t say a damn thing. Smart man. Perhaps he agreed with me. Perhaps I had spoken a truth he had wanted to say since the girl was taken. The frazzled man before me chewed his bottom lip.

      “You’re right. They took her because they want my money, and they know I’ll do whatever they ask if they have her. She’s leverage when she’s alive. They won’t kill her, but if I know the Bertinellis, which I do, they’ll hurt her.”

      I couldn’t disagree with that last statement, and agreeing aloud would help no one. Especially not the father of the girl who was more than likely being used as this Erik’s play thing at this very moment, unless he was with someone. I had my homework cut out for me for sure.

      “Okay,” I said, getting to my feet. “Call me if you think of anything that might help us find your daughter. I’m going to start digging.”

      I could feel the eyes of both men on my back as I left the sweltering heat of the luxurious solarium. I made my way back through the winding corridors of lavish hallways and eventually emerged outside, where I went straight to my rental car, slid inside, and cranked the air conditioning. When the temperature had dropped to a more comfortable climate, I called Zak.

      He answered immediately. “Hey. How’s New York?”

      “Same as always. Just bullshit piled on top of even more bullshit.”

      “Anything I can do to help?”

      “Nah. I can handle it. I think we already know who the guilty party is, anyway. How are things going back at the office?”

      “Everything is under control,” Zak said. “Even Cat is a little more herself this afternoon.”

      “Good. Call me if anything changes. I need to be kept in the loop.”

      “You got it. Later.”

      I ended the call and drummed my fingers along the top of my steering wheel.

      Of course, it was just my luck to get thrown into a Bertinelli mess. This wasn’t going to be an easy fucking fix. They were one of the most powerful families in the mafia, and their reach stretched far. They had friends all over the fucking place, and trying to get dirt on them would not be easy.

      But the life of an innocent girl would be the cost of failure, and so would the wrath of Demetri DeMarco. He was a man who did not accept the inability to get a job done. I was on my own out here, and I needed to come up with a way to solve this shit show before Erik put a bullet in the girl’s head—if she was lucky.

      “This is just your fucking luck,” I grumbled as I drove down the long winding driveway to the front gates of the estate. Security buzzed me out, and I drove onto the main road to head into the city. Bad things always happened in threes.

      Having to kill Audrey.

      Finding out Kate was having Jon’s fucking baby.

      Navigating the streets of New York City to somehow get Aria Carrington out of the clutches of a man set on destroying her family.

      Maybe this shit with the Bertinellis would be the last thing. Maybe it would get better after this. I chuckled at my own naivety.

      “Fuck me. Maybe I’m number three.”
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          Demetri

        

      

    

    
      Yesterday had been a fucking day and a half. After dropping Izzy off at the airport, I was thankful for the distraction of seeing my sister, but the reprieve had been temporary. Having to deal with Fredrick Carrington and shuffle my plans around to get Marcus on a plane that night hadn’t been how I intended on spending the day. I supposed it was nice not to have to think about Izzy, but that was the only perk.

      There had been a lot of pacing the floor and shit, even this morning. Drake and Sicily had left earlier—just after the crack of dawn—to head back to Bar Harbor to pack up their house and move out to Chicago with us.

      “No going back now, little brother,” I mumbled to myself. Fuck me for letting Drake get dragged back into the shitstorm.

      On top of that, Sicily was a little upset.

      I’d overheard her and my brother talking down the hall in his room late Saturday night and then again early this morning. She wasn’t ready for such a big change, and she never signed up for this life. I felt guilty all over again. I was the reason he was here. I couldn’t help but kick myself and wish I had just handled it all on my own. I should have kept him away, where he wanted to be, so he could continue building the life he wanted with his woman on his arm.

      But Joe had known where he was all along, and it was only a matter of time before my little brother got sucked back into our world. His world.

      Drake had promised Sicily over and over that they would make it work here in Chicago. He told her he would buy her a bakery the size of a movie theatre if that was what she wanted. She had smiled; she was a good woman that way. She knew he didn’t have a choice in any of this, and she had sworn to stay by him. He would make things as good for her as he could, and I trusted she would do the same for him.

      Mostly, she didn’t want to leave her friends. From what I knew, the community she lived in with Drake was small and tightknit, and most of her close friends all lived there. It would be a big change, moving from that slower paced life to join us in the syndicate. Sicily was a sweet girl with a heart made for loving people and filling their bellies with treats. She was not like the women who hung around our family. She was not like Izzy. Our way of life might very well be too much for her.

      But she and Drake could make it work. They had to.

      It took me a while to get my ass out of the house and hop on my bike. The sun warmed my shoulders as I took the long way to the Castaletta mansion, but it didn’t chase away the cold darkness sitting in my chest. I wanted to be out of this fucking storm. I hated that Izzy was so far away from me.

      Completely alone and on a mission for her brother’s blood.

      I wanted to be by her side, seeing this thing through to the end with her. I wanted to be there to hold her when it was over and beg her forgiveness for all the fucking madness we’d put each other through.

      “You’re going soft,” I muttered to myself as I leaned the bike low, taking a curving turn on a back road. The winding back roads often helped me turn off my thoughts and just ride, but with all the shit going on, I was unable to stop running through it all. Soft was something I’d never been around Izzy. I chuckled at the thought, and my cock twitched.

      All illusions of lust died down as my thoughts shifted to Marco. Why would he have done this? Killing Vivian had been a big play—a play that jumpstarted this whole thing. He never seemed to give a shit about mixed blood in the house. I’d never even caught a whiff of that kind of thinking from him before. He could have easily ruled from the underboss seat that I held. If Joe allowed it, of course.

      And Marco loved Izzy. I knew that for fucking certain. The two of them had always been close; thick as thieves, even. They had stuck together like glue as kids and saved one another from their father’s wrath on numerous occasions. Even now that they were adults, they still had one another’s back.

      Like the way Izzy had protected him when I tried to kill him.

      I shook my head as I turned up the driveway to the Castaletta mansion. I had to stop thinking about that night. It never brought any relief to keep reliving it over and over again. I could still see the way Izzy had looked at me in my mind. I could hear the gunshot and her scream, and I could feel the tightness in my chest when I realized I had broken her in half that night.

      “Fuck,” I growled as I pulled to a stop at the front doors.

      Timothy waved as I got off the bike and walked over. He took my gun, as per the back-in-effect policy, and I ducked inside the house.

      Raised voices were coming from the kitchen. If my ears were correct, which they usually were, it sounded like Edward and Maria, the house maid.

      My phone started buzzing. “What now?” I asked aloud, wishing people would just leave me the fuck alone. A day was all I needed to clear my head. I hoped it would be Izzy as I lifted the phone. “Yes?”

      “Demetri, it’s Jesse Parnz,” a smooth male voice said into the speaker.

      I hadn’t heard from Jesse in at least a few weeks. “Hey, Jesse. Everything good?”

      “Eliza and I are well. She’s here with me.” A woman’s voice called hello in the background, and I smirked. Jesse and Eliza were a married couple who ran our Dimonzio Casino down in Las Vegas. They were capable people who managed our gambling scene for the syndicate, and I liked them both, even if they were good friends of Edward’s. “We have a problem, Demetri.”

      Of course they fucking did. Everyone with an asshole had a problem right now, and I was the guy who had to fix them all. “Lay it out for me.”

      “Not to be evasive, but I don’t want to discuss details over the phone. Can you send someone down to us? Or come yourself?”

      “That bad?” I locked my teeth together as a headache sprang up from the left side of my skull.

      “It has the potential to be. We want to nip it in the bud, but this is over our heads.” The poor guy sounded like his colon was clenched up to the base of his Adam’s apple.

      “Let me see what I can do. I’m not going to be able to make it down myself. Poor timing. But I’ll see if I can send Edward down or something.” Fuck me. Edward was about the only one I had available outside of my cousin, who ran our arms ring. He was shit with people, so that was a no-go.

      “If he’s free, we’ll take him.”

      “I’ll make him free,” I said firmly. “Just give me a bit more to go on here. Is this a life or death kind of situation?”

      “Money and death.”

      “Fuck. All right. Hang tight. I’ll be in touch.” Money was life around the Castaletta house, and with all the shit surrounding the drug ring, we needed to keep our gambling ring intact and spitting out money like a horny teenager spits out lies to get laid.

      I got off the phone and walked to the kitchen where Eddie and Maria’s voices were growing steadily louder. They were standing on either side of the island. Eddie was bent over, leaning on his elbows and running his fingers through his hair.

      “What the fuck is going on in here?” I asked.

      Eddie looked up, and Maria turned to face me. Her hand was on her chest, and she looked genuinely worried. “Excuse me,” she said, dipping her chin low and slipping out of the kitchen to leave Eddie and me alone.

      I crossed my arms over my chest and faced Izzy’s fuck buddy. His face was still purpled and bruised from my fists the other night. I felt grim satisfaction at that.

      “I asked you a question,” I growled. “What’s going on?”

      Eddie straightened up and shook his head. His eyes were wide, and his hair was a tangled mess from continuously raking his fingers through it. “Nobody is answering their fucking phone, man. I’ve been trying to get a hold of Izzy all fucking morning. Nothing. Same with Audrey. I’m worried that something has happened to them and—”

      “Audrey’s dead,” I said flatly.

      Eddie sucked in a sharp breath of surprise and took a single staggering step away from the kitchen island. He looked as if I’d just punched him in the gut. “What? She’s dead? How? When?”

      “Doesn’t matter. She was the rat. We had to handle it.”

      “Doesn’t matter?” The color drained from his perfect face. “She helped us with the Kallups. With the shit that went down at the hooker house.”

      How the fuck Izzy got Joe to let this fucking frat boy join our syndicate was beyond me.

      “Whorehouse, and you heard me. She betrayed the family. She was a liar. This is why Joe always tells us not to get involved, Eddie.” I said his name like it was poisonous on my tongue. “To keep us from fucking up like this and getting in over our heads.”

      Eddie narrowed his eyes. “Not to get involved like you and Izzy, you mean?”

      “Shut your fucking mouth,” I hissed, moving around the counter. He didn’t retreat. He held his ground until I was on him with my fist wrapped in the front of his stupid fucking polo shirt. “Izabella is none of your damn business, and I’m sick of you thinking she is.”

      Eddie pried at my fingers closed over his shirt. “Take your hands off me, D. I belong here just as much as you do, you bastard.”

      I shoved him backward, and his back hit the counter behind him. He braced himself and glared at me as I pointed a finger at his chest. “I don’t give a fuck what you think about me. You work for this family. You know what that means, pretty boy? You work for me. Don’t like it? Do us all a favor and leave. I’m not doing this jealous friend-zoned lover bullshit with you right now.”

      Eddie glared at me. His chest was rising and falling quickly.

      I knew adrenaline would be rushing in his veins as it was mine. I wanted to pummel him into the floor again. But Izzy wouldn’t stand for that. He was her friend, whether I liked it or not. I had to stop losing control of myself and hurting people she cared about. And hurting her.

      “Fuck you, D.”

      “Not interested.” I paused for a tense moment of silence, not breaking eye contact with the little prick. “I have a job for you.”

      “Oh yeah?” Eddie said dryly.

      “Jesse and Eliza need another man down at the Dimonzio. I told them I would send you.”

      “You just want to get rid of me,” Eddie growled.

      “You’re damn fucking straight I do. But I also know the three of you go way back. You can help them, and they trust you. This is a business decision. Nothing more.” I reached out and pressed my hands to the island, trying hard not to let my anger spike again.

      Eddie straightened his shirt out and pressed at the wrinkles I had created in his collar. “Fine.”

      “You’ll go tonight.”

      “Fine,” he said again.

      Moody-ass teenage boy. Why Izzy ever wanted to be friends with him, I would never understand. But at the same time, I’d just hit the guy with a lot of bad news. I knew that he was fond of Audrey, and I hadn’t sugar-coated her death. I sighed and scratched the back of my head.

      “Besides, getting out of town might be good for you. Help you clear your head. Get away from this shit with Audrey.” I didn’t always have to be the bad guy. “We wouldn’t have killed her if—”

      “Have you talked to Izabella since she left?” His jaw locked as his bright blue eyes bored into me.

      I considered lying but knew it would do neither of us any good. “No.”

      “Then how do you know she’s okay?”

      I smirked. “Because she’s fucking Izabella Castaletta.”

      “Touche,” he mumbled as his shoulders fell.

      Izzy being a bad ass was the only thing we could usually agree on.
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      The smell of sage brought me to my senses, lulling me out of unconsciousness and guiding me to wakefulness. I kept my eyes closed, wary of who might be with me, and assessed what I could without my sight.

      It was warm, and there was a breeze. The gentle sound of something rustling, like a soft fabric, suggested there were curtains nearby. If I was lucky, I was in Adam Cooper’s house rather than some unnamed clubhouse somewhere in California that nobody knew about.

      I attempted to move but realized I was tied down to a chair. I was upright, I realized suddenly, and my ankles and wrists were bound to the chair by wire. If I pulled too hard, it bit into my skin. I relaxed and tried to feel out other clues.

      I was still fully dressed. Thank God. Not that I’d expected Adam to strip me naked. He was too classy for that shit. At least, he seemed it.

      My chin rested on my chest, and I strained my ears to hear birds chirping nearby. Windows were open. The sound of a thin page of a book turning told me I was not alone. Water dripped out of a faucet somewhere. There was a bathroom close by.

      I had to be in a bedroom somewhere.

      I sat there for a few more moments, eyes closed, trying to get my bearings. Then I opened my eyes. There was no point in delaying the inevitable, and the only way for me to escape was to see my surroundings.

      Adam Cooper sat across from me. There was a plush white rug between us and a fireplace to our right. A king-sized bed was to my left, and it was covered in pillows and blankets of varying shades of cream. Behind Adam was a set of French doors opening up onto a terrace. The afternoon breeze blew in from there, catching the sheer white curtains around the door and blowing them inward. It appeared that we were on the second floor.

      “The slumbering beauty wakes.” His smile was almost sweet.

      I snapped my gaze back to Adam. He folded the corner of his page down and closed his book, letting it rest in his lap. Then he crossed his hands over it and cocked his head to the side as he smiled at me. The look in his eyes made my veins burn with anger, though I held it back. He stared at me the way a man might stare at a bird in a cage with clipped wings. Bastard. Maybe he wasn’t the man I believed him to be. Maybe he was behind my brother’s treachery.

      “Sorry about the bump on the head,” Adam said, completely overlooking my silence. “It was a necessary measure. I know how much of a handful you can be, and I couldn’t take any risks. You are the Izabella Castaletta”

      I ignored the pounding in the back of my head from where he had struck me. I ignored him too.

      “I have to admit,” he continued, “I’m still rather lost by all this. Here I was the other day, minding my business, when suddenly a war landed on my doorstep. A war that I am personally very invested in.” He leaned forward to rest his elbows on his knees, and the book fell to the floor between his feet. He left it there. “You see, I always knew the Bertinellis and the Castalettas had good reason to kill my father. And I knew that one of them was behind it. It took me a long time, years in fact, but I got over it. I accepted it. I’m sure you can understand that, Izabella. We children of the Don’s are not so different. Death lurks everywhere, and when it strikes, we must persevere.”

      I tugged absently at the wire on my wrists. The pressure was painful—enough for me to think I might be drawing blood.

      “Then someone yanked on the Kallups’ chain,” Adam continued. “Why? I was working to get them the fuck out of Chicago. Then, all of a sudden, they go ahead and start a turf war between me and the great Joe Castaletta. Why would someone want to start something so big, Izabella? You’re a smart woman. I want to know what you think.”

      “I think you should let me go,” I bit out.

      Adam chuckled and nodded. “I want to. Believe me, I do. This is not how I saw things going for us.”

      “Me neither,” I said sharply. “But like you said. We’re the children of Dons. Things rarely go how we see them going. And if they do, there’s always more to the story.”

      Adam smiled. Fuck, he was a sexy bastard. “You see? I knew you would understand. But that doesn’t change the fact that you’re a massive threat to me and mine. I know what I’m up against. Tell me, Izabella, why did you break into my estate uninvited? After our time together at the club a few weeks ago, I thought we were, I don’t know,” Adam shrugged, “forming an unlikely friendship of sorts. Do you disagree?”

      “Why did you break our meeting in Chicago?” I quipped back, arching an eyebrow. I already knew the answer, so when I opened my mouth to say it, Adam did too, and the word came out in unison.

      “Marco.”

      “As I thought,” I said, forcing myself to fall still in my chair. The wire was biting into me, and my struggling had only made it tighter. “Good. Bring him to me. I want him. Then there will be no bad blood between you and me, and that friendship you speak of wanting will be yours.”

      Adam ran his index finger along his bottom lip as he leaned sideways in his chair to lean on his elbow. “Not a fucking chance, you sly fox.”

      “You know what he did to us, right?” I narrowed my eyes at him and tried to force him to see reason with pure will.

      Adam paused with his finger still pressed to his lower lip but didn’t respond.

      “He arranged to have my mother raped and murdered. I saw what they did to her. What he let them do. And he killed Freddy. Our baby brother. Fuck him, and fuck you, Adam. This isn’t just about your fucked-up daddy issues anymore. We both know who killed Terrance.”

      “Of course we do. Your father never tried to keep it much of a secret. Not only that, but he couldn’t leave my father as an option for your mother to, you know, come back to when she was in the mood.”

      I had no clue who killed Terrance Cooper, and to hear that the Bertinellis in New York had it out for the old man was interesting, but now wasn’t the time.

      I strained at my bonds again. I felt the warm wet blood leak out and spill over my wrists. “You have no clue the game you’re playing at. You’re pissing off the wrong people, Adam. Let me go, and I’ll spare your life.”

      “Spare my life?” Adam pressed his hand to his chest and chuckled. “Dear Izabella, you are in no position to dictate whose life is spared and whose is forfeit.”

      “Not this second, maybe. But I swear to God I’ll—”

      “What? Kill me when you get out of that chair?” Adam arched an eyebrow.

      “Fuck you,” I grumbled and glared back. I forced myself to take a few calming breaths. Freaking out now wasn’t helping me. I wasn’t getting out of these bonds, and cutting myself raw would only slow me down later. I would have to play this smart if I wanted to get out of here.

      “Now there’s an option I’d be willing to discuss.” His smile widened.

      “Not a chance.” If D wasn’t in the picture, there would be more than a chance. The man was sex on a platter. His wealth, good looks, and the bulge in the front of his pants were more than enough for a long night of whimpers and moans. But D was in the picture and all the fuck I wanted.

      “Beautiful girl, you really don’t seem to appreciate the gravity of the situation you’re in. I hold all the power now. I have the daughter of  Don Joe Castaletta. I can do with you what I wish, as many times as I wish. And by the end of it, you will fucking love it. I know what kind of woman you are, Izabella. I know what you need.”

      I swallowed the bile in my throat. “I’m going to strangle you with your own fucking curtains, Cooper.”

      Adam rocked back in his chair with laughter.

      “Laugh while you can,” I said, seething. “This is temporary. And this power you speak of? It’s just a fucking illusion, you dumbass. You just made the biggest mistake of your entire syndicate career.”

      Adam rose smoothly to his feet. He approached my chair and paused in front of me. Then he reached out and ran his fingers through the length of my hair. He stooped over me and lifted the strands to his face, where he inhaled a deep breath. “You smell like roses and lilacs. Exactly as I remember.”

      I scowled up at him as he dropped my hair and grabbed my chin in one hand. I jerked out of his grip, but there was nowhere for me to go. He grabbed me again and forced me to look up at him, squeezing my cheeks in his grip.

      “You talk a big game, Izabella. It can be charming, but you’re not as bad ass as you think.”

      I couldn’t speak with his hand holding me so tightly.

      “I am pleased with how things have fallen into my lap. I didn’t even need to work for any of this. And you, sitting here in my home, is just the icing on the cake. When this is all behind us, I will help you see that this is what’s best for you. Let me steal you away from this life of death and misery your father has corrupted you with. Let me help you.”

      He released my chin, and I looked away from him as he walked behind my chair. He rested his hands on my shoulders and began massaging them gently. He leaned in close, and his breath grazed my cheek. “Let me save you, Izabella. I can make you whole again. Together, we can rule. You can have anything and everything you might want. You just have to speak it, and it shall be yours.”

      “Marco,” I hissed. “I want Marco.”

      Adam gathered a fistful of my hair and pulled my hair back. A snarl whispered between my teeth as he pressed his lips to my throat. “You know I can’t do that. He is too important a piece in this war.”

      “And what am I in all of this? Just a trophy?”

      “Do you crave more than that? Does the simple manner of that life not appeal to you at all? To be free of murder and hate and always doing what your father tells you to do? Don’t you want more than orders?”

      “I’d never betray my family. Not ever.”

      He threw my head down, and my hair tumbled over my shoulders, framing my face like a long black curtain. I started laughing.

      Adam moved around in front of my chair and stared down at me. His shoulders were tense, and his brow was drawn together. I’d struck a nerve. Good.

      “You are a weak man, Adam Cooper. I would grow bored of you within the week.”

      His jaw clenched.

      “I’m no trophy,” I said. “I’m an Enforcer. And if you think you can make me anything other than what I am, you have another think coming. Let me out of this chair. Let’s see how you do against me.”

      “Enough,” Adam said coldly. He dropped to a crouch in front of my chair and grabbed both my knees. “I didn’t start this fucking war, but mark my words. I will finish it if that’s what Joe wants. I’m not afraid of any of you.”

      I smiled at him. “Then you’re a bigger fool than I thought.”

      “Perhaps, dove.” He leaned forward and licked his lips, stopping short of kissing me. “Perhaps.”

      He stood and walked languidly out of the room. When the door opened, he told the guard on the other side to keep an eye on me. The guard, a broad-shouldered guy dressed in black, turned to the door and slipped inside. He closed it softly and kept his back to me. He waited until the sounds of his boss’s footsteps in the hall faded, and then looked over his shoulder, a wide grin stretching his handsome face.

      “Nate?” I squeaked out. “Holy fucking shit.”

      “Hey, pretty girl.” He moved toward me and knelt down. “I’m thinking Demetri is going to call your number for getting caught.”

      “I’m going to thank him generously for placing you here as a rat. The fucking man is brilliant.” I sucked in a deep breath as relief filled my insides. “Wait. Don’t tell him I said that.”

      “Mum’s the word.” He winked and moved around to help free me from my restraints.
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          Marco

        

      

    

    
      Adam had been in there with her for too long. Over three hours. I could hear them talking, then yelling, and then silence. Izzy was pissed and rightfully so.

      None of this was what I wanted for my sister, and preparing to come face to face with her made me sick. I clutched at my stomach as I paced the floor, waiting.

      Desperate for a distraction, I went to the kitchen and sorted through a spread of snacks on the dining room table. I plucked a bran muffin from a silver tray and grabbed a bottle of orange juice; Izzy’s favorites. At this point, I was willing to try anything to curry her favor. I just needed a little bit of forgiveness and understanding. Just to get her to see the situation I was in.

      Surely, I could make her understand.

      I made my way back to the upper level and waited at the top of the stairs for Adam to come out of the bedroom.

      I wasn’t so sure I belonged in the Cooper camp anymore. Hopefully, I would be able to get out sooner rather than later. Best case scenario, Izzy would see why I did what I did, and she and I would get out of this place together.

      I jumped when Adam approached from behind and rested a hand on my shoulder. I spun to face him, and he gave me a curious smile. “Didn’t mean to startle you. I came out here, and you were gone. Your sister is all yours, man. Maybe you can help her see reason.”

      I peered down the hall at the bedroom Izzy was being kept in. “Maybe.”

      I made my way down the hall, tossing the bottle of orange juice end over end in one hand. When I got to the door, I knocked softly. She didn’t answer. She was probably going to give us all the silent treatment now.

      I nudged the door open with my hip, and as it swung open, my gaze fell upon the chair Izzy was in—correction, had been in. The wires that had been around her ankles and wrists had been cut and were hanging off the armrests.

      “Son of a bitch,” I growled, dropping the muffin and orange juice as I darted to the open window. The breeze blew the curtains inward as I rushed out onto the patio and peered down over the balcony.

      Izzy was running across the grounds with one of Adam’s security guards.

      “Izabella!” I yelled.

      She looked back at me. Even from the distance—about fifty feet across the yard—I could see the anger in her face. The man she was running with looked back too as I took to the stairs on the side of the balcony and rushed down them. I yelled for Adam.

      I hit the grass, and I rushed toward them. Izzy had stopped running and turned back to me. The man she was with grabbed her wrist—which I noticed was bloodied—and tried to pull her along behind him. She yelled something incoherent at him, but he tried again, this time pulling more forcefully.

      Who was that fucker? He looked incredibly familiar. Dark hair, tall, fit as hell. Wait, where was his blond hair at?

      Nate. Son of a bitch. How could I have forgotten that he was undercover? He was right under my nose this whole fucking time.

      I pulled my pistol out of the back of my jeans and took aim. I stared down the barrel and exhaled to still my hands. Time to cut the loose ends.

      “Get down!” Izzy screamed.

      She ducked as I pulled the trigger, and Nate moved to cover her. He staggered back a step as my shot slammed into the right side of his chest below his shoulder. Izzy shouted his name as she landed in the grass in front of Nate.

      Nate pressed a hand to his fresh wound and bent over to grab Izzy by the upper arm and haul her to her feet. I saw her next move before she made it.

      Izzy plucked Nate’s gun off his belt, and then she spun to face me, squaring her shoulders, spreading her feet, and pointing the gun right at my chest.

      I stopped in my tracks, and Izzy marched across the grass toward me, fucking fearless. She looked so much like our mother that my heart almost stopped. What had I done?

      “Izzy,” I said, trying to keep my voice level as I trained my gun on her. “Let’s talk about this. There’s still a lot you don’t know. I never wanted to hurt you or—”

      “You’re a fucking murderer!” The words left her in a snarl. I had never heard her so angry. So hateful. “How could you do that to Freddy? To Mom? My God, Marco. Who the fuck are you?”

      “You don’t understand!” I yelled back. “It wasn’t my idea. None of this was my fucking idea. I wanted to make Joe proud. I wanted to earn my place as a Castaletta and prove to him once and for all that I belonged in his syndicate. He’s not my father. I had to do something, goddamn it. I needed him to know that I was just as worthy of his respect as his fucking pet, Demetri. None of this was ever about you.”

      “It’s about me now,” Izzy growled. Nate ran up behind her, and she shook him off as he tried to pull her back to him. “You made me shoot D, Marco.”

      “I’m sorry.” Though I wasn’t sure that I was.

      “You don’t know what sorry even means.”

      “Izzy. Please. We just have to work together—like old times. We can take out Adam Cooper. We can cut the head off the snake and bring word back to father that—”

      “He’s not your fucking father.” Izzy spit her words out like venom. There would be no convincing her of my reasoning. “He never was. And he never will be. Your time as a Castaletta is done. You’ve brought shame to the name and to yourself. You’re not worthy of it.” She took a shaky breath as tears started surfacing in her eyes. “All of this just to prove yourself? That’s all Freddy and Mom were worth to you? They were just pawns in your bullshit game?”

      “They made their beds, Izabella. They fucked Dad over.”

      “Freddy fucked Dad over by being born?” she screamed at me. She’d fucking lost it. There would be no survival for me.

      Her face was bright red, and the tendons in her neck were strained. Izzy clenched her jaw and shook her head. “Who were those thugs in the alley? Who were the ones that raped Mom? Tell me, Marco, or so help me God, I’ll put a bullet straight through your fucking skull!”

      “Izzy, please. Drop it—”

      “Fucking tell me!”

      She was going to shoot me. I could see it in her eyes. “They were just some hired assholes.”

      “How could you do that to her?” Izzy asked. Her voice was hoarse from screaming at me. “How could you do that to Freddy? I could barely recognize him on those tapes. Our baby brother. He didn’t deserve that. Neither of them deserved that.”

      “They were cannon fodder, Izzy. Dad wanted them dead, and you know how it goes with him. He gets what he wants. Always. I was just a fucking tool to get the job done.” My voice dripped with desperation as I willed her to believe me; to understand why I had made the decisions I did. I didn’t have much time. “I love you, and you know it. You’ve always known it. I’ve done everything I could to protect you from this. I took the brunt of this shit. I did the dirty jobs. You were supposed to, but I stepped up, goddamn it. I took your place as executioner.”

      “Fuck you, Marco, for lying. My father would never ask that of you.” She glanced over at Nate, who had dropped to a knee beside her in the grass. His brow was furrowed with pain as blood leaked between his fingers. Izzy bit her lip, and her gaze swung back up to me.

      “No?” I screamed back. “But he asked you to come here and kill me? Your flesh and blood? We share a mother. You are my goddamn sister.”

      “Don’t you talk about momma.” The gun shook, and her expression stilled, which was never good. “And the Kallups? What of them?”

      “Dad hired them to fuck things up. To put us all on edge so that Freddy’s death would be swept under the rug and we could get Adam Cooper to come out to play. The bastard is a nice guy recluse.”

      “No, he’s not.” Izzy shifted her feet in the grass and rolled her shoulders. I could see the gun trembling in her grip. “How did you entice the Kallups when fucking Adam Cooper already had them on his payroll? And don’t fucking say one more thing about my father, Marco. I’m serious.”

      Damn her for asking all the right questions. Damn her for being able to keep her wits at a time like this. “We promised them almost two million in cash, which Parker delivered. But the bastard spent some of it. He had to die because he knew too much—and we told the Kallups we would get Drake back in town. That they could take their revenge on Drake for killing Zach.”

      Nate groaned on the grass, but Izzy didn’t take her eyes off me. Nate was staring at me too, his gaze hard and angry. “Fuck, Izzy, we gotta get out of here,” he muttered.

      “If anyone touches Drake, I’ll bathe in their fucking blood.” She stayed where she was and glared at me with the look of a killer on her face. “You told me D was behind this.”

      I didn’t say anything. I was fucked. We had gotten to the part I knew she would hate me most for. The part she would never be able to overlook. I bit the inside of my cheek.

      “I know, and—” I started, but she interrupted me, her voice dropping low.

      “Was he supposed to die, too? Fucking tell me, Marco.”

      I wasn’t going to shoot my sister. I couldn’t. I lowered my gun and let my arms fall to my sides as I lowered my gaze to the grass and my eyes filled with tears.

      “Yes,” I whispered under my breath. I couldn’t do this shit anymore.

      “Look at me, you murderous fucking bastard!” Izzy screamed.

      The grass swayed between us as another gentle breeze blew through, bringing with it the scent of lilacs and fresh-cut grass. Behind me came the sound of the guards escaping the mansion to come after us. Adam knew the position that would put me in, and he wanted me right where I was.

      A dead man walking.

      I lifted my eyes slowly, staring up the grass and up to my sister. She was a force to be fucking reckoned with. She was dressed in form-fitting black clothes as she always did. She was dressed in what she had planned to kill me in. The truth of why she had come was not lost on me. Her sleeves cut off at her elbows, revealing the long dark cuts the wires had left on her forearms.

      I never wanted her to get hurt, and here she was, hurting more than I had ever seen her. Because of me. Because of our family.

      “I’m sorry, Izzy,” I said softly. The approaching guards were yelling for me to duck, yelling for me to get out of the line of fire so they could take her down. She still had time. If she did what she needed to do, at least one of us could get out of this with our lives. All I needed to do was tell her the truth.

      Izzy’s bottom lip trembled, but the hardness in her eyes promised me that she would do what needed to be done. “Tell me, brother,” she whispered, just loud enough for me to hear. “Did D need to die, too?”

      I let my gun fall to the grass and looked her in the eye. “Yes, Izzy. D needed to die too. I’m sorry.”

      She shook her head, and the tears started to fall. Nate yelled at her to move her ass; screamed at her that they needed to get the fuck out of here. Izzy got herself under control and lifted her chin. It was all over for me, and in some small part, I was grateful. I was fucking tired of lying in the name of love.

      Joe would never accept me as his own. No matter what I did.

      She let out a soft sob. “No. I’m sorry. Sorry I didn’t trust him when he told me you were the one responsible for all of this.”

      I opened my mouth to tell her one last thing. To remind her that no matter what, that one last thing would never change. But her finger twitched, and the shot rang out. But it only lasted a split second before it was replaced with nothingness.

      I love you, little sister.
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          Drake

        

      

    

    
      We were only an hour outside of Maine, and Sicily had barely spoken a word to me over the last two hours. I’d decided it was probably best to let her think things through on her own before I pushed her to talk to me about it. I’d sprung a lot on her in the last week or so and our life was about to be entirely altered. I was asking a lot. I knew that. But I didn’t have any other options.

      I glanced over at my woman as she sighed and leaned against the passenger door. She rested her elbow against the window panel and cupped her chin in her hand as she stared out at the passing street lights. Reaching over the console, I put a hand on her knee and gave her a reassuring squeeze.

      Sicily looked over at me and smiled. I knew it was a forced smile.

      “You all right, baby?” I asked.

      She nodded and gazed out the windshield as little droplets of rain began to dance across it. “I think so. It’s just a lot to process.”

      “I know. And I’m sorry.”

      “You’ve said that a hundred times. It’s okay. You don’t have anything to be sorry about.”

      “I do. This is all because of me and who I was. I thought I could put it all behind me and start over. I should have known better than that. I should have known that my old life would eventually come knocking, and I could have prepared you for that. Or not gotten you involved in the first place.”

      “Drake, seriously? It doesn’t all fall on you. I knew what I was signing up for.”

      “How could you have known?” I asked as the rain picked up. I flicked on my wipers as guilt crept through my chest.

      “Johnny warned me.”

      Johnny was Sicily’s older brother, and it was no secret that he had cautioned her to be wary of me when he first caught wind that she was dating a Castaletta. Part of me wished she had heeded his warning so she would be spared the dirty life we were about to embark on together. Not like the fucker had the right to talk about anyone being rowdy or troublesome. He ran a damn motorcycle club in New York City. The bastard had been on the news time and time again.

      Sicily covered my hand on her knee with her own and ran her fingers over my knuckles. “Johnny warned me and gave me enough information to know what I was signing up for. And you were honest with me. I made my choice. I just… I’m really bad with change. You know that about me.”

      “I know, baby. So am I. And for the record, I really like our quiet simple life together in Maine. I’m going to miss it.” I ran my hand up her leg and squeezed her thigh. Maybe a night of being buried in her wet heat would help both of us. I knew it would help me. I moved my hand back as my dick woke up.

      She smiled softly and nodded. “Me, too. And I’ll miss my friends. I think that’s the hardest part. Not having them with me won’t be easy.”

      “We can fly them out to come see us whenever you want. We can put them up in a nice apartment, and they can stay for—”

      She looked over at me and shook her head once. “No. I don’t want them anywhere near the syndicate. If I can control only one thing, it will be that.”

      The guilt in my chest expanded. I understood her desire to protect her friends from the people we would be associating with—from the people like me and my brother and my sister. “I get that.”

      “It’s not personal, Drake,” she said gently. “It’s just… it will give me peace of mind. Okay?”

      “Okay.”

      We drove in silence for a little while longer as we passed billboards on the side of the interstate.

      “You know what will make it all a little more worth it?” Sicily asked after ten minutes or so.

      “Hm?”

      “A pool.”

      I chuckled as we took our exit off the interstate. “Oh yeah? What other demands might my lady have?”

      Sicily pursed her lips, and I ached to kiss their fullness. At times like this, when I knew she was hurting inside, all I wanted to do was gather her in my arms and taste her and love her. She pressed a finger to her chin and cocked her head toward me. “A big walk-in closet. His and Her sinks. Ooh, and a rain shower!”

      I laughed as the guilt started to ebb away. “I think those can all be easily arranged, baby. Tell me more. Whatever you want. I will make sure you have it.”

      Sicily seemed to like this game because as we made our way farther into town, she rattled off ideas of the types of things she had always dreamed about having in her home. “Have you seen photos of those outdoor kitchens in design magazines? I would love one of those. And a lot of windows. And a Jacuzzi in the master bathroom. And a chandelier above our bed. And—”

      “Baby girl, maybe you should just make a list?”

      Sicily giggled and nodded. “I could do that.”

      “You just give it to me when you’re done.”

      “And a pair of Jimmy Choo’s. I’ve always wanted my own Jimmy Choo’s.”

      “What the fuck are those?”

      “Shoes!” Sicily said incredulously. “Of course they’re shoes.”

      “Oh, of course. I should have known, naturally.”

      By the time we pulled into the driveway at our home, Sicily was smiling and holding my hand. We would be okay. We would make it through.

      I had no idea what I had done to deserve to have such a good woman by my side.

      I brought our bags in and brought them straight to the bedroom. Sicily stripped out of her leggings and pulled her shirt over her head. “I’m going to hop in the shower to freshen up. I texted Kari and Lisa when we got into town to ask them if they wanted to do dinner tonight. Kari invited us to her and Jake’s place for her famous spaghetti and meatballs.”

      My stomach growled, selling me out.

      Sicily giggled and unclipped her bra. Her big, perky, wonderful tits spilled out, and she tossed the black lace bra across the bed. “Someone’s hungry.”

      “Not for spaghetti,” I teased, arching an eyebrow and admiring her naked body as she stepped out of her panties.

      Sicily blushed and turned away from me, showing me her thick ass as she went to the bathroom door.

      “Take your time in there,” I said. “I’m going to call Violet, and then I’ll be joining you under the hot water.”

      “Okay,” she called as she slipped into the bathroom. “Don’t make me wait too long.”

      “Oh, I won’t,” I said more to myself than her as she started the shower. I grabbed my phone and called Violet at the gym.

      She answered cheerfully, recognizing my voice on the call display. “Hey, boss. How have you been?”

      “Good, good,” I said. “How about you?”

      “Great. Things at the gym are going well. The new trainer you hired fits in perfectly. She’s really sweet, and we’ve received a lot of great feedback from her clients. She’s also pulling in a lot of new traffic, which is awesome.”

      “Glad to hear it,” I said. “Listen, I need to ask you a favor.”

      “You still need more time?” she asked knowingly.

      I chuckled. “Yeah, mind reader, I do. Probably a few more weeks. Then I’ll know how things are going to go. I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be sorry. I’m happy to help. You guys just do what you have to do, and don’t worry about things here. It’s all under control.”

      I thanked Violet for all her hard work and got off the phone. If I was moving away, I was going to have to sign the gym over to someone, and Violet was proving herself to be a worthy successor.

      I stripped out of my clothes as Sicily hummed in the shower. Then I padded across the hardwood floor, ready to slip into the bathroom. I glanced down and rolled my eyes. My dick was thick and hard, leaking pre-come as if he was ready to explode.

      I stroked myself and shook my head. “Not yet, buddy. We’re gonna take our time and enjoy this.”

      I opened the door to find Sicily already in the shower. She looked like a goddess standing behind the glass, moving her hands along her perfect body under the water as the steam rose all around her. She was a goddess; a temptress. I tugged the door open and stepped in behind her. She spun to face me and rested her hands on my chest, using me to brace herself as she stretched up to the tips of her toes and kissed me.

      I pushed my hands into her thick wet hair and backed her up as her tongue slipped between my teeth. Soon, she was pinned against the glass, and my cock was pressing into her belly. She smiled into our kiss and began stroking me.

      I bent at the knees and cupped her under her ass, then lifted her up. She wrapped her legs around my waist and her arms around my shoulders. I leaned into her, and her shoulder blades pressed against the glass as I shifted my hips upward, guiding my cock to the sweetness between her legs.

      I lowered her onto my dick, and she took all of me on the first thrust. The softest moan escaped her lips as I filled her up and she dug her fingernails into my shoulders.

      “Soon, we’ll be doing this in that rain shower you’ve always wanted,” I whispered in her ear.

      “I love when you talk dirty to me.” She smiled.

      Her moans were loud and delicious as I thrust into her, hard. She gasped and clutched at me as I kept going, working myself in and out of her as the water pelted against my back.

      “I love you, baby,” I said.

      “I love you, too.” She smiled before grazing her lips across mine. “Forever.”

      “Forever.”

      Her cries became more and more breathless as I carried her from pleasure to euphoria. She came all over my cock, and the fresh slickness between her legs had me coming undone. I was powerless to her, and I filled her up with my come, every thrust pushing my seed deeper inside her. When I was done, I kissed her neck and nibbled her ear.

      She breathed heavily with her eyes closed and pressed her cheek to mine.

      “Again,” she whispered.

      I put her down, and she stared up at me imploringly. I took her by the waist and turned her around. Placing my hand between her shoulder blades, I pushed her against the glass. I wiped some of the steam away so I could see out the glass and look at the reflection of her breasts crushed against the shower in the mirror above the sink.

      “You’re so fucking sexy, baby,” I muttered as I spread her legs apart with my knee. “So fucking sexy.”
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      Sicily and I fucked for a solid two hours before we got ourselves ready to join our friends for dinner. We stopped at the store to grab a bottle of wine and then set out to the harbor, where Kari and Jake had their new place.

      When we arrived, we knocked on the front door, and Kari pulled it open. The pretty brunette smiled from ear to ear and let out an excited squeal as she pulled Sicily in for a hug. When they parted, she cupped Sicily’s cheeks in her hands. “I’m so happy to see you.”

      “Me too,” Sicily said, glancing back at me.

      I felt bad. It was going to be hard for her to sit down with all of them and tell them we were moving away. She wouldn’t be able to fully explain why—not if she wanted to keep them separate from the syndicate life like she said she did. I would help when needed, but I knew this was something she needed to do on her own.

      We ducked into the modern, trendy apartment and were greeted by our other friends. Jake, my best friend in Maine and Kari’s boyfriend, clapped me on the back and handed me a beer. Marc joined us as his girl, Lisa, hurried to hug Sicily. The women gathered in the kitchen and chatted gleefully amongst themselves while they sipped their glasses of wine, while the boys moved to the living room to sit on the sofa.

      As I dropped down into my seat, I looked over my shoulder at my girl. My girl who was going to give up everything she loved just to be with me.

      I would never be able to pay her back, but I was going to do my very best to make sure she had the life she deserved. It was the very least I could do.
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          Demetri

        

      

    

    
      Joe seemed unlike himself when I walked into his office later that day. Izzy had been gone for two full days, and none of us had heard from her. I was well past concerned, and Joe was all but coming undone. He was pacing back and forth behind his desk so furiously that I thought the hardwood beneath his shoes might literally start wearing away.

      “Why the fuck hasn’t she called?” Joe asked, seething. “And what the hell is going on with her? Get a hold of her for shit’s sake, D. She’s your damn woman.”

      “I’ve left her three voicemails. She’ll call when she can.”

      “That’s not good enough!” Joe roared as he turned to face me and slammed his fists down on his desk. Everything on its surface hopped about half an inch into the air before falling back into place. Joe lifted his bandaged hand—the one he had injured all on his own by breaking his glass the other day—and ran it down his face. He hung his head, and his shoulders slumped. “I can’t lose my daughter, too. Not after everything.”

      “I understand,” I said as calmly as I could. The storm was raging just as fiercely inside me, but I had to keep my fucking head. If both the Don and the Underboss lost their shit at the same time in a moment of crisis, we would be vulnerable. “But Joe, this is Izzy we’re talking about. She can handle herself. We have to trust that.”

      The Don dropped into his chair with a huff and shook his head. “I need some time,” he said dismissively. Taking the hint, I turned away and went to the door. As I made to step through, I heard Joe mutter, “I have a bad fucking feeling about this.”

      I closed the door behind me and moved down the hall. “So do I.”

      Taking a quick glance up and down the hall, I stopped in front of Marco’s office. I checked the handle to find it unlocked. I stepped inside and closed the door softly behind me. I locked the handle and turned on the television to muffle any noise I might make as I went through all his shit.

      There had to be something here that would give me more of a clue as to Marco’s intentions. A guy like that didn’t just up and murder his own mother and brother without some grand plan in place. Somehow, I just had to find out what that plan was and bring it to light. That bad feeling Joe was talking about had been crawling around in my veins since dropping Izzy off at the airport, and I knew the only way to vanquish it would be to get more answers and finally put all this shit behind us.

      Izzy was counting on me. Hell, if I were being honest, the whole syndicate was.

      I rummaged through the desk drawers and the bookshelves on the south wall. As I searched, a familiar, furious voice bellowed from the television. I looked up with my hands buried in Marco’s top drawer and narrowed my eyes on the screen.

      Fucking Jonathan Armstrong, Izzy’s cop boy toy, was being escorted out of his apartment and loaded into the back of a cop car. He was practically foaming at the mouth and putting up a decent fight as he screamed furiously into the camera being shoved in his face. “Ask about the girl! Audrey—no, Julie Parker! Look into fucking Julie Parker!”

      I straightened up.

      Fuck. Someone had gotten to our rat. Someone had figured out who she was before we did, and now Jonathan the fucking asshole was broadcasting her name to all of Chicago. Dumb bastard. He was proving how much trouble he was going to be to us. Potentially too much trouble to let him sit in a prison cell where reporters and cops had easy access to him to ask questions we couldn’t afford for him to answer.

      Another mess we were going to have to clean up sooner rather than later.

      “Fuck,” I growled as I pulled out my phone to check if Izzy or Drake had tried to get a hold of me. Nothing. Something had to give. If not, my brain would explode. I needed to catch a break; just a sliver of good news. At this point, I would take anything I could fucking get.

      I continued searching Marco’s office for a good thirty minutes before I concluded that there was simply nothing there to find. I gave up and fell into his chair. I rested my elbow on the armrest and rubbed my forehead anxiously.

      Everything was such a fucking mess.

      My girl was all the way in fucking California on a soul-crushing mission to kill her older brother. Freddy and Vivian were dead. And for the cherry on the shit sundae, Drake was back and would soon be settling in for the long term. Having Drake back at my side would be nice, but I wasn’t sure if the cost would be worth it. Eventually, I knew the other shoe had to drop, as it always did where Joe was concerned. Nothing was ever as it seemed, and Joe was the one who always managed to come out on top.

      “The price comes off someone else’s tab, doesn’t it, Joe?” I muttered. In this case, it was Izzy’s. If she couldn’t put Marco down, I’d hunt his ass down and do it myself.

      Desperate to think of something—anything—other than the shit pile I was sinking deeper and deeper into, I found Marcus Blaine’s number in my phone and called it. He answered almost immediately with a gruff hello and then went silent as he waited for me to speak. “Marcus, how are things in New York?”

      “They’re going as well as they can, given the circumstances. Fredrick is a fucking mess, and it would seem he held out on you.”

      “Oh?”

      “Did you know he suspects the Bertinellis are the ones who took his daughter?”

      I leaned forward to rest against Marco’s desk. Of course not. Fredrick would have known I would hesitate if I knew there were such big players on the board. “No. He didn’t mention that.”

      “Didn’t think so,” Marcus said. I could hear the annoyed smile in his voice.

      “Fuck. Well, nothing we can do about it now. Just tread lightly. The last thing we need is another war between syndicates.”

      “I hear you.”

      “And Zak and Selma? How are they handling things?”

      “Good. I’ve been in touch with Zak daily. They have everything under control.”

      “All right. Finally, someone has some good fucking news for me.”

      There was a long pause on the other end, and I wondered if Marcus was considering asking if everything was all right back here. Apparently, he thought better of it because he chuckled into the line.

      “That’s just the way it goes sometimes in this life, D. I’ll keep you posted on this shit. I gotta move fast, or Carrington’s going to have a full-blown fucking meltdown. I mean, I’d pay to see that shit, but not on your dime.”

      I felt my own grin stretch my cheeks as I shook my head. Hiring Marcus was one of the best decisions I’d made in a while. “Just do what you need to do, man. The time it takes is the time it takes. Period. Just get that girl back home.”

      “You got it, boss.”

      We both hung up the phone, and I sat staring at a framed picture of the Castaletta family on Marco’s desk.

      Why did he even have a picture of them? Clearly, he didn’t give a fuck about any of them; he didn’t see them as family but merely as collateral damage. They were pawns to be used in his game of succession.

      “Why did you do it, Marco?” I wondered aloud as I picked up the photo and peered down at it.

      I had been standing to the side when the photo of the family was taken last fall. They were lined up on the grand staircase in the foyer of the mansion, with Joe standing at the top and Freddy at the bottom—oldest to youngest. They were all dressed in black, and Izzy stood out to me like a bright flower surrounded by thorns and monsters.

      Her dress was skin tight, as per usual. Red lipstick and dark eyeliner accented her features, giving her the look of a sophisticated, no-nonsense badass, which she was. Her hair was down but slicked back, and long silver chains hung from her ears. Her hands rested on the railing, and she looked genuinely happy. My body ached just looking at her.

      Izzy loved her family and always had. They were her everything. She would give anything to protect them. She already had given herself, her life, her dreams, and her ambitions. Everything she was sang to her dedication to her parents and brothers.

      Half-brothers.

      Fuck.

      Joe looked as serious as ever. His scowl was directed straight at the camera and held a stark contrast to the warm smile on Vivian’s face. Her head rested against his shoulder, and she practically glowed beside him.

      She didn’t deserve what she got.

      Marco stood above Izzy and beside his mother. His hand rested on Izzy’s shoulder, and it looked like he had been laughing. His position was a little awkward and crooked, which I was sure Vivian had agonized over for weeks. She was a seeker of perfection at her very core, and the inconsistency of the photo would have bothered her.

      Freddy looked nervous as he always did. And he looked like he didn’t belong.

      “Because you didn’t, did you?” I focused on the doped-up kid.

      I pressed my thumb to his young face and then Marco’s. “Bastards. Not even blood.” I moved my thumb to Vivian’s face and held it there for a while. “Dead. Killed by your own damn family. The people who were supposed to protect you against the harsh world outside these fucking doors.”

      My thumb strayed to linger around Joe’s dark features. The Castaletta Don. The most powerful man in Chicago.

      “Monster,” I growled. “You have something to do with all this, don’t you? How could you not? You’re fucking Joe Castaletta.” That bad feeling swirled in my gut as the words left my lips. Something was amiss, and whatever it was lurked in the confines of this fucking mansion. I knew it in my bones. I could smell it in the air. Joe was like a father to me, but he had too many secrets. “What aren’t you telling us, Joe? Do you have anything to do with this shit?”

      I found myself smiling down at Izzy’s image in the picture again after forcing myself away from my nefarious thoughts. Joe wouldn’t do anything to hurt the family. I was just spinning myself in circles. Why fuck up your own legacy?

      I lifted the picture to my lips and kissed the cool glass above Isabella’s face. “I don’t know what kind of shitstorm you’re in, baby. But come home to me. I think we have a much bigger problem on our hands than your half-brother.” I sighed and leaned back in the chair to stare up at the ceiling of Marco’s office. “I think we’re being set up by someone. How else does this make sense?”
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      The women were still chatting happily in the kitchen when Jake tapped my shoulder and nodded for me to join him out on their deck. I nodded and stood up from the sofa, leaving Marc on his own. He waved us off, not concerned about being left out. He knew how things were with Jake and me. We went way back. Jake had been my best friend—and still was—when I moved to Maine to escape all the shit in Chicago with my family and the Castalettas.

      Mostly, I was trying to escape Joe. Now, I was running back to him.

      Like I have a fucking choice.

      Jake pulled open the patio door and motioned for me to go out first. I did, and the cool breeze coming off the harbor was refreshing. I pressed my beer to my lips and took a sip as Jake pushed the door closed behind us.

      He came to stand beside me and leaned his elbows on the railing, cupping his own beer in his hands. He glanced at me over his shoulder as I hung back, admiring the view of the lights reflecting off the water in the harbor.

      “So, what’s up, dude? Something’s off. I can tell.”

      I chuckled. Jake had an uncanny ability for being able to see right through me. At times, it annoyed the hell out of me, and at other times, I appreciated it. Like now. “Yeah. We, uh…” I hesitated, suddenly unsure of how to tell my friend I was moving away.

      “Just spit it out, man. I think I already know where this is going.”

      “Sicily and I are moving to Chicago.”

      Jake nodded knowingly. “I figured. When your stay got delayed and you said you needed a few more weeks there to sort shit out, I put two and two together.” Jake took a swig of beer and smacked his lips. “It’s what you want?”

      I shrugged and stepped up to lean against the railing beside him. “It’s family. You know how it is. When they ask you for your help, you either say no or you say yes. This was one of those situations where I had to say yes.” It was hard playing everything close to the vest all the time. I couldn’t let too much out of the bag for Jake’s own safety, but I also had to give him enough information so he wouldn’t ask too many prying questions.

      “Yeah. Family is important. I get it.”

      “Yeah.”

      “How’s Sicily taking it? That wife of yours has her roots planted pretty firmly here thanks to the bakery and the girls in there.”

      I laughed again and shook my head. “You’re not kidding. She loves it here. She worked hard to make this place home. And I feel like shit ripping her away from it. From you guys. I hate what it’s doing to her.”

      “You leaving her behind would do worse things,” Jake said.

      I nodded. I knew what he was saying to me, but it still felt like just words.

      “Besides,” Jake said, straightening up. “It’s just Chicago. We can come visit. Who doesn’t like a good road trip every now and then?”

      I thought of what Sicily had said to me in the car; how she didn’t want her friends getting mixed up with this life of ours. She wanted to keep them away from it all. Jake would never understand. None of them would. So I lied. “Yeah. For sure, man. We’d love to have you anytime. Or maybe we meet halfway? Give Sicily a chance to get away from her crazy in-laws.”

      Jake threw his head back and laughed. “You know, I fucking knew your family would be bat shit.”

      I grinned and rubbed the back of my neck. “You have no idea.”

      “Well, you came from them, so I feel like I have a bit of an idea.”

      I shoved him playfully in the shoulder, and some of his beer sloshed out of his can. “Hey, watch it! This is the good stuff, man.”

      I held my hands up innocently. “All right, all right. Just fucking around.”

      We fell quiet again, and Jake polished off his beer. “So what are your plans for the gym, then? You worked hard to build that beast from the ground up.”

      “I was hoping you’d ask. You and Kari want it?”

      “What?” He moved back, lifting an eyebrow at me as his mouth fell open.

      “You heard me.”

      Jake blinked at me. “Uh. I’d have to talk to her first.”

      “You should. If she’s not into it, I’m going to offer it to Violet. She’ll stay if you guys take over, too. She loves it there. She’s the backbone of the place. It wouldn’t run without her.”

      A soft knocking on the glass door at our backs got our attention. We turned to see Marc pulling open the door. He poked his head out. “Dinner’s ready, lovebirds. You coming, or just got to the point where you’re asking who’s on bottom tonight?”

      “Fuck off.” Jake laughed, pushing Marc out of the way as he went in first.

      I stayed out on the deck for an extra minute alone to breathe in the fresh air and admire the harbor one last time. It was unlikely that I would ever get to come back. It had been a place of solace for so many years; an escape from the depravity of the life I used to know. The life I was going back to.

      I told myself it would be different this time. I would be in control of my fate, and I had a good woman by my side who was more than capable of telling me when I needed to reel it in. If I lost myself to that world again, Sicily would pull me back to her and remind me of who I wanted to be. I trusted her to keep me sane and keep me good.

      After one last look at the harbor, I went back inside.

      Everyone was gathered around Kari and Jake’s kitchen table. They were spooning lasagna and salad onto their plates while Kari topped up everyone’s wine glass. I sat down beside Sicily, who instantly put her hand on my knee and squeezed. I gave her a small smile and leaned over to kiss her cheek. “Your turn,” I said quietly.

      She glanced down at her lap then looked back up at everyone as Kari settled into her seat across from us. “Um, before we eat,” Sicily started, “there’s something Drake and I have to tell you all.”

      “Oh my God,” Kari said, covering her mouth as her eyes widened with excitement. “You’re pregnant!”

      “No, no, no!” Sicily said hurriedly, waving her hands in front of her. “Sorry. No. I shouldn’t have started like that.”

      Kari’s shoulders slumped. “It’s okay. I might have gotten a little carried away. What did you want to tell us?”

      Sicily glanced up at me for encouragement. I wrapped an arm around her shoulders and nodded for her to continue. She sucked in a deep breath and looked between Kari and Lisa. “Drake and I are moving to Chicago to be with his family and help with their business.”

      “What?” Kari asked, her smile dropping.

      “When?” Lisa questioned at the same time.

      Sicily bit her bottom lip. “It’s all been a bit sudden. The situation is… time sensitive. We’ll be heading back early tomorrow morning. This is going to be the last time we all see each other for a while.”

      Kari’s eyes instantly welled with tears, and she shook her head in an effort. “Sorry, I shouldn’t be so emotional. This is good, right? Yes, of course it is. You guys are starting your life together, and it makes perfect sense that you would go there. It’s a big city with lots of opportunities and—”

      “Kari,” Sicily said softly as she reached across the table to rest a hand on Kari’s. “Don’t. It’s all right. Maine is our first choice, but Drake’s family needs us in Chicago. If we can, we will come back here, but for the first little while, we will probably have our hands full. We can talk on the phone all the time. I promise.”

      “What about the bakery?” Jake glanced between me and Sicily. “What are you guys going to do with it?”

      “One of my new employees needed a new opportunity in life.” Sicily shrugged and glanced over at me. I smiled and nodded, encouraging her to go on. “So I gave her the bakery. She’s going to be great.”

      “Lacy?” I asked, knowing who it was already.

      “Yeah.” Sicily pulled her napkin from her lap and wiped her mouth as she turned back to our friends.

      Kari dabbed at her eyes as Lisa scooted closer to Marc. He wrapped an arm around her shoulders and kissed the side of her head as she spoke. “You’d better call us all the time, you hooker head. This was supposed to be our fresh start together.”

      “And it was,” Sicily said earnestly. “Look around. We all found our next steps together. We found our future here. It’s just taking us all in different directions right now.”

      “My wife, the poet,” I said, pulling her into my side to kiss the side of her head.

      “Well, we can come visit, too,” Kari offered.

      Sicily tensed in my grip, so I took over for her. “Jake and I talked about that already, too. We’d love to see you guys as much as we can. It would be nice to meet you halfway. That way, Sicily and I get a break from the crazy family. And I’m sure a change of scenery would be nice, too.”

      “Okay.” Kari nodded like the decision was already made. She never caught my deflection and neither had Jake, which I was grateful for.

      Sicily looked up at me and smiled appreciatively. She mouthed the word thank you, and I kissed the top of her head again. Then she addressed everyone at the table. “Now, I know you’re all going to be a mess after we leave, but can we eat? I’m starving. You can all blubber about us moving away when we leave. Let’s eat my famous lasagna before it gets cold.”

      “There’s no butter or flour in this fattening-ass dish, right?” I asked and laughed alongside my friends as Sicily slapped me in the chest and gave me what was sure to be my first warning of the night.
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      When we left Jake and Kari’s place roughly four hours after my blubbering statement, all the girls did just that. They cried and hugged and cried some more as Jake, Marc, and I stood around waiting as patiently as we could manage. Once the farewells were bid, I wrapped an arm around my woman and led her back to the car. She sniffled all the way and dabbed at her eyes, and I let her grieve her loss until I had her back home and got her in bed. Then I made love to her to help her think of other things and to remind her that she was not leaving everything behind. Just some things. We still had what was most important.

      Each other.

      I packed the car up the following morning before dawn, and by the time the sun broke over the horizon, we were back on the interstate and on our way back to Chicago. I had hired a moving company to come in and take care of the rest of our stuff, and once things were a little calmer in Chicago, I would handle the sale of our home in Maine.

      Sicily opened the glove box and grabbed her sunglasses. She slid them on and leaned back in her seat, stifling a yawn.

      “Want to stop for coffee?” I offered.

      “No, I’m okay. Thank you, though.”

      “Want to try to get some more sleep?”

      She smiled as she looked over at me and shook her head. “I’m all right, Drake. I promise. Just tired from all the emotions. It will pass.” I took her hand in mine and squeezed. We sat quietly for a minute before she spoke again. “You still think you can make everything better for your family by going back?”

      “I have to try, baby. Besides you, D and Izzy are the most important people in my life. You guys are all I have. I can’t keep hiding from who I am and letting them do all this alone. I owe them more than that. And with you by my side, I think I can do this right. It’s time to rise up and take control.”

      “Then I’ll rise with you,” she said sweetly as she lifted my hand to her mouth and kissed my knuckles. “Like the sticky buns in my bakery.”

      I laughed, and it felt good. Really fucking good. I was scared as hell to go back to the place I had been trying so long to forget. But somehow, Sicily made everything feel easier. “I like your buns.”

      Sicily giggled and leaned forward to turn on the radio. She cranked it up, and her sweet voice filled the car as she started singing along to an upbeat pop-rock song.

      With her by my side, everything was going to be different.

      It was going to be good. It had to be.
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      I ran my fingers through my hair as I walked from one wall of my living room to the other, back and forth, while the clock slowly counted the minutes above my fireplace.

      Drake was on his way back to Chicago with Sicily by his side. He had called me to give me an update that couldn’t have come at a better time. He assured me they would arrive soon and that he was all in. So was Sicily. They had talked things through and were both willing to commit to the family wholeheartedly. It was the kind of news my stressed, aching, pathetic heart needed.

      Shortly after getting a call from Drake that morning, a text message rolled in from Izzy. It wasn’t nearly as detailed as I wanted it to be, but it was confirmation that my girl was alive and well. The “well” part was subjective, but she was, at the very least, alive. I could see just how “well” she was when I finally laid eyes on her.

      Obviously, Marco was dead. Izzy wasn’t the sort of woman to pack up and come home unless the job was done. She never failed to finish things, no matter how hard they were—or how personal. She would be broken. That was for damn fucking sure, but I was more than ready to be the one to help her through it.

      Worried that I might leave permanent scuffs on my hardwood floor, I went to my bedroom where I dropped to one knee in front of my nightstand. I pulled open the second drawer and pushed aside a couple of random items, like a pair of socks, a box of condoms, and an old tie. In the back corner, tucked right against the rear panel of the drawer, was a velvet navy blue jewelry box. I pulled it out and ran my thumb over the soft fabric.

      It had been a long time since I looked at the ring. Maybe six months or so. Maybe even longer. I’d bought it years ago when Izzy and I were together, before we realized how hard it would be to maintain a relationship while following through with our roles within the syndicate.

      I popped open the box and stared down at the diamond ring inside. It was everything I knew Izzy would love. It was simple but radiant, with sharp lines and a halo diamond that lent the jewel a sort of strong femininity—just like Izzy. Strong and hard but soft all at the same time.

      It caught the sunlight streaming through the windows as I rotated it between my thumb and forefinger. Dazzling beams of light reflected off the diamond and bounced off my walls, creating little slivers of rainbows all over the place.

      I had decided to talk to Joe about my suspicions. He was going to rip my fucking head off, but I had to know if Marco acted alone. Something didn’t match up. Marco was a puppet far more than a puppet master. I just couldn’t shake the fucking idea that there was more to it. Joe was involved, or Adam Cooper was. Both ideas were plausible, though the former one made me sick to my stomach.

      If she and I survived my confrontation with Joe, the time might finally be right for me to get down on one knee and ask her the one fucking question I’d always dreamed of asking. The one question that, up until a few days ago, I thought I would never be able to ask.

      This shit with Joe would be our last trial. If we could make it through this, I knew we could make it through anything. And maybe I was wrong.

      “God, I hope I’m fucking off. I hope he kicks my ass for even asking such a stupid thing.”

      I’d known Joe my whole fucking life. I knew him better than I knew myself half the time. And I knew something was off. When the empire starts crumbling, the Emperor doesn’t simply sit behind his throne and do nothing. Joe was hanging back. He was putting up walls between himself and his enemies—and his family. He thought he was playing us all for the fool, but I knew better than that.

      My dark thoughts were interrupted by my phone ringing in my pocket. I snapped the little blue box closed and tucked it safely back in the drawer while silently promising myself I would find the chance to propose to the woman I loved.

      I fished my phone out of my pocket as I got to my feet and then lowered myself down to sit on the edge of my bed. The call was from Zak.

      “Zak?” I asked. “Everything all right?” I had become so accustomed to things going wrong that this was how I answered almost all business calls now.

      “Your sister just came running into my office,” Zak said. “The Kallups were just seen down at the docks, and by the sounds of things, I think they’re cleaning up all their shit. Clean sweep, man. Thought you ought to know.”

      “Fuck,” I growled. “I’m on my way.”

      “Cat left, too.”

      “You let her go down there on her own?”

      “She didn’t give me much of a choice. She was out the door before—”

      “It’s fine. Don’t worry. I’m leaving now. Thanks for the heads-up.”

      I grabbed my leather jacket on my way out the door and was hopping on my bike less than two minutes after getting off the phone. I pulled on my helmet, revved the engine, and tore out of the driveway, hellbent on catching those Kallup fuckers before they managed to erase their presence from the docks.
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      When I drove down the docks, Cat was already there. She was sitting on a bench, her phone in her hands, the wind blowing her hair across her face. She swept it out of the way as she looked up at me, and I stopped the bike a few feet away. I swung my leg over and took my helmet off as I walked toward her.

      “Too late,” Cat grumbled and stood, tucking her phone in the back pocket of her jeans. “I thought I might be able to get down here and at least catch a few pictures of them packing up, but—”

      “Are you fucking crazy?” I asked, grabbing her shoulders and giving her a shake. “Those fuckers wouldn’t hesitate to gun you down if they caught you.”

      She narrowed her eyes at me and shrugged out of my grip. “Don’t be such a worry wart. I wouldn’t have let them see me.”

      Annoyed with my sister taking a foolish risk and pissed that the Kallups had managed to get all their shit out of their warehouse, I dropped down onto the bench and rubbed at my eyes with the heels of my palms.

      Cat sat down beside me. “Do you think they went back to California?”

      “Who fucking knows?” I sighed.

      “Will they be back?”

      I glanced over at my sister and shrugged as gulls flew overhead and screeched like idiots. “I sure as hell hope so. I have a few rapes, murders, and torture sessions to repay them for. I’ll have everyone keeping their eyes open for them. If those assholes ever set foot in this town again, they’re dead.”

      Cat nodded and chewed the inside of her cheek.

      I nudged her arm with my elbow. “Hey. You holding up okay?”

      My sister nodded, then shook her head. “It’s weird. I mean. I hate him, but I don’t, you know? I think I’m just confused and need some time to sort through it all. I just wish there had been more red flags.”

      I scratched the back of my neck and blew out a breath. “You know Marco is most likely dead, right?”

      “Yeah, I know.” She shrugged. “It’s life and death for us all the time though, right? People come and go. Eventually, it will be our turn. I just hope we still have a lot of time left before that day. A lot of good time left. I’m tired of it always being toxic fucking bullshit, day in and day out. I want better. I want better for you, too, D.”

      I chuckled and dropped down on the bench, Cat following suit. I draped my arm over the back of the bench and leaned closer to her. “If we make it out of this mess, it will get better. I promise.”

      “What does that mean?” Cat arched an eyebrow. She studied me with calculating eyes, the way only women managed to do, and then cocked her head to the side. “Does it have something to do with you and Izabella, perhaps?”

      “Damn, nothing gets past you, hey?”

      “Of course not. I’m your big sister. I catch everything.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” I grinned sheepishly. “Izzy messaged me this morning. She’s on her way back from Cali right now.”

      “And? That’s not exactly what I was asking. Don’t play coy with me, Demetri.”

      “All right. Cool your jets. Listen, if things calm down over the next little while, I think I’m ready for a commitment. A real commitment.”

      “Good.” Cat smiled.

      “Good?” I asked incredulously. “I thought you were going to give me a piece of your mind. You’ve always hated Izzy. Or have you forgotten?”

      Cat shook her head and looked out ahead of us at the water and the gulls flying overhead. “I never hated her, per se. I hated the idea of her.”

      “What the fuck does that even mean, sis?”

      Cat laughed and shrugged like she knew how confusing it was. “I just never wanted you to love someone or something so much that you’d do literally anything for them. Especially when those things you would do are dangerous. I thought for a long time that she jeopardized your safety, D. That’s all.”

      “And you think I’d do that? Do literally anything for her, no matter what?”

      Cat shot me a flat look. “You already do.”

      “Within reason.”

      “No, D. There’s no reason between the two of you. But I think I’m past thinking there needs to be. She’s good for you, and you’re good for her. I think you’ve both saved each other more times than you’ve risked each other. Does that make sense?”

      “Strangely, yes. It does.”

      Cat smiled and ran her hands down her thighs. She sighed and leaned back against the bench to tilt her face up to the cloudy sky. “Remember how nice it was when we were kids? Before all this shit with the Castalettas?”

      “Barely. Seems like a lifetime ago now.”

      “I know. I miss it. I miss Momma. I miss what having a real family felt like.”

      “You have a real family, Cat,” I said, grabbing her hand. “Me, Drake, Izzy, Sicily. We’re all your family. None of that ever has to change.”

      Cat gave me a sad smile. “I know I have you guys. And you have me. But that’s not what I meant. I meant a family where everyone sits together at the dinner table and talks about boring, normal, everyday life stuff. Like getting the kids ready for school or complaining about their shitty boss.” She laughed and ran her fingers through her hair, shaking it out so it fell down her back. “I know it’s silly, but I miss being young and listening to Momma and Papa before… all of this.”

      I squeezed my sister’s hand. “It’s not silly.”

      And it wasn’t, but what I didn’t have the heart to tell her was that we would never have a time like that again.

      We were in a syndicate. There was truly only one way out.

      Death.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            24

          

          Marcus

        

      

    

    
      Kadia was just as impressive as I remembered it. There was a reason it was one of the hottest spots in New York City for young crowds to come together to dance, drink, and partake in some recreational drugs. I knew it was a hot spot for Zandra, the sex drug that was sweeping the nation, but damn, this place was hopping.

      “You’ve heard of Zandra?” Cole asked.

      I nodded. “Who hasn’t in the circles we run in?”

      “Fair enough,” Cole agreed.

      We stopped at the main bar, which was a long, sprawling impressive structure along the front wall of the club. The back of the bar was mirrored shelving that reflected light between bottles of alcohol. It gave it an almost majestic glow. The designers had known what the fuck they were doing when they built this place.

      The bartender, a young guy with messy hair and a narrow waist, poured us each a rum and coke and slid it across the bar for us. We took our drinks, and Cole led me away from the bar and across the dance floor. As we walked a lap around the place, we talked business.

      “So this Nathaniel guy,” I started, “why are we going to him first?”

      Cole took a swig of his drink and answered without looking at me. “He and Erik Bertinelli have a lot of history. Some good, a lot of it bad. He used to work for Fredrick, but he flipped back to the Bertinellis recently. He’ll know where she is, and he’ll operate as a middleman.”

      “And you think he’ll be willing to tell us where she is?”

      “For the right price. Sure.”

      “And that would be?”

      “The full amount Fredrick owes to Erik. Not a penny shy. Hell, we’ll be lucky if it’s not more.”

      Cole had called Nathaniel shortly before we arrived at Kadia and asked him to meet up with us there. We were early by a half hour or so but had managed to kill time walking through the place and shooting the shit. Cole was a straight shooter. Well, as straight as they come in this neck of the woods. I somewhat trusted what he was telling me. Besides, what fucking choice did I have?

      “Here he is,” Cole said under his breath when a dark-haired, muscular guy who walked like he had a chip on his shoulder crossed the dance floor and climbed the few stairs up to the VIP balcony where we stood. “By the way, Erik thinks I’m a member of his camp. Don’t blow that shit right now.”

      “What?” I struggled to take a breath. How the fuck was this guy going to drop a bomb like that on me? Shit.

      Nathaniel was younger than I was expecting. His eyes were dark blue and had an edge that promised he had seen a lot—and done a lot—in his day. His jaw was set when he reached out to shake Cole’s hand, and then his gaze slid to me. He extended his hand, and I shook it.

      “Nathaniel,” he said, his voice a low rumble.

      “Marcus Blaine,” I responded monotonously.

      Nathaniel smiled and slipped his hands into his pockets. “You’re looking well fed, Cole. Like a damn show pony. Fredrick’s paying you well?”

      “Fuck off,” Cole retorted beside me, putting his drink down on the table behind us. “Where’s the girl?”

      “Coy bastard.” Nathaniel grinned. “Where’s the money?”

      “Showing up with all the cash seemed like a sure-fire way to get fucked up the ass,” Cole said.

      Nathaniel shrugged, and I decided that I didn’t like him. He was arrogant, yet unsure of himself. He was too young to be trying to hold his own against me. He just didn’t know that yet. I stepped forward, and the kid’s gaze snapped over to me.

      “How do we get her back?” I asked. I didn’t have time to fuck around. I was here to get a job done, and the sooner I got the girl back to her father, the sooner I could go back to Chicago.

      “You pay up everything old man Freddy owes my boss. Every fucking cent. It’s really not a difficult concept. Surely, you understand it, Marcus. You borrow from the mob, you pay the mob back. Not too complicated.”

      I wanted to narrow my eyes at the pompous little prick but knew it would do no good. “How do we know she’s safe? He’s not going to give you the cash unless he knows she’s alive.”

      “Oh, she’s alive all right.” Nathaniel chuckled.

      “What does that mean?” Cole hissed beside me. I put my hand on his chest as he stepped forward. It seemed as though this felt personal to him. I wondered dimly if he cared for this Aria girl. She was far too young for him, but if he’d worked for her family for a long time, I could understand how a situation like this might be… frustrating. He’d better chill out, or this Nate character was going to get the idea that Cole was running both sides of the fence.

      “It means she’s alive,” Nathaniel said simply.

      “She’s not being hurt?” Cole pressed.

      “Only a little bit,” Nathaniel said. Cole snarled, and I pressed his chest harder as Nathaniel laughed and held up his hands. “Relax, Seabiscuit, relax. She’s fine. She’s just getting fucked a lot. But she likes it. She’s a damn vixen, that girl. Does Freddy know his daughter is a generous little slut?”

      Cole leaned back to pluck his drink from the table at his back. Perhaps I was reading too far into him. He didn’t seem to care that the girl was getting fucked. He just wanted to ensure she wasn’t being tortured. Mind you, torture could be a different definition in her mind. I didn’t give a shit either way. I just needed to get her back to her father with her head still attached to her shoulders. I didn’t care what condition her pussy or her ass was in.

      “How long do we have to get the money together?” Cole asked.

      “No more than three weeks. Tops. The longer you take, the more she does. Get it?” Nate winked and then laughed. “I’m just fucking with you guys. She’s a trooper. Most women like it in the ass or the pussy. Not both, you know? But this girl?” Nathaniel paused to shake his head in wonder. “This sweet little tart is getting it in both. A lot.”

      “We’ll get in touch with you when we have the money,” I said.

      “Sounds good, big guy,” Nathaniel said, pulling his hands out of his pockets and turning back to the stairs. “You tell Freddy to hurry up with that cash, or he won’t recognize his baby girl when he gets her back. If she even wants to go back.” We could hear him chuckling as he went down the stairs and crossed the dance floor to slip out of the club and out onto the street.

      “Fuck,” Cole growled. “I’m not sure when that fucker decided working with the enemy was a good idea. He used to be completely loyal to Fredrick.”

      “Sounds to me like the Bertinellis won him over.” I shrugged. “Little shit is almost too big for his britches.”

      “You can say that again. He knows they have the upper hand.” Cole sighed. “Come on. Let’s go tell Fredrick their conditions. He’ll need all the time he can get to scramble the cash.”

      I followed Cole down the stairs. “Does he even have the money he needs?”

      Cole didn’t answer, and that was telling enough.

      Fredrick wasn’t going to be able to buy his daughter back. We needed another solution. Son of a fucking bitch. Why the hell did D want me involved in this shit?

      Maybe because I’ve done it all before?
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      We met up with Fredrick back at his mansion. Luckily, he wasn’t out in the solarium like last time. Grateful for the cool temperature of his backyard patio, I settled down into a chair and accepted a glass of whiskey on the rocks from the butler. He bowed and left the three of us to our business discussion.

      Fredrick turned to me. His expression was tight, his skin was pale, and his hands were trembling. He’d had a long day and had probably been at the cusp of losing his fucking mind while he waited for Cole and me to come back.

      “Tell me what he said,” Fredrick pleaded. I felt for the bastard, but I loathed how weak he was. At a time like this, a man had to stand his ground.

      I glanced at Cole, who nodded for me to continue. “He has given you three weeks to get the money you owe him together and pay it in full. If you fail to do so, they have no intention of giving your daughter back.”

      “She’s alive?”

      “Yes. That’s what we were told. He brought no proof, but Cole and I believe him.”

      “Why? How can you be sure?”

      “I’m watching them closely, Fredrick. You know this.” Cole seemed far more calm than his words let on.

      I was no fool. I had no intention of telling Fredrick his daughter was getting fucked left, right, and center. No way in hell was I going to deliver that news. Besides, it wasn’t important. Not right now. And there was always the chance that the girl was having a good time, as Nathaniel said.

      Can you say Stockholm syndrome?

      “You’re right, but please tell me again that you’re sure she’s alive. She’s all I have left besides my business.” Fredrick glanced at me, and I gave him nothing. He looked back to Cole.

      “We’re sure,” Cole said. “It would do them no good to kill her. They need her alive to get their money.”

      “It’s not a small sum of money,” Fredrick whispered as he gripped the armrests of his chair. “There must be another way to get her back. I don’t want to pay these fucking bastards a cent.”

      I ran my hand over my head and sighed. “Well, we can discuss other options.”

      “At what cost?” Fredrick asked. He was a smart man. He knew no favor was free.

      “We kill them,” I said evenly. “All of them.”

      Fredrick stiffened and glanced at Cole, who was steepling his hands in front of him and eyeing me over the top of his fingertips. He was smiling. “I’m in,” he said. “One less mafia family is a good thing for everyone. More money and more property to go around. Less fucking assholes lurking in the dark.”

      “Yes.” I nodded. “We’d simply be taking out the trash.”

      “You think you can pull it off?” Fredrick asked. “Wait, you think Demetri would be all right with that?”

      “Firstly, I wouldn’t offer if I didn’t think I could do it, and secondly, I’ll talk to him.”

      Fredrick nodded slowly and smoothed his eyebrows with his thumbs. “All right,” he said nervously. “Talk to Demetri, but know that this would have to be a well laid plan. My daughter is in the thick of it. I don’t want them catching wind of our decision and taking it out on her. They’ll kill her without blinking, Marcus.”

      “Which is exactly what I intend to do to them.”

      Fredrick sighed and stroked his chin. “I do like the sound of a world free of the Bertinellis.”

      “And that Nathaniel guy has to go, too,” I growled as I pulled out my phone. I texted D, telling him that we wanted to kill the Bertinellis and put the phone on the table to wait for his message. “That guy rubbed me the wrong fucking way.”

      Cole chuckled and poured the rest of his whiskey into his mouth. “He’s more of a handful than you’d think. If we want to play this thing smart, we go in when Nathaniel isn’t there. Erik himself is already a skilled target. He won’t go down without a fight. The motherfucker is a cold-blooded killer.”

      “Unless he’s already down when we get to him. I have no qualms about killing a man in his sleep. I’m just here to get the fucking job done.” I shrugged. What were the chances that D would allow me to fuck them up? Slim. But maybe I’d catch him in the right mood.

      Cole drummed his fingers on his empty glass. “I knew there was a reason I liked you.”

      I chuckled, and my phone vibrated on the table. I plucked it up and opened D’s message:

      “Not a chance. Come up with a plan B.”

      “Fuck,” I grumbled, tossing the phone back on the table. “We have to do this another way. A way where Erik is still breathing, and we have the girl. D most likely doesn’t want a turf war.”

      “I’m waiting for a bright idea,” Cole said as Fredrick looked back and forth between us.

      “Me too,” I muttered, throwing my drink back and slamming the glass on the table.

      Fucking mafia honor codes. I had just started looking forward to putting a bullet in Erik Bertinelli’s brain.

      Denied.
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          Izabella

        

      

    

    
      My eyes ached. They were puffy and swollen from crying on the flight home. Crying over Marco and over what I had to do next.

      Marco wasn’t lying about my father’s involvement. I couldn’t swallow the pill in front of him, but the more I thought about it, the more I knew the truth in my brother’s words.

      My father was involved. There was no other answer.

      Nate and I drove home in a rental car in silence, and I was grateful for him leaving me be. The man was more in tune with women than anyone else at the house—including D.

      We got to the house, and Nate walked beside me, his wound tender from what he said, but okay.

      I had stitched him up on the plane, which had been a fucking feat and half to do, being half-blinded by my own tears. After the bleeding stopped, I let him sleep until we descended into Chicago. I shook him awake, and he came to right away, looking at me with apologetic eyes that almost made me emotional all over again.

      He knew the toll killing Marco had taken on me. I paused in front of the door as Nate was reunited with his brother Timothy. They gave one another sideways hugs, and Nate grimaced from his wound.

      “Don’t be such a pussy,” Timothy joked, nudging Nate in the shoulder. “What’s with you?”

      I opened the door, and Nate caught my wrist. “Hey,” he said gently. “Want me to go in with you?”

      I shook my head, and he released me. “No. Thank you.”

      Timothy looked back and forth between us, clearly confused, and cleared his throat. “Uh, Izzy, sorry, but no guns allowed right now. Policy is back in place.”

      I lifted an eyebrow at him. “Are you going to take it from me?”

      He stiffened, and Nate shook his head. “Leave it. Go ahead, Izzy. We’ll be here.”

      I nodded, silently thanking Nate for being there and understanding. After turning away from them, I pushed through the front door and walked through the foyer. Memory after memory assaulted me, but the look in Marco’s eyes as he explained himself haunted me. It would until the end of my days.

      “Don’t you talk about momma.” The gun shook, and my heart stilled. I was searching for my quiet place—the place I went when it was time to kill. “And the Kallups? What of them?”

      “Dad hired them to fuck things up. To put us all on edge so that Freddy’s death would be swept under the rug, and we could get Adam Cooper to come out to play. The bastard is a nice guy recluse.”

      Dad had hired them? Sickness swam around in my stomach. Of course, my father was involved. My brother was a pussified secretary for the syndicate. He couldn’t stand up to anyone. How the fuck would he have pulled all of this off on his own?

      Right. He wouldn’t have.

      “No, he’s not.” I shifted from side to side in the grass and rolled my shoulders as the world around me grew dim. What the fuck was I going to do? “How did you entice the Kallups when fucking Adam Cooper already had them on his payroll? And don’t fucking say one more thing about my father, Marco. I’m serious.”

      Marco might not have been the puppeteer, but he killed my mother and my brother. He had to die for what he did, or so I convinced myself.

      I kept moving down the hallway and forced the memory away. If I stopped, I knew I wouldn’t have the nerve to do what I had to do. So I kept my head down and went straight to my destination: my father’s office.

      The door was unlocked, and I could hear him on the phone on the other side of the door. I opened it silently and stood in the doorway. He had his back to me and was standing behind his desk. His shoulders were hunched over, and his voice was angry. “How the fuck is Marco dead?” He hissed into the phone as he braced himself against the bookcase behind his desk.

      I closed the door softly behind me, turning the handle so the lock wouldn’t click.

      “I needed him alive for a little while longer. Dammit to hell! We were almost done.” My father stopped when whoever was on the other line cut him off. I couldn’t make out who it was or what they were saying, but I knew it was a man. When he was done, my father growled mercilessly. “Thomas. Look, kid. I gave you your shot, and you just about fucked it up. You had one fucking job. You had to protect Marco.”

      Thomas Kallup, I thought dimly. Of course. I stared at my father’s broad back as Thomas spoke hurriedly into the phone. My father was shaking his head, not buying any of what the kid was saying to him.

      How had it all come to this?

      How was it that I was standing in my father’s office, preparing to do the one thing I never imagined I would have to do?

      I took my gun from the back of my pants and lifted it straight out in front of me, lining the barrel up between the mighty Joe Castaletta’s shoulder blades. My daddy. My hero.

      It was all a fucking lie.

      “No,” my father spat. “You were supposed to protect Marco until he could finish bringing this war to my door. But you fucked up. You cost us everything, you little shit. Now I’m going to have to get my own hands dirty and—”

      I cleared my throat. There was no point in delaying what I had to do. No point in waiting any longer. My heart was already so broken, so crushed. What was one more loss going to cost me?

      A coldness that I’d never experienced before swept through me. This moment would change my life forever. I would never be able to look at myself in the mirror and think about being a mother, a wife, a daughter again.

      I was a killer. Nothing more. Nothing less.

      My father spun around. His eyes widened momentarily, and then he fell back into his calm mannerism. He pursed his lips. “I’ll call you back,” he said and then lowered the phone from his ear to place it on the desk. “I didn’t expect you home so soon, baby girl.”

      “There are a lot of things that I didn’t expect either, Daddy,” I whispered.

      He glanced at the gun in my hands, but the look in his eye told me he wasn’t taking me seriously. It was the same way he used to look at me when I was a little girl and I was angry about not getting something that I wanted.

      “Izzy,” he said softly. “I know how hard this has been for you. It’s been hard for me, too. But change was long overdue. We needed to purge this house, baby girl. I did this for us. For you.”

      “Don’t you fucking say that to me,” I said, feeling hollow. “Please don’t fucking say that. None of this was for me.”

      “Marco and Freddy? They weren’t blood. They were bastards. They weren’t worthy of our name. They didn’t deserve to stand beside you, my daughter.” He stepped forward, and I stiffened, raising the gun to point it between his eyes instead of at his chest. He stopped, brow furrowing. “Your mother and I made a lot of mistakes, Izzy. I know that. And I kept making mistakes. But the best thing we ever did was make you, baby girl. You are my legacy.”

      I blinked furiously as tears started to burn my eyes. I didn’t ask to be a legacy. I didn’t ask for any of this. I would have given anything and everything to get my mother back and to spare her from the violent death my father had assigned to her, like she was nothing but another pawn to be picked off the playing board.

      I whispered my next words with hate in my heart. “You killed her.”

      “She was wrapped in lies, Izzy. Her infidelities were too many. She was poisoning the water of our family. Don’t you see? Just stop and—”

      “No!” I screamed so loud it hurt my ears. “You killed her. And Freddy. And you are the reason I had to kill my own brother. How could you do this to us? How could you fuck us over like this? You’re my father. My Papa. My Hero!” Tears dripped down my face as I shook. I would never sleep a sound night again.

      “It was never about us,” my father said, anger touching his voice now. “Your mother buried herself with her incessant need to fuck any man who looked at her like she was more than just my fucking wife. She was sleeping with Rico, too. Her own damn guard. And Armstrong, Charles DeSalls, Terrance Cooper. There are more than you think there were, Izzy. Your mother was a whore and nothing more. Be objective, baby girl. Can’t you see past it?”

      So that was why all these people were dying. My father had decided it would be so, all because my mother tried to find love in someone else’s bed. And I sure as hell couldn’t fucking blame her. She probably knew how deep the cruelty ran in my father’s veins. She also probably knew what she was risking by cheating on him. How desperate she must have been to stray from his bed anyway.

      Poor Rico, her bodyguard, was probably rotting in the bottom of a well somewhere. The bastard had been missing for weeks, and Armstrong was probably next on my father’s hit list. I wondered if he’d already contracted someone out to fulfill the job. Maybe Thomas Kallup himself or one of his brothers.

      A sharp realization slammed into me. There was nothing in this life that my father held dear. Joe Castaletta had no friends. His family was as expendable as his employees, and every relationship he had was crafted out of how it benefited him.

      I was nothing to him but a gun. The father that taught me to dance on his feet, to sing as he played the piano, to shoot my first gun—that man was dead. Or fuck me. He never existed at all. What a lie.

      All the anger and misery that I had been carrying around for weeks exploded out of me in a mighty yell that made my head hurt. As my yell turned into a scream, I pulled the trigger of my pistol, firing a shot into the bookshelves behind my father. He blinked and turned to look at how close the bullet had come to hitting him in the head.

      Three inches to the right and he’d be a dead man.

      He turned back to me and opened his mouth to speak.

      “No!” I screamed at him. “Fuck you! Mom lived a hard life. You were never fucking here. All you ever cared about was this fucking syndicate and your goddamn money. Mom never meant anything to you! How could you expect her to do anything else but look for someone to make her feel wanted?”

      “Don’t defend her after the shame she brought down on us,” he snarled, his face the mask of a demon. This was the man the world knew.

      “Shame?” I scoffed, choking on my own tears as a sob shook me. “The great Castaletta legacy is dead. It has been since the night you hired four monsters to hunt my mother down and rape her in a fucking alley.”

      My father stared at me like he was seeing me for the first time. His eyes flicked back and forth between mine as he sucked a sharp breath through his teeth. When he exhaled, he relaxed into his chair, shaking his head in disappointment. “Your mother got what she deserved. Nothing more. Nothing less.”

      “Lies.”

      “It’s over, Izzy. You, me, D, and Drake still have a chance to rebuild and make the Castalettas the best they’ve ever been. We will be stronger now. Whole. Pure.”

      “No.” I shook my head furiously as my bottom lip trembled. “No!”

      “Yes!” my father roared, slamming his fists into the table. “You are not Vivian’s daughter, Izabella. You are my fucking daughter. My blood! It runs in your veins, and you know it. You’re stronger than all of them—than me! Put that goddamn gun down, and send for your brother and Demetri. We have an empire to rebuild.”

      My blood rushed in my ears. My heart hammered away in my chest but felt like it was shrinking, shriveling up under the grief rippling through me. “No, Daddy. You pushed too far. You cut too deep. There is no more us. No more Castaletta.”

      “Stop spewing nonsense, and do as I say, Izzy,” my father said, slowly rising back to his feet as he lifted his finger toward me. “You listen to me now, and you listen good. You’ve pointed your gun and your accusations at me this one time, and bravo to your bravery. Put that down now, and do what I said, or I promise you, the death your mother enjoyed will be heaven compared to what I have done to you.”

      I ignored his threats. Fuck him. He was going to die today.

      “If Demetri and Drake want to continue this legacy, we will do it under a different name.” My tears flowed freely as my father’s eyes widened with realization. This was what it had all come down to. That pivotal moment where someone had to do something to change the course of destiny. That someone was me. It had to be. Otherwise, Joe Castaletta would destroy us all. “I love you, Daddy. I always have, and sadly enough, I always will.”

      The gun went off. I didn’t scream this time. It got stuck in my throat, and I staggered back as my father fell backward. His massive body slammed into the bookshelves, and he toppled over, landing in a crumpled, motionless heap behind his desk. I walked around to where he lay on the floor and unloaded the rest of my gun into his limp body.

      “Fuck you.” I shot him one last time right between the eyes. “Fuck you for killing my mother.”

      The door behind me blew open. The room was filled with the sounds of two familiar voices shouting my name, but everything seemed muted, dim.

      Someone grabbed my shoulders and spun me around. “Izzy? Izzy? Look at me, baby,” Demetri said, pushing my hair off my face and cupping my cheeks in his hands. He tilted my face up to look at him and wiped at my tears with his thumbs. “Fuck,” he breathed, his own eyes misty with tears.

      “He did it,” I said, my voice cracking as Drake walked around us to move behind my father’s desk. He bent to check the body. I knew where all of my bullets had struck. I aimed to kill, not to maim. Joe Castaletta was dead. I closed my eyes as more hot tears spilled down my cheeks. “He was at the helm of it all. He killed Mom, and Freddy, and—”

      “I know. I mean, I suspected.” Demetri wrapped his arms around me and pulled me into his chest. He was warm and smelled so fucking good. Like home. His arms built a wall between me and the pain, and I clung to him as my first sob escaped me. He rested his chin on top of my head and smoothed my hair. “It’s all right, Bella. It’s all right.”

      I wrapped my fists in his shirt and buried my face in his chest as I listened to Drake sigh heavily behind me. He approached us and rested a hand on my shoulder. “It’s good to see you, sis. Scared the shit out of us when those shots went off.”

      I nodded, unable to speak due to the tears. It was good to see him, too.

      Drake gave my shoulder a squeeze before letting his hand fall to his side. “What the fuck are we supposed to do now? Joe’s enemies will be coming out of the woodwork to drink from his watering hole the minute they catch wind of this.”

      Demetri rubbed my back and lifted his chin from my head. His voice, when he spoke, rumbled beneath my ear, and I knew in that moment that I would do whatever I had to in this life to make sure I heard his voice under my ear every night until I died. He cleared his throat and tucked a thumb under my chin, making me look up at him.

      “We rebuild. Together.” He kissed my forehead. “And we do better.” He glanced over at Drake. “All three of us.”

      Drake nodded and locked eyes with me. “All three.”
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        Two weeks later

      

      

      

      Drake dropped into the lounge chair beside me and crossed his hands behind his head. He let out a contented sigh and closed his eyes.

      “This is the life, brother. Family, sun, and a drink in hand.” He nodded to the table between us, where our rather feminine cocktails sat, hosting blue umbrellas and wedges of pineapples on the rim.

      “I can’t complain, either,” I said as I flipped my sunglasses down against the glare of the sun beating down from above.

      “And that view?” Drake whistled.

      Sicily was swimming lengths in the pool in front of us. Her long dark hair fanned out behind her as she pushed herself through the water, which bubbled gently in her wake.

      “Don’t take this the wrong way,” I chuckled, “but the view is pretty nice.”

      “Watch it,” Drake warned.

      “Come off it. I have my woman, and you have yours. Speaking of which.” I twisted around to look back at the mansion. “Where the hell is Izzy?”

      “She said she was changing into her suit,” Drake said.

      “This day just keeps getting better,” I mused.

      Sicily popped up at the side of the pool and rested her arms on the ledge and her chin on her hands. “You boys enjoying your Pina Coladas?”

      “Is that what these are?” Drake asked, picking his up and taking a mouthful. “It’s like summer in a cup.”

      Sicily giggled and splashed water at him. He scolded her playfully and then nodded at the open chair beside him. “Come on up here. Let the sun kiss that beautiful body of yours.”

      Sicily rolled her eyes and blushed, but got out of the pool anyway. Little rivulets of water ran down her tanned legs, and she hopped onto the chair beside him. “You know, this is a lot better than what I was expecting when we moved here. It’s like being on a prolonged vacation.”

      “This is your life now, sweetheart,” Drake said.

      For now, I thought.

      Life in a syndicate never stayed calm for long. The four of us had agreed to enjoy it while we could. It was only a matter of time before we would have to dig in our heels and get back to work. But for now, I was happy to lounge by the pool with my family—my real family—and savor the moment for as long as I possibly could.

      We had put all the hard shit behind us.

      Joe’s funeral had been two weeks before, and once he was six feet under, Izzy seemed to return to her normal self. Her grief slipped away to be replaced with acceptance and determination to be better than her father. The service had been packed full, with over six hundred people, many of them flying in from all over the country. He didn’t deserve it, and everyone in attendance knew that.

      But it was how things were done in the syndicate.

      Sicily popped up out of her chair. “I’m going to go grab some of those lemon tarts I made last night. Either of you up for a sweet treat?”

      “Absolutely,” I said.

      Sicily giggled and padded away, her bare feet slapping on the stones of the pool patio. When she was out of earshot, I glanced at my brother.

      “So I heard from Edward this morning about how things are going at the Dimonzio.”

      “Oh?” Drake asked, pushing his sunglasses down his nose to peer at me over the top of the frames.

      “It looks like we have a new enemy. Someone who probably sensed a crack in the foundation and took advantage. Turns out they’ve been losing money for the last six months and just caught on to it. That’s one sly bastard, slipping money out from under Jesse and Eliza’s noses.”

      “I’d say,” Drake said. “How much have they stolen?”

      “Jesse isn’t sure yet. Edward has done some digging since I sent him over. He suspects the loss has surpassed the two million dollar mark.”

      “Holy shit,” Drake said, sitting up a little straighter in his chair. “And yet, you’re sitting here by the pool, not losing your fucking mind. What’s the deal, man?”

      I shrugged. “Izzy and I have agreed that we want to run things a little differently than Joe. We need to give our people a chance to handle shit on their own before we swoop in and start knocking heads. Edward thinks he can handle it. Izzy trusts him. If he needs help, he will reach out.”

      “And you trust Edward? Are we talking about the same guy right now? I thought you hated this fucker.”

      “I do, but that’s irrelevant. This is business. Personal shit doesn’t matter, and if Izabella says he’s good for the job, then I’m going with it.” I shrugged and tried to keep my composure. I had to start trusting people—like my woman—to make decisions that I didn’t question all the fucking time. Otherwise, I’d be sitting on a throne of dead bodies alone.

      “All right,” Drake said. “I’m impressed. And things in New York are being worked out?”

      I nodded. “Marcus is working on it. Turns out the Bertinellis might be far more interested in developing a working relationship with the Castaletta and DeMarco syndicate now that they’ve heard about Joe’s death. Hopefully, there’s a way to shut things down for Marcus and Erik without too much bloodshed. I think we’re headed that way for sure.”

      “Then is your man coming back to help out here?”

      “You know, I’m not sure yet. Marcus seems happy out there, and I’m not going to lie. I like having someone on the ground in that neck of the woods I can trust. It’s straight shooting with that guy. He’s loyal as fuck, and he knows how to get a job done. It might be in everyone’s best interest to let him get into the club scene there. Give him more responsibility.”

      “If you trust him, I trust him.”

      “He’s one of the good ones.”

      “Who is?” Izabella’s voice floated over to me, and she stepped around the back of my chair to fall into my lap. I wrapped my arms around her and pressed my lips to her neck as she wiggled her ass in my crotch. She looked stunning in her skin-tight white one-piece with a plunging neckline almost all the way to her navel. Dainty gold jewelry winked at her throat, and a single chain hung between her breasts.

      “Marcus Blaine.”

      “Ah,” Izzy said knowingly. “The big, good-looking fucker. Yeah. I’m glad he’s on our side.”

      “He’s not that good looking.” I gave Izzy a look. She laughed, which caused my heart to swell. God, she was beautiful. So much more than I should have deserved.

      Sicily arrived with a plate of goodies and placed them on the table between us. All of us indulged in a couple. The tangy sweetness exploded along my taste buds, and I shook my head in wonder. “How you manage to make this shit taste so good, I’ll never know.”

      “She has magic hands,” Drake said.

      I arched an eyebrow at him.

      “That’s not what I mean,” he said hurriedly as Sicily swatted at him.

      I pinched Izzy’s ass, and she slapped my chest. “Come on, D. Let’s get wet.”

      Izzy rolled off my lap and walked languidly to the pool. I swept my eyes over her from the tips of her toes to the top of her head. I was a lucky fucking guy, and she was all mine.

      I smiled and wagged my eyebrows at my brother and his girl over Izzy’s comments. “She’s taken. Sorry, folks.”

      They chuckled.

      She lowered herself down to the edge of the pool and sat with her legs in the water. I came up behind her and shot Drake a look over my shoulder, winking. He rolled his eyes at me, and I pushed my knee between Izzy’s shoulder blades. She let out a surprised shout as I pushed her forward. When she fell into the water,  I dove in after her.

      As soon as I broke the surface, she splashed me and her laughter filled the air around us. “You ass,” she said.

      “Your ass.”

      “Damn fucking straight. Now come here.” Izzy lifted a hand out of the water and curled her finger toward herself.

      I didn’t need to be asked twice. I swam to her and gathered her in my arms, lifting her off the bottom of the pool. She wrapped her legs around my waist, and blood instantly rushed to my cock.

      When her lips grazed mine, Drake stood from his lounge chair and took Sicily’s hand. “We’re going to give the two of you lovebirds some privacy. Just keep in mind that you’re not the only ones who swim in that pool, all right?”

      “Yeah, yeah,” I said, waving him away.

      “I’m going to start dinner,” Sicily called as the two of them disappeared into the house, leaving Izzy and I wrapped around each other in the water.

      I kissed the tip of her nose. “You shouldn’t be allowed to walk around here looking like this. You’re going to get me in fucking trouble.”

      “From who?” Izzy smiled. “There’s no one here to give you shit but me.”

      I turned her around in the water so that I was facing the sun and she didn’t have to squint. She leaned in to kiss me, and I paused.

      Izzy pulled away. “What are you thinking about?”

      What was I thinking about? Fuck, I think the better question was what wasn’t I thinking about? Everything I had known had changed inside of a month. Nothing was the same. It was hard to be present and conscious of how fucking good things felt at the moment. I wanted to make sure we were making the right decisions. I wanted to give her that goddamn ring back at my apartment, but I knew we needed some distance from the deaths to make it really special.

      “You sure you want to do this?” I asked.

      “Do what?” Izzy asked, cocking her head to the side. “Fuck in the pool?”

      “That’s happening whether you want it to or not. But that’s not what I meant. The syndicate. This is what you want?”

      “Yes. This is my legacy.” Izzy raked her fingers through my wet hair. “We rebuild under your name, Demetri DeMarco. Drake will manage things. You’ll be our leader. The Don of the Castaletta DeMarco syndicate. And I’ll be your gun.”

      “Not if we ever get married and you get pregnant, Bella. I won’t allow that. Not for a second.” I squeezed her ass and pressed my fingers between her legs, pulling her swimsuit to the side. I eased a finger inside her, and she bit her bottom lip as her eyes filled with lust. “After I put a baby in you, I want you to be home where you’ll be safe.”

      “When that happens, I’ll stay home. But not until I’m six months and waddling around. It’ll be hard to kill people when I have to pee all the time.”

      I slipped another finger inside her tight pussy, and she moaned, tightening herself around me. “I don’t want to put anyone at risk. Least of all you or our baby.”

      “D,” she sighed, sounding like sin incarnate. “We’re always at risk. Our child will be in the same position. It’s the price we pay for being who we are. Our son will be raised with danger around every corner, and he’ll embrace it and fight it like the rest of us. He’ll be the best of both of us, baby.”

      “He?” I pumped my fingers in and out of her as she let out a sensual moan. “You think it’ll be a boy?”

      Izzy rolled her hips, fucking herself against my hand. “I have a gut feeling, you know?”

      “What if I want a baby girl?” I paused, and she growled. “No girl?”

      “No, I don’t care. Just don’t stop fucking me.” She pulled back and rolled forward, fucking herself deeper. My cock danced in my swimsuit as I tried to keep myself from coming. The girl had always been too much for me. I played it off well, but fuck me. I wasn’t going to last with her dancing all over me.

      She kissed my throat and jaw and tightened her legs around my waist as I thrust my fingers in and out of her again—harder this time. “A baby girl would get away with everything with you as her daddy,” she said breathlessly.

      “Kind of like how you do?”

      “Exactly,” she said, nipping at my bottom lip. “Enough chit-chat, Demetri DeMarco. Fuck me already.”

      “With pleasure, Bella.”

      She undid the tie at the top of my shorts and pulled my cock out. She stroked me under water, the corner of her mouth curled up in a needy smile. I walked her backward until her back was against the edge of the pool. Then I leaned my hips into hers and slid inside her warm, wet body.

      She moaned gratefully and clung to my shoulders. Her nails pinched my skin as I decorated her chest and tits in kisses and nips. She reached behind her neck and undid the sash of her white swimsuit. Her tits floated in the water, and I cupped them with one hand, flicking my thumb over her nipples.

      “Harder,” she whispered.

      I obeyed, forcing her legs farther apart as I gave her all of me. Her breath hitched in her throat as she groaned my name and pressed her forehead to mine.

      “I fucking love you, Izabella,” I grated through clenched teeth.

      Izzy looked into my eyes and smiled a warm smile. There was joy in her eyes—something I hadn’t seen in her for a long time. But it was there almost every day now, and it was unabashed, free, and wild.

      “I love you, too,” she whispered.

      We were suspended in the moment together, wrapped around one another in pure bliss as we both reached our climax and kissed hungrily. She tasted like coconut and mangos and my future.

      A future that would be filled with love and family.

      And violence and death.

      But that was how things were for us in the syndicate. At least this time, things would be different. I was surrounded by people I could trust. In a way, Joe had purged the family as he desired. He’d forced us to take him out, the most toxic member of our organization. It had cost a lot of other lives, but in the end, we were still whole.

      We were ready for whatever came next. No matter how fucked up it got.

      With Izabella and my brother by my side, I would lead the syndicate through any storm, and I was ready to remake our name and remind our enemies that we were a formidable force to be reckoned with.

      I looked forward to meeting the first asshole with enough balls to challenge me and my own.

      And they would all tremble as they referred to me with respect.

      Don Demetri DeMarco.
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