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Any minute I’m going to wake up from this nightmare. Being tied up and thrown in the trunk of a car doesn’t happen in real life. Except the silk tie around my wrists feels very real. And my father, Johnny Conti, the head of the Outfit, is telling me to be a good girl—that I’m to be the wife of the man who tied me up and has me over his wide shoulder.

Some women might swoon over gorgeous Dominic Sabatini with his blue eyes, dimples, and muscled body in a silk suit. Not me. Those are just distractions from who, what he really is: a ruthless killer with blood on his hands and ice in his veins.
There is no way Dominic could actually want to marry me. A virgin, curvy, buried in an all-girls Catholic boarding school for most of my life and seventeen years younger than him. He’s marrying so far beneath him it’s absurd.
No to all of it. Tomorrow I’m going to marry the man of my dreams, a nice, kind accountant. I’m going to have the safe, boring life I’ve always longed for. I have to escape this nightmare. But Dominic growls I belong to him and he keeps what is his.
––––––––
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This a mafia romance with dark elements.
While this is the first book in a series it is a standalone and does not end in a cliffhanger.
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Dominic

––––––––
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It takes a long minute for me to push away from the wall of the shower as my orgasm rolls through me. Serena smiles triumphantly as she gets off her knees. Yes, she does this well. She is one of few women who can take my nine-inch, very thick cock down her throat with not only ease but pleasure. Her smile, however, hints there is something more to her arrival at the end of my shower when she woke me with sex less than an hour ago. One of these things would be a normal morning; both means she wants something from me. 

“Dominic, can I please come with you? Please, can I meet your father?”

There it is. Not bothering to answer her, I wrap a towel around my waist as I walk out of the bathroom. 

She moves fast to catch up to me in my walk-in closet. “Please?”

I continue to ignore her, my mind already on where to find her replacement. It’s too bad, I thought she was going to last longer—up until today she was the perfect mistress. She didn’t make any demands, and she was quick to swallow my cock. Most importantly, she was sexually uninhibited and always down to fuck when I needed it. Then again maybe her perfection had her thinking she could push this issue. She was wrong. 

Dropping my towel, before it hits the floor, Serena is pressing her naked body against me. Normally, I’m all for one last fuck. However, with Serena, I have no doubt she will take it to mean I’ll change my mind. I won’t. She was good, not that good. 

Now that it’s over, the restraint I usually maintained while handling her is gone. My hand around her neck is tight as I pull her away from me. Her pupils dilate, thinking she is in for a rough fuck. No. Pushing her away, I send her several feet from me. “Get your stuff together. I’ll have Vincent get you home. This is over.” 

Serena forgotten, I pick out a light blue shirt to go with one of my usual black suits. I have over three dozen three-piece suits, all of them custom made, as are my shirts and shoes. The winter ones are wool and cashmere; summer and the two weeks of spring are silk. Almost all of the suits are black, the ones that aren’t are dark gray. All of them are bulletproof. I believe in keeping things simple and safe.

A press of my thumb opens the small safe set into an accessories drawer in the center island. I take out my Sig P226 with its ankle holster and secure it to my right ankle.  Next is my Adamas knife. It’s a wicked, effective weapon. I secure the knife around my left forearm. Everyone expects the piece on my ankle; no one expects the knife. I go with white-gold and sapphire cuff links to match the shirt and sapphire tie. 

Serena touches my shoulder.  “Dominic, please, I’m sorry—”

Annoyed now, I shake her off as I call Vincent. “I need you to get here now. It’s time for you to take out my trash.” 

Her eyes go wide with hurt before she finally walks away. Why do they always make a big deal out of the end?

Vincent sighs. “You can be such a dick sometimes. Let me guess, she’s looking right at you?” 

I don’t bother answering. He knows me well. 

Another sigh. “Give me fifteen.”

When I go into the bedroom she’s still naked. She’s trying to work up tears, they aren’t coming. “Please, Dominic, don’t do this to me, to us.”

The money clip in my right pocket has three thousand in fifties and hundred-dollar bills. The clip in my left pocket has fifteen hundred in twenties and fifties. Palming the clip in my right pocket, I remember her credit card bill that came three days ago, almost twelve thousand dollars. I pull out the clip from my left pocket and toss it toward her. She catches it without blinking an eye.

“That’s it? All these months together, I ask for a second time if I can meet your father and you’re throwing me out?”

I don’t bother repeating what I told her the first night we met, before she eagerly climbed on my cock. She doesn’t ask me questions, not about my life, not about what I do. “Vincent will be here in ten minutes. He’ll check to make sure all you’re taking is what belongs to you.”

“Fuck you!” She throws the crystal lamp from the bedside table. It doesn’t make it three feet before shattering as it hits the hardwood floor. 

Oh hell no. As I make my way toward her, she’s smart enough to be afraid. My grip on her arm is tight as I drag her down the hall. It’s a long hallway. The building is four stories total, with the club I run taking up the basement and first floor. The third floor has another apartment but is mainly storage for the club. I picked the fourth floor as my living quarters so I had more light from the large windows and a few skylights I put in. It’s a little more than eight thousand square feet. There are two bedrooms that are mirrors of each other, a workout room, office, library, and formal dining room as well as a large eat-in kitchen. I’m proud of my place—I spent a lot of time and money making it mine. Serena doesn’t get to throw any of my shit around. 

“I’m sorry. Please, Dominic.” 

There is an elevator entrance at the back of the building I added when I took over. The original entrance, up a flight of stairs, is closer. I open the door, shove her outside and lock it, ignoring her banging and crying for me to at least let her have some clothes. 

In my office I flip on the cameras to record my bedroom. When Vincent gets here I want to know she doesn’t pull any shit as he packs her up. 

I call down to Richie who runs my club to warn him about Serena. He laughs, letting me know he can hear her from downstairs. He’s already on his way up to get her. Next I call Mary, my housekeeper, to warn her about the mess waiting for her. She assures me she’ll handle it.

A quick check of my email has me reaching for my phone again. I hit a button on a device that will make the call crap if someone is trying to record it. 

I don’t wait to exchange pleasantries. “I’m over this shit. They shot up a club last night over a single fucking kilo of coke. Four civilians are dead and three more are in the hospital. I’m done. They are done. I’m wiping them completely the fuck out of Illinois, not just Chicago.”

Carlo Toro is silent. He’s my underboss—I’m only a capo. I have no desire to have his title. I should not be telling him shit. Usually, I prefer Carlo’s conservative actions, or rather lack of action. I’m of the same mind that violence and blood is a last resort, something to be done only after careful consideration. I’ve considered it and it’s time. These MC bastards keep trying to push into Chicago. I’ve personally taken out three of them in the last few years, other members of the family have taken out almost a dozen. The pieces of shit keep coming back. It’s time to end this.  

“That much blood will cost us.” 

“It’s been costing us. You’ve lost two good men, and other family have lost several more. We made our choices. It’s the civilians they keep killing that needs to end. The four in the club make twenty-two this year. No more. I’ll be going to them at their headquarters in Springfield. No blood will spill on our streets.” 

“I’ll confirm it with Johnny. Will you need more men?” 

“No, my men and a small measure of outside help will give me what I need.” 

“Outside help?” He doesn’t like the sound of that.

“Information only.” The lie falls easily from my lips. 

A sigh. “If you need anything let me know.” 

Ending the call with Carlo, I hit send on another number. 

I never hear the line ring. “Mr. Sabatini, how may I help you today?”

“I’m ready to press play on the ending of the MC.” 

“My man in place is deep, likely unable to make contact until this time next week. I’ll have everything ready for when he does. Do you still want to be there?”

“I do. I have told you, I prefer to be hands-on in all things.”

A dark chuckle. “After having so many cowards for clients, it’s always refreshing to deal with you, Dominic. Your presence will necessitate a further level of protection for you. There is no use in making this look like an unfortunate accident if someone sees you in the vicinity.” 

“You prefer I not be involved.” I might only be a capo, but I rule my territory with ruthless control. Other capos come to me for things they feel they cannot go to Carlo for, be it advice or how to best resolve an issue. I don’t like being told what to do. In anything.

“Since we last spoke, your name has been mentioned among the MC. You are already being singled out by them. Your safety is my utmost concern.” 

I consider his warning. “Mentioned?”

“In a general sense of bitching about their lack of traction in the city. If I believed there was a cause for concern, you would know it already. Remember, if you are dead, my income goes down.” 

The man’s services can only be afforded by very deep pockets, and he’s worth every fucking penny. “I trust you know what is best.” There are not many men I trust with my life, over the last few years, Diego Valdez has proven himself to be one of those few men. “I will leave you to it.” 

“I will confirm with you when it is done.”

Ending the call, I consider the mention of my name among the MC, then shrug. This is the life. Rarely does talk lead to action. 

I take the elevator down. Vincent is waiting as the doors open. Only four people have a card to scan that gets the elevator to move. He’s one of them, which means he was waiting for me. “Six months, you’re going through them quicker lately. The blondes aren’t worth it.”

“Warning, she threw a lamp. Watch your step up there. Richie has her in the office of the club and is keeping an eye on her.”

He sighs. “They always get all tortured when you throw them away. Losing you destroys them.”

I shake my head. “They get destroyed about the money they are losing. They get over me within a day.”

Everett is waiting in my Mercedes Maybach SUV in front of the building. I inherited Everett from my cousin, Enzo, last year. My driver at the time wanted to retire. I asked Everett if he was interested in driving for me. He hesitated for a moment when I told him the vehicle was made bulletproof before he accepted the offer. So far so good. 

“Afternoon, sir, everything all right?” Everett asks as I close the door.

A glance at my watch tells me I am running behind by almost an hour. I would like to think I’m not rigid; however, I’m rarely off schedule by more than ten minutes. I’m up at one and at my father’s home for my breakfast and his lunch at one thirty. I leave his home after about an hour then go into one of my offices, either my realty business or my retail business selling high-end home finishes. After a few hours I go to the other office. I’m at the club a little after seven to eat dinner, where I stay until the club closes at four in the morning. Shutdown usually takes around an hour, then it’s into my personal gym for a workout before I’m in bed around seven.

“Ms. Patterson will no longer be driven. Once you drop me off, return to help Vincent get her and her things back to her place.”

A heavy sigh. “I warned her not to press you.”

“If only she’d listened.”

It isn’t far to my father’s home, a little less than two miles. I would prefer to walk or at the very least drive myself but safety first, always. The worst thing to get is complacent. 

I unlock the door to Pop’s house. I had to sell the house I grew up in when Pop went to prison. The cash was needed to pay off lawyers and have something in the bank. Neither one of us were all that sad about it, it wasn’t the happiest of homes. Now Pop lives in the home he grew up in. This place, I hadn’t been able to bring myself to sell, as the memories were far better here. To me this was home, where I preferred to be when I was growing up. Closing the door, I make sure to lock it and reset the alarm before following the blues music into the kitchen. 

Pop is casual already. His vest, tie, and jacket are off, which means he’s done with work for the day. He goes into his bookie business at eight to go over the previous night and coming day’s take. By ten he heads upstairs to his bookstore and opens it up for the day. By one he leaves his long-time assistant in charge while he comes home and we eat together. Usually Pop cooks for us, sometimes he orders in.

After we eat, sometimes he goes back to work. In the last five years two days out of the week he went and spent time with Alicia, my cousin Cesare’s wife in the suburbs. My cousins, Cesare, Enzo, and Dante, and their wives have taken on Pop as Nonno, grandfather, to their kids, filling the role their own father couldn’t on account of he killed their mother, then himself. I still remember the day Pop told me about Cesare teaching Matteo how to say Nonno when talking to Pop. He was on cloud nine for weeks. 

“Too bad about Serena, I hear she was beautiful.” Pop greets me with a nod.

“I got people calling you now? She’s still packing up her shit.” 

He laughs as he hands me a steaming hot espresso shot. He has to press it in my hand, I’m eyeing him warily. “You’re late. You’re never late unless it’s business or a woman. You would have called if it was business, and she’s running up on her expiration date.” Pop chuckles. “I made a frittata today, goat cheese, spinach, and pancetta.”

“Sounds good, I’m starving.” Sitting down at the table in the large eat-in kitchen, I study his notes on outstanding issues to discuss that could be a problem. We only discuss business here or in my office at home. Both mine and Pop’s place are swept every day to make sure there are no listening devices, and there’s a lovely little box from Diego Valdez that emits a high-pitched noise we don’t hear that renders any listening device crap. 

There is only one thing on the list for today: Johnny Conti. Fuck. Johnny Conti heads our family here in Chicago, even though he’s been living in New York for the last two years due to going through lung cancer treatment and his mother living in Staten Island with his sister. Conti isn’t bad, there have been worse Dons, although he can be a pain in the ass.

A plate is set in front of me, a triangle of frittata, fresh sliced tomatoes and home-baked bread softer than the warm butter on the table. “Looks good, thanks. Johnny?”

Shaking his head, “Let’s eat first, enjoy your meal before the acid starts rolling in.”

Fuck, I don’t like the sound of that. I let it go, though—he won’t discuss it until he’s ready. “What are you doing today? Heading over to hang out with Alicia and the kids?”

“No, I’m going over to Enzo’s. Going to make some pasta for him so he can do the cooking for Allegra’s birthday tomorrow. You get the baby a gift like I told you?”

I give him a look. He knows me better. I don’t shop. I pull out some cash and hand it over.

“You’re getting her a baby doll for her to practice on before she gets a new little brother or sister. Enzo told me Chloe said no gifts because Allegra already has plenty. But I checked, she doesn’t have any baby dolls. Enzo said Chloe doesn’t want to shove dolls and girly stuff on Allegra. What the fuck with all this PC shit? You can’t give a kid a doll? What are they supposed to play with?”

“So you’re going to get her five?”

His blue eyes glitter with humor. “Just two, one from me and one from you. Bought them yesterday. Carmella wrapped them up already.” 

“Where is Carmella?” Carmella is my father’s housekeeper, she’s usually here. By around now she’ll stop for her lunch and have coffee with us as she tells me everything I’m doing wrong. She’s worked for Pop for almost fifteen years now. I like her so I let her think I’m listening.

“Her granddaughter is sick so she’s home watching her today. You really never going to give me grandkids?”

“You got grandkids coming out your ears. I don’t need to give you any.” I also don’t say what I did more than a decade ago. There would be no kids for me. I want the Sabatini line in the Outfit to die with me. I don’t resent my life or the things I’ve done, none of it. At the same time, I don’t want my kids to be forced into this life. If they’re male, the expectation is they would become a member and if they didn’t, it would cause problems. 

Another sigh. “I guess I’m okay with no grandkids. I do worry about you not finding someone. Don’t you want what your cousins have? Ever since they got married and settled down, they’re fucking glowing they’re so happy. You’re going to be forty in a few months. Johnny tells me I failed you as your father.”

Fuck that. “This has been settled. I made too many concessions to get approval on it. I’m not going to throw it away now.” It isn’t normal to be my age and as high as I am in the Outfit and not be married. Preferably to a woman from another member of the family. “Hell, no, I don’t want what my cousins have.” I shake my head, inside I shudder at the idea. “All that angst, no. I’ll pass.” 

“It’s not all angst,” he argues.

“Like you and Mom?” It’s a low blow. Pop winces—their marriage was shit. Pop refuses to badmouth my mother, though. As a Sabatini, his vow of honoring her as his wife held even after her death. I respect him for it but she was a greedy, conniving bitch. I’m also tired of Pop bringing this up. 

“Or you and what’s that chick’s name you’re still mooning over, Christy?” I know the chick took off because she didn’t want to be with a mob guy. 

It’s been almost five years, and as far as I know there hasn’t been another woman since. Which isn’t Pop at all. Pop loves women. Not just loves to fuck—Pop adores women in a way I can’t comprehend. I blame it on his love of eighteenth-century writers and his mother as a cross between Joan of Arc and the Madonna. Ever since the woman walked out, he hasn’t been quite as lyrical. 

“Pop, enough. It’s not happening.” I don’t want to argue with him, it’s not something we do often. “What about Johnny Conti?”

“He called for you,” he mutters. 

I don’t like that. All of twelve people in the world have my cell phone number, and as the head of our family Johnny is one of them. Why did Johnny call Pop when he could have called me? “What does he want?”

A shrug of his shoulders. “His daughter, he’s having problems with her.”

“Why is he calling me about problems with his daughter?” It’s only as I think hard, I remember Johnny has one. Johnny had a son from his wife who got capped when he was only twenty-three. The daughter is from Conti’s mistress. When the mistress died he sent the girl overseas to a boarding school in Italy. “I had no idea she was even stateside.”

Interesting, his eyes slide away from mine. “The girl, her name is Regina. She turned twenty-two last month. She came back to the States two years ago when Johnny got sick. Johnny had to beg her to come, she didn’t want to leave university. She’s book smart, got into a good school, University of Turin.”

He rolls his eyes. “Not so street-smart, though. She thinks she’s in love. Problem is the guy is a scumbag posing as a white knight. Regina won’t listen to reason.”

“Why does he need me? Conti wants the guy on ice or something? I don’t get why I have to go all the way to New York to do it when he has a half dozen guys who could handle it.” 

The hit man thing is a movie myth. Everyone did their part when it came to killing, usually the person who could get closest to the hit. If the hit wasn’t someone in the family, then it would fall to whoever in the crew’s turn it was or would do the job best. 

Pop shrugs again. It doesn’t fool me for a minute. 

“What? Don’t fuck with me, Pop. It’s a good thing you don’t sit down at the tables anymore, you are shit for a poker face.”

His smile is sly. “He thinks you might be able to sort her out without making the guy dead. If she knows Johnny wacked the guy, she’ll never forgive him. They already got problems—she doesn’t want anything to do with family business or Johnny now that he’s not dying. Until she met the guy she was talking about going back to Italy.”

I don’t blame the girl for not wanting anything to do with family business, especially if she didn’t grow up in the life. When it comes to Johnny, he’s old-school. It doesn’t matter what she wants, she’s his daughter, she’ll do what he says. There was talk just before his son died of Johnny trying to make a marriage happen to a capo’s daughter, even though his son wanted to marry the girl he’d been with since he was eighteen. I have no idea what the hell Johnny thinks I can do. At the same time, it’s not for me to question my Don. 

“When does he want me there?”

“Today.”

Fuck. 

“The quicker you handle it the quicker you can be back.”

“When’s the next flight to New York?”

“I booked you already in business class, the flight leaves in an hour and a half.” 

“Fine, you want anything from New York?” I ask as I text Everett I’m ready to go. He responds he’s less than a minute away.

“Come back with a wife, we’ll make that my birthday present.” 

Shit. 

He laughs. “You forget every year. I would be more surprised if you remembered.”

“My bad, considering how old you are now we need to celebrate every one like it’s your last.” Pop is only fifty-six today. Yeah, he had his kids when he was still a kid himself. My bitch of a mother set him up, to get out of an engagement to a capo twice her age. As far as Pop is concerned, he has no regrets, he would do it all over again to get his sons. 

If it weren’t for the silver streaks in his hair and beard, no one would be able to guess he’s that old. He looks like he’s maybe forty-five, he works out every day same as I do although he goes a little heavier on the weights. I prefer the leaner muscle of a baseball player to being built like a linebacker like Pop. To me a mass of muscle is a stereotype of the mafia I’m not interested in perpetuating.

Shaking his head. “Enzo thinks he’s having a surprise party, he’s using the pasta making as a cover. It’s fine.”

“Why the fuck didn’t they say anything to me?” No one said anything, Chloe and Enzo just came into the club for dinner last week.

“Because you don’t keep secrets from me, even good ones like a surprise party.”

“True. All right, I’m not coming back with a wife. I’ll get you something better.”
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Regina

––––––––
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My cell phone rings, not my regular cell phone, my secret cell phone. The sound has my heart thumping with excitement. It’s been three whole days since it last rang. I make sure my bedroom door is locked before I retrieve the hidden burner phone from its hiding place.

“Hello, my love,” I answer.

“Dearest heart, your voice soothes the ache from not seeing you for so long.”

Joy floods through my entire body, filling me close to bursting until I worry my heart is beating too fast. “I’ve missed you so much. Tomorrow all the waiting will be over. No more hiding our love from Johnny or anyone else. We’ll be together for the rest of our lives. Marrying you will be my every dream come true.”

His laughter is harsh and grating. “How sweet.” 

My smile vanishes. It doesn’t sound like he thinks it’s sweet.

“I’m the luckiest man in all of New York to have you as a fiancée, young, sweet, pure and in love with me. One more night and I’ll be able to change a few of those things.” This time there’s no mistaking his coarse laughter or the bitterness underlying his words.

Is it really Richard? He’s never said anything like this before, never been so...I don’t know, it feels wrong. Even his voice sounds different, rougher, with a hint of shrillness at the edges. “Richard?”

A cough. “I’m sorry, darling. I don’t know what’s come over me, I think I’m a bit giddy at the thought of tomorrow.  All I’ve been dreaming of is making you my wife. I love you, Regina. I can’t wait for the privilege of becoming your husband.”

Relief pours through me, washing away the questions bubbling up inside me. Of course, I can forgive him. I haven’t been myself the last few days either from the stress and apprehension of tomorrow. “Yes, my love, of course. I love you too, I can’t wait.”

“Damn, I have to go, darling. My boss wants me in his office to discuss the week I’m taking off starting tomorrow. Remember ten on the dot, you go into your regular coffee place. You go right out the back door, I’ll be waiting.”

“Until tomorrow. I love you, Richard.”

“I love you too.” Then he’s gone. 

Clutching the phone to my chest, I go over every word he said. Until those moments when he became...even now I can’t put my finger on it. It was a Richard I had never heard before, didn’t recognize.

Stop it, Regina, I tell myself, it’s not a big deal. You yelled at Maria yesterday for not putting any sugar in your oatmeal. All she was doing was following Johnny’s orders of me being on a diet whether I wanted to be or not. Stress does things to people, let it go. I’ve never yelled at Maria before—she’s too sweet, too timid. If I’m allowed a slip, then so is Richard.

Putting the phone away, I burrow into my favorite handbag to the secret compartment. With a glance at the door, I take out my engagement ring. It’s only a carat but it’s so bright and clear. The ring is a little small, stupid fat fingers. Forcing it on, it barely makes it over my knuckle. 

Not for the first time I wish I was one of those tiny women instead of five nine, plus size with a big frame and big boobs and butt that only rappers like. Richard assured me once we were together he would help me lose weight, enabling me to become his perfect love. Even though his words hurt, I was grateful he was willing to help me and loved me enough to overlook the ways I didn’t meet his ideal woman. 

Richard teased it was a good thing I was overweight—it kept men from coming around me, leaving him as the only man I would make love with. I used to feel silly and stupid for still being a virgin. Now I’m glad I saved myself for my future husband, even if it wasn’t really all my choice. Growing up in an all-girls boarding school taught by nuns in a tiny town in the north of Italy, there weren’t any options. The people in the small town kept a wide berth of the students in the school.

Once I went on to the University of Turin, I was living with the family of a nun from the school. All my time was spent studying and cleaning in exchange for my room and board. When I arrived here in New York two years ago, Johnny kept men from getting close to me, but it wasn’t like they had a hard time. As Richard said, most men here in New York looked through me.

It did annoy me the way my virginity was looked at as some prize, as if an intact hymen was the best thing about me. At first the way Richard got excited about me being a virgin made me feel icky. It was the same attitude of the other mob men who hung around the condo. The men I wanted nothing to do with. When what first appealed to me about Richard was that he wasn’t like the mob men. 

Normally, I hid in my room when men came to the condo. One look at the green-eyed, blond Richard and I knew he wasn’t a mafia guy. He was so handsome that I couldn’t take my eyes off him. When he smiled at me, I felt as if the sun was shining for me for the first time since I arrived in New York. Finally, someone cared about me, loved me.

Tomorrow, my body will be under my own damn control. My whole life will change. I’ll be Mrs. Richard Taylor, and he’ll take me away from this life of guns and violence. I’ll no longer be the mafia princess of Johnny Conti, and Johnny will be lucky if I ever speak to or see him again.

Taking off my ring and tucking it away again, I consider never speaking to or seeing Johnny after tomorrow. It wouldn’t be any different from the last decade, and it feels like long past time. Johnny won’t miss me. He’s made it clear I’m a disappointment to him. I think in the end this final break will be a relief for us both. I’m tired of his cruelty, of all the ways he lists everything wrong with me. Of him constantly threatening to take my allowance away, telling me all Richard wants from me is my money. 

How could Richard want something I don’t have? Especially when Johnny told me repeatedly that I don’t have any money. If I want to keep a roof over my head, I would do what I was told. Nothing Johnny said made any sense to me. 

While the forty thousand I made last year in my first year as a translator for a publishing house here in New York wasn’t peanuts, it was hardly enough to marry someone for. Besides, Richard has his own money, far more than I do. He works as an accountant earning six figures but with his bonuses, he easily earns seven figures.

From far away I hear a thud. It’s Johnny leaving his office. Which means he’s leaving the condo for the day. If I give it five minutes I’ll miss him entirely.

Ten minutes later I go into the kitchen, starving for breakfast, to find Johnny sitting and drinking coffee. I startle—Johnny never comes into the kitchen. The kitchen is the size of most people’s entire apartments in this city, but he thinks it’s beneath him to be in the room.

“Gina, I’m having guests for dinner tonight. I’m getting a new lawyer. You’re to show up dressed in something nice, you watch your mouth and your manners.”

I barely manage not to roll my eyes. “Fine.” It’s all I say before I turn to hide in my room. I’m not hungry anymore.

“Eight o’clock,” he yells at me.

I don’t bother responding. It’s only a few minutes later when I hear him slam the front door of the condo. God, I hate him so much. 

In my room, I hit the button to open the curtains. The condo is over ten thousand square feet on the sixty-second floor of a building people in this city would sell their souls to live in. I hate it, I hate everything about it. It’s not just the condo, I hate New York, the frantic tempo of the city, the way people look through you. I’m hoping I can talk Richard into a place in the quiet suburbs. 

The knock at my door is timid and soft. There’s only one person it could be, Maria.  

“Come in.”

Maria opens the door, carrying a tray of oatmeal with a cup of coffee. “You didn’t eat breakfast.”

“Thank you, Maria. I really appreciate it. You’re so sweet to me. I don’t deserve it.” I take the tray from her, carrying it to the small sitting area with a marble coffee table, loveseat and overstuffed chair where I spend most of my time in the condo.

“It’s no problem. Do you have a dress you want me to press or steam?”

I swallow a sigh, knowing Johnny sent her to ask me. “No, I’m good, thank you.”

A small nod. “Okay. You need anything else?”

“No, I’m good. I’m starving. I’ll eat and take my tray in later.”

“Okay.”

As soon as the door closes, I let my fake smile fade. I’ll miss her. She’s been so nice to me. When I first arrived here I was desperate to fit in. Maria helped me binge on everything to get caught up on American culture. All the things I didn’t understand, from how to get around the city, Snapchat, Tinder, all the rest—I could ask Maria without her ever laughing at me and my lack of knowledge.         

Finished with breakfast, I make my way to my desk. For the thousandth time I study the picture of my mother holding me as a baby. She was beautiful. I got my height and curves from my mom, but she was much thinner, with an elegance to her I still remember being fascinated with. My mom was a dancer from Madrid who traveled to Chicago for a show. She was only supposed to be there for a week, but Johnny took one look at her and he didn’t let her go. It sounds romantic, but the reality wasn’t so much.

The problem was my father was already married, and a member of the mafia. I remember the first time I heard it. I was being teased by a girl at school about my father. I managed to get onto a computer and the internet. I read and understood what it all meant. After that I became grateful he sent me away from Chicago and his world.

Taking the picture down, I take it into the closet to tuck it in the bag I have packed for tomorrow. Slipping the picture between the pages of my favorite book, I wonder what my mom would think about what I’m doing. 

I would like to think she would support me. At first, I did wonder if Johnny was right and Richard was after something more than just me. He was so handsome I could hardly believe he wanted me. Except over the almost three months now Richard has never wavered in his declarations of love, and I believe him. I’m sure Mom would want me to be happy, and Richard makes me happy.

Studying the bag filled with a few changes of clothes and my wedding dress, I hope it’s not too big. It’s normal for me to carry a large bag when I go to the coffee house. I’ve gone there often over the last few months to spend the day working.

I went there to work so I wouldn’t feel like I was caged up in the condo. Even though I felt stupid sitting there working while one of Johnny’s men sat at another table close by and watched me. The only good thing about New York City is there are a plethora of people roaming the city with bodyguards, so it doesn’t faze most people. In order to keep up appearances I figure it’s a good idea to go today, so I text my usual guard, Danny, and let him know I want to go and I’ll be ready in twenty minutes. 
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Dominic
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Packing doesn’t take long. I’m hoping this will only take a day, two tops. I pack two suits and a casual outfit just in case. Travelling without luggage is something I don’t do even if I’m just going to New York for the day. It catches people’s attention and that’s the last thing I want. 

I put my gun and knife away so I can make it through security. As soon as I take them off I feel naked without them. In New York I can pick up another gun just like it, if I need it. 

“How long are you going to be gone?” Mary asks as she adds my toiletry kit to my bag.

“I’m not sure, a day or two.”

She hands me my bag. “Have a good, safe flight.”

“Thanks.” I grab two books I’ve been looking forward to reading and tuck them into the bag, then text Everett I’m on my way down. 

The flight doesn’t last long, going through security takes longer. When I land in JFK I grab a cab and head straight to Johnny’s office in Midtown. It’s an uneasy peace between Johnny and the Mafia here in New York City. The Mafia is different than the Outfit in Chicago, a difference the Outfit takes pride in. We don’t get involved in their business, they don’t get involved in ours, unless it’s a big fucking deal. 

Johnny’s cancer was considered a big fucking deal. Last year the doctors were close to calling Johnny good. He was on the verge of coming back to Chicago. Until one last test showed they were wrong. There were plans for another round of chemo until Johnny said fuck it.

Johnny has told the Family but no one else, and he won’t go into hospice. Although he’ll be buried in Chicago, the place he considers his real home, he wants to die in New York to be close to his mother, who has been on her deathbed for the last six years. Considering the woman is ninety-two, no one is willing to call the tiny old woman a liar. The way things are now, she’ll bury her son. 

Francis is waiting outside the door of what a gold plaque says is an import and export business. “Dom, it’s good to see you. How is your father?”

“Good, you look good. You lost weight.”

Francis nods as he runs a hand over his stomach. “Had a heart attack, the wife put me on one of them low-carb diets. The only problem is I can’t cheat on it, the minute I eat a plate of pasta I blow up. It’s not easy, I miss bread.”

“Better you than me. I’m not going without Pop’s gnocchi.”

“Ah, your father’s gnocchi.” He sighs. “I miss it. Go on in, Johnny is waiting for you.”

I open the door to the office. It’s been two years since I last saw Johnny. It was in Chicago right before he found out about the cancer and moved to New York. It was a meeting like most we had. He gave me the name of a guy to kill. That’s pretty much how meetings with Johnny went: it was either a money discussion or getting the order to take care of someone. 

It’s not that he hasn’t needed me to kill anyone in the last two years. I got the orders and made my payment through his underboss Carlo, who ran Chicago on his behalf. 

I take in Johnny for a minute, damn, he looks awful. The once large man has been whittled down to half of what he used to be by the cancer treatments.

“Dom, thank you for coming.” He rises to shake my hand. 

I return the shake. “No problem.” I sit down across from him, as he indicates, unbuttoning my jacket as I do. “I hear you’re having a problem with your daughter. I’m happy to help, I’m just not sure how I can.”

He laughs. “Come on, Dom, you look in the mirror every day. I need you to do whatever it is you do to make women fall for you and forget everything else. She thinks she’s marrying a white knight but she’s getting a bum. The guy is an associate of the Bruno family. Alonzo’s son, Benny, brought him in.” 

Alonzo Bruno is the head of the family here in New York. He’s also fucking psychotic. The man has killed one of his sons already when the kid pulled a dumbass move. Word is he’s warned Benny he has no problem doing it again. 

“Benny has the guy, Richard Taylor, cleaning money for him and Alonzo. This bum, he thinks he’s a made guy, some fucking big shot. He’s sniffing up enough coke a night to kill a fucking horse. He’s fucking strippers and is a damn mess. He thinks if he marries Gina I’ll bail him out of the hole he’s in. Him and Gina think they’re getting married at the courthouse tomorrow. I need you to make sure that doesn’t happen and she forgets he ever existed.”

“How did you find all of this out? Can you show her what you found?”

“There’s nothing I can show her. It’s all from digging into him through my people. I didn’t know about any of this until a few days ago. Danny was supposed to be keeping an eye on her to keep men away from her. Instead the little fucker has been helping them. She thinks I don’t know it was Danny—he’ll pay for it, but not yet. I got her in her room, she doesn’t know I know about tomorrow. Danny is trying to save his skin by telling me about the eloping thing.” He sighs. “We don’t have the best relationship. Regina wouldn’t want to hear anything I have to say. I’m afraid to push her too much.” 

I’m confused, Johnny isn’t known for delicate sensibilities. 

Running a hand over his face. “She went mute for like four years when she was little. Stress, the psychiatrist said, the school tried everything. I had to send in someone here from the States, and it still took over a year of working with Gina before she started talking again. The lady ended up staying—she was too worried Gina would lapse again to leave.”

Going mute for four years? That’s some fucking stress and now Johnny’s desire for a softer touch makes more sense. “I’m not sure how to make this happen in just one day. If she thinks she’s getting a white knight, those stars in her eyes aren’t going to disappear overnight.”

He leans back. “I need you to do whatever it is you need to do, while not killing the bum or hurting my daughter. I know she thinks I don’t care about her, and it’s my fault. Her mother died. I couldn’t take her home to my wife, my mother didn’t want anything to do with her. So I sent her off to school overseas, best school I could find. I’m not gonna lie. It was too damn easy to forget she was even there. I got two updates a year, I figured it was better than anything I could do.”

His eyes go down, he clears his throat. “Then she turned thirteen, and Sandra died. I went to go get her, thinking, you know, I could do it right. She didn’t want anything to do with me, wouldn’t come with me. When she graduated from school, she still wouldn’t come back to me, to Chicago. Told me her life was in Italy. I had to beg like a fucking dog to get her here. Had to use cancer as a way to see my only daughter before I die.” 

In all the years I’ve known Johnny, I’ve never seen his look of anguish as he talks about Regina. 

A heavy sigh as he looks up at me. “She’s my daughter. I don’t want anything to happen to her or hurt her bad enough for her to do the mute thing again. If I kill him like I want, she’ll never speak to me again for sure, and she might shut down completely. I’m also on unsteady ground with Alonzo, he thinks I’m not paying him enough to operate here. I don’t want to have to ask permission to kill Taylor. I’m trusting you, whatever you think you need to do, I’m giving you permission.”

Fucking hell.

“Dinner tonight, be there. I’m getting a new lawyer. I want to make sure he can handle business. You meet Gina and see what it is you can do.”

I nod, without any idea what the hell is possible in a single night.

“Dinner is at eight, come early.”

“I’ll be there.” I’m about to leave when I wonder if I can do this another way. “Can I get his details? DOB, address, any other particulars you have on him?”

Johnny smiles, he opens a drawer and hands me a single sheet of paper. It has everything I need, address, company he works for and the times he’s there. “This right here is why I picked you to handle this.”

Another nod is my only answer. I don’t want to disappoint him, but I have no idea how to do it.  

In the elevator I take a picture of the info and shoot it with a text message to Valdez, telling him I need everything Taylor has said and done for the last year with a focus on how it relates to Regina Conti, and I need it as of yesterday. I’m out on the street when he responds to give him a few hours. I reply I need it by seven. He promises I’ll have it. I don’t doubt he’ll deliver. Johnny might not have anything he can show Regina, but I’m sure Valdez can give me something I can use.

I consider making an approach on Regina now. Yeah, I know I’m good-looking. I don’t have to work to get pussy—I’ve had women try to crawl on my cock without asking if I was even down to fuck. But those were women who were looking for a fuck, not women convinced they were in love with someone else. I’m not sure what the hell Johnny thought I could do with only a few hours over a dinner. Yet going in blind on who Richard Taylor is as my competition doesn’t work for me.

There isn’t much I can do while I wait. I hate shopping, Pop is the only person I’m willing to do it for, especially when it comes to making up for forgetting his birthday. I make a call. “Patrick, you doing business today?”

“For you, Mr. Sabatini, I’m always open.”

“Good, I’m in midtown now. I’m guessing I’ll be forty-five minutes, to an hour.”

“I’ll be here.”

I hail a cab. The driver’s accent tells me he’s not from the US but I couldn’t even guess from where, typical New York cabbie. I tell him where I want to go and offer him five hundred to turn off the meter and drive me for the day. 

He considers it. “Show me the cash.”

When I pull out my money clip he nods. “Get in.”

The drive is just short of an hour. He pulls to a stop out front. “I’m going to be a little while. You want to go grab something to eat?”

“Sounds good.”

“Here’s half the cash. Be back within the hour.”

He nods. “I’ll be here.”

I open the door of a converted barn, and an electronic chime echoes throughout. Books are everywhere, haphazardly shelved—the sign above the closest standing shelf of books says photography, but there are several memoirs as well as cookbooks crammed onto the shelves.

“Mr. Sabatini, it’s been a while.” He’s a small man with big glasses. His hair is graying and when he smiles, which he does often, his teeth are a little crooked. Patrick Gransom is the epitome of a nerd, with two PhDs. He also has the in for rare and hard-to-find books. I’ve purchased a 1492 Chronicle of illustrated Rome and Venice from him and a first edition of a fifteenth-century account of the sack of Rome. 

Pop loves to read everything from classical literature to PI mysteries, but he treasures old books. The older and more obscure the better, anything after the seventeenth century is too new. 

“How can I help you?”

“I need something to make up for forgetting my Pop’s birthday.”

He chuckles. “Fathers and their birthdays, the shopping never gets easier. Can you believe I got my father the car of my dreams and I thought his, and he says it’s too expensive, he can’t take it?”

“What did you get him?”

“A 1970 Chevrolet Chevelle SS LS6. It’s gorgeous and it’s sitting in my other barn. I can’t take it home, if my wife finds out I have it she’ll divorce me.”

“You willing to sell it?” My grandfather had one, him and Pop spent hours working on it. I keep my poker face. This would be the best damn gift I’ve ever gotten Pop. I want the car. 

“Hell yeah, I’m willing to sell it. I’m serious about my wife divorcing me. She threatened it when I brought it home. I told her it was for my dad and I still had to sleep in the guest room. Come take a look.”

We go a few hundred feet to another barn, this one barely cleaned from its original use. There are three other cars, a Ford Mustang, a Pontiac GTO, and a Ferrari from the ’70s that’s seen better days. And I understand why she’s threatening divorce. 

“You weren’t exaggerating, it’s gorgeous.” It’s a deep navy with chrome wheels. “How does it drive?”

“Like a dream. Let me get the keys.”

I open the driver’s door. Pop would love this, he used to talk about how he and my grandfather would drive around the city making collections in this car. How they would spend a weekend changing the oil, tuning up the motor. My grandfather loved his car. 

It was the car he was driving in with my grandmother when they were killed. A driver skidded behind them on the icy Chicago streets, pushing them into traffic where another car ran into them. Both my grandmother and grandfather were pronounced dead on the scene. For a minute I wonder if this car would bum Pop out.

“Want to take her for a ride?”

I nod. If I hadn’t known better I would think the car just came off the line—the interior is perfect. The car turns over smoothly, the motor roars to life like a pissed-off bobcat. Damn, the streets aren’t huge in the small town, so I can’t get the speed up past fifty. I’m floating on glass even when I stop short, the brakes catch and hold.

Twenty minutes later, we exchange a cashier’s check for the keys and paperwork. I pay the cabbie the rest of what I owe him and he’s gone.

On the drive back into the city it isn’t easy to keep my foot from getting heavy. Once I’m in the city the stop-and-go traffic has me frustrated. I pick a hotel two blocks from Johnny’s condo.

In my hotel room I order up some food. As I’m letting in room service my phone pings with a text from Valdez, it’s a notice he’s hit my email with the results of the investigation.  I open my email and double click on the file. 

Sonofabitch.

***
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Regina  
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I make it home with almost an hour to get ready for dinner. Johnny always has me on show for at least a half hour before the actual time of dinner. I hate how I’m just supposed to sit there nodding and smiling, not saying a word as the men sit around talking about death, beatings, and drug and gun deals like it’s no big deal.

Okay, it’s not often they discuss murder—usually they talk about how they want to kill someone but can’t because they have to make deals instead. The older men especially hate how things have changed. 

At first, they hadn’t wanted to talk in front of me, which I had appreciated. Then Johnny told them that they needed to act like I wasn’t there. I had to make up for the time I had been away. This was my life. I was a mafia princess and I needed to know the life I was a part of. If my future husband didn’t want me to know, then it was up to him; for now he wanted me sitting in. 

He said it when I’d been here all of two weeks. After he ordered the death of a man for skimming off the money he was laundering for Johnny. Ever since then, I’ve perfected a blank face as I floated away inside my head. Sometimes I thought of the books I was translating or reading; for the last few months I had been thinking of Richard and imagining the life we would have together. 

Tonight, I know I won’t be able to stop myself from thinking of Richard. At least it will be just a lawyer and maybe the lawyer’s wife or girlfriend. Johnny never discusses business with them, so it won’t look odd if a smile escapes me. 

I spray my hair to protect it from the heat of the flat iron. If it were up to me I wouldn’t straighten it at all. Except Johnny thought my hair looked better straightened. I did it so I wouldn’t hear him bitch. My hair is my one saving grace as far as Johnny is concerned. It’s long, down to the middle of my back. The color is so black it’s almost blue. When I don’t straighten my hair it curls just enough to be annoying, not enough to be pretty no matter how many times I try to follow the stylist’s instructions.

Opening the door to my walk-in closet, I sigh. I prefer maxi skirts with loose T-shirts or soft, silky blouses. When I came from Italy one of the first outings I had was a visit to a department store. Johnny told me I dressed like a peasant from the country. I left with a bunch of clothes I hated. They were all stiff and looked like they were for a wannabe executive. 

I pick a plain black velvet wrap dress that has a long skirt with a slit along the side of my thigh. I’ve worn it before and Johnny was fine with it. Since I can’t walk in heels, I pick out plain black ballet flats. I’m not great with makeup and Johnny wasn’t a fan of me wearing it either, so I stick with just mascara and lipstick. I finish with a careful application of Joy, the ridiculously expensive perfume I’ve fallen in love with. It was my mother’s favorite.  

A last glance in the mirror is the same as always. I’m not bad; I’m not stunning either. I’ll never be one of those timelessly beautiful women that stop men in their tracks. I’m okay with that. Or maybe I should say I’m reconciled to it. A pang of unease hits me as I wonder again what will happen if I can’t lose the weight Richard wants me to. Glancing at the clock, I push down the concern—it’s time for me to make my appearance. 

As I leave my room the doorbell goes off. Maria is already at the door. She opens it and I watch her blush. Interesting, I’ve never seen her do that, and there have been several good-looking men who’ve visited. With a giggle, she closes the door before she takes off toward the kitchen. That must be some new lawyer. The last one was eighty if he was a day with large, bulbous eyes. My eyes flick to the man.

Holy shit, everything in me stutters to a stop as I take him in. He is a black-haired, blue-eyed Roman god come to life in a cut-to-fit black silk suit. Below his broad forehead, a sharp nose looks like it’s been broken and reset at least once, maybe even twice, yet the slight imperfection doesn’t detract in the slightest. Oddly, it only adds to his appeal. I’m annoyed at the shadow of a beard along his jaw hiding his beautiful face. His mustache and beard frame wide, sensually molded lips perfectly. Dimly, I’m aware he’s tall, six three or six four. He’s also wide, a wall of muscle, yet not so much he’s bulging out of his suit. Our eyes meet and I’m plunged deep into the churning ocean of his intense blue eyes. I can’t look away, can’t blink. 

My first thought was Roman god, yet the longer I stare into bluer than blue eyes, so at odds with his glowing caramel skin and black hair, I can’t get the idea of an angel out of my mind. A fallen one with wicked thoughts clear in those eyes. Is my mouth seriously watering? Then he sends all the air out of my lungs with a woosh when he smiles, flashing two deep dimples in each cheek. I have no idea how I stay standing. I think I’m smiling back, I’m not sure. 

I blink when my eyes begin to water, opening them to find he’s inches away from me. I wonder what it would be like to kiss him. Are his lips as soft as they seem? Those lips curve into a deeper smile, a knowing smile. “Dominic Sabatini, and you are Regina.”

He says my name with the Italian pronunciation, rolling his tongue on the re, then stressing the e sound the i becomes. I haven’t heard it that way since I came to New York. I’m sure that’s why it causes a violent twist in my tummy, not the way his dimples flash as he stresses the e sound. It’s a question that’s not a question, but I nod anyway. 

Sabatini, the name sounds familiar. Usually the lawyers have bland old white guy names. He’s holding out his hand for mine, and I give it to him without thinking. Electricity zips through my entire body, so strong it verges on pain. He feels it too; his eyes widen as they catch and hold mine. I’m enveloped in heat so intense I wonder if it’s going to leave a mark. Fear of this unknown shakes me out of the heady moment. I try to tug my hand away, only his smile is gone as his grip tightens. Oh god, the core of me is melting in a way I’ve never felt before, didn’t know could happen. Closer, he’s getting closer. Even with my fear I can’t move away from him. Everything in me is desperate for him to fulfill the promise in those eyes.

“Dominic, I see you’ve met my Gina.” Johnny’s voice is loud, close, and shocks the both of us out of...I don’t even know what. Dominic drops my hand, instantly I’m cut free from my mooring, drifting painfully alone. “Come in, come in. Can I get you a drink? Scotch?”

Johnny’s hand is on my back, guiding me into the formal living room. I collapse into the closest chair. “No scotch for you, Johnny.” The words are out automatically—he doesn’t do a good job of following doctor’s orders. I’ve caught him sneaking scotch before. “Can I have a brandy, please?”

“How many goddamn times I gotta tell you to call me—” He catches sight of Dominic and mutters, “Fine.” 

I don’t usually drink anything other than wine, but right now I feel like I need something stronger. The burn of the brandy yanks me out of the haze clinging to me. I keep my eyes down, shocked by what happened, what’s still happening. His eyes are on me, I feel them as if he were touching me. My skin is hot, tight, so sensitive the fine velvet of my dress almost hurts.

“Gina, your father tells me you work for a publishing house doing book translations. How do you like it?”

His voice is deep, rich and smoky; it sends a shiver along my spine. I can feel him urging me to look at him, only I don’t dare. “Regina,” I reply sharply. It annoys me when people call me Gina. Yet one of the thousands of reasons I can’t stand Johnny for, is his refusal to call me anything but Gina no matter how many times I asked him not to. “I like it. It’s a great way to get to read books for free and even get paid for it.” 

“Reading, all she does is read all day. She doesn’t clean or do any cooking. She can’t cook. She doesn’t even visit her Nonna.” 

“Your mother doesn’t want me to visit her. She calls me a bastard every time she sees me,” I remind him. I hang my head in embarrassment—Johnny is on his usual roll of what a disappointment I am. Next will come how fat I am and my lack of fashion sense. Then suddenly he’s not. The air vibrates around me, I look up to find Johnny and Dominic Sabatini in the depths of a stare-off. Stunned, I watch Johnny drop his eyes first. 

What the hell was that? I’m still in shock when Dominic’s eyes find mine. Once again even though I want to, I can’t look away. Intense heat hits me, melting every single bone in my body. Why does my mouth water? I desperately want to understand what is happening. Only I couldn’t form the question even if I could speak. 

He blinks, the heat dims ever so slightly, allowing me to draw in breath to my starving lungs. The corner of his mouth lifts up, then he winks at me. “I don’t think all women belong in the kitchen. The bedroom is a much better place.”

I blush, to the tips of my ears. I hate him for it. In a flash the air is vibrating around him with something I cannot define. He reminds me of a lion who spotted his prey and is ready to pounce, watching, waiting for the perfect moment. But I’m not prey, certainly not to him, am I?

“That’s just as insulting, Mr. Sabatini. A woman doesn’t exist for the sole pleasure of a man.” I spit out the words, annoyed at the way it doesn’t faze him in the slightest. A mad urge builds to shake that damn smile off his face, hating the crazy feelings it’s causing in me. 

“Of course not, don’t forget they are needed to birth the babies.” His eyebrows go up. “I’m not going to argue with a beautiful woman. There are far better ways to spend my time.”

His innuendo is clear. I can’t hide my blush. I’m saved by the doorbell. 

“That will be Raymond. I’m still pissed the last one retired, best damn lawyer they had. They promised he’s the best new partner they have. Is Darren still practicing?” Johnny asks Dominic. 

“No, he retired last year. His successor isn’t so bad.”

What? I look to Johnny. “I thought Dominic was your new lawyer. You said your new lawyer was coming for dinner.”

“He is coming for dinner. Dominic is in town on business for me.”

Business, which means Dominic Sabatini is a mobster. My stomach drops, agony rips through me. I have no idea why I feel so betrayed. Dominic Sabatini has nothing to do with me. That moment in the hall didn’t make any sense I shouldn’t even have—oh my god, Richard. How the hell did I forget about Richard? My stomach twists. I’m going to marry Richard in less than twenty-four hours. How could I have forgotten that, or him, for even a single second?
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When it clicks for her who I am, her disappointment is palpable. Her beautiful face falls, those honey eyes darken. Regina refuses to look up from the glass she’s holding tightly in her hand. The second she remembers Taylor is clear. Tension is in every muscle of her lush, sexy as fuck body. 

Anger flares within me all over again, at her, and myself for how not just my cock, but my whole body is hard for her. This is bullshit. My control over my body, my entire fucking world, is complete and absolute. At least it was until I locked eyes on Regina Conti.  

I shake my head as I try to get the moment I saw her out of my head. I still don’t know what the fuck happened. One minute I was fine, the next I couldn’t remember my name. Every cell within me was rioting in desperate, aching need to touch her. 

Before coming here, in my mind she was some shadowy figure of any woman; in reality she’s a fucking knockout. Her face is a classic oval with high round cheekbones. A smooth straight nose is maybe a tad too big, yet it fits perfectly over a wide, soft mouth. When that mouth made an oh at the sight of me, I knew my cock would fit just right. It’s her eyes I can’t get over, though—amber became gold, honey, then chocolate with a flicker of her thoughts. I’ve never seen anything like it before. 

I like that Regina didn’t wear makeup, her golden skin doesn’t need it. The long, silky black hair framing her face is such a stark contrast to her glowing skin, for a moment I couldn’t help but wonder if it was from a bottle. Yet nothing about her is false or fake. Something so rare these days, that alone is appealing about her. Even though I know she’s young, she doesn’t look it. She appears to be in her late twenties, maybe even early thirties. It isn’t a bad thing, she will likely look the same in her mid-fifties. 

It was all I could do to tear my eyes off her face. Only to take a city bus to the chest when I took in her body that was all woman. Her large breasts swayed when she took a deep, gasping breath as our eyes met. She’s tall, the way I like my women. Those legs were hidden by the long dress, but I have a feeling they’ll fit around my waist perfectly.

The moment I took her small, soft hand in mine, electricity shot through me and fried my fucking brain. All I wanted was her, all of her. I wanted to devour her, consume her until there was nothing left. She felt it too, her gasp as she tried to snatch her hand back fed my cock. I didn’t let her go, it was too late for that. 

Then Johnny spoke up. I tried to remember who the fuck I was and who she was, and that if I touched her the way my body screamed to, then I was damned to hell. Only I can’t shake the thought that if I don’t touch her it’s a different kind of hell, never knowing the feel of her skin or the taste of her mouth. 

Christ, Johnny is laughing and I have no idea what the hell he’s laughing about. I can’t fucking focus. Knock it off, Dominic. It was one thing to tease her, to entice her into forgetting Taylor; there would be no follow-through. No body, no matter how hot, is worth the price I would pay if I fucked Johnny Conti’s daughter. It would be marriage. It would be forever. I’m not willing to pay that price. Only my stupid fucking cock won’t listen, it knows what it wants and it wants her, right now. 

She’s pulling into herself, those long legs press tightly together as she tilts them to the side, crossing her ankles primly. Regina is sitting like the queen her name means. Her spine is straight, her shoulders back—Conti’s money wasn’t wasted on the school he sent her to. It would, however, be a damn waste if she married Richard Taylor. The guy was filthy as fuck. Valdez followed up his half-complete report with the question of me needing disposal service. I fucking wish. He wasn’t done, and Valdez was sure there was only more horrible shit to come. The idea of the piece of shit’s grubby hands even touching Regina makes me savage. 

The lawyer is a pale old man whose name I barely catch as he takes a glass of brandy from Johnny. Thankfully, only a few minutes later the woman who opened the door announces dinner is served. I’ve eaten dinner before with Johnny, he loves formal dining. I’m surprised we aren’t at an expensive restaurant. Johnny prefers them and usually stuck the other person with the bill.

Regina is barely speaking, as she picks at her food. What is it about her? I’ve fucked women who were far more beautiful than she is, only none of them have ever made me this hard, this hungry. I catch Johnny watching me. Ice slides down my spine at his knowing smile. 

No. She’s too young, and too clean for me to dirty up. It’s also clear as a fucking bell she doesn’t want anything to do with me. The few times I’ve asked her something, attempting to include her in the discussion, she looks through me. Anger simmers within me. I’m not used to being ignored, not by anyone, least of all a woman.

We make it to after-dinner drinks, and the lawyer asks Regina about a painting on the wall. Johnny uses the moment to step close to me. “You aren’t doing as well as I thought you would.”

“No shit, you didn’t tell me she hates guys like you and me.”

Johnny shrugs. “Yeah, but I saw you two. First time I’ve seen her smile in weeks. Now she’s disappeared into her room. Go.”

I look around and she’s gone. “Where’s her room?”

“Down the hall, the last door on the right.”

Walking down the hall, I pull out my phone. It would be better if I had it in paper, for now my phone will have to do. I don’t bother knocking. Regina is standing in the middle of her room, running her hands through her long, silky hair. She isn’t posing, but fuck me, the sight of her with her arms up high, her hands in her hair, her breasts thrust up has me stone fucking hard in an instant. 

“What the fuck do you think you’re doing in here?” Her outrage animates her beautiful face. Not helping me get my cock under control.

“The man you think you’re marrying tomorrow is a piece of shit. A coke-addicted, rapist, murderer, and embezzling piece of shit. He’s in debt over three hundred thousand to a bunch of people, one of them Alonzo Bruno. He’s using you.” 

I shove my phone in her face. Her eyes darken to melting chocolate. She steps back, shaking her head, doesn’t even look at my phone. 

“Take it and look. This was all found in less than three hours of not even deep digging. I can get you the pictures of a prostitute he fucked up so badly she’s had two reconstructive surgeries. There’s a stripper too. She disappeared after she pressed charges, no one can find her. He doesn’t love you, Regina. He loves money and his skin, which is what he’s trying to save by marrying you. The minute he gets a ring on your finger the plan is to hit up your father for five hundred thousand.”

Fuck, she blinks, there are tears glistening in her eyes. Squeezing her eyes shut, she keeps shaking her head. Then she’s opening them and pushes me away, hard. I don’t move an inch. “Get out of here, you lying bastard. Fuck you and fuck Johnny. I’m tired of him trying to control me.”

“He’s not trying to control you. He’s trying to save your damn life. If Taylor doesn’t get what he wants from your father, he will make your life a living hell. Your father cares about you, he’s trying to protect you. Johnny doesn’t even know half the shit I found. Look at it, damn you.”

She smacks the phone out of my hand. “Get the fuck away from me. I don’t believe you. I know Richard, he loves me. He—”

“You don’t know shit. Fine, ask him. Ask him about Katrina Snyder, the stripper who went missing. Ask him about Tory—”

Another shove. “Get out! Get out! Shut up!”

Jesus Christ. “Regina—” 

She slaps me across the face, hard. Her eyes go wide, as her hands go up to her mouth. She’s backing away from me, scared. 

Yeah, she should be scared. No one has hit me since I was sixteen years old. No one has dared. I force a deep breath and grab my phone, walking away while I still can. I’ve never laid a hand on a woman in anger, and I won’t start now. I’m barely out of her room when I run right into Johnny. 

“Where the fuck are you going? Holy shit, she hit you?” 

“I need a minute.” I run my hands through my hair, fighting for control. This is bullshit. I’m cool, downright cold, a ruthless sonofabitch. I’ve made grown men cry before I even touched them. Men are afraid of me, and none of it has to do with me carrying a gun. The more pissed I get the colder I get, but right now I feel like I’m a volcano about to blow.

“Make her listen, Dom.” He sighs heavily. “I don’t have five hundred, I don’t even have five Gs. I’m broke. I didn’t have insurance, between the cancer treatments and my mother, I barely have enough for a cup of coffee most days.”

Shock doesn’t cover it. How could he be broke? As the head of the family I send him fifteen percent of the earnings from my business. On average I send him a little more than fifty grand a month, Pop sends him about twenty grand a month. There are six other men in Chicago paying him. Yeah, some of it goes to pay bills, senators, cops, aldermen, and lawyers, but he should still be netting three hundred grand easy. How deep is his debt? “Broke?”

His face is red with shame. “I got nothing, I’m barely treading water. Any day they are going to repossess this condo and there’s nothing I can do about it. Dominic, I need you to take care of Gina. I trust you. I’m giving her to you. She’s yours, your moglie.” 

I’m shaking my head. I don’t want her. I don’t want any woman for a wife. 

“Please, Dominic, this is my last request of you as your Don. As a father who wants to die knowing his daughter is safe. Take her and protect her from this world and herself.”

Goddamnit. For a split second I consider walking away from this whole fucking mess. Only I can’t do that to Johnny, as my Don, as a father who cares about his daughter. And Regina, fuck. Despite what she may think, I have no doubt Taylor would hurt her, and the idea of it... Jesus fucking Christ, savage anger fires through me. Taylor won’t touch her, not now, not ever. 

I don’t want her, yet honor demands I take her and do as he asked, keep her safe, even from herself. “You got cuffs?” 

He shakes his head.

Mine. Regina is mine. She isn’t going to be any happier than I am about it. I take off my tie, it will have to do. 

She’s locked her door, too bad. I’ve done this before, never to a woman, there’s a first time for everything. A well-placed kick and the door swings open. Regina screams.

She aims a punch at me, this time I don’t let her get close. I grab her wrist to bring it around behind her back. Sonofabitch, she fucking bit me. Fuck this, I’m not quite as careful as I was a minute ago. I swipe her feet out from under her to bring her down to the floor, a knee to the middle of her back and it’s only seconds to get her hands tied. Yanking her up onto her feet “Where’s the bag you packed for tomorrow?”

She shakes her head, compressing her mouth. I keep her hands in one of mine as I get her closet door open. I spot a large cloth bag, a quick check tells me this is it. Dropping the bag onto my other shoulder, I haul her after me down the hall.

“Johnny! Daddy, you can’t let him take me. Please! Help me!”

“Dominic is a good man. He’ll take care of you. You belong to him now, be a good moglie and behave for him.”

Aw shit, it’s a match tossed on a stack of dynamite. Regina starts struggling like a demon possessed. “Wife? Have you lost your fucking mind? Fuck you! I hate you! You’re a horrible father, the shittiest father in the Western Hemisphere! When you die, I’ll spit on your grave.”

Damn it, she’s struggling so much she’s going to hurt herself. I bend over and toss her over my shoulder. It has an added benefit of shutting her up. I grab her bag from the floor.

The woman who opened the front door comes running. Her eyes wide, she backs away as I leave.

I hit the elevator button and let Regina down. I’m pretty sure there are cameras covering the elevator as well as the garage I’m going to. The last thing I need is someone seeing this. I had driven the car over to show Johnny, and now I’m glad I did. “You’re going to behave or I’m going to make you behave.”

“You get off on hurting women, throwing them around, showing how big and strong you are? You’re disgusting.”

The elevator opens, it’s empty. Thank fuck. “My dick doesn’t get hard hurting a woman. You were hurting yourself.”

“When I don’t show up tomorrow Richard will know it’s because of my father. He won’t believe I just won’t show up. Richard will go to the police.”

I laugh, I wonder if she still believes in Santa Claus. “There is no way in hell Richard is going to the police.”     

As we get to the car she tries to trip me. That’s it. “Are you claustrophobic or afraid of the dark?”

Her brow creases in confusion. “No, why?”

It clicks for her too late. Now she really starts to struggle. I’m done though, she’s getting on my damn nerves. That and she’s making my dick hard with all her panting, which makes her breasts heave and sway. “You could have sat in the front like a normal person. Now you get to ride in the trunk.”

“No, please, Dominic. I’ll be good.”

I ignore her and pop the trunk. At least it’s clean and roomy. Hell, you could fit four or five people in here. I go to pick her up and she tries to kick me. It’s a good thing she annoyed me. I can focus on that instead of how she feels in my arms, because fuck me does she feel good. She lands with a bit of a thump as I let her go quickly. Her eyes go wide when I slam the trunk closed. The second it’s shut she starts kicking the trunk. She’d better not put any dents in it.

I make the drive back to my hotel in less than ten minutes. In the elevator I hit up Valdez and let him know my problem. I’m grateful he only pauses for a heartbeat before giving me what I need. He texts me the address of a safe house not far from the city and lets me know he’ll have someone meet me there with what I need within the hour. It only takes fifteen minutes to pack up and check out.

***
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Regina

––––––––
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I can’t believe this. I cannot fucking believe this. This is a nightmare, a complete fucking nightmare. Johnny not only didn’t try and stop Dominic Sabatini from kidnapping me, he told me to be a good girl, that I belong to Dominic, that I’m to be his wife. What in the actual fuck? Dead, Johnny is dead to me, this is too much, too fucking far. Dominic Sabatini is going to wish he were dead when I’m done with him. I’m going to kick his balls in until he’s choking on them. Stupid, how the hell could I have been so stupid as to let those dimples blind me to the fact he’s a psychopath?

The car brakes hard, damn it, and he’s a crappy driver. I take a deep breath, I’m in the trunk of a car, bound with a silk tie around my wrists. Focus, Regina, try again. It’s only seconds before I give up, the man can tie a knot. The more I try to get out the more it hurts. And my shoulder aches from when I tried to get away in the condo. Dominic’s grip was unforgiving. I just couldn’t believe it, I was sure any second he would let go, Johnny would tell him to let me go.

Another lurching stop, then the car is shut off. The drive didn’t take long. Where are we? I tense, ready to kick up the minute the trunk opens. After a few minutes I give up. We’ve stopped but he’s leaving me in here. He’s leaving me in the trunk. I still can’t wrap my head around it, any of it.

Closing my eyes, I go over the last few hours trying to figure out how and why this happened. I refuse to think about the moment in the hallway, it was stupid and obviously didn’t mean a damn thing. Dinner had gone on forever, with Johnny and Dominic trying to include me in the discussion of local politics and issues. Johnny wasn’t even trying to be subtle about getting me interested in Dominic and vice versa. It was embarrassing having my accomplishments listed as if I was a prized cow for sale. 

Escaping to my room, I was congratulating myself on getting through the evening. Then Dominic was there in front of me. He was too close, too big, too gorgeous, too overwhelming.

I couldn’t believe him when he started talking, saying all those horrible things about Richard. None of it made any sense, he was talking about someone else. He didn’t know Richard. How dare he say such awful things? I refused to look at his stupid phone, refused to believe what he was saying. 

Angry, I send another hard kick into the metal, needing to do something. This was Johnny trying to control me all over again, and I was done. Except he wouldn’t stop, and he was so close he scared me. When he said my name, those dimples flashing, I forgot everything around me; he was all I saw, and it terrified me. It happened without me even thinking about it. I’ve never hit another person in my life. The moment my palm met his beautiful face, I instantly regretted it. The look in his eyes terrified me, for a heartbeat I was sure he was going to kill me. 

When he walked away I don’t know how I stayed standing. The moment he was gone all the fight drained from me. I felt hopeless as I thought of what Johnny was willing to do, how far he was willing to go. It was then I knew I was doing the right thing. Once I left tomorrow, I would never see him again. 

I had barely managed to lock the door when it was kicked open, and in seconds I was on the floor being tied up.

The car starts again. Dominic told me Johnny cared about me. Obviously that was a lie or he wouldn’t let me be tied up and tossed into the trunk of a car. Where are we going? How far are Johnny and Dominic willing to go to keep me from Richard, and why does it mean so much to Dominic? Is he trying to make a move up in the mafia by taking me as his wife? Wife...god, I shudder at the idea of Dominic as my husband. Liar, my body whispers, it was a shudder not of distaste, but of desire. No. No, I love Richard. There is no way I will marry Dominic, no way I will let him touch me. 

Dominic had laughed when I told him Richard would call the police. It reminds me of a few different times when we were in the vicinity of a police officer. Once when we were in a coffee shop Richard made me leave before I had even finished my coffee. He got anxious, refused to look the cop’s way, made rude comments about them below his breath. I tried to brush it off, in New York city cops didn’t have the best reputation, but now...no, stop it. That’s what Dominic wants. He wants you to doubt Richard.

I shake my head, I love Richard, he loves me, and he cares about me. Nothing Dominic Sabatini says is going to change that.

It feels like we’re driving forever when the car finally stops. Okay, knees tight against my chest, when he opens the trunk, kick out hard against his chest.

The trunk opens and nothing goes to plan. He brushes my legs away as if he were waving off a fly. As he sets me down I take the opening and bring my knee up to his groin. Yes! He growls, oh shit. His hand turns into a vice around the back of my neck as he growls again. “It’s obvious you were never spanked, little girl. Don’t think I have forgotten that slap. You’ll pay for it...soon.” 

Oh god, I should be afraid of him, but no, my stupid body comes to life all over again at his touch, at the way he purrs the word soon. Why the hell did that one word make my nipples hard?

A motorcycle roars up beside us. It’s dark, I can’t see much of the figure beside us except he’s big, maybe an inch shorter than Dominic but as wide, maybe even wider. Hope dies out when the guy nods to Dominic. 

“Sabatini?” 

Dominic nods.

“Kane Morgan, Valdez sent me.”

“Thanks for coming.” Dominic marches me in front of him. It’s a small house, with a wide porch. Kane presses his hand where the doorknob should be, and a scanner comes on. A click sounds loud and the door swings open. He raises his hand to keep us where we are, and keys in a code into a large box beside the door.

“Name and access, please,” a woman asks.

“Kane Morgan, wildflower.”

Kane hits a button and the place lights up. We’re in a living room with a leather sofa and a recliner in the corner. In the light Kane is any guy you would see on the back of a motorcycle with long brown hair, beard, leather jacket and chaps. He moves like Dominic though, smooth, lithe, muscles rippling beneath his clothes. Dominic pushes me forward after Kane. Kane unzips his leather jacket and pulls out a thick blue file folder. He tosses it with a smack onto the small table with four chairs in an eat-in kitchen. Pulling out a chair, he turns it around and sits down.

Dominic unties me, pressing me down into a chair. It’s hard plastic and uncomfortable. I focus on trying to get blood back into my hands, doing my damnedest to ignore the frissons of electricity still running through me at his touch. Bruises are forming around my wrists.

Without a word Dominic opens the file, then turns it around for me to see. I blink at the sight of a woman beaten so badly in the face and upper body there is barely any skin not darkened from the bruising. 

“This is what Richard Taylor did to Katrina, the missing stripper. He’s a regular at the club so she thought she was safe making some extra money hooking for him at a party at his place. Taylor is into pain. Six BDSM clubs in the city and into New Jersey have barred him from entering because he doesn’t respect safe words or women.” 

Dominic fans out pictures, oh my god, a woman’s breast has—oh god, my stomach revolts. 

“These are the women who have come forward,” Dominic growls.

“There are at least four other women who refuse to go on the record because they are scared of him. He tells anyone who will listen he’s mobbed up and can get to anyone who crosses him.” Morgan’s face is filled with disgust.

I can’t believe this. This isn’t Richard, not the Richard I know. 

Dominic flips a page, it’s a mug shot of Richard. “He’s coming undone, he was picked up on a drug charge two months ago. He lost his job and he’s about to be evicted.”

“No, he owns his condo.” Richard assured me his condo was all but paid off. How when it was time we would sell the condo, and the profit would be more than enough for a significant down payment on a big home in the suburbs where we could raise our children. I’ve met Richard across the street from his office, the last time just two weeks ago. This doesn’t make any sense.

Dominic lifts an eyebrow, doesn’t say a word, just turns the page. It’s another mug shot and the charges listed are stark, simple, brutal. Shaking my head, the words swim in front of me. He turns the page again, holy shit. It’s a bank statement and the numbers are insane, negative balance after negative balance. They can’t be real. A bank would have closed the account—then there’s a massive deposit...from Lusso Imports. I know what Lusso Imports is, it’s a front for Benny Bruno. No, no, Richard was Benny’s friend, but they didn’t do business together. 

Richard told me although he was friends with Benny, it was only because they had gone to NYU together. How they became friends before Richard knew what Benny did. Richard swore he wanted nothing to do with the mafia. He said he had doubts he needed to overcome about us because of who my father is. I blink fast at the tears that rise at the mere memory of that long week Richard took to consider if we should continue. I had been so relieved when he told me he loved me so much he couldn’t stay away. I didn’t want anything to do with the life, so he felt he could be with me.

Another page turned, more bank statements, more deposits from Lusso Imports, another page, more deposits, charges at hotels, charges at clubs. No, Richard is a workaholic. He was always at work or at home working. He’s apologized dozens of times for it. Once we are married he promised he would cut back his hours. 

A flick of Dominic’s wrist turns over pictures now. Screenshots of Richard with a woman on her social media, dated from a month ago. She’s beautiful, blonde, thin, blue eyes. Another screenshot of a different woman who could be the twin of the first woman, but her breasts are huge. This one is dated three weeks ago, another screenshot of another woman, it’s too much. Fake, these pictures have to be fake. I push them away.

But all of it? How could all of it be fake? Why? I want to scream. I want to cry but I can’t, not in front of these men. My thoughts are frantic, ping-ponging around my head at a thousand miles an hour. At the base of my skull pain is building and spreading. “I need to talk to Richard. I have to see his face, if I can just talk to him...I can know for sure. I want to talk to Richard.”

Dominic’s jaw works. “Richard Taylor is an evil, dangerous piece of shit. You aren’t getting anywhere near him, not now, not ever again.”

Doesn’t he get it? I have to talk to Richard. “Richard won’t hurt me. He would never hurt me.”

Shaking his head, Dominic looks to Kane. “Do you have cuffs or something? No zip ties, they cut into the skin.”

Kane nods. “Be right back.”

I push away from the table. Dominic’s hand is around my arm before I can blink. God, it would help if every time he touches me my stupid body wouldn’t come alive with electricity. Fear of what he does to me kicks my tongue into action. “Please let me go, let me talk to Richard. I need to talk to him.”

He doesn’t say a word; his eyes are on Kane.  

Kane hands Dominic the cuffs. They don’t look like normal handcuffs. I’m grateful he doesn’t put my hands behind my back. I still hate him for using them at all. 

They are a thick rubber or silicone, and even though I know it’s a waste of time I test them. There is no give, at least they don’t hurt. “Fuck you. I won’t marry you. I love Richard, you can’t make me stop loving him by showing me faked pictures and bogus bank statements.”

Dominic nods at Kane.  “How about a gag?”

Kane laughs. “No gag. I have something to put her to sleep.”

I shake my head frantically. “Please, Dominic, no. I promise I’ll be good.” I’m terrified of being drugged and unaware of what’s happening.

He sighs as he looks down at me. “If you behave. Can you do that?”

I nod, fear closing my throat.

Kane reaches into his inner pocket and pulls out a wicked-looking gun. “Here’s the Sig P226 Diego said you wanted. Fifteen in the mag and one chambered, we included a suppressor as well as the ankle holster you asked for.”  

I can’t tear my eyes away from the gun or the way Dominic handles it. He presses a button and the magazine slides out easily; he runs his hand down the bullets, reading it like braille. Then he slams it back into the gun. His movements are easy, practiced without a hint of showmanship the way some of the men who came to the condo were. It’s obvious he has handled a gun often. 

He puts his foot on the chair he had been sitting in, straps on the holster, sliding the gun in, then adds the thin suppressor beside it. Once he lowers his pant leg, if I hadn’t known it was there I would never guess it. 

Dominic nods at Kane. “Thanks, tell Valdez to extend coverage beyond a week. I’ll let him know when to stop.” His eyes meet mine. “With the way she’s been acting I don’t think a week is enough. Ears as well as eyes.” 

“Done, he wasn’t thinking a week was long enough either. Good luck with her, she’s got some fire. I wouldn’t turn my back on her.”

“I figured that out already.” Dominic pushes me ahead of him.
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Regina

––––––––
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Outside again, I take the time I hadn’t before to scan the area around us, and my heart sinks. It’s nothing but woods down a long gravel road. Running would get me nowhere but lost. Dominic opens the car, I hesitate, his hand tightens in warning around my arm. I give in and get in. I’m barely in the seat before he leans over me and secures the seat belt. It annoys the hell out of me the way my whole body is tingling from his hands on me. What the fuck is the matter with me?

I lean my head against the window, trying to think of a way out of this. Dominic gets into the car but he doesn’t start it. A heavy sigh comes out of him, filling the car. My eyes are drawn to him against my will. His head is back as if he were staring up at the ceiling. Except I’m pretty sure his eyes are closed. 

“Johnny is dying, Regina. The doctors talk in terms of making him comfortable. He gave you to me because he wants to die in peace knowing you are going to be taken care of. That’s what he asked me to do, to protect you from this world and yourself.”

Dying? “He said the chemo and radiation...he said it worked. He’s going to be fine.” 

A shake of his head. “They thought so. It was his last checkup before he was going to move back to Chicago, six months ago he found out differently. He refuses to go through it again.” He shrugs. “Johnny has been given last rites. He put our family in order.” 

Memories tumble one after another, the weight he’s lost, the priest who came to dinner, the men who came almost daily for a few weeks months ago. I close my eyes as I try to figure out what it is I’m feeling. Sadness, hollow... no pain. I tried, I wanted so badly to have a father, only we never connected. I’m not sure if it was because of the pain and anger I held on to from those long years of never hearing from him or because I still feel even two years later that I don’t know him.  

It’s sad he’s dying, but I don’t think I’ll miss him. How could I miss someone I didn’t know and who didn’t know me? Johnny didn’t know my birth date, he didn’t even know my middle name, he knew nothing about me and he didn’t even try to learn. Those hours when I sat with him during his chemo treatments he talked about my mother, his mother, his son. He talked to me, he didn’t talk with me, and never once asked me a question about myself. 

“I’m one more thing he put in order.” The words slip out of me, bitter in a way I’ve never tasted before.

“Something like that. I should have known when Pop gave me that smile this morning. In the family there is only one other man around your age suitable for marriage, and he’s not high enough to have pleased your father. With me a Sabatini, even though I am too fucking old for you as far as I’m concerned, Johnny would want our families tied together.” 

“Your father, he’s Tony Sabatini. You’re Dom.” I’ve heard Francis and Danny and a few others talk about him. Except they referred to him as Dom, not Dominic, and they never said his last name or even Tony’s last name despite there being more than one Tony in the family. It was as if there was only one Tony that mattered. 

Dominic was feared and respected, a good earner, a good killer. He maintained his territory and business with ruthless efficiency. Actually, the words they used were “he was a scary motherfucker that no one dared to go against.” They said he was a master negotiator, an extremely effective torturer, and he knew things, found things and people no one else could. The men around Johnny envied Dom and wanted to be him. There was also talk about how Dom had a steady string of mistresses, each of them more beautiful than the one before. When they talked about him I thought they were exaggerating; seeing him now, I know they were speaking the truth. 

“I am a human being who can think for herself. I don’t care what Johnny wants. This is my life, not his. I can take care of myself. I’m in love with Richard. Richard wants me for me.” 

He scoffs and the urge to slap him hard across his beautiful face scares me it’s so strong. No, I have no doubt I won’t get away with it again. Can’t believe he let it go the first time.   

“Fuck you. I’ve heard of you and all the women you’ve been with. There is no way you could want someone like me when you’re used to gorgeous women. You are so far out of my league we aren’t in the same hemisphere. If even for one insane second I would consider this marriage, I wouldn’t trap myself in a marriage to someone who would feel like he married beneath him.” 

Dominic slaps the ceiling and a light goes on. His eyes pierce me with a dark glare. “What the fuck are you talking about? I don’t want to marry anyone. Least of all a twenty-two-year-old girl so desperate for affection she’ll cling to a piece of shit like Richard Taylor despite proof so solid the cases against him are moving forward as we speak.”

His jaw clenches. “I’m thirty-nine years old. In a few months I’ll be forty. Yeah, there are guys into fucking girls young enough to be their daughters, I’m not one of them. I prefer women who know what they want and what the fuck they’re doing. That is my problem with this. Everything else you said is bullshit. I wanted you the moment I laid eyes on you.”

Almost forty? He doesn’t look that old. There had been men in and out of the condo who were younger yet looked older than Dominic. None of them had a body as big and muscled and powerful as his. Then he admits he doesn’t want to marry me either, which came as no surprise to me. It’s in the same breath he blows my mind, telling me he wants me. It’s marriage he doesn’t want. 

Even though I want to call him a liar, I can’t—there’s too much heat in his eyes when he says it. Instantly, I’m wet between my legs. No. I don’t want him, want this. And fuck him, I’m not a girl or desperate for affection...am I?

He hits the ceiling again and the car goes dark. “I’m going to warn you right now. If you really love Richard Taylor then you’ll forget him, for his sake. Because if you don’t, I’m going to have to kill him.” 

My blood runs cold as Dominic starts the car. His words were brutal, final; he meant them.  

***
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Almost an hour later he pulls into a gas station. It’s well-lit. I scan the parking lot; it’s also empty. 

“Don’t. You won’t get far. I told you I don’t want to hurt you but if you don’t leave me a choice, I will.” 

I shiver, he’s so damn cold. Defeated, I sag against the door. He gets out and I wonder if there’s any escape at all. If I ran, I know I won’t get far. I don’t even know where I could run to. Richard isn’t an option. I love him and I won’t put him in danger. 

If I tried to go back to Italy, they would find me in a matter of days. So...don’t go back to Italy. I have over twenty thousand in my checking account. From all the stuff they found electronically, my guess is they would be able to track me easily if I relied on it, but if I went in and pulled all my cash out then I could maybe find somewhere to disappear to. But where? 

***
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As I fill the tank, I fight the anger threatening to consume me. Regina really fucking believes she loves that moron. At least all her talk of loving another man, a piece of shit who doesn’t deserve to breathe the same air as her, has helped get my cock firmly under control. The only thing worse than being forced to marry any woman is marrying one who thinks she’s in love with someone else. How the fuck is this my life? I take a deep breath, then another. It doesn’t help. 

I make a call. Mary answers, her surprise clear. “I need you to go make the spare room guest proof. I’ll be home tomorrow with a woman, my fiancée.” The word doesn’t come easily.

Mary gasps.

“Exactly, not interested in talking about it, both of us are less than thrilled. I mean guest proof. The lock on the outside, the cameras on and air out the extra room on the second floor. I’m going to need someone there to watch her at all times. I’ll be making use of Dario and Marco. So stock the kitchen as well.” 

“I’ll take care of everything. Tomorrow?” 

“Yeah, I’m driving back, it’s the safest way to get her there. I’ll drive through the night—” 

“No, you won’t, young man. You need to stop and sleep. If you drive straight through you’ll enter the worst traffic half asleep.” 

I shake my head. Mary was my babysitter and one-time lover of my father, a long time ago. She’s never gotten over taking care of me. Once when we were both deep into a bottle of scotch, she admitted she only stayed with my father because she had hopes of becoming a mother to Anthony Junior and me. There were medical reasons she couldn’t have kids. She wished we were hers, but Pop refused to leave our mother so after five years she gave up. 

“I mean it, Dominic. You drive straight through and I use too much starch on your boxers for a month.” 

The last damn thing I want to do is be stuck any longer in a confined space with Regina than I have to. Mary is right though, I’m not used to driving as it is. “Fine. It’s after eleven now. I’ll stop around six in the morning and try to get some sleep.” 

“That should put you in... Youngstown is right about there. Would you like me to make you reservations at a hotel?” 

“Find one with the rooms out onto the parking lot. Something where I don’t have to go into the building with her. She might run on me.” 

“Hmm, will do. I’ll call you with the details as soon as it’s done.” 

Getting back into the car, I see Regina is pretending to sleep, or plotting her escape. Her breathing catches when I start the car—plotting her escape it is. 

I plug in my phone to the setup of the car stereo. Damn I love technology. The car might look like it just came off the line in 1970, but updates are everywhere on the dash. I scan my playlists and go with blues. Blues feels right for this drive. 

We aren’t ten minutes from the gas station when she breaks the silence. “I have to pee.” 

“Why the fuck didn’t you say anything before we left the gas station?” 

“I didn’t have to go at the gas station.” 

A sign flashes for an exit for restaurants in forty miles. I nod at the sign. “You can wait until we get to that exit. We’ll find a restaurant and you’ll be a good girl. Remember, I have Taylor under surveillance. I’d rather be the one to pull the trigger, but all I need to do is make a phone call and he’s dead.” 

Her gasp is loud over the wail of Stevie Ray Vaughan’s guitar. “Why can’t you let me go and tell Johnny I escaped? I’ll disappear. I promise you won’t be able to find me, no one will.” 

I shake my head. “It’s too late for that. You’re mine. I keep what is mine. Run and I’ll be right behind you.” 

A hand goes up to wipe her eyes. 

“Still have to pee or are you giving up on trying to make a run for it?” 

“I have to pee, you asshole.” She spits the words at me. 

It’s a good thing it’s dark and she can’t see me smile. I like her fire. It’s going to have to go but for now, I like it.  

Pulling into a fast-food place with the lights still on, I see the door opens right into the hallway for the restrooms. Good. Then I see it, I can’t believe it, there are five cars in the parking lot and at least a dozen people milling around inside. 

“I’m hungry. Can you please get me something to eat while I use the restroom?” 

“No, you’re going to use the restroom and we’ll order your food together. Behave, Regina. These civilians don’t deserve to be dropped into the middle of this.” 

She hangs her head and nods. Good girl. I take her hands and remove the cuffs. Taking a minute, I rub the skin to get her blood flowing. Soft, small, her wrists are fragile in my hands. I hear her breathing catch, and it goes straight to my cock. She might think she’s in love with a moron, but she likes my touch. This close her hair smells like cherries and her perfume is Joy, and fuck I want to lick it off her skin. She tries to tug away from me, I grasp her tight, needing her to know I choose when I stop touching her. Underneath my thumb, her pulse is pounding fast. Now I let her go. 

I get out of the car and am pleased when she waits for me to open her door. I beep the car locked. “Wait, I need my bag.” 

“No, you don’t.” 

“It’s got women’s stuff in it, I—” 

I give her a look. Her head goes down and she stops talking. My hand goes around her arm and I walk her into the restaurant. The bathroom is empty, it’s a large single room with one toilet, no windows and a lock from the inside. “You have three minutes.” 

Her jaw drops, she doesn’t say anything, just slams the door. I check my watch for the time. She’s out in only two and a half minutes. 

My hand is around her arm again as I guide her to the main area. There are a few people milling around, an older man is ordering at the counter and a couple are waiting for their order. I look down to see Regina studying the menu. When the older man is done, I nudge her forward. She places her order. 

The young girl behind the counter looks to me and blushes as she asks what I would like. I give the girl a smile as I tell her I’m not ordering, I’m just paying. As I let Regina go to pull out my money clip, I notice she’s stiff as she looks from me to the girl. The girl takes the twenty with a smile then slowly counts out the change into my palm. Another girl hands Regina her bag of food and a drink. Regina tries to pull away from me when my hand goes around her arm, I tighten my grip. 

We’re barely out of the restaurant before she lets loose. “She was a little young, don’t you think?” 

I unlock the car and open her door. “Fuck yes she is, and so are you. I told you, I’m not one of those gross fuckers who is into young girls. I’m not going to be an asshole to some little girl to make you feel better.” 

“So you’re just an asshole to me?” 

“I’m an asshole to most people, but not girls and kids. You might be a girl, but you’re mine and you need to get used to it.” 

“I’m not a girl.” 

“Then act like a fucking woman,” I snap at her. Wanting her doesn’t allow me to forget how young she is. “A grown-ass woman would not be jealous of me smiling at a little girl. I didn’t fuck teenagers when I was one. I haven’t fucked anyone under twenty-five in over a decade. You make the idea less appealing by the hour. By our wedding night I’m going to have to either be drunk or tape your mouth shut to get it over with.”  

Christ, I’m lying. All I want to do is tear that ugly dress off her and get lost in her body. Is it the arguing that’s making my cock hard? No woman has ever argued with me before, they knew better. 

“What the hell are you talking about? We... I don’t want to marry you. You’re really going to marry me knowing I’m in love with another man? I won’t do it. I won’t f—I won’t.” 
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God damnit, and now it’s back, the reality of what the fuck is happening. Bullshit, this is such fucking bullshit. Forced to marry a girl who can’t even say the word fuck. It’s one thing to fuck her, get lost in her beautiful body for a night or two; it’s something completely different to vow forever. 

“I can and I will. Have no doubt we will fuck and seal our vows. This is the last time I will warn you. If you say his name or refer to him one more time, I will kill him. I swear it.” 

Her gasp is loud. I gun the engine as I merge onto the freeway, the growl of the engine soothing the anger inside me. 

“How can you say that? How the fuck am I supposed to react to being told I’m going to be forced to marry a man I met less than six hours ago? Who then tied me up and threw me in the trunk of his car. I can’t even believe this is real. Any minute now I’m praying I’m going to wake up and this will be nothing more than a horrible nightmare.” 

Fuck. She’s crying again. I am an asshole and I have no problem calling myself one. The only women I’ve allowed close and let my guard down around were the wives of my cousins. With them I didn’t have to worry they had ulterior motives. 

With the women I was fucking, I never allowed myself to be soft. I didn’t want a woman comfortable with me, didn’t want them getting the idea they were anything more than temporary in my life. Regina isn’t just any woman; whether I like it or not, she will become my wife. With Johnny on a clock, likely within the next few weeks.

Regina has the same right to think this is fucked up as I do. She came into this life two years ago. I grew up knowing the life I would be leading would not entirely be my own. I would have a boss, and his orders were something I would follow without hesitation, question, or whining. Duty and honor were words ingrained into me before I knew exactly what they were. Regina has been living a quiet, pious little life in the north of Italy raised by nuns. Taking my anger out on her will get us absolutely nowhere. 

Checking the area, I slow and pull to the side of the road. I hit the button to illuminate the interior. Damn it, her eyes and nose are red, and those honey eyes have darkened to melting chocolate. Undoing my seat belt, I edge toward her. Blinking fast, she tries to hide as I tug out my pocket square. Catching her by her small chin, I bring her face up to me. For a brief second she tries to get away. I tighten my grip, and she gives in with a sigh. 

I’ve brought women to tears before; it never bothered me, especially when I was sure it was a negotiating tactic. I tell myself it doesn’t bother me now, but fuck am I lying. The electricity is there again and now I know it’s going to happen every damn time I touch her. She feels it too, thank fuck it’s not just me losing it. Carefully, slowly I wipe her tears away. Her breathing becomes fractured as I finish, her small pink tongue slides out of her mouth to wet her lips. 

Stifling a groan, I shift to ease my thickening cock. I’m trying to remind myself she’s not ready for everything I want to do to her. And sure as fuck not on the side of the road. “Look, this isn’t something I thought would happen when I woke up today either. I fought hard and negotiated like hell to keep from ending up in a marriage like this. One for the family and by the family. I don’t have a choice either. It’s my duty, I won’t dishonor my father or my Don.” 

Her eyes meet mine. Fuck, would she stop chewing on her bottom lip for one damn second? I press my thumb against her soft, plush bottom lip to stop the torture. Liquid honey eyes widen, I fight the savage hunger pulsing through my veins for her. Focus, Dom.

“This marriage has to happen. The sooner you come to terms with it the better, the easier it will be for the both of us. I didn’t want this but I will not abuse you. I protect what is mine. I keep what is mine. I’ll do what I can to honor our vows. I’ll never ask more from you than I’m willing to give too. I need you to work with me.” 

The word vows does something to her. Her pupils dilate and her lips part, undoing my control. I lower my head. She doesn’t move even though she gasps before my lips touch hers. A soft grazing is all I allow myself to gauge her response. My cock jumps at her sigh of loss, at the way her lips tremble against mine. Hunger urges me on, I swipe her lips with my tongue. Her mouth opens, I cannot refuse the invitation. 

Sweet, so damn sweet. I have no fucking idea where the growl comes from as I feast on her. Maybe it’s from the way her tongue tentatively seeks mine. Maybe it’s the taste of her, traces of brandy, of something sweet, vibrant and new I’ve never known before. Her kiss is untutored, her obvious lack of knowledge coupled with her enthusiasm pulls another growl out of me. My hands go into her hair to keep her in place. Her small hands go around my neck. Christ, she presses her breasts against me. And god damn, it hits me, the scent of her wet pussy. My cock jumps to be inside her, my mouth waters to taste her, to have her moaning and writhing under me while I learn every inch of her.

An eighteen-wheeler passes close, the car shakes as the wind rocks it. What the fuck? I haven’t made out in a car in my entire life, but if I don’t stop I’ll fuck her right now. I pull away slowly, her hands tighten in my hair. Good. 

She’s breathing fast, her eyes are wide and dazed. I run my thumb over her bottom lip. Unable to stop touching her. 

“We can do this the easy way, princess. I can make your life a good life, a happy one. I promise you that. Don’t make me into the fucker I can be.” It isn’t until the words come out of me that I know I mean them. I didn’t want this; however, I will not back down from it. I’m a Sabatini, I keep my promises. Regina will be my wife. I will do the best I can to honor her as such, to ensure the life she has is as good as I can make it. Come what may. 

Her throat works. “How?”

“Tell me what you want. Forget Taylor and your father. When you were growing up what did you want your life to be?” Why the fuck does she have to look so young in the soft light? Seventeen damn years younger than me, pure, innocent, she deserves better than a scarred, fucked-up killer like me.  

“I wanted a family. I’ve always wanted a big family of at least two boys and a girl and a dog. I know it’s silly and childish not to want more in life. It didn’t matter, I always wanted that. To be a good mom was my only goal, to make sure my children were loved and happy was all I wanted.”

I close my eyes. Of course, she wants the one thing I won’t give her. Refuse to give her. No kids, not now, not ever. Except to tell her that would mean we crash and burn before we ever get off the ground. I do the only thing I can, I lie. 

“Kids will come in the future. You have plenty of time. I would like us to wait until we have a few years to us. When we have settled into our marriage. Can we agree on that?” 

A small smile. “Why do all of your questions not sound like questions?” 

I allow a smile in return. “Maybe because I’m not used to asking. I’m used to telling people things and having them agree whether they want to or not. I will try to work on it. Regina, in this world of ours, my control of everything around me, including my wife, needs to be seen as complete, total. If not I will appear weak. I can’t have that, it’s too dangerous. Between us it will be different, but it’s only between us.”

Her eyes drop from mine. A small nod is her only answer as she pulls away from me. I don’t like letting her go, I allow it, this time.

“I can guarantee you will want for nothing when it comes to sexual pleasure, princess. I can’t wait for you to deliver on the promise of that kiss.”  

I can’t take my eyes off the way the blush goes all the way down to her chest, fuck yes, her nipples are hard.

“You are so vulgar. It was one kiss.”  

“A kiss divulges many things, much more than words do. Tells me you are as pure as you appear. How you’ve never come before. How you’ve never been kissed so good it made your pussy wet.”  

“You’re disgusting.” She’s fidgeting with my pocket square. 

At least she doesn’t try to lie. “No, I’m honest. And I honestly love eating pussy. I’ll always make sure you come every time before I take my pleasure.” 

Curiosity flickers before she shakes her head. “I don’t want to talk about...what did you mean you were never with teenagers even when you were one?” 

At least she’s talking. I secure my seat belt then check to make sure the road is clear before easing back onto the highway. “I mean I’ve never fucked a teenager. The first woman I fucked was in her late twenties, and I was fifteen. She was my social worker. After her, younger women never appealed. Pretty much all the women I was with from then on were in their mid-twenties and older.”

“Your social worker? Fifteen years old? How—why?” 

I laugh at her outrage. “Calm down. It wasn’t a big deal. I’ve looked like I was twenty since I was fourteen. I shot up almost five inches in only four months and I’ve been lifting weights since I was twelve.” 

“None of that matters, it was illegal for Christ’s sake. She took advantage of you. Why did you need a social worker?” 

“If anyone took advantage of anyone it was me taking advantage of her. My mom died. My older brother, Anthony Junior, went a little nuts and got involved in shit he shouldn’t have. He wound up dead. Pop lost it, killed everyone involved with Anthony’s death. He got himself caught on one of the murders and got sent up for a nickel. I got saddled with a social worker.”

I had definitely taken advantage of Sara. She’d been so small, delicate, and genuinely sweet with stars in her eyes, wanting to make the world a better place, completely unlike anyone I had encountered up to that point in my life. I wanted sweet, needed it at that time when my world was falling apart around me. 

“She was going through a rough time, divorcing an abusive asshole. Before Pop went in, he gave guardianship of me to one of his men, but then she came by and kept coming to make sure everything was good. I needed her to approve everything and go the fuck away so I could do what I needed to do. Paying her off wasn’t going to work, she needed more than money.”

Regina is quiet for so long I glance her way. 

“What?” 

She’s studying me. “I just...I don’t even know where to start on asking you—I can’t believe everything you went through. When did your mom die? How did she die?”

“When I was fourteen. She got addicted to painkillers from a car accident. Pop’s parents and her were in a car accident maybe three years before then. She was the only one to walk away from it. It was one of those things where she wasn’t paying attention to how much she took and she overdosed.” 

“Was it really an overdose?” she asks hesitantly. 

She’s not the only person to ask—Pop had wondered and so did Anthony. I was the only one who didn’t have a doubt. “Oh yeah, if she was going to kill herself she would have done it in a Gucci dress with her hair and makeup done. Not in what she’d worn for the last three days with her room a mess. Anthony Junior blamed Pop for it because Pop got her the drugs, not taking into account she’d have gotten them somewhere, had been getting extras when Pop wouldn’t give her what she wanted. Anthony went out on his own to get out from under Pop. He shouldn’t have been allowed. He was only seventeen, too damn young to run his own crew. But he was a Sabatini and our Don approved him to take the territory he would have inherited.” 

I shake my head, remembering how pissed Pop was. “My grandfather stopped running guns and drugs in the seventies. He didn’t want to touch it and he didn’t want Pop or any Sabatini to touch them. The Outfit has never trafficked women, it isn’t done. We handled sex workers but they were never forced. The one time a capo tried it his dick was cut off and he was left to bleed in the street, pants down for all to see his shame.

Regina gasps.  

“There weren’t a lot of options for Anthony that didn’t have him stepping on toes. Guns were one of the few, so he went in on a deal with someone he didn’t properly vet. The scum, Michael Corsia, was also moving women. Anthony told him to let the women go.” 

“The guy said no?” The words are soft, she already knows the answer.

“Yeah, and Anthony with all of one man as backup put a gun in his face.” Even now I can’t believe how stupid he was to do it. “There were six men there the night my brother was killed. Pop lost his shit, in less than seven days every one of them was dead. He came close to getting away with it, except there was a witness at one of the killings who came forward. Pop got manslaughter.” 

“What did you mean when you said you needed the social worker to go away and let you do what you needed to do?” 

Glancing her way, light flashes from the highway onto her face; those eyes of hers are wide. As if even though she asked she doesn’t want to know the answer. No, she doesn’t, not really. But she needs to know, all of it. “I mean Pop went away and fuckers were out to get what was his, what was supposed to be mine when I came of age. It was your father who, as the underboss at the time, kept the civilized members of our family at bay by offering me his protection, who gave me my rites into the family and my first hit for my induction.” 

“You were only fifteen years old when you—oh god.” She says god in a whisper. 

Nodding, I sigh. Even now, almost twenty-five years later, I still remember the first time. All the other men I’ve killed blurred together, but the first one, I can’t forget that one. The shock on his face, the sound of the gun going off, the way it bucked in my hand. How much blood there was, everywhere. The smell of gunpowder, the copper tint of the blood filling the air. For almost three months every time I slept, I dreamed of that moment. Until the next time I killed someone and the dreams went away.

“I’ve known since I learned my name it would be the life I would lead. Pop and his father ingrained into me from a young age that as a Sabatini, this life came with a duty that would necessitate doing things others couldn’t. I’m not proud of the killing I’ve done. At the same time, I don’t regret doing what needs to be done or let it keep me up at night.” 

She’s shaking her head, looking out the window, but I know she’s not seeing anything. 

“I did what I had to do, Regina. When other kids were playing checkers, I was taught chess, to always play five moves ahead. You and that idiot thought you were going to win against Johnny. Neither of you thinking ahead from your next move.”

“Some people are just trying to follow their heart. Not everyone is cold-blooded, thinking in terms of moves and strategy. That’s not a way to live your life.”

“Those who don’t are destined to regret it.” It’s hard not to laugh at her naivety. 

“Fifteen.” She buries her face in her hands. “Johnny could have helped you find a way out of the life. But no, he helped you become a killer at fifteen.” 

“Look, Regina, your father allowed me to keep and maintain control of my legacy. There was no other life I was going to lead. He gave me what I wanted. The help I needed to keep Pop’s bookie, loan shark, liquor, and club running. People didn’t want to pay a fifteen-year-old, they thought they could tell me no and I would go away. Becoming made, having your father in my corner restored a semblance of order.” 

Without Johnny I wouldn’t have anything I do now. She might hate him, but I owed him my life. I have no doubt it would have all been gone by the time Pop got out if it weren’t for Johnny.

“Only it didn’t cover everything. I had to get into things to bring in more money. The lawyers for Pop’s trial were expensive, people were trying to shaft me on the daily. It meant I had to run the streets. I put together underground fights, and poker games for dumbass college kids. By the time Pop got out after three years, I tripled his income and earned the respect of everyone in the family, and more importantly the fear I needed so no one dared to fuck with me. The social worker was a problem, I solved it in a way that worked for the both of us.” 

“I don’t understand how sex was a solution.” She is genuinely confused.

Young, too damn young. “She needed to feel like someone cared about her, that she was desirable. Her job was fucking hard. She needed someone to vent to, who she thought cared about her. For a few hours a day I made her come until her eyes rolled into the back of her head, then held her while she talked about what she needed to get out of her system. In return she didn’t try and remove me or give me hell for missing school. Instead she put me on track to get my GED so I could stop going altogether.” 

“How long did...it last with her?” 

“For two years, until she decided to move away. By the end, we both got what we needed out of it.” I definitely took advantage of Sara. At the time it started she was a means to an end, by the time it was over her softness and kindness were what got me through the dirty shit I needed to do.  
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I can’t believe this is my life, sitting beside a man who is telling me he’s been a killer and psychopath since he was fifteen years old as if he were discussing the weather. No wait, he’s a sociopath—he has a conscious, he just ignores it. And he’s asking me to go quietly, meekly, into a marriage with him. Please, please wake up now. I squeeze my eyes so tight I see stars. Nope, still living this nightmare. For a few minutes he had seemed so nice. Actually, he’s still nice. And that’s what makes him so dangerous. 

Him being nice and that kiss, that kiss that felt like I was touching a live wire. A current ran through my body, so strong even now I ache from it. It was the moment I put my hand in his all over again, yet this time I didn’t want it to stop. I stare blindly out the window. Dominic Sabatini tasted like sin, and sex, and all the things that dirty dreams are made of. I shiver at how badly I want to taste him again, at how I hadn’t wanted it to end. 

Nothing in my entire life has ever felt as good as his kiss. For an all too brief moment I forgot everything; nothing existed but Dominic. The heat of his body against mine, the taste of him. The sensation of his velvet tongue sweeping into my mouth, slow and almost gentle, at odds with the growl that rumbled out of his chest. Then reality came crashing down, and I’m wondering if I dare to open the car and throw myself out of it. 

Rolling my eyes, I shake my head—don’t be stupid. Dominic promised he wouldn’t hurt me. I just have to wait for the right moment to escape all of this. Eventually, I can escape and find a new home. 

Home. “Where do you live? Do you live with a woman?”

“In the building where I have my club. There was a woman, she overstepped today and she’s been removed.” 

“Removed?” I’m uneasy at how cold he is.

Dominic chuckles. I hate the way he laughs at me. It’s really annoying the way the sound sends heat up my tummy. “She didn’t want to leave. Have no fear, she’s in one piece and walking and talking just fine.” 

“How did she overstep?”

“She wanted to meet Pop.” He says it as if she were asking to meet the Pope.

“Why was it overstepping?”

“It was the second time she’d asked to meet him. She wanted to be my girlfriend.” 

The word girlfriend is muttered like it’s offensive to him. 

“She wasn’t, she was my mistress. My rules are simple: you don’t ask questions about what I do, any of it. Where I go, what I do, who I do it with. If I want you to know, I’ll tell you. I told Serena that the first night and she agreed.” 

“Are you going to have a mistress?” I can’t say the words “once we’re married.” I can’t allow my mind to go that far.

He shrugs. “We have to seal our marriage, there’s no way around it. I’m also not going to force you to fuck me. I have no problem finding women who want to fuck me. If you don’t want to be a real wife to me, I’ll have a mistress. Sex is a normal appetite that needs to be fed. This marriage will be what you make it. I’m willing to put in the work, if you are too. I won’t ask you to give more than I do.”

The idea of him with someone else sends an ache shooting through me. How dare he tell me he would touch another woman while he was married to me. “That’s bullshit. Let me guess, I don’t get to fuck another man?”

“No other man touches you.” The words are a growl that reverberates around me, sending a shiver up my spine. “If you aren’t fucking me then you aren’t fucking anyone else. You have more control of your life and what happens in it than you’re acting like you do.”

“Oh yeah, sure. Go passively into a forced marriage, lay back and think of the good of the family and allow you to fuck me. Shut up and smile and be a good girl with no thoughts or feelings of my own.” 

“How the fuck do you have such an attitude? This wasn’t the way you were in that Catholic boarding school. I won’t believe it. Also, how do you not have an accent after living in Italy for so long?”

I shrug. “I didn’t speak for the first four years I was there.” I shake off the embarrassment of admitting it out loud. 

“When I started to speak, I was told by Mother Superior that Johnny didn’t want me to speak Italian more than English. One of the attractions of the school was for the students to learn English, so even though I didn’t understand Italian, there were two teachers who spoke English and some of the older girls knew English too.” 

“As for the attitude. No, I wasn’t like this before I came to New York. What can I say? Moving to New York and being around Johnny and his men changed me. When I first got here they weren’t very nice. Any time I was in the least bit timid they made fun of me and laughed at me. I got over it real quick.” The men had taken enjoyment in my blushes and shyness, often going out of their way to make me uncomfortable around them. 

“Francis and Danny dropped more curse words in a single week then I had heard in my entire life up to that point. Danny was willing to show me New York and let me hang out with him and his girlfriend. His girlfriend was nice, she talked me into standing up for myself.” 

Dominic shakes his head and punches his phone, changing the music from the blues that had been playing.

“Eminem?” 

“Driver picks the music, shotgun shuts their cakehole.” 

I laugh against my will. “You did not watch that show.”

A chuckle fills the car. Dang it, butterflies appear in my tummy, trapped and fighting to get free. “Yeah, I did. I’m more surprised the nuns let you watch the show.”

“Oh it wasn’t easy, and I didn’t get to watch until after season five. Mother Superior received the box set as a gift from her sister in America. We were snowed in and running out of things to watch. It was out of sheer desperation we put the first disc in. Within two weeks we were done with all five seasons. Best Christmas ever.”

“That was your best Christmas?” His deep, rich voice is heavy with sympathy.   

I shrug. Feeling his eyes on me, I become fascinated by the fast-moving stretch of highway outside my window. “It was a girls’ boarding school run by nuns. There were never more than forty girls there from five to sixteen. What would you expect?”

“What was the second-best Christmas?” 

“When Mother Superior told me they would pay for me to go to university so I could become a teacher and go back to the school to teach when I was done. I didn’t have to return to Chicago. It was the best present I have ever received. The assurance I could stay home.”

“But it wasn’t your home. It was where you went to school.” He doesn’t understand. 

“It was the only home I knew. Johnny sent me there when I was six years old, only four days after the death of my mother. I talked to him once on the phone two weeks later and then I didn’t have any contact with him for seven years. There were no birthday cards, no Christmas presents, no letters, not a single fucking phone call. Then one day out of the blue he shows up at school when I was thirteen and told me it was time to come home to Chicago.” 

A shiver goes through me remembering how angry he was when I clung to Mother Superior, begging her not to make me go with him. “He exploded when I told him that I didn’t want to go with him. Threatened to stop paying for school, I wasn’t in New York a day before he brought it up. How it was my fault we didn’t have a relationship because I didn’t come home when he went to get me. I was the one who fucked everything up. Not the adult who ignores a six-year-old kid for seven damn years.”

All the anger over how fucking unfair Johnny was, still is, comes pouring out of me. 

“Out of sheer coincidence, he came the day of my birthday. He had no idea what day it was. I expected, I don’t know, a present, a visit, not for him to demand I pack up my life and go with him now that his wife was finally dead. He refused to listen when I told him that the school was my home. I didn’t know anything else but the school. A school he sent me to without any fucking warning. He didn’t even take me to Italy, let alone drive me to the airport. Some guy took me to the gate, I flew all by myself. A nun picked me up at the airport and explained everything to me.” I take a deep breath, trying to get myself under control, embarrassed at the way I’m trembling. 

A soft curse word is an exhalation of air from Dominic. 

“I finally talked to him two weeks after I was there crying every day. He comes to the phone and yells at me to shut up and stop crying. Yelled at me that I needed to be a big girl and knock it off. He didn’t want to hear about me crying and begging to come back. I was there to stay, so get over it.”

“That’s when you stopped talking.” It’s not a question. 

I nod. “He told me to shut up, so I did.” 

A hand goes into his hair. He smacks the dashboard, the music goes down to barely audible. “Why in the fuck did you come to America?”

“He told me he was dying. Told me he wanted to get to know me before he died. He went on and on about how he thought he was doing the right thing by me. There was a part of me who wanted to have a father. The school was a boarding school, but most of the girls left during the holidays to spend time with their parents. Fathers came, mothers came to see their daughters and I envied that. Even though I long ago told myself I didn’t care my father didn’t want me, deep down I cared.” It’s only because he’s not looking at me that I can admit it. 

“I wanted to know who he was. Even when I was in Chicago, he wasn’t much of a father, from what I remembered. It was about him and my mother. I was told to go play, my mom turned on the television and told me to stay in my room when he came over. I thought...this was my last chance if he was dying. I was afraid I would regret it if I didn’t come.”

A bitter laugh escapes me. “In the end I felt so stupid, like I should have known it would be a disaster. I’m not here half a day and he’s already listing my every fault and failure: I’m too fat, I’m ugly—okay, he didn’t say ugly, but he kept going on and on about how I’m not nearly as pretty as my mother. The way I dress, how it’s taken me so long to come home and be a good daughter. Then he’s taunting me how he knows I really only came back for his money, and if I don’t behave he won’t leave me a penny.

“I was on the verge of going back to Italy when I met Richard. If it weren’t for him this would have been the worst two years of my life. Richard is the only person besides my mother who has ever cared about me, who loves me, and no matter what you threaten me with I’ll never forget that.” I shake my head as I remember how Richard made me feel loved for the first time since my mother died. 

Dominic’s quiet for a long time; he shakes his head. A press of the button and music fills the car. “Get some sleep.”

***
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Regina

––––––––
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I can’t sleep. I retreat into my thoughts as I watch the city give way to dark, endless flat land and highway. Maybe an hour into the drive Dominic’s phone rings. He hits a button then puts it on speaker. 

“Yeah, Mary.” 

“I have you checked into a hotel in Youngstown, it’s right off the interstate. You have the room for tonight and tomorrow so you don’t have to check out until you want to. They have the kind of setup you were wanting. The room is ready for her and I’ve notified the men.” 

“Efficient as always, I don’t know what I would do without you. Tomorrow, you’ll need to work on planning the wedding. Johnny won’t last long, but I have no doubt if we go small he’ll lose his shit. With family and business, put the estimate at three hundred guests.”

“I’ve already made inquiries, Father Carmichael will make Our Lady of St. Catherine’s available two Saturdays from now, but it will create an issue in transportation from the church to a hotel large enough to hold the reception. The wedding already scheduled for St. Catherine’s is not an issue to reschedule. The Holy Cathedral downtown will only be blocks from several hotels for the reception. However at the Holy Cathedral, a significant inducement may be required to reschedule that wedding. Personally, I think St. Catherine’s is much prettier. What do you think?” 

“I think I don’t care about which one looks prettier. I’ll look at everything tomorrow. Go to bed. I’ll see you tomorrow.” He doesn’t wait for her to respond, just hangs up.

“Two weeks?” The words fly out of my mouth. That’s too soon—it’s fine, I won’t be here. 

A sigh. “I told you, Johnny doesn’t have long. The sooner this is settled the better, not just for us but in the family.”

“What happens when Johnny dies?” I don’t for a single moment think he’ll agree to a divorce. In the mafia, marriage is forever, no matter what. Divorce is not an option. Which is exactly why I need to escape Dominic before the wedding happens.

A small shrug. “His underboss Carlo Toro becomes Don. Carlo will likely name his nephew Salvatore underboss.” 

“But people don’t like Sal.” The men who came to the condo had been vocal about their dislike of him.

Another shrug. “No, he’s too bloodthirsty, too willing to shoot first and clean up his mess later. Carlo is a good underboss, he will make a good Don. The only other person he would be willing to put in would be his other nephew Luca Toro, a capo in Vegas who has been doing good things since he took over his father’s place last year. I haven’t met him but his reputation is solid. He’s a good earner and works well with the other mafia out there.” 

“I just don’t get the difference between the mafia and the Outfit. Isn’t it all the mafia?” I had been too afraid to ask the question of Johnny and his men.

“We’re all the mafia, but not all mafia is the Outfit. The Outfit is separate in that we have different rules—not many, but enough that matter. We run Chicago, and no other mafia, except the Irish, are allowed to operate within our city. There are some Russians we allow to keep going because they keep the worst Bratva fuckers in line. Maryland, Philly, KC, Vegas, and Boston, they take orders from New York. No one tells us what the fuck to do.”

“So what do you do, exactly?” I can’t keep the fear out of my voice. I’ve heard he has no problem with murder, that he doesn’t order deaths, prefers to handle it himself despite the fact that as a capo, he has several men under him willing to do it for him. What does that make him, that he doesn’t hand off killing another man?

“For the most part we take care of our neighborhood. Pop and I don’t allow drugs harder than weed, haven’t for more than fifty years. We’ve run off developers who want to tear shit down and build places the people who were there couldn’t afford—it’s how Pop and I came to own so much real estate.” 

He shrugs. “I run liquor out of a family in the backwoods who have been doing it since they were making bootleg in the twenties. I slap a fake label on it and charge for what the label says it is and make double off it in and around the city. Mainly I run a club with gambling in the lower level, poker, craps, roulette, all that shit. That’s the illegal side of it. I also run a legit real estate business, selling, leasing property in our area, and I started importing high-quality home finishes from Europe, mainly Italy, wherever the best of the best comes from.” 

“That’s all?” I can’t keep my disbelief out of my voice.

His voice is cold now, almost robotic. “What? You want me to tell you about the tweakers who tried to move a meth lab into another neighborhood and it became family business to remove them? How I grabbed two and tortured them to get all the info on who funded it, where it was going and who benefited before killing them? Or about the fucking MC that keeps trying to move in, and I’ve killed three of their men so far over the last few years?”

I’m shaking my head, wishing he would stop, but he keeps going. 

“You need to know about the damn Bratva bastards me and my men took out for bringing in a shipping container filled with women? Do you need me to tell you about the gamblers I’ve had to work over, breaking bones, making sure they needed stitches when I was done with them when they didn’t pay me on time? I’m not saying death doesn’t happen. I’m just saying it doesn’t happen every day. None of those men deserved to keep breathing for the shit they did, for the lives they were willing to ruin.” 

Cold, so very cold. And why do I agree with him? Does it make it okay that those men were animals? I sigh as I close my eyes, yes and no and then yes all over again. The nuns, they knew who Johnny was. They knew the money coming into the school and church to pay for me was bloody. It didn’t bother them in the least. Mother Superior and I spoke once. She told me angels were not the kind, benevolent things of lore. They were warriors, they did god’s work good and bad, they slayed the demons man could not and sometimes they slayed men. Dominic is no angel; he’s a man who just looks like a fallen angel. 
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Regina

––––––––
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I come awake at the sound of a car door slamming next to me. What the hell? He’s tied me to the steering wheel of the car. How the hell did he do this? Had I really slept this hard? I can’t believe it, I’m a light sleeper, usually waking at the smallest noises. Yet it’s—holy shit—it’s almost seven in the morning and we’re outside the Holiday Inn. He had to have stopped for gas at least once. I slept through not just him stopping for gas, but him tying me up? He is good. 

It’s his damn necktie again and it’s too damn hard to get out of. When I escape I’m taking it with me and I’m burning it. Okay, forget trying to undo it. Maybe try and just get into the driver’s seat and—the car door opens. He lowers his head and takes in the sight of me on the center console. 

He sighs. “You are seriously getting on my nerves right now.” 

Sullen, I get back into the passenger seat, but it’s not easy. He drives a short distance to the long row of rooms. There is a main tower of the hotel, then there is a smaller box of hotel rooms that look out onto the parking lot. He parks at the end of the row. I don’t bother moving as he gets out of the car. Opening the back seat, he grabs a small leather duffle. 

Back on my side, he opens the door. “Can you please get my bag?” 

He shakes his head as he tugs me out of the car. His hand tight around my arm sends a current through me that has me wide awake. The door opens smoothly with the slide of a keycard and a beep. It’s a large room with two queen beds, a small seating area with a table and two chairs. There is a long low dresser with a flat-screen television on the wall in front of the beds. 

I try to tug free of him, hating the way my stomach flips at the sight of the beds. At what his touch is doing to me.

His hand tightens. “You need to learn something. I touch you when I want. You belong to me. I make the rules.” 

“You said you wouldn’t force me.” I spit out the words, afraid of the dark intent in his endless blue eyes. 

Those sexy, full lips tip up at the edge. “There is force, then there is force.” 

Why the hell does that one word make me wet when I don’t even know what it means? He lowers his head, his free hand goes around my neck. Oh god, it should scare me the way his big hand wraps around my neck so easily, only it doesn’t. I’m ashamed at the way my nipples harden, at the beehive that hand has kicked over in my tummy. I can’t move as his tongue traces my lips. He inhales my breath, my lungs stutter to a painful halt as those bees freak the fuck out, buzzing wildly inside me. Slowly the hand around my neck tightens to the point of pain. It doesn’t scare me, it causes a rush of wet heat to flood the apex of my thighs. 

“Interesting, my princess likes force. Hmm...it makes your pussy wet, doesn’t it, Regina? I can hardly wait to sink deep into you and stay there for hours, hell, maybe even days. Before I’m done I’ll know every inch of your gorgeous body. My cock will be seared into your hot, tight pussy.” 

Then he does the unthinkable: he lets me go. I fall against him, and the bastard laughs as he swings me up into his arms, then seconds later drops me on the bed. 

I hate him so fucking much. Squeezing my eyes shut, I roll onto my side away from him. A shiver runs up my spine as I hear him undressing. Then the bed dips. Fear sends me rolling away from him.

“Don’t you dare touch me,” I screech. Ouch, fuck. I’m on the floor, my hip hurts. Heat hits me, and I look up to find Dominic staring down at me, his hands on his hips. Oh god, I swear his eyes are heavy as a touch. It jerks my own gaze down to find my dress is undone. It doesn’t really wrap around me. It’s secured at my hip, or it was until my fall has it open, showing the boring tan cotton bra and black cotton panties.

An eyebrow goes up as he studies me. I go bright red in agony. He has to be thinking of all the ways I don’t measure up to the beautiful women he’s been with in the past. There is no doubt in my mind they wore matching silk or lace bra and panty sets designed to entice. I’m too fat, I’m too tall, I’m—oh god. 

I take him in, standing there wearing only silk black boxers. Holy crap, he is stunning. My mouth waters as the insane desire to lick every inch of him hits me hard, there between my legs. Beautiful caramel skin is stretched taut over sinew and muscle. Black hair swirls over his chest and his stomach—no. “You’ve been shot.” 

He nods, his eyes don’t move from my breasts. Oh god, they are tingling and tight beneath his gaze. “If you wanted to show me your beautiful body, you just had to say it. All I wanted was to get some sleep. Now you’ve woken the beast, princess, and it’s time to pay for it.” 

I shake my head, I try to move but I’m still in the cuffs and it isn’t easy. His foot comes down on the back of the dress on the floor, keeping me in place.  

“It would help me believe you don’t want me to touch you if I couldn’t clearly make out the wet spot on the front of your panties spreading down lower and lower. The scent of your pussy has been fucking with my head all damn night. The moment I laid eyes on you, I wanted to back you up against the wall and fuck you where you stood.” His tongue snakes out over his lips.

“That’s it, princess.” He purrs like a lazy lion. “you know your eyes turn to honey when your pussy weeps for me? Hmm...I love pussy even though I’m not sure if you deserve my tongue yet. I still need to pay you back for that smack you gave me.” 

Shame hits me all over again as I remember slapping him.

“Yes, princess, if you were a man you’d be dead right now. Then again, it was probably the only thing that kept me from fucking you then and there. Pull up your bra, princess, let me see your tits.” His foot comes between my knees, forcing them wider apart. 

Even as I’m shaking my head, shame fills me at how badly I want to do as he says. “I’ll scream,” I warn him. 

“Regina.” His tongue caresses every letter, twisting it into something incredibly erotic, flashing those dimples that are so unfair. “You bet your ass you’ll scream. I’ll make you scream until your throat is raw and there is no air in your lungs. Until you wonder if you can stand another second more. Then, princess, I’ll do it all over again, and you’ll love every fucking minute.”

Oh god, I don’t doubt him at all, and I’m biting down painfully on my lip to keep from begging him to do everything he promises.

“Your pussy will run like a river, down my face, to your ass, all over my cock as I fuck your tight little pussy. It will hurt the first time, no way around it, I’m big and your pussy is brand new. I promise even with the pain you’ll come long and hard and then beg for more.”

I blush so red I feel faint as his hands go around my arms, lifting me up off the floor. I’m on the edge of the bed, Dominic only inches from me. Oh god, I shiver as my mouth waters. Why is it doing that? Another hot flood soaks my panties even more. I’m frozen in fear even as heat is consuming every inch of my body. 

My eyes rise, meeting Dominic’s, what I see has me trembling. 

“Touch me, princess.” 

The words are a growl, they have me squeezing my legs at the way I’m tingling, there. I blink and his boxers have been pushed down. A whimper escapes me at the sight of him. Big, too big, thick, hard. I move on the bed, trying desperately to soothe the ache between my thighs. A small pearl of clear liquid forms at the blunt mushroom head. Fascinated, I stare as another builds. 

“Touch me, Regina, taste me.” The words are guttural from low in his chest. 

Swaying toward him, I catch myself and shake my head. His hand goes into my hair, stopping me. I gasp as the tip of him is pressed against my lips. The second my mouth opens Dominic presses into my mouth. I’m a slut, a freak, I’m shaking my head even as I open my mouth wider to take him deeper. Lightning fast, Dominic pushes into my mouth.

“Careful, princess, suck lightly, there you go, so fucking good. That’s it, such a soft hungry tongue you have, princess, oh fuck.” The word comes out of him as if he’s choking on it. His hand tightens in my hair. The sound of him gasping, moaning my name spurs me on to learn every inch of him with my tongue.

I give in to need and touch him. He’s so big one hand won’t go all the way around him, I need both hands. Soft, so silky soft, yet hard, thick, hot, exquisite. How odd I find this as beautiful as the rest of him. That sane part of me is screaming to stop, this is dirty, bad, wrong only I can’t, any more than I could stop breathing. 

“Both hands, up then down, yes. I need your mouth, princess. Suck deeper, you can take it.” 

His hand in my hair is moving me on him. I can barely keep up with him, yet I can’t let him go either. I welcome this; feeling him tremble sends a surge of pride through me. I’m doing this. I’m making him feel so good. With a groan he comes, filling my mouth until I choke. It shakes me from the stupor I’m in...what have I done? Horror comes over me, I try to get away from Dominic, except his hand is still tight in my hair as his other hand wipes away what I couldn’t swallow on my cheek. 

“That was disgusting. I don’t want you to touch me—” 

Ouch. He yanks on my hair, sending me back to look at him. “What a little liar you are. So disgusting you swallowed every fucking drop you could. So disgusting you hummed with pleasure seconds before I came.”

His other hand is between my legs, tugging my panties to the side. 

“Don’t!” I struggle, shame filling me.

“Don’t what, princess? Don’t feel how wet you are. Jesus, you are soaking wet. Did you come, princess?” Two fingers slide along my lower lips; they are so slick there is no resistance as they sink into me. Oh, god, no. Even his fingers are thick. I should be outraged, feel invaded, but I’m none of those things. I want more of it, of everything. I struggle not to move on his fingers; desperate need has me whimpering at fighting my body’s desire for those fingers to move deeper into me. “Did you come from sucking my cock?” 

I’m shaking my head because I don’t know. I’ve never even touched myself other than to wash. My body did something, only it wasn’t the body trembling thing that happened to Dominic. My hands go around his wrist. It’s so thick, I have to grab him with both hands as his muscles flex below my hands. “Stop it, please stop it, Dominic.” 

“Stop? Princess, we haven’t even gotten to the best part.” His fingers move and oh fucking god. My hips move without my permission. I jump as a thick fingertip brushes against my clitoris. “There it is, the pearl in the ocean of your sweet juicy pussy. Saying stop when you’re creaming for my cock before I’m even inside you is exactly the kind of shit that makes you a girl instead of a woman.”

Dominic growls. In a flurry of movement my panties are gone and I’m flat on my back. I barely have time to take it in when he moves between my legs. His shoulders are between my thighs, his hot breath... Oh, no, no, this is wrong. So wrong, I’m begging him to stop. He doesn’t even slow down as his velvet tongue runs over the seam of me. His moan sends shivers through me. No, this is wrong, he has to stop. My hands go into his hair, trying to pull him away. Deeper his tongue delves into me, and against my will my hips move to meet that greedy tongue. Mindlessly begging him for more.

“Dominic, no.” I gasp even as my legs open wider and tears fall from my eyes at the way my body is betraying my mind. Again and again his tongue pushes into me before teasing around that tight bundle of nerves and need. Once, twice...he’s stopped. 

Fighting for air, I can only watch as he moves off the bed. His movements are slow and languid as if he didn’t have a care in the world. He steps into his boxers. That damn eyebrow goes up as those ice-blue eyes run over me. 

“Dominic?” I hate the way it comes out of me in a plaintive whisper.

“You said stop.” The bastard laughs. “Good girls get to come, princess. I wanted to taste your come on my tongue; you were the one who said no.” A shrug. “I told you. I fuck women, not girls.”

I’m frozen, unable to even move on my own as he rolls the top cover over me, then gets under the sheet and pulls me against him, spoon fashion, my back to his front. “Go to sleep. This is all I was going to do from the very beginning. If you had been a good girl, we would have both been asleep by now.” 

I squeeze my eyes shut as he turns off the light. His hold isn’t tight but he’s all around me. Even with the covers between us I can feel his hard-muscled chest move against my back, smell the leather, rain, and moss of his cologne. Why does this feel so good? Am I a freak? I have to be—I loved when his hand went around my throat, then it made me wetter when he tightened it. 

Dominic may have forced his cock into my mouth but I eagerly tasted him, wanted more of him. Even now I’m trembling at what the mere memory of tasting him does to me. This wasn’t how it was supposed to be. I’ve dreamed of my wedding night with Richard, with a man who loved me and wanted to make love to me, not a man who forced his cock into my mouth. Damn it, why can’t I remember those dreams?

Closing my eyes, I search desperately for those dreams only to find they are gone. Now, all I can see is Dominic. All I can feel is his hands on me, his mouth on me. What would happen if I turned around and... Stop it. 

***
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Dominic

––––––––
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The moment she slips into sleep, I feel it. Fuck me, it had not been easy to keep from sliding between her legs and taking what’s mine. I have no doubt about it: Regina is mine, completely and utterly. Her eager tongue licking over every inch of my cock over and over again until I saw stars, the way her wet mouth sucked on me deep, just right. The way she collapsed into my arms when I let her go screamed it, even if she won’t say it. 

Sweet, innocent Regina likes it rough. I’m well aware the first time we fuck I’ll have to be gentle, but after that I cannot wait to lose myself in her hot, tight heaven. I’ll need to spend a good hour eating her until she comes so many times she can’t move. God, I haven’t tasted a pussy as sweet as hers in...fuck, I can’t remember. My cock is leaking again at the need to taste her. I had wanted so badly to taste her come on my tongue. 

But my princess has some lessons to learn. I can only hope we get to them all before our wedding night. A small sigh escapes her. She nearly undoes me when she moans my name. My arms tighten around her. This isn’t usual for me. I don’t like to sleep with a woman in my arms—I need my space to fall asleep. It was annoying enough to have a woman sleep the night in my bed. I did it because it was convenient to have them there when I woke up and wanted to fuck. Right now, Regina feels damn good in my arms. Her soft body melting into mine, she fits me perfectly, in so many ways. 
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Regina

––––––––
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I wake up alone in bed to the sound of the shower running. Gasping at the realization, I begin to roll off the bed only to find I’m attached to the bedframe. What in the fuck? He has used what looks like three silk ties to attach the cuffs to the metal bedframe. This motherfucker. 

The door opens behind me, and I tighten the covers around me. I turn to find him standing in the doorway with nothing but a towel wrapped around his waist. Oh my god, my mouth waters and I’m shockingly wet. It’s only when I blink that I realize I haven’t in so long my eyes sting. His body is a work of art, there are tattoos in Latin inked into his skin, I hadn’t been able to take in before. Even the jagged scars don’t detract from how stunning he is.

“What happened?” Then he turns his back on me and I gasp as I take in the network of scars on his back. “Dominic?” My stomach turns, I close my eyes tight as I struggle not to be sick at the pain and violence etched onto his beautiful body. 

“Ah, princess, don’t cry. It happened a long time ago. It’s not worth your tears.” 

“How can you say that?” 

A strong hand comes up under my chin, tilting my face up to him. His thumb wipes a tear away. “I hate when you cry. My injuries are what happened when I made the mistake of trusting the wrong person. I deserved what I got. I should have died, I’m lucky I didn’t. I learned my lesson. I haven’t gained another scar since.” 

I hate the loss of his touch as he kneels down in front of me to untie me. 

“I need to get dressed. Do you want to take a shower? I brought your bag in from the car.” 

Nodding, wiping away my tears, I take my bag into the bathroom still foggy from his shower. 

I put up my hair, not wanting to deal with it wet, then jump into the shower. I wash quickly and dry off. There is a toothbrush still in a wrapper but no toothpaste, better something than nothing. It takes a few minutes to brush out my hair then braid it. My clothes are at the bottom of the bag, so in frustration I upend it. 

At the top of everything is the white lace dress I had picked for my wedding dress. It is simple with a high collar and goes all the way to my ankles. The moment I saw it I knew it would be perfect for a simple wedding dress. Studying it, all the dreams I had when I picked it out wash over me. I blink and they disappear. The despair I believed would come doesn’t. 

Instead flashes of the previous day burn bright, the moment my eyes met Dominic’s for the first time. The way he held my hand, his grip tightening before he let me go, how he tossed me into the damn trunk. How he wiped my tears away, his kiss; a shiver runs up my spine at the memory of his kiss. Then, oh god, my entire body shudders and I’m wet between my legs. I swear I can taste him on my tongue, feel him in my mouth and ache to feel him inside me. 

When he bragged about making a woman’s eyes roll back into her head, I scoffed only to find he wasn’t bragging, it was a statement of fact. I begged him to stop not because I didn’t like it—I more than liked it, I loved it. I wanted more even though it was dirty and wrong.

Any of those things would have left a mark on me. Yet it was the culmination of it all that sealed my fate. Those hours he held me as we slept, his large body wrapped around me. For the first time in my entire life I felt...safe, home, as if I was always supposed to be in that bed in this hotel with Dominic, in his arms.

It hits me. I’m not getting out of this. I won’t be able to get away from Dominic Sabatini. Not today, a month, or even a year from now. If somehow, some way I got away, he’d find me. I have no idea why instead of scaring me, the realization thrills me.

No, no. Fear shakes me out of my reverie. I can’t just give up. There has to be a way. There is always a way, isn’t there?

I startle at the knock on the bathroom door. 

“Regina, get moving. I’m starving. I want to grab something to eat then get back on the road.” 

Looking down at the dress, anger at Dominic and myself fuels me. Today was supposed to be my wedding day, this is my wedding dress. I refuse to make this easy, for either of us. 

Hands shaking, I put on the pretty white lace bra and plain cotton white briefs. Forcing my fear down, I slip into the white dress.  

When I open the door, Dominic is standing by the door leading out of the room, carrying his leather duffle. His eyes go cold. “Change.”

“No.” I’m defiant, refusing to back down from the dark energy vibrating around him. 

He drops the duffle and crosses the room in all of three steps. A hand goes around my throat and my stupid body betrays me, going instantly limp against him. “Take it off or I will.” 

I shake my head as much as I can. I blink and holy fucking crap, his other hand finds the neckline and tears it from my body. We’re both breathing hard and fast. The hand around my neck lets me go and fucking shit, I stumble into him. His hands wrap around my arms as he catches me close, his mouth at my ear. Hot air is sliding down the skin of my neck and I can’t fucking breathe. 

“You are mine. You belong to me. I can make you tremble in ecstasy or fear. The decision is yours.”

This time when he lets me go I can stand on my own, barely. I grab my bag and slam back into the bathroom, shaking with fear and need. Hands trembling, I pull out a long black maxi dress and manage to get it on in seconds. 

When I open the door, Dominic is only inches away from me. His eyes flick over me. He nods, then he picks up my bag and his before opening the door. “Let’s go.” 

His hand comes around my arm as I get within a few feet of him. I don’t bother trying to shake him off. Even though I hate my stupid damn body for the fine tremors that go through me all over again at his touch. “What time is it?”

“Almost three.” I stop in shock. “I wasn’t expecting it either. I’m usually up by one.” A shrug as he scans the long row of food places along the busy stretch of road. “I hate fast food, but Starbucks works for me. They serve breakfast all day and I need coffee. Okay?” 

I nod, hungrier than I thought I was when I woke up. In less than ten minutes we’re back on the interstate. 

His phone goes off with a text message. He checks it with an annoyed glance.  He doesn’t try to respond, just sets it back in the center console. 

Finished, I collect the trash and put it into the bag the food came in. As I do I see the file about Richard on the floorboard at my feet. It’s still where it had fallen when Dominic tossed it at me last night. I have no idea why I hesitate to pick it up.

Opening it, the pictures of the brutally beaten woman shock me even more than they did last night.  It’s the second mug shot that sends anguish through me. I hadn’t seen it last night, but in the photo there is a scratch down Richard’s neck. The memory flares hot and bright of seeing him with the scratch. He blamed it on his niece—they were roughhousing, he explained when I asked him about it. 

“This isn’t fake.” The words fall from numb lips. 

“No.” 

I throw it in the backseat with force, desperate not to have to see it again. Closing my eyes, I lean against the window. All those lies, no wonder Dominic thought I was an idiot. One after another, I see everything I ignored in my desperate need to believe Richard loved me, that someone loved me.  

“He was good, with Benny at his side, I can understand why you fell for it.” 

A bitter laugh is out before I can stop it. “Yeah, right. You were right. I was desperate for...” 

I feel Dominic’s eyes on me but refuse to look his way. God, I just want to curl up and die. How stupid and foolish could any one person be?

“It happens, princess, to all of us. Everyone at one time or another trusts, believes in someone we shouldn’t. You learn from it and you move on.” 

His words are so like the ones he spoke in the hotel room. “The person you trusted tried to kill you?”

“Yeah, and if I’d listened to the man who saved my life I would never have so much as walked away with a bruise. I was young and dumb, so sure I knew what I was doing. My scars are visible, yours aren’t. They will heal, eventually.” 

“Can you please go back to being an asshole? It’s easier to deal with you that way.” 

His laugh fills the car. “Give me a minute, I’m still finishing my coffee.” 

I catch myself smiling at the sound, chest clenching at the sight of those dimples. Something tells me he doesn’t laugh much—his laughter has a tinge of rustiness to it. There are no deep smile or laugh lines on his gorgeous face. I try to remember the men talking about him, until I catch myself. Stop it, Regina. Lull him into thinking you’ve given up, but don’t you dare give up for real. 

In the light of day, I study the car. “Why did you rent an old car like this?”

“I didn’t rent it. It was going to be a birthday present for Pop. After the shit he pulled I’m thinking I’ll keep it for myself.” 

“Your father is the one behind this?”

“While I have no doubt it was Johnny’s idea, Pop could have shut him down.” He shakes his head. “Pop has been on me the last year or so about the marriage thing. My cousins one by one have gotten married over the last few years. They’re popping out kids left and right, and Pop is knee deep in it all and loving it.”

“Really?” I struggle to picture a man who went on a killing spree of six men in a week bouncing babies on his knee.

He sighs. “My grandfather was big into family, very involved and passed it on to his two kids. Pop always wanted a big family. For a long time it was just the two of us after Anthony died. He had a woman, then one day she was gone. It fucked with him.”

It’s clear his father’s pain also affected Dominic. They are clearly close.

“Che, my cousin, kind of saved him from drowning in misery. His woman was going through something, Che needed help from Pop on an issue. After Pop helped out the invitations kept coming. Pop saw how lonely Alicia was, recognizing it in himself, I think. At first it was an occasional visit during the day, he worked with her on her Italian. Then he was there a few times a week helping her with the baby. Now he’s Nonno and loving it.” 

“How many cousins do you have?” I hate how wistfully the words come out of me. 

“Three, all men, all billionaires. If you think I’m an asshole, wait until you meet them. It runs in the family.” 

“Billionaires as in B?” 

A nod. “B as in billion, the property game for Che and Dante and the market for Enzo. They aren’t greedy bastards though, they put their money to good use. Enzo even went all Mr. Mom once his wife, Chloe, had their baby.” 

He shakes his head. Unease fills me at the expression on his face. 

“Let me guess, you don’t want to be a Mr. Mom?” 

I watch him go still, as he considers the question. My stomach drops, he doesn’t want kids. It’s all over him. “No. When the time comes, I’ll try and be a good dad.” The words ring false, I have known him less than twenty-four hours. It makes no sense how I know he’s lying, especially when he’s doing it so damn well. “I’ll change diapers and feed him or her, but no to Mr. Mom.” 

“How many kids do you want?” I force a fake smile to the question.

His eyes are glued to the road. “Never thought about it.” 

Liar. 

“However many you want works for me. You’re the one who has to make them. Which after seeing my cousins go through things, I found out is harder than most people think. You can make all the plans you want when it comes to having kids, then life happens.” 

“What happened?” Finally, he’s honest for a brief moment. 

A shrug. “There were issues.” 

Something tells me those issues were painful ones. Were those issues why he didn’t want kids? “But you want to wait. How long again?” 

“I don’t think two years or so is that long of a wait. You’re young still, only twenty-two.” 

He says “twenty-two” with a grimace. I remember Richard’s weird moment on the phone, the way he seemed to get off on my youth and inexperience. God, I was so fucking stupid. How stupid am I that I wish I couldn’t see Dominic so clearly right now? Will he agree in the end or back out once the two years are up? If I thought there was a chance of us actually making it two years, I would ask him. Only I don’t, so it doesn’t matter. That doesn’t mean I don’t want to turn the screws on him. “What if I said I wanted five kids?”

No reaction. I close my eyes; how the hell can I read him, yet never saw Richard for what he was? 

“If that’s how many you want then that’s how many we’ll have. For now though, are you on birth control?” 

I shake my head. “No, Rich—I was promised everything I said I wanted. I’m guessing to keep me happy and stupid.” 

A nod. “Bethany has talked about an implant in the arm as the best, safest birth control. I would prefer you use it over the pill.” 

“Who is Bethany and what’s wrong with the pill?” 

“Too many chances of forgetting. She is Dante’s wife, one of those three cousins. Bethany is also a physician’s assistant, or she was. For now she’s doing the stay-at-home thing, she just had their first baby last year. She said with the implant there is basically no chance over all the rest. Those IUDs aren’t as effective as they say, and if you get pregnant with one it could cause problems.” 

Since it doesn’t matter, I agree, the better to make him think I’ve given up. “Okay, if you think it’s the best thing. I do have a hard time remembering to take pills and vitamins. Will you let me work? Can I keep translating?” 

“You can do it from home on your own schedule, right?”

“Yes.”

“Then that’s fine. If you want to make a friend of Pop then share the books you translate, there’s nothing he likes more than getting books before everyone else.” 

“Ah, that’s right, they call him the librarian. And you’re Dom the bomb, be careful or he’ll explode.” 

He shakes his head. “Stupid nicknames. I got it when I was a teenager. I never really exploded. It’s stupid.”

“I don’t know, the other men seemed to say it with respect. A lot of them seemed to respect and fear you, which Johnny said was what made you so good. Why didn’t you ever come to the condo, to New York?” 

“I’m not the only one, there were a few others. I didn’t want it to start up talk of me becoming underboss then Don again.”

“You don’t want to be Don?” I thought that was the brass ring all made men wanted.

“No.” The word comes hard and fast. “I don’t want to deal with all the bullshit that comes with it. I have my business, it’s enough for me.” 

“Huh.” 

“What?”

“I guess, I thought it was one of the reasons you were willing to marry me. Because you wanted to become Don at some point.” 

“No. I’ve told you, Johnny ordered it. I’m honor bound to do it.” 

Shaking my head, I stare blindly out of the window. “One more time, I’m something no one wants, but is stuck with. Why couldn’t he just let me go back to Italy? The nuns at the school wanted me, maybe not wanted me exactly, but they needed me. I would settle for needed.” 

It happens so fast the only warning is the car horn sounding before Dominic comes to a hard stop on the side of the now pretty damn busy highway. A rough hand goes around my braid. Yanking my head back. 

“You think I don’t want you? Are you not paying attention to what you do to me? My cock doesn’t get hard at the sight of any woman in her panties and bra, I’m not a kid. You on the floor of that hotel room nearly undid every ounce of my control. I know what I did was fucked up. There were a dozen better ways it should have gone, the first time my cock was in your mouth. All of them went up in flames the minute I got close to you, princess.” 

I’m barely able to take it in before his mouth is on mine. A wildfire burning out of control consumes me. I cling to Dominic, desperate for his strength—mine has gone up in flames. Lungs aching, skin painfully tight. It’s all too much, yet I need more. When Dominic ends the kiss I’m lost, dazed, greedy for more. Sapphire bright, his eyes roam over me. 

“Johnny might have ordered me to marry you, but you are the one who makes my cock hard. You are the one who threatens to break all my control, Regina. This marriage is between you and me, no one else. It was a wife I didn’t want. Have no doubt I wanted you the moment I laid eyes on you. The same way you wanted me.” 
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Dominic

––––––––
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Her lips are still parted, it takes everything in me to pull away when what I really want is to sate the desperate hunger burning through me. If we weren’t on the side of the highway with the sound of cars and trucks passing us by, I don’t know how I could stop myself. The taste of her clings to my tongue. The scent of her pussy hot and wet is all around me. How does she do this to me? Turn me inside out, make every skin cell ache for her, desperate to inhale every breath she takes to keep a part of her inside me. Pulling away from her, inside I’m as dazed by this need for her as she is. I don’t like it. I don’t like anything that threatens my complete control.  

A car honks loud close by, yanking me out of my fucked-up thoughts, reminding me now is not the time for this. Those honey eyes of hers are glowing up at me. Even as there is a lingering question of whether or not she can trust what I’m saying. 

I’ll never tell her how easy she is to read, how every thought flutters across her beautiful face. The better to keep her from figuring out I know she’s trying to play me. Even if I hadn’t sat down at poker tables nearly every week for over twenty years, I could read her lies in those eyes of hers, in the way her long, elegant fingers moved in agitation as she spoke, the way that sexy fucking mouth twitched. 

It’s cute to watch her think she can play me. Any other person in this world and it would piss me off. I have no idea why it amuses me with Regina. Maybe it was the way she sucked my cock as if she were starving for it, or the way her pussy was drenched from sucking my cock. It could be either one of those things, except I’m almost positive it’s because of how well I slept with her in my arms. 

She had turned over in her sleep. At first I thought she was faking it, but no, she was asleep. Then she nestled closer, her arm tight over my chest, humming low in her throat as I tightened my arms around her out of instinct. Even now my cock jumps at the memory of how good and right it felt. I fell back asleep within seconds and slept so deep it spooked me.  

Awake, I studied her as she slept, wondering what it was about her. Why did I want her so badly? What was it that made my cock hard and hungry for her? Was it because Johnny had given her to me? Told me she was mine, that she belonged to me. I’ve fucked a lot of women and while I did, I didn’t fuck around with anyone else. It wasn’t about ownership, it was about loyalty. When it was over I had no problem fucking someone new, often within hours. Yet no one woman has been all mine; I never cared or wanted them to be. Regina will be different. She might have had a few kisses, even allowed that fucker to cop a feel, but she’s never had a cock inside her.

I will have every one of her firsts. All those firsts, I want to make them perfect. Shame had flared at the way I handled her first sexual encounter—none if it happened the way it should. Yet I cannot completely regret it. Regina wants me, her body wants every bit of me—it’s her mind I have to get on board. I wanted to protect her against all the bad firsts. So I did what I needed to do, I called Valdez and made sure he would make everything else in her world but me disappear.

My cell rings. It’s Pop. I send it to voice mail, I’m not in the mood to talk to him yet. Carefully, I edge back into traffic. 

“Are you going to ignore your father?”

“For now.” 

“You’re close to your father?”

“Usually, yeah.” I don’t really want to talk about me and Pop, but I don’t want to shut her down. 

“You’re lucky to have a father who cares about you. And all those cousins.” It’s there again, that wistful tone when she talks about family. 

My jaw clenches at the thought of having to tell her one day I won’t give her the family she wants so badly. All I do is nod. “Family can also be a pain in the ass. They have their moments.” 

“I’ve only seen the pain in the ass part. So why do they call your father the librarian?”

“His mom was a reader, she had asthma from a young age so she spent a lot of time indoors reading. She instilled the same love of books in him. He opened a bookstore as his front for his bookie business. It’s actually a profitable front. He’s into older books, buying from estate sales then selling them online and in his store.” 

“All day in a bookstore, I’m jealous.” She sighs.

“You spend all day reading and translating books. It’s not all that different. I’m sure you two will get along.” 

“When you forgive him enough to introduce us. Do you read?”

I shrug. “Yeah, eventually. I read pretty much every day, usually when I’m ready for bed. I prefer mystery, thrillers, spy novels, some literature. There are some fantasy authors I like but they are few and far between.” 

Her excitement as she starts talking about her favorite books makes it hard for me to keep my eyes on the road, she becomes so fucking beautiful. For the next few hours it’s a normal conversation. The kind I have with my cousins’ wives, because I didn’t talk much with the women I fucked. She sighs as she talks about how much she loves Austen, then frowns as she complains about how Hollywood has ruined the movies. When she talks of her life in Italy, there can be no question she loved it there, even if it sounds sad as hell. 

Anger hits me all over again at Johnny for the way he treated her. No wonder she hated him, didn’t think of him as her father. Then she tried again only for him to be a bastard and hurt her all over again. I wince as I remember calling her desperate for affection. Maybe she had been, but it’s understandable considering she was likely starved for it. 

No wonder she was willing, wanting to believe in Taylor’s declarations of love. His promise of her longed-for family. It was Johnny’s fault she was a target. If he had given her the attention she needed she would have seen through Taylor. All it took was a single look at the first few pages of the file in the cold light of day and she saw the truth she hadn’t before. She might be young and naïve, but she isn’t stupid. 

“Dominic, I need to use the restroom and I’m hungry again. Can we stop please?” 

I nod as I read the sign she points to. A check of the gauge confirms I need gas as well. We’re making good time, as I consider where to stop in Toledo. 

“Can we please eat in a restaurant? I promise I’ll be good. I don’t want fried anything.” 

She won’t try and get away this time. No, she’s going to allow me to get her to Chicago, give it a day or so, then run. It’s what I would do. Chicago is a hub, there is almost nowhere she couldn’t get to within a few hours, using any number of modes of transportation. Two airports, a train station, and three different interstate highways would get her where she wants to go. If she ran here in Toledo, she’d be lost herself. Regina knows she’s only going to get one chance; she isn’t going to waste it. 

Over the next hour, she does everything right. She plays her part perfectly, sadly resigned to her fate, with a flash of annoyance at me and herself for giving up. It won’t be such a bad life, though, and she’ll be content. Those are the words she says, but her eyes spark with defiance, her teeth tug on that bottom lip as she fights to keep the truth in. 

I nod, relieved, thankful. Insistent I’m grateful for her resignation. While promising I’ll make it up to her. Then when I’m gassing up I call Vincent and make sure Marco and Dario are up for their hostile babysitting gig. 

“They’re ready, Boss. She got a place to go?” 

“No, which makes her that much more of a pain. If she manages to get out the whole damn world is open to her. I hit up Valdez already, he’s working to shut her money down. He has her card turned off, which was simple, but there are branches of her bank in Chicago.” 

“What’s her bank?”

I give him the name. 

“Damn, they are all over the city. There are two within a half mile of your place. Any thought to moving her outside of the city? Maybe to the lake house?” 

“No, I need her with me and I need to be in the city.” 

“Okay, I’ll make sure all the employees in the club are also on their toes with her.” 

“Good. We have another five hours or so of highway. I’ll need to stop at least once more, so six hours or so. I need you to get with Pop and get the money for the payouts today. I won’t make it back in time. Check on Riley’s kid too for me. He had that surgery and should be released today.” Brian Riley is a sergeant who walks my beat, he’s been a good asset over the last five years.

“I did already. There was a problem. Something with the anesthesia, kid is dead.  I’m sitting outside their house right now. I just made our condolences, told him that you would cover the funeral and the gravestone.” 

Fuck, even with all the death I deal in, a kid dying is never right. “Good, yeah.” I try to think of anything else. “Shit.” 

“I know, Boss,” Vincent mutters. “His wife is all torn up. Riley is still in shock. I gave him his payout of three thousand and an extra five thousand as...you know.” 

“I’ll get it back to you.” 

“It’s all good, Boss.” 

“All right, I need to get going. Text me if there’s an issue, no calls. I’ll get you back when we stop.” 

***
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Regina

––––––––
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I watch Dominic through the back window, wondering who he’s talking to. He’s been on the phone for a while. The wind ruffles his hair, and a sigh escapes me at how damn beautiful he is. It’s not fair. Those dimples, his blue eyes; why did I think his nose was too big when really it’s perfect on his face? 

Closing my eyes, I wonder once again what the hell is the matter with me to want him so desperately. Is it the whole daddy issues thing? He’s older than me, as he keeps reminding me, by seventeen freaking years. Weird, the idea of seventeen years is...daunting. Except, I like that he isn’t like the guys my age. 

Guys my age annoyed the hell out of me. They talked about video games, and getting wasted, and scoring with chicks. Richard was nine years older than me and it was one of the most appealing things about him. I’ve always felt more comfortable with people who were older than me. 

With Dominic on several occasions as we talked about books, or favorite films, and a myriad of other things, it didn’t seem like there was a huge gap between us. I’ve been told more times than I care to count that I was older than my years, and it usually felt like an insult. Even when the nuns said it. Except it’s the truth. 

Johnny blamed it on being raised by nuns; however, I think it was that I was raised by books. My mom was a reader who lived through books because she wasn’t allowed out of the house. Johnny also discouraged her from having friends who might interfere with his time with her. 

Mom read everything she could get her hands on to become more American, less of an outsider as a woman with dark skin and a Spanish accent. She thought it was cute when I tried to read her books, she never kept them from me. When I packed my suitcase I didn’t fill it with clothes, I filled it with her perfume, her pictures, and her favorite books. 

Unpacking my suitcase, Mother Superior was astonished by all the books. She didn’t have the heart to take the too grown-up books away from me. I reread them until they began to fall apart. Those books shaped the way I thought of the world and myself. They also prompted the questions and distrust of the religion I grew up with. So even though Dominic was old enough to be my father, it didn’t feel like it in the slightest. 

Stop it, stop thinking of him like that. We get to Chicago tonight and by tomorrow, or the day after at the most, I’ll be gone. I have to be. 

I jump when Dominic closes the car door. The change in him is clear. “What’s wrong?” 

He shakes his head. “Nothing, seat belt.” 

“Is it Johnny?” 

A heavy sigh. “One of the cops on my beat, his kid died during a surgery. It’s nothing to do with you. Drop it.” 

“Did you know the kid?” I can’t drop it, not when Dominic looks so sad. 

“No. It’s just fucked up. He was an only child. They had a couple of failed pregnancies. They had to go the in-vitro route to have him. Just had his third birthday a few days ago.” He shakes his head. “It’s an inconvenience, okay? He has to take leave and I get saddled with a newbie who might give me problems. That’s all it is.”

Liar. Dominic Sabatini is mourning the loss of a child he had never met simply because he knew the father. He’d likely seen the father’s joy and happiness at the birth of his son. Now he’s empathizing with the father going through the death of his child. 

I sigh as I close my eyes; why couldn’t Dominic just stay the monster I need him to be?
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Regina

––––––––
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“Can we please stop with the rock music and listen to something else? I’m begging you. I’ll even listen to Eminem bitch about getting everything he ever wanted.” It’s almost a half hour since we left the gas station. I was trying to hold in my complaint, only I’m getting a headache. 

“AC/DC is classic. Your education is sorely lacking. Let me guess, you’re a Taylor Swift fan?” His expression isn’t mean, as I feared it would be. He’s lost the air of sadness. I fight not to smile at his pained expression. And just like that we’re arguing, without any heat whatsoever, about the best and worst music and musicians. 

Almost three hours later and my voice is getting scratchy from all the talking we’ve done. I’ve never talked so long or so easily with someone in...ever. Not my lone best friend, Elisabetta, who left school a year before me and I haven’t heard from since, Richard, or Mother Superior. With Dominic it comes easily, my questions, his answers, and back around again. It doesn’t feel like an interrogation even though I’m pretty sure I’ve shared every single important thought and fear and maybe even secret I’ve ever had. 

“I have to pee.” I blurt it out. I need room, distance and I need it now, right now.

He looks at me in surprise. “Okay, the last sign said a stop in about fifty miles. Can you wait that long?” 

Blushing, I nod. 

“Are you okay? Did you start your period or something?” 

Oh god, I blush again. “I’m fine. I just didn’t realize I really have to pee.” 

I keep my eyes firmly out my window. 

When we stop, I don’t even wait for him, I just get out of the car and go into the fast-food place he stopped at. While he doesn’t crowd me, I feel him close behind. 

Sending the lock into place, I take several deep breaths as I stare at myself in the mirror. “Don’t, Regina. Do not fall for that man. He’ll make you fall in love with him and he won’t love you back. All the pain from the past combined won’t equal how much Dominic Sabatini will hurt you.” 

***
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Dominic

––––––––
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I’m not sure what happened to Regina, but something did. I have no idea what I said or did to make her retreat into herself. Even though I want to drag her out of her hiding place, I let her go. Today had gone better than I could have hoped for. If she needs some time, I’ll give it to her. It will make it a little easier when I have to bring down the hammer after she’s made her attempt. Once I lock her down, hopefully she’ll remember I wasn’t a complete fucker the entire time. 

Rolling into Chicago, twilight has fallen, wrapping the city in a dark blue glow that has the streetlights kicking on. She sits up straight to take in everything. 

I pull into my parking space behind my building. 

“You live here?” 

“And you do too, from now on. It was built in 1931, and a Sabatini has done business in it every year since.” I bypass the club entrance and enter the private one in the back. Her eyes go to the card I pull out and press against the scanner to get the elevator to open. “The club is through that door. This second floor is where Marco and Dario will be staying until you’re settled.”

She flashes a glare, knowing full well I mean until I don’t have to worry about her trying to run.

“This is our floor. This is the kitchen. Mary keeps it stocked and I consider it her domain.” 

Mary appears. “This is Mary, Mary, my fiancée Regina Conti.”

Her smile is wide as Mary offers her hand. Regina returns it timidly. I wonder if Regina realizes she moves closer to me for reassurance. “Lovely to meet you. Dominic might consider the kitchen my domain, however, I’m always willing to give it up to you. As the woman of the house. I have your room set up for you. Your father has already sent your things to us. I’ve unpacked your clothes. The rest, I’ve left to you.”

Regina goes stiff as she nods. I press my hand to the small of her back. She jumps at my touch, it works to get her mind off Johnny. Keeping her moving, I walk her through the dining room and living room. 

I open the door I prefer to keep closed. “This is my workout room. I don’t like people in here.” 

Of course she goes into the room. “Do you use all of this?”

There is a heavy bag, a rowing machine, treadmill, a row of free weights, and a weight machine. “Pretty much, I don’t use the treadmill as much as I used to. Everything else, yes.”

Frowning, she stops at the treadmill. “I should start working out.” She says the words like she’s saying she should start eating lead paint.

“Why the fuck would you do that?” 

Eyes wide, she tilts her head as her frown deepens. “Because I’m fat. You’re used to being with a bunch of skinny, beautiful women—” 

I move fast. Catching her chin, I stop the bullshit coming out of her mouth. “No, fucking no. You don’t say shit like that. Do you understand me?” 

Her wince reminds me of how much smaller she is than me. I loosen my grip slightly as I fight the white-hot anger inside me. 

“Pay attention, you will not get a second warning. I do not repeat myself. If I say it once, consider it set in stone. I don’t say shit to be nice, nor do I give a shit if you like what I have to say but you will live it. I do not ever want to hear you call yourself that word ever again. I’ve already said I want you. I want you the way you are right fucking now. You don’t change a damn thing.” 

Confusion shadows her eyes glittering like fine sherry. 

Sighing, I give in. “If you want to lose weight because it makes you feel good, fine. I won’t stop you, but it isn’t what I want. Exactly the way you are right now is what turns me on.” 

The urge is too strong to deny, I press my thickening cock against her soft stomach. “Feel what you do to me even when I’m pissed, fighting hard not to bend you over the nearest surface and spank your ass red for saying stupid shit. This is your one warning. Next time I’ll make sure my words are ingrained into the skin of your ass.” 

Her eyes widen, her pupils dilate, her breath hitches, causing my cock to harden even more. Damn, my princess is a revelation hour by hour. She wants to be spanked, ah fuck, I can smell her pussy wet for me. My cock jumps, my hand tightens all over again on her chin. With a gasp she takes a step back from me. At least one of us is smart. Then again she doesn’t have two heads that both want to fuck her. With effort, I let her go. “Stay out of this room.” 

I turn and she follows a few steps behind. “That closed door is my office, you aren’t allowed in there. This room, you can be in all you want.” 

“A library, a real...” I laugh at the awe on her face. I’m proud of my library, it took a lot of work and a shit ton of money. All four walls are covered in books. There are several first editions of both classics and newer books behind a glass shelf. One large window has a window seat, with a stack of pillows. The other window is where one of the two large overstuffed chairs is tucked. A silk chaise lounge and a long leather sofa are across from each other, a long leather ottoman acts as a coffee table between them in the center of the room. 

“If this is where you’re locking me in, I’m good with it. I just need a mini-fridge and chamber pot.” Regina runs her hands along the spines of leather-bound books along one wall. Then she’s caught up with the wall of the newer books. The bookcase is stuffed randomly with everything from the smaller paperbacks to the larger softcovers and hardbacks. “You’ve read all of these?” 

“The top shelf are the ones I haven’t yet. Don’t get them mixed up. If you take a book from the top shelf, put it back up when you’re finished. I haven’t read all of the classics, those are the only ones that are in any order, alphabetized by Pop.” 

“You read Latin and Italian?” She studies a leather-bound Latin copy of a history of popes.

I nod. “Both before I learned to read English. Pop and Nonna taught me. My mom didn’t like the Latin, Italian was fine but her and Nonna went a few rounds on the Latin.” 

“You didn’t like your mom.” It’s not a question. 

“No.” I check my watch, I have shit I need to get done. This isn’t something I like talking about at the best of times. Except she’s finally talking again. So I lean against the doorframe and settle in to answer her questions. “She was a manipulative, gold-digging bitch who didn’t give a shit about anyone but herself.” 

Regina settles onto the window seat with a book in her lap. “What did she do?” 

“Her parents wanted her married to a Capo almost twenty years her senior. Pop was a sixteen-year-old dumbass, she was twenty-two. He wasn’t aware of the engagement when he met her in a club, had no idea she was a princess in the family. Her parents had sent her overseas to a finishing school, they had big plans for her as their only child.” I shake my head as I remember her mother still bitter when she spoke of the waste to me when I was only seven years old, shortly before she and her husband moved back to Sicily, never to return to the United States.

“Pop thought nothing of the weekend they spent together until three weeks later when she came back with her father, a positive pregnancy test, and tears in her eyes. My Nonno was pissed. But it was done, Pop wasn’t going to shirk his duty. They were married three weeks later.

“Exactly eleven months after Anthony Junior, she gave birth to me, then she moved into another bedroom and told Pop she had done her duty to him. The heir and spare were delivered, she was done. He could have as many women as he wanted but he wouldn’t have her. All she asked was he was discreet.” 

“Wow.” Her head tilts as she studies me. “That’s not all she did.”

Yeah, young and naïve but definitely not stupid. “No, she didn’t give a shit about me or Anthony. She left the raising of us to Pop and my Nonna, who thankfully lived just three houses down. Mom was constantly telling me and Anthony how we were a pain in the ass, a draw on her energy. Everything we did was too loud, too much.”

Regina frowns and shakes her head. It’s not easy to stay away from her—I want to wipe her frown away. 

“For my tenth birthday I begged Pop to let me live with my grandparents. Pop wouldn’t have it. She was our mother; whether she was a bitch or not, me and Anthony were to respect her. Same with his parents, they hated her guts, but they didn’t dare let their feelings show.” 

“I’m sorry.” Those big eyes of hers are sad. “I was jealous of you for having a mother and a father, but I shouldn’t have been.” 

I shrug. I hate the idea of sounding like I’m whining when she had it way worse than I did growing up. “No, however, I was lucky to have my grandparents and Pop. You had no one.” 

Eyes wide, she gives a small shake of her head. “Mother Superior and Sister Giulia were better than family. Actually Sister Giulia wasn’t a nun, she was a teacher from America, but we all called her Sister Giulia. They cared for me not out of duty but because they wanted to. It wasn’t a bad life. At least Johnny wasn’t there every day telling me I was a burden and he resented me. I think hearing that every day would have been worse—silence isn’t always a bad thing.” 

Regina fits in here, she is the most relaxed she’s been since I first laid eyes on her. Christ, has it only been a day? Whatever, it feels like a blink of an eye, and oddly as if I’ve always known her. Her thoughts aren’t those of someone in their early twenties. She has real empathy, she understands there are things she doesn’t get yet and at the same time the things she gets—they’re more than women twice her age do. 

It blows my mind she has no idea how gorgeous she really is. For the first time she appears content, happy as she leans back with a book in her lap she’s clutching eagerly. I’m drawn to her, without any thought I’m across the room and in front of her. None of the other women I’ve fucked have been in here despite my invitation to them. Their expressions of confusion as to why they would want to always a confirmation they would not last long. 

Fuck, my cock hardens at the way her legs widen as I get close, opening her body to me. The move is instinct to her—it’s clear in her confused honey eyes. I step between them before she can close them again. Her small intake of air is an invitation I cannot refuse. 

I cup her chin, bringing her eyes up to meet mine, as I run my thumb over her smooth, soft cheek. My desire for Regina is seeping into my bones, my very marrow. Catching her behind her neck, I draw her up to me, she sways, melting into me. I bring my other arm up to hold her close. 

My name is a whisper on her lips I inhale as I give in to my need. The taste of her, more intoxicating than any liquor, sends me spinning into greedy, desperate need to taste every inch of her. Her response is electrifying, she moans as she answers my hunger, stroke by sweet stroke. 

The witch catches my tongue and sucks deep. No, damn it. I grasp her hair in my fist; she gasps as she grinds her hips against me. Fucking hell, I want to be gentle with her and I will be, but it makes her just as wet when I’m not. Perfect. Regina is perfect for me in a way I had never dreamed possible.

My cell goes off, reminding me now is not the time for this. Letting her go, I’m a bastard for loving the bereft expression fluttering across her beautiful face. Again, she sways against me. I wrap an arm around her even as I check the call that has already gone to voice mail. With a small sigh, her head goes down against my chest. For a moment I simply hold her. I understand the word content in a way I have never experienced with a woman. 

The beep warning of the elevator arriving on my floor goes off. 

Regina’s forehead knots in confusion as she looks up at me.

“That’s Vincent, Marco, and Dario. Come meet your guards.” 
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Dazed, I’m glad for the way Dominic takes my hand, guiding me into the living room. The men are and aren’t what I expect. They are the dark-haired, muscle bound mafia stereotype I’ve encountered at Johnny’s home. A second look and they remind me of Dominic’s surface calm that hides his alert, watchful tension ready to pounce. I have no doubt they are each carrying at least one weapon. I’m also sure they won’t need it to kill someone. 

Only minutes after I’m introduced to them, Dominic squeezes my hand lightly before leaving with Vincent. The loss of his hand shouldn’t leave me so desperate for it. I clench my hand in memory. 

Marco and Dario agree Marco will take the first twelve hours. Marco nods at me. “Mary made sure the kitchen is stocked, but if you want something from the kitchen in the club let me know. It’s the best Italian kitchen in the city.” 

I give him a hesitant smile. “Thank you—”

A swift shake of his head as he goes stiff. “I’m going to warn you right now. My loyalty is to Dominic, to the Sabatini family. You might not yet have his ring on your finger, but you belong to Dominic. I will give my last breath to make sure you stay his and you are protected from everything, including your own foolish self.” He nods to the open door. “I’ll be by the door.” 

Okay then, he won’t be any help. 

And I need help so badly. That kiss in the library was so... I sigh as words fail me. Amazing, beautiful, wow, a ten on the Richter scale. I’m not even a hundred percent sure I’m awake because it was the kind of kiss I thought existed in books and dreams, not real life. This is bad, all I want is to beg Dominic to kiss me again, to take me into his arms and never let me go. To lie to me and tell me this will all turn out in happily ever after, not with the tears and pain I can’t help but feel hanging over me, us. 

Sighing, I go back down the hallway to figure out if there is another way out of here besides through the brick wall of Marco. Across from the library there is a small half bath. A door is open to a large bedroom, it’s a nice room. Flat white paint covers the walls, but the wall behind the bed has a layer of wallpaper in a bright blue and silver of roses and vines. The hardwood that runs throughout the place is softened here with fuzzy white carpets, different than the expensive Persian rugs in the living room and library. 

A massive four poster-bed sits high up; thank goodness I spot a small wooden stool below the bed. I’m tall but I’m not a hundred percent sure I’ll be able to get into the bed without it. Expensive-looking sheets and a thick white comforter are on the bed. On the wall above the padded white leather headboard is an oil painting of Renaissance Florence Italy with storm clouds hovering over the Duomo.  

The room isn’t as large as the one I had in the condo, but I like it more. It’s homey in here, there is a chaise lounge in deep blue silk with a small table beside it in one corner. Piled in front of it are three medium-sized boxes with my name on them. My life had been distilled into three boxes and some clothes. 

Sighing, I go into the walk-in closet. Even with a large center island it’s big, all my clothes are in here. I check the closed door and find a massive five-piece bathroom. Holy crap, the shower is huge, and there are so many jets and showerheads I lose count at nine. The moment I spot it all I want is to jump into the bath. It’s designed like an old clawfoot tub, but it’s wider and there are jets set into it. Getting closer I find there are settings that control the temperature and jets. This wasn’t the kind of cage I was expecting. 

Nothing about this place is what I thought it would be, just like Dominic Sabatini. 

***
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Dominic 
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As I knew it would, the news of my impending marriage to Regina has spread like wildfire among the family Vincent informs me. I check my watch as Vincent pulls into the driveway of Carlo Toro’s home. His request to see me as soon as I was back in Chicago at least still carried a hint of an ask instead of a demand. I wonder, was it as Dominic Sabatini, or the future son-in-law of his Don?

His heir, Salvatore, was the son of his sister. Their family wasn’t quite as old in this as mine, but they were just as powerful. Sal’s father and his grandfather were newer, they made a lot of money and they liked killing, which went far in the Outfit. Sal’s father demanded Sal over Luca as Carlo’s heir. 

Johnny accepted it, as Luca was more of an asset in Vegas. However, I’m well aware Carlo doesn’t like Sal. Carlo had been unable to hide his disdain for his nephew as he shared his concern over Sal pressing for the Outfit to move into trafficking women, despite it being forbidden from the founding of the Outfit. 

Our eyes had met briefly, Carlo only nodded, seeing the warning I gave him. If Sal attempted to traffic women, I would shed his blood before the sun set. That was almost two years ago, since then Sal has dropped the women issue, instead driving his crew further into the drug trade, with oxy and heroin his main income. 

Entering Carlo’s home, I’m greeted with tense nods from his men; they do not attempt to remove my piece. Good. They do ask that Vincent remain outside. I nod to Vincent. 

Carlo’s office door is open, he is alone in the room. I close the door. He’s aged since I saw him last only three weeks ago, I wonder how much of it is since the call from Johnny. He holds up his glass. “Drink?” 

I shake my head as I undo my jacket and sit in front of his desk. “Johnny called you.” 

He leans his head back to study me. “I know you don’t want to be underboss or Don when the time comes.” 

My eyes narrow on him as I nod. 

“Johnny doesn’t care. Frankly, I’m glad for it. Sal—” He shakes his head. “I can barely control him now. Him taking over will be the end of us, of my family at the very least.” 

Fucking hell, no. 

“Dom, we need you. This is your birthright. It always has been.” 

“I don’t want this.” I spit out the words. Bitterness wells up inside me. 

Carlo scoffs. “Too fucking bad. Your duty is to the family, to your Don. When Johnny dies, I become Don and you become underboss.”

Exhaling slowly, I attempt to rein in my anger. It doesn’t fucking help. 

“Approval has been given, you will kill Sal, before he kills you.” 

Ice forms over my anger, everything else is secondary. “Does he know it’s coming?” 

“No idea. He’s not the brightest. I assured him that I wouldn’t allow Johnny to change my plans.” 

“Where is he now?” 

“Getting fucked by some whore.” He leans over and offers me a slip of paper. It has an address on it along with an apartment number. “His men don’t go with him when he goes there.” 

I take the address. “I’ll call you when I’m in place. You’ll tell him he needs to come to you. He’s still driving that damn Ferrari?” 

A nod. Carlo agreed something so flashy was a liability. Sal had no concept of not making waves, he loved eyes on him. 

Checking my watch, I stand. I don’t bother giving him another look, still pissed at what he’s agreed to. Before I’m out of the house, I’m on the phone with one of my men, Mikey. He can meet me with what I ask for. 

Vincent isn’t surprised when I tell him. “This is a good thing, for the entire family. I’ll step up, Boss. You won’t need to take it all on by yourself. I know how hands-on you prefer to be, but it will be understandable if you aren’t.” 

Shaking my head, I work at containing my anger. “One issue at a time.” 

He nods as he stops for a red light. 

The place has an underground garage unstaffed, perfect. We go around then double back two blocks. I get out of Vincent’s Escalade and into a plain white cargo van with the name of a painting supply company that doesn’t exist on the side. After tonight it will be a plain white cargo van with another name of a business that doesn’t exist, and the plates Mikey stole will be tossed. 

Inside the van plastic is laid out, held down by five-gallon drums of paint. Vincent gets into the back, I take the passenger seat, and Mikey drives us to the garage. It takes a minute for the electronic device to find the right code to get the gate open. The Ferrari takes almost five minutes to find, there’s an empty spot just one over from it. 

I make the call to Carlo. Pulling my Sig from its ankle holster, I thread the suppressor onto it. Briefly, I close my eyes, touching the cold, letting it come over me. Now we wait. 

More than ten minutes pass before I spot Sal. His steps are slow, shuffling. He’s wasted. I exit the van, come up behind Sal, guiding him toward the van. The dumbass is so out of it, he doesn’t even react until we’re almost to the van. 

“What the—” 

Two shots, one in the chest sends him through the open doors and the other through the back of the head. The shots are barely coughs punctuating the echoing empty dark. Mikey slides Sal’s body further into the van. Vincent pulls out the plastic from under the paint drums to wrap it around Sal’s body. 

Mikey opens the passenger door for me, I get in. The garage is still empty as we leave. Vincent and I get out of the van beside the car.

“I’ll take it from here, Boss.” Mikey holds his hand out for my gun. I wipe it down then hand it to him. He’ll dispose of it far from where he dumps Sal.  

I make the call to one of Carlo’s men. “It’s done.” The ice floats away, but it’s always there just under the surface when I need it. 
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Regina
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I’m in the library when I hear the indicator for the elevator. It isn’t easy to make myself stay where I am. I recognize Dominic’s step as he walks down the hall; he is silent in the open doorway. The feel of his eyes on me is too strong to ignore. Tension is in every line of him. 

“What happened?” 

He shakes his head. “Nothing, I just came back to change. I need to get down to the club. I’ll be there until about five, maybe six in the morning. Then I sleep. I’ll be up around one. We’ll figure out the wedding plans then.” 

I’m drawn to him even though everything in him is screaming to stay the hell away. He takes a step back; I reach out and catch his wrist. “Dominic, please tell me what happened.” 

His strong jaw works, I long to touch the skin there. I spot it, there’s blood splatter on the white cuff of his shirt. “Whose blood is it?” 

He yanks his arm from me. “Sal’s. When Johnny dies, I become underboss, and before it’s all over I’ll be Don.” 

“I’m sorry.” The words are a whisper. I should be afraid of him—he’s nearly vibrating with rage. I’m not. He’s not mad at me. I know he won’t hurt me, not physically. It’s just my heart he’ll break into a million pieces. “I am so sorry.” I don’t know what else to say. 

I gasp in shock at how fast he moves. My hair is in his hand and he’s yanking my head back to look up at him. “How sorry are you, princess?” 

His words are a purr, and oh god they make everything inside me hot and wet and aching. Those blue eyes are fire burning into me. “Are you sorry enough to give me the relief I need, hmm? I need it bad, princess.” 

The sound of a zipper moving causes my nipples to harden and wet heat floods my panties. He’s guiding me down to my knees. I fight him, his grip becomes punishing. “I need your mouth. Your beautiful, tempting mouth that had me coming in minutes when I’ve lasted for hours.” 

My mouth waters, and my knees weaken. His large hand is stroking his thick length, and I long to touch and taste him all over again. “Show me how sorry you are, princess.” 

Even as a tiny voice is screaming no, I’m reaching for him, desperate to give him what he needs. To answer my own greedy need. 

“Dom, it’s Johnny.” 

Shame slams into me. Marco is down the hall, I can’t see him, don’t dare look. Dominic’s hand tightens in my hair. “Tell him I’ll call him back, for fuck’s sake.” 

“I already said that, Boss. He’s demanding to speak to you.” 

Cursing, Dominic releases me then his hands go around my arms, setting me on my feet. Immediately, I flee to my room, slamming the door behind me. 

***
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Dominic
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“What the fuck do you want?” I snarl into the phone Marco hands me. 

“Have you fucked her yet?” 

“Jesus, you dare ask me that? She’s mine now. She is none of your concern. My Don or not.” 

“Good, you haven’t fucked her. The day after your wedding I want her sheets presented.” 

“You’ve lost your damn mind. I won’t allow—” 

“It is my right as her father that you display them and confirm my honor.” 

“Fuck you,” I growl. Thank fuck he’s not in front of me right now. “You were a shitty father. You dumped a small child in a country where she didn’t even speak the language and ignored her for almost a fucking decade. There is no honor in what you did to her.” 

“I kept her pure for you. Why the hell do you think you were allowed not to marry?” 

I’m shaking my head, no, no fucking way. “She was a child when I made that deal.” 

“Exactly, I knew it would be many years before you would change your mind. She had to grow up first. Why do you think I didn’t send for you to New York?” The smug bastard chuckles.

“I did not think she was ready for you yet. Regina had some growing up to do. She was a timid little mouse when she came to New York. Tony said you would reject her, that she needed to be stronger, have more fire in her for you to want her.” 

There is no thought behind the punch I send into the wall in front of me. Plaster gives way, at a cost to my knuckles. Motherfucker, the pain helps to keep me from losing my shit. 

“The sheets will be presented at the breakfast after your wedding night. If there is nothing on them, you will be the one shamed for it.” The fucker hangs up on me. 

Rage sends a wash of red in front of my eyes until I am blind with it.  All these years Johnny played me, moved Regina and me around on a board we didn’t know we were on. I warned her she was playing checkers when Johnny was playing chess, without ever realizing the same thing was being done to me. 

Sonofabitch. 
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I’m floating at the edge of sleep when the sound of my bedroom door opening sends my eyes flying open. Mary is carrying a breakfast tray with eggs, toast, bacon, a small carafe of what smells like coffee and two small pots of cream and sugar. She sets it at the edge of the bed with a smile. 

“I purchased some basic toiletries for you. Please let me know if you require different brands and what else you need. I’ll make sure it’s here when you and Dominic are back from going shopping and seeing the wedding planner. You have a half hour to eat and get ready. He’ll be in his office when you’re ready.” 

“Shopping?”

A small nod. “Dominic thinks your clothing should get an update.” Another smile and she’s gone. 

Update? I sigh as she closes the door behind her. Looking around the room, I can see she’s been in here since I fell asleep, picking up after me. A glance at the small alarm clock on the bedside table tells me it’s one thirty. Weird, after a single night of staying up with Dominic I hadn’t been able to fall asleep at my usual time of midnight. 

I’m a night owl, but for some reason I hadn’t been able to fall asleep until I heard Dominic come back this morning. Only minutes after I heard the beep from the elevator and Dominic walking down the hallway toward his room, I finally relaxed and fell asleep. 

Why did I think of it that way—relax? Shouldn’t it have been the other way around? Especially after seeing the damage Dominic did to the wall as he talked to Johnny. I had jumped, hearing the crash, yet was too afraid to find out what it was. Once I knew Dominic had left to go down to his club, I crept out of my room to find Marco on the phone in front of the hole, talking to someone about coming to repair it. 

First the blood on his sleeve, and now the hole in the wall. Shouldn’t I be afraid of him? At the confirmation of the violence within him, the dark side the three-piece suits, blue eyes, and dimples distracted the casual observer from seeing? I flop back on the bed. I should be, but I’m not. I am so fucked. 

I need to get away from him, today. It has to be today, any longer and... I squeeze my eyes shut. I might never want to leave. What’s the matter with me? Rolling over, I bury my face into the pillow and scream in frustration. I feel like I’m going crazy. Knowing I shouldn’t want Dominic Sabatini doesn’t mean a damn thing, because I want him so badly it’s starting to scare me a little. 

No, I force myself off the bed. Today I’m going to find a way to get away from him. 

***
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Regina
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Dominic is sitting at the dining-room table sipping coffee and reading the newspaper when I come out of my room. He looks up at me, almost through me. “Ready?”

I nod. “Where is my bag?” 

“You mean where’s your wallet, birth certificate, and passport? I’m keeping them safe for you, princess. Don’t worry, you’ll get them back. Eventually.” His smile is mocking. 

It takes everything in me not to slap his smile off his face. How the fuck can I go anywhere or do anything without them? Fuck him. I’ll figure it out. 

I’m doing my best to smile and make-believe I can’t wait to go shopping, that I’m excited by the idea of planning my wedding. But fuck it’s hard, especially when Dominic is being cold and distant. His hand is still swollen from the punch he threw into the wall, but it doesn’t affect his grip on my arm as he marches me through the exclusive store. 

A tall, pregnant, dark-haired woman with soft gray eyes and a saucy smile is waiting in front of a long rail of clothes. 

Dominic smiles widely at her with his dimples flashing. He lets me go as she comes close to him, her arms going around him to give him a hug. I see red, anger churns in my stomach at how comfortable they are with each other. Has he fucked her?

“Lydia, thank you for your help today. As always, you are looking beautiful.” Dominic kisses her cheek. 

Her hand lingers on his chest. I want to smack her, hard. “Such a liar you are. I’m due any day. I should be home with my feet up except I couldn’t tell you no, you asked so nicely. That and Ella and Ben are more stressful than being here with you.”

Laughing, Dominic shakes his head. “Now who is the liar? You are too nosy not to get the first look at my fiancée.” 

Dominic’s hand goes around my back, drawing me forward. “Regina Conti, this is Lydia Decker. She’s the best stylist there is. Beware, she will have you divulging secrets you had no intention of sharing.” 

There is a warning in his eyes. I force a smile as I hold out my hand, even if I want to smack her for the hand she still has on his arm. Does she see it? Her hand slides off Dominic and she grins wide.

“Of course, you’re beautiful, nothing but the best for Dominic Sabatini. A little young, Dominic. That’s good, though, the optimism of youth will help you both once you get out of the honeymoon period.” Tugging me toward her, Lydia draws me toward a long rail of clothes. 

“Okay, my dear, talk to me. What kind of clothes do you feel comfortable in? I’m well aware of your bossy orders, Dominic: long hem lines, none of her chest uncovered. I get the order, my goodness I miss having breasts that big and perky, enjoy them while you have them. It will stun you the way they change after a baby.” To Dominic, “Go sit down, I got you your favorite scotch.” 

Dominic chuckles as he follows her instructions, settling into a leather chair and pouring himself a measure of scotch. 

Lydia pulls out a few things from the rail. “Dominic gave me your stats already. He has a good eye, and he was right, you have great legs. Too bad he doesn’t want to let you show them much. We can get around that a bit. Not enough to make him mad, we wouldn’t want to make Dominic Sabatini mad.” She winks. “Just a bit, to poke him.” 

I follow her into an enormous dressing room, the size of a studio apartment. She hangs up the dresses she selected then turns to me. “Are you okay?”

Shaking my head, “No, I need your help. I don’t want to marry Dominic. He’s keeping me against my will. Can you please help me get away from him?” 

She tilts her head as she studies me. Tension is increasing inside me with every second that passes before she finally shakes her head. 

“If I thought that was what you really wanted, I would. The problem is, if I helped you, you’d regret it every day of your life.” 

How could she say that? 

An eyebrow goes up. “Sweetie, if looks could kill I’d be dead right now. I saw you when I hugged Dominic, and when my hand lingered on his arm a little too long.” The bitch is chuckling at me. 

“Sorry, I wanted to know if I was imagining it or not. And I so wasn’t. Maybe you should stop thinking with your head and go with your heart. I get that it’s scary, that Dominic is scary. I would trust the man with my life. There is no doubt if you trust him, really trust him, he’ll spend the rest of his life making sure you never regret it.” 

I’m shaking my head, only I can’t find the words to argue with her. 

“Come on, my dear girl, let’s spend a lot of money and get Dominic to growl at how gorgeous we make you look.” Lydia’s words are firm. She isn’t going to help me. 

I give in and change into the first dress simply because it’s beautiful. A sigh escapes me, it is so pretty, and in it I’m pretty. At Lydia’s urging I step out of the dressing room. Dominic is on his phone, sipping his scotch. When he sees me, he goes still. Those ice-blue eyes run over me, then he gives a nod before going back to his phone. 

A stab of pain hits me in the chest. This is a waste of time. I shake my head, refusing to cry. I’m done crying over Dominic and this fucked-up situation. He’s a bastard and he doesn’t deserve it. 

“What’s the matter? Why are you getting dressed?” Lydia asks loudly. 

I search for my purse. “I don’t want—” 

The door of the dressing room opens, Dominic fills the doorway. 

His eyes flick to Lydia. “Give us a minute.” 

I back away, shaking my head. “This is a waste of time. You can’t put lipstick on a pig—” 

His hand clamps down on my chin in a punishing grip. “I warned you. One warning is all you get.” 

Then I’m turned around, oh my god, he’s bending me over the arm of the chaise lounge. I don’t even have time to draw in air before a hard hand comes down painfully on my ass. 

“No, Dominic. Please.” I hiss at him, terrified Lydia can hear it when it sounds loud to my ears. His answer is to do it again on my other—ouch, oh god, it hurts, so why the hell am I so fucking wet? Another and then he yanks me up against his hard body. 

“Are you deaf, little girl? Are you not paying attention? What did I say? Tell me what I fucking said, Regina.” 

A hand goes around my neck and squeezes the words out of me. “You said not to say I was fat. I’m sorry, Dominic.”

I’m yanked across the dressing room, Dominic turns me to face the trio of mirrors. They are on all sides of us. He growls and holy fucking shit, he rips the long maxi dress down my body. An arm goes around my waist, melding me to him, I gasp at the feel of his hard cock pressing into my ass. 

“This is what you did to me the first moment I saw you in that god-awful dress. Even when you looked like you were going to a funeral, you made my cock hard and hungry for you.” 

His lips graze over the shell of my ear. “I’m going to need for you to pay close fucking attention and sear this into your brain. I think you are cock-achingly, breathtakingly gorgeous.” 

The hand loosens from my jaw, trailing down my neck then over my arm. It’s only now I realize I’m only in my bra and panties in front of him. Yet I’m not ashamed, not when I see the way his eyes roam over my body. Air flees my lungs as his cock jumps against me. 

“For some insane reason you don’t see what I see. That’s why we’re here. Lydia will help you see, put you in the clothes that will show off your numerous assets. But classy, so I don’t have to kill anyone for wanting you the same way I do.”

His hard body against me is turning my skin hot and too damn tight. I can’t stop from pressing into him, trying to assuage the pain against the cool silk of his suit.

With the shake of his head, he doesn’t allow me to move. “When you walked out of the dressing room I wanted to pull you into my lap and fuck you until you screamed. Only I couldn’t do that because I’m a civilized motherfucker. Have no fucking doubt you are always beautiful. The dress only helps you and others see what I already know. Got it, Regina?”

I meet his eyes in the mirror. Turbulent, bluer than blue churning deep in the ocean, I’m going under and I don’t care anymore. I nod.

“No, I need you to say it.” 

“I’m beautiful.” 

“Again, princess.” 

Turning in his arms, I press against him. The arm around my waist tightens until I can barely breathe, only it’s not nearly tight enough.

“I’m beautiful.” I exhale the words as Dominic lowers his lips to mine. 

“Good girl,” he whispers. He presses a kiss to the skin where my neck meets my shoulder then he sucks slowly, deeper and deeper to the very edge of pain, and I’m shivering against him. I watch as he studies the skin. I know a bruise will show soon, his satisfaction is clear. Then he’s gone. 

Lydia is back and her look of concern disappears when she sees me. She grins knowingly. “I told you so.” 

Gradually over the next hour I find myself actually having fun, especially when Dominic does indeed growl a few times at the dresses Lydia puts me in. Long after I thought I had more than enough clothes, we’re still going. I think we’re done but no, we’re moving onto panties and bras, then shoes. Then finally Dominic checks the time. It’s time to meet the dressmaker Lydia called in a favor with. My stomach drops at the idea of a wedding dress. At how the words thrill me. 

Dominic’s phone rings and he tells me he has to take the call, to give him a minute. The moment his back is turned I scan the store, wondering if there’s an exit close by. I have to go today, or I never will. 

“Don’t, Regina.” Gone is the smiling Lydia. “I get the fear, but don’t. He’s a Sabatini. Yes, they can be assholes, yes, they are ruthless as fuck, and yes, Dominic and Tony have spilled blood. They also love deeply with every fiber of their being. Once they finally give in to admitting that love. Even when they aren’t ready to admit it, though, they’ll protect you from the whole wide world, including themselves.” 

It scares me all over again how badly I want to believe her. 

“I know you don’t know me. You do know Dominic, even if it’s only been a few days, you know deep down what I’m telling you is the truth. I think that is what is scaring you. Don’t let it. Be brave, you deserve to be loved the way he’ll love you. And Dominic,” she sighs, “he needs your love. He won’t think so, he’ll try and deny it.” She shakes her head. “Don’t let him.” 

I close my eyes, fighting for control of the rioting emotions inside me. 

“Regina?” Dominic is watching me. “It’s time to go.” 

Nodding, I take the hand he holds out to me. His hand is so big, warm, yet gentle as he holds mine. 

“I’ll be looking for my wedding invitation in the mail,” Lydia teases.

“You’ll receive it soon,” Dominic assures her. 

Down on the street, Dominic opens the car door for me, but he doesn’t get in. “Marco and Dario will be with you. I have business I have to see to. Be a good girl, Regina.” 

It’s a warning. I nod. 

At the dressmaker Marco warns me, he’ll be outside of the front door and Dario is going around to the back door. 

It’s a nightmare. The dressmaker, Callie, is eager to please. The dresses are gorgeous, frothy, romantic, and I want them all. Callie says it’s cute the way Dominic sent her dresses he liked and envisioned me in. How he told her he wanted me to have the dress of my dreams. She had never spent so long talking to a groom as she had with Dominic. If this were the wedding of my dreams, then this would be a dream come true. It isn’t, I try to tell myself. Until she tells me that Dominic told her on our wedding day, I would go from being his princess to his queen, and he wanted me to feel that way. 

Those words stay with me through the long appointment as she tries to incorporate Dominic’s desires as well as my own in a dress. For a long moment I allow myself to forget the reality of how I came to be standing in front of the mirror in a beautiful white wedding dress with actual gold stitching throughout the delicate bodice. It’s a dress fit for a queen, and I feel just as beautiful in it as Dominic told me I was. 
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After the dressmaker Marco drives me to the wedding planner, Sonya, who tells me the ceremony will take place at the major cathedral downtown with the reception to follow at the Drake Hotel just two blocks away from it. The wedding planner is brash and has a hard edge to her. I’m pretty sure she’s perfect to make everything happen in two weeks. She also tells me that the wives of Dominic’s three cousins will be my matron of honor and bridesmaids. Nice to know, then I remember that without them I wouldn’t have anyone else to do it.

Three hours later my head is spinning, and I have a slight headache but everything that needed to be chosen has been. I hated I was doing it alone. 

Yet even though Dominic isn’t here, he’s involved. From his orders to Callie and Lydia and the laundry list he gave to Sonya, he’s exerting his control, and yet...he’s not running me over with what he wants, he’s leaving me options, letting me decide. Sonya had also made that clear: Dominic wanted certain elements, but how that happened was up to me.

Except it’s all an illusion. None of this is how I dreamed—god, I’m such a liar. The big white dress, the over-the-top flowers which are so expensive I couldn’t breathe when Sonya and the florist discussed the prices as if I weren’t even there. It didn’t matter I thought it was too expensive; it was what I wanted, so Dominic decreed it was what I would have. 

Yes, I wanted the man I was going to marry to love me enough to grant my every wish. Except this is all wrong because he’s not the man I dreamed of. He carries a gun and he kills people and he threw me into the trunk of a car, and he threatened the life of a man I was foolish enough to believe I loved. How can I think I love him when he is who he is? 

No, no, no. You don’t, don’t be stupid. It’s been less than three full days. You do not love him. Focus, Regina, you have to find a way out of this and you have to do it today. 

At the doctor’s office I’m given the birth control implant Dominic wanted. The doctor is very obviously a mafia doctor—the office has few supplies except for what was needed likely to give stitches and remove bullets. Neither the nurse or doctor wore anything even resembling scrubs, we could have been in any office. I had been worried about pain, but the shot to numb me is the only thing that hurts. I’m warned it will leave a bruise and be tender for a week or so and to use condoms for at least seven days. I nod, no way is it something I’m going to worry about. 

We’re inching closer and closer to the apartment and tension is building within me. If I don’t go now, I know I’ll never get a chance. Out of nowhere Everett slams on the brakes. 

“Fuck, Everett,” Marco groans as he pulls his seat belt away from his chest. 

“I apologize, there’s a car accident up ahead.” 

It’s now or never. I unclip my seat belt, moaning. Marco barely notices as he leans between the two front seats. Slowly, I unlock my door. I sigh as it moves; then I take a deep breath, open the door, and run. 

Thank god I’m in flats. Up one side street, down a short alley. I almost cry in relief to see a police car and two cops in uniform, one leaning against the car and the other running his eyes over the street. 

“Help me,” I call out. 

The words are barely out before a rough hand comes around my arm, yanking me up against a hard chest. 

Both cops straighten, neither of them looking at me—their eyes are on Marco. 

I fight back tears as the larger, bullish cop with a smashed nose and clipped haircut nods. “Evening, Marco. How is Mr. Sabatini doing?”

Marco’s hand squeezes my arm in warning. “Good, this is Regina Conti, Johnny’s daughter. She and Dominic will be getting married soon. Maybe give a call if you’re looking to work security for the big day.” 

Both cops nod, and the bullish one touches his cap to me. “Sounds good, congratulations, Ms. Conti.” 

Humiliated, I don’t fight as Marco walks me back to the SUV. “Any cop you go up to, the same thing is going to happen. They’ll hold you for Dom, and hand you over with a smile on their face. All you did is piss off Dom, and now me and Dario are going to pay for it.” 

Ice slides down my spine in fear at the idea of Dominic finding out what I’ve done.

***
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I’m back in the apartment at the window seat. I had considered hiding in my room but knew I was putting off the inevitable. Besides, this room soothes me in a way I can’t explain. 

There is no warning of the alert from the elevator I’ve been straining to listen for. Suddenly Dominic is there, Marco and Dario beside him. Both men have their heads down. Dominic is studying me.

Why are they here? 

His eyes are ice blue. “What happened?”

I shake my head, my throat tight in fear. 

“Tell me what you did, princess.” His voice is smoke and fire as it burns over me.

Even though Dominic has his eyes on me, from the corner of my eye I see Marco flinch. “It wasn’t their fault. I saw a chance and I took it. I’m sorry.” 

“Their one single job at this time is to keep you in sight, and in hand. They failed. You running was no surprise, it was expected. If you got more than five feet away from them, they failed me. I cannot have that.”

Turning, his attention is on Dario. “Eye or hand? What do you want broken?” 

“Dominic, don’t, please. I swear I won’t do it again.” 

I might as well not have spoken. Dario meets Dominic’s eyes. “Eye.” 

Dominic moves so fast if I had blinked I would have missed it. The crunch of hand to bone is loud in the room. Dario staggers back against the wall, he fights not to go down. His hand against his eye, he’s gasping. 

Without a second look at Dario, Dominic asks the same thing of Marco. 

I never hear the word; blood is thundering in my ears as I watch Dominic smash his fist into Marco’s eye. Marco isn’t able to stay on his feet. I reel in shock at the violence in front of me. 

Through my tears, Dominic is in front of me, a terrifying blur. “Are you going to hit me now too?” I fight to throw the words at him, but I’m shaking so badly they come out a garbled mess. 

A hand comes up to caress my cheek, I flinch. It’s the same hand he put through the wall yesterday, the same hand he used to hurt Dario and Marco. Bile rises up in me at seeing blood on his knuckles. 

“Why would I hit you, princess? I do believe I have made myself crystal clear. For the next week every time you see Marco and Dario, you’ll be reminded of what you did. The next time,” he shakes his head, “I will not be as lenient. Next time, they will pay in blood. Next time you will pay in pain.” 

Trembling in fear, I can’t look at him anymore. His big hand takes mine, the hand with blood on the knuckles. He slips a ring on my left ring finger. Satisfaction is clear on his face at how it fits just right. 

“It was my grandmother’s. Nonno gifted it to her on their twenty-fifth wedding anniversary for putting up with him for so many years.”

I shake my head. It feels wrong, so wrong. Everything about this moment is wrong.

Ice blue darkens to ocean as he presses a finger against my lips. Dominic presses his lips against my cheek. “Work with me, Regina, and when we get to twenty-five years you won’t regret a day. I promise you.”

Closing my eyes tight, I can’t say anything. 

“Don’t run away from this, from us, princess. You belong to me. I will always come for you and I will always find you. Running will do nothing but make me angry with you. I don’t want to be angry. You don’t want me angry. Don’t do it. For both of us.”

I nod. I can’t say the words. He says what I’ve always known. He won’t stop until he finds me. Without another word, he’s gone.

For a long time all I can do is study the ring on my finger. A thick heavy platinum, if it’s art deco or Edwardian, I can’t say for sure. Intricate leaves climb up the band and tiny diamonds sparkle along the setting holding up the large European diamond that has to be at least three carats, but I think is closer to four. 

Twenty-five years, she knew what her husband was, what he did and for at least twenty-five years they were happy, in love. Do Dominic and I really have a chance in hell of making it a year, let alone twenty-five?

***
[image: image]


Dominic

––––––––
[image: image]


“Repeat those words again, Valdez,” I dare the man. 

“My deepest apologies. We will find Taylor. My man was concerned about Benny, they have been glued together since Regina went missing. They are trying to find her and you. Benny’s father wants both of them dead. However, you did not clear Benny’s death. Taylor gave my guy the smallest window, he took the shot and missed. Please know both my man and I take this as a personal failure. Richard Taylor will be found and we will kill him. The question is, is Benny acceptable collateral damage?” 

“No, I don’t need the firestorm that will rain down on me. If Alonzo wants Benny dead he’ll want to be the one who did it. Kill Taylor, I don’t care if Benny knows it was me. I just want Taylor dead.” 

“Yes, sir.” 

“Valdez, don’t call me unless you have good news.” I end the call fighting the urge to get violent. 

I nod at Vincent. “Taylor is loose and coming after Regina. I need you to get her to the dentist, have them put in the tracker as a filling. Start making sure everyone is wearing their bulletproof vests.” 

Everett is stiff in the front seat. “Everett, you want to retire again?” 

A pause as he considers the question. “No, sir.” 

“There’s no shame, no offense taken,” I assure the man. 

“I’m sure.” 

Vincent shakes his head. “Don’t worry, Everett, Taylor is too much of a pussy to come right at us. He’ll go to the girl to hide behind her skirt. I’ll make sure aside from the dentist tomorrow, Regina won’t see the light of day until Taylor is dead.” 

There is no doubt Vincent is correct. Taylor is a coward. But he’s riding shotgun with Benny. Benny is no coward. The only question is does he know his father wants him dead? What was his move being beside Taylor in all of this now that they should consider Regina out of play? Because fuck it all, she’s my woman, so she should be completely off limits to everyone. Tension builds inside me as I consider how far they are willing to go to get to my woman. 

Vincent ends the call with the dentist. “He can get her in tomorrow. You need to talk to Tony. He’s your weak spot, Taylor might try to get to him.” 

I shake my head. “I’m too pissed. You call him. Regina can’t know, not that I ordered Taylor dead or that he’s coming after her. Make sure the men are aware to keep their mouths shut.” 

Vincent nods. “It will be done.”
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It’s been six days since we arrived in Chicago. After the day in the library I had thought I was really going to give up, but only the next day Dominic changed my mind all over again. He found me in the library, asked me about the book I was reading. It was a love story. Hearing the title, he rolled his eyes and laughed at the absurdity of the love on which the whole story hinged. 

The moment told me everything I needed to know. We would be one of those plastic couples who were together out of duty, not out of want, of need for each other. As badly as I wanted him, as afraid as I was that I had already fallen in love with him, I knew I had to leave to save my sanity. I couldn’t survive loving him without ever getting his love back.

I’m not even sure how it happened, but we’re on the same schedule. While Dominic is at the club I’m working on my translating. I need a few more hours of sleep than him and I hate the idea of him knowing I can’t settle unless he’s home, so I’m usually lying in bed when he comes in in the morning, with my alarm set for the same time as his in the afternoon. As soon as I hear the elevator notification I’m asleep. 

When Dominic wakes up we have breakfast together, spending hours talking about his previous night and what will happen throughout his day. Normally, he would spend the morning with his father, only he’s not ready to see him yet.

It’s weird how not weird it is. I don’t feel like a prisoner. I’m not going stir-crazy considering I haven’t left the apartment since the second day. It was just supposed to be a dental cleaning but the damn dentist found a cavity. I left with a filling, a lecture to cut back on sugar and a gross tube of fluoride toothpaste. 

Dominic is the perfect fucking gentleman, no more kisses, not even a simple touch. Which I’m telling myself is a good thing. Why do I miss it so much? There might not be any touching, but there is definitely mind-fucking. Every day Dominic draws me deeper into him. He smiles more, laughs, teasing as he wants to know my every thought and opinion and fear. He casually talks about our future as if it were a given. 

He calls me his wife. It didn’t matter we haven’t said the words, I am wearing his ring, I’m his. As his, it his responsibility to take care of me, anything I could want or need is provided, any casual mention of something is answered, often within hours. Despite my every attempt against it, I’m falling for Dominic. 

It isn’t until the afternoon of the seventh day, with our wedding just three days away, when I finally get the opening I was beginning to give up on. Of all people it’s Johnny who gives it to me. When the alert from the elevator goes off I don’t bother taking my attention from the translation I’m working on in the library. Assuming it’s Marco coming to relieve Dario. Then I hear shuffling and Johnny calling my name. 

Stiffening, I consider ignoring him, except it’s childish and stupid. I get up and go into the living room. He’s on the long leather couch. I sigh, he looks awful. I see Dominic’s warning now. How the hell could I have been so blind in New York? 

He nods at me. “You look good, like a woman now. I have picked well for Dominic. He’ll thank me later. Come, we go shopping for your house. Dominic thinks he’s going to leave you in this place. No, you need a real home.” 

I don’t even hesitate to look to Dario, positive Dominic won’t like this. Only Johnny doesn’t give me or Dario the chance to say otherwise. His hand is around my arm and he’s dragging me behind him. Dario attempts to follow us, texting fast to Dominic. Dario might work for Dominic, but Johnny was his Don, and he didn’t dare tell Johnny otherwise.

Johnny frowns. “No, you stay. I got my own men. She’s not going anywhere.”

Dario opens his mouth to argue then glances down at his phone to read his text. Clenching his jaw, he stares me down. “Dom is trusting you.”

My stomach twists at what he’s really telling me, the warning behind his words. Even though I nod, it’s a lie. This time it won’t affect Dario and Marco—I’m taking my chance. “Of course,” I look to Johnny, “I need to grab my purse and my phone.” 

Johnny nods. In my room, I grab my purse that Dominic had given me back minus my wallet, ID, and passport. When I went through my books I had found the photocopies I had stashed in one of them. It was a common thing suggested for travelers—in case the items were stolen, it made replacement easier. I’d kept them hidden, and thankfully they hadn’t been found. I leave my phone, aware it’s tracked by Dominic. I’d also hidden close to three hundred dollars in a few of my books while I was in New York for no other reason than it was a habit I had in Italy. I moved the money into the lining of my purse. It’s not much, but better than nothing. 

Downstairs a pinch-faced man is waiting in a black Suburban. He begins a spiel on the houses we’ll be looking at today. I’m barely listening as my mind starts racing. It has to happen today or I won’t get another chance. 

It’s the fourth house of the day when Francis has given up and stayed outside at the front of the house. Johnny is harping on there not being a fence around the backyard, considering the house has a grocery store behind it. When Johnny goes inside, he assumes I’m right behind him. I’m not, I’m already on the edge of the backyard, and I take my opening. 

This is meant to be is all I can think as I manage to catch a cab dropping off someone in front of the grocery store. I tell him to take me to the train station as I check behind me, shocked at how easy it was. 

I’ve been researching and plotting since the day Dominic laughed at the idea of love. The safest, quickest way out of Chicago is the train. There is a branch of my bank at the train station. I’m hoping they’ll let me pull out cash. Even if they won’t I can afford a train to Kansas City. Once I’m there I’ll figure out where to go from there.

For the Midwest, Kansas City seems to be the next big hub of travel after Chicago. I don’t know a hundred percent where I’m going, but I’m sure it needs to be far away from Chicago and New York. 

As the cab pulls up outside of Union Station, I don’t understand why my stomach is twisting in fear as I get out. The fear isn’t of Dominic coming after me, it’s from the fear that he won’t. Tears blind me as I stand on the sidewalk, unable to move from where I stepped out of the cab. 

A hand comes around my arm, instantly I know it’s him. “Regina.” 

Thank god is all I can think as I throw my arms around him and cling tight. “I’m sorry. I had to do it. Then I couldn’t.”

His arms are tight around me. “Silly girl,” he whispers as he presses a kiss to my temple. 

He picks me up, swinging me effortlessly into his arms, then gets into the back of a car. 

In Dominic’s arms I’m home. I’m exactly where I’m supposed to be. 
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Regina sniffles as she presses her face into my neck. In the twenty-four minutes it took from me getting the call she had run to the time it took to get her back in my arms, anger had grown to fill every damn cell in my fucking body. Bringing up her tracker on my phone, I had stared at it unblinking as Vincent sped after her. 

It took a moment for me to realize she hadn’t stopped out of necessity, she simply wasn’t moving. I spotted her crying on the sidewalk, unaware of everything going on around her. Her face buried in her hand. Relief at the sight of her safe and sobbing with regret was the only thing that allowed me to put my hands on her without worrying I was going to hurt her. 

I understand she felt the need to run, she owed it to the last part of herself to take the chance. If she hadn’t it would have hung over her, over us—the what-if. The way she threw herself in my arms then clung to me soothed the worst of my anger. That doesn’t mean I can allow it to go without her suffering the consequences of running. Not a chance in hell. Boundaries were set, she broke them. If I don’t mete out her punishment now, then she won’t respect them in the future. Regina needs it ingrained into her that she belongs to me in every fucking way.

Back home, Vincent opens the door for me, and I slide out with Regina clutching my neck. I carry her inside. She weighs nothing in my arms, she fits perfectly. It’s been too damn long since I touched her, not trusting myself to stop, to wait for our wedding night for those stupid sheets Johnny wants. Every time I slept I dreamed of her in my bed, and woke hard and hungry for her. 

I walk us into the library she loves so much. At the end of the long leather couch I set her down slowly. Her face is buried in my chest, I bring my hand up under her chin. Those eyes are soft chocolate. Even red around her eyes and nose, her face swollen, she’s so damn beautiful she makes my cock ache. 

Regina doesn’t see that though, thank goodness. Her intake of breath is loud as she tries to take a step back from me. The couch is right behind her, I send my hand into her long, silky hair. Stopping her from moving completely. 

New tears are in her eyes at the way I tighten my grip when she tries to get away. “I told you not to run. You promised me you wouldn’t. Johnny was so fucking stressed at the shame of you running he’s in the emergency room getting checked out.”

Her eyes widen even further. 

Bending her neck back I get as close as I dare, needing her to see every ounce of my fury. “I told you. You belong to me.  I will always come after you. I will always find you. Whether it’s tomorrow, ten years from now, fifty fucking years from now. There is nowhere you can run and hide from me.” 

She swallows, her long, beautiful neck working. I barely restrain myself from nipping at the base of her neck. Instead I put my lips against the shell of her ear and whisper what I need her to know. “I would follow you into hell itself. Nothing will keep me from you, until I breathe my last fucking breath.” 

Before I lose all control, I yank her away from me, then use her hair to bend her over the arm of the couch. I don’t give her time to think; with my other hand, I pull her dress up. Sonofabitch. She’s in a white lace thong, her plump, perfect ass on display for me. My cock turns to steel, raging to be there between those globes of soft flesh. 

“No, Dominic—” 

“No one tells me no,” I growl at her. How dare she after everything she has done? I bring my hand down on one cheek, hard. The sound echoes loudly in the room. That’s what I focus on as I give the other cheek the same treatment, back and forth until I get to ten on each. 

Now I can breathe. I suck in air, lungs starving for it. As my vision clears I study the vibrant red of the silky soft skin beneath my hand. Fuck. I didn’t want to do this. I like to be rough, to lose myself in a woman, but inflicting pain doesn’t make my cock hard. 

Slowly, I stroke over her skin, hoping she doesn’t hate me for this. Pissed at myself for being hard at the sight of—no fucking way. My cock jumps as it catches her scent a second before I see it. Regina is soaking wet. 

Those flimsy thong panties are so wet I can see every inch of her as if she were naked. Savoring the moment, I rub the heated flesh of one cheek then the other before slowly, very slowly allowing my middle finger to slide down the crack of her ass. I’ll be here, soon, very fucking soon. Her breath hitches as I go further down along her dripping wet pussy. 

“Princess, it’s not a punishment if it makes you wet.” I groan as I remember the taste of her on my tongue. I swear it was like sucking on a damn Jolly Rancher, no pussy has ever tasted so sweet. “Running down your thighs, sweet, so fucking sweet.”

My control snaps, a growl escapes me as I tear the thong off her. I’m hungry, starving for every drop of her. I suck deep on her swollen, hot lips coated with the sweetest juice. Regina is gasping my name, pleading for more. She goes up on her tiptoes, pressing her mons against the edge of the couch. It catches my attention. No. 

I bring my hand down against her swollen pussy with force. 

Regina screams.  

“No, Regina, this is a fucking punishment. You don’t get to come. Why don’t you get to come?” I yank her head back to meet my eyes. “Tell me why you don’t get to come.” 

“Because only good girls get to come.” She pants the words.

Fucking hell, her eyes are glazed with desire. Her chest is heaving as she fights to take in air. Savage need has me pulling her down to her knees. I don’t even have to say it, she’s fumbling with my zipper, then my belt, freeing my cock. 

Regina is on my cock as if she’s starving for it. God damn, she sucks me deep, humming low in her throat, getting almost half of my more than nine inches in her hot, hungry mouth. Not only am I long, but I’m thick. I’m stunned at how much she’s able to take, deeper and deeper, then ah, fuck, her teeth graze me. 

I suck in air. “Slow, Regina, good girl. Such a good girl. Ah fuck.” 

Her small hands are tight around the base of my cock, squeezing tight as they move up then down. I fight not to take over, she is taking her time now, learning me. It hits me, a virgin, my virgin, in three days she’ll be my wife. I’m such a fucker. This should be done a whole hell of a lot more carefully, gently. 

It takes every ounce of control I have. I catch her by her chin, try to pull away, but she doesn’t let me. “Regina, sweetheart, this wasn’t a part of the plan. A part of your punishment—”

Another small squeeze of her hand around my cock, then she allows it to fall from her mouth. Her smile is stunning. “I’m sorry I ran away, again. This time I swear I’ll never ever do it again. I want to do this. I’ve wanted to do this again almost every day since the last time I did this.” Her eyes cloud. “Is that bad? Am I—” 

I tighten my grip on her chin. “Don’t even start thinking like that. It’s not bad, it’s not dirty, it none of that bullshit. All that matters is you and me. What makes you feel good is what makes you feel good. The why doesn’t matter. You getting turned on by the spanking, princess, I was not expecting that.” 

She blushes, I can’t hold in my chuckle. “Even though it kind of negated the whole punishment, I think we can do it again. I have a feeling as much as you promise to be a good girl, you won’t quite succeed at all times.” 

Shimmering honey eyes glint up at me. “I never said I was going to be a good girl. I said I wasn’t going to run away again.” 

My cock jumps, she sees it and smiles. All the air in my body disappears at that smile. It’s the smile of a woman, aware of her attraction, aware of the power she has. Grasping me tight, she leans forward and brushes her cheek against my cock. She is teasing me now.

Slow, so damn slow she licks up and down, ignoring the leaking tip. I can’t take it anymore; I take control. Her hum of happiness urges me on. Then she’s cupping my balls, massaging and I’m trying to pull out, not to come in her mouth. Regina grabs me tight, working me in and out of her mouth, swallowing with a moan of pleasure that slides down my spine. 

It takes a hard minute to get control over myself. Opening my eyes, I find Regina has her hand running over her slick pussy. Screw it, she’s learned her lesson, she won’t run again. This time I believe her. I need this as much as she does. 

In seconds I have her on the couch, tugging her to the edge, on my knees. Her gasp is followed by a moan of my name that feeds my cock and leaves me hungry for her cream.  If she is the only thing I could eat for the rest of my life I’ll never go hungry; I’ll be thankful for this every fucking day. 

Slipping my tongue into her tight channel isn’t easy. Her hips fly up even as her cunt tightens, fearful of my intrusion. I work my way in, needing all of her, then she’s grasping me tight, not letting me go. Regina is chanting my name, like a prayer. “Yes, princess, I’m your new god now. The only thing you need to please, to pray to is me, and I’ll make your every fucking wish come true.” 

Eyes wide, she nods. Perfect. Mine, all fucking mine. I tease her clit, needing her to come now, to coat my tongue in her sweet cream. She comes screaming my name. I’m in agony, my cock is jerking without me even touching it. Grasping it tight, I give in to instinct and come all over her pussy. Regina moans as she runs her fingers in my come, then tugs my cock to her skin, running it over her. Holy fucking shit. 

It takes a minute for me to move, to fall onto the couch beside her. My mind shuts down as I yank her into my arms, needing her body against me. She hums low in her throat as she cuddles into my chest.

Time passes, but I’m not aware of it. Gradually, I feel Regina slip into sleep. I just hold her, unwilling, unable to let her go. My phone goes off with a text, pulling me out of the weird dream state I’m in. Even though I try not to wake her, I do as I pull it out of my pocket. 

“What is it?”

“The hospital wants to keep Johnny overnight for observation. He’s refusing. I need to go.” 

“Should I go too?” 

Remembering how pissed off Johnny was when he called me to tell me she escaped from him, I shake my head. “No.” I press a kiss to her forehead. “Rest.” 

The moment she’s out of my arms, they feel empty, I feel empty. Trying to shake it off, I give in to the need and kiss her hard and fast on her lips. Then before I forget my duty, I get as far away from her as quickly as I can. 

When I get to the hospital the doctors aren’t happy. I’m not happy. Johnny looks like shit. 

“If you die before my wedding day, it will fuck up everything.” 

The old bastard laughs. “You can’t wait, can you? I did good.” 

Shaking my head, I allow a smile. Fuck it, marriage isn’t what I wanted, but I don’t know if I’ll ever not want Regina. “Maybe.” 

He knows me well. “You going to buy her a house now? She needs a nice big house. Women, they need to make a home.” 

“If you stay in here overnight, I’ll buy her a house.” 

A dark frown. “I’m not dying in a hospital.” 

“You aren’t dying in a hospital. You’d better not fucking die until after I have my ring on her finger. One night, they make sure you’re good. I’ll come get you tomorrow. Take you to the hotel, get you checked in.” 

The asshole shakes his head. “No, take me to the hotel now. I’m not dying until I get back to New York, Mama won’t come to the wedding, she’s still on Long Island.” 

I give up. A call to the Drake Hotel and they’re willing to open his hotel room today instead of tomorrow as planned. It takes a few hours to get him out of the hospital and settled into his room. Then it’s late enough I stay for dinner. We discuss business, the things I need to know to wrap up his personal business once he’s dead. Johnny is past depression; acceptance is all he has left. Death is always a lingering thing hanging over you in this life. At least he had time to prepare for his. 
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Regina
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Tomorrow is the day. Tonight, in just under an hour, I meet Dominic’s cousins and father in a less stressful environment than during the wedding. They are coming to the club tonight, which has been shut down. We’ll have dinner with his family, then what is essentially a bachelor party will happen in the gambling area in the lower level. I ask Dominic if they know the truth about us. 

He shakes his head. “No. I told them it was lust at first sight. However in the family, who you were, who I was, it was marriage or nothing. They think we’ve been too busy wrapped up in each other to meet up.” 

A small exhale, almost a laugh comes out of him. “They said they understood completely. With their wives it was that way, so it’s all good. I explained you were shy, once they meet you and know it’s a lie, they’ll think I just wanted to keep you to myself.” 

I try not to take offense to his mocking of his cousins falling hard for their wives. I don’t succeed. As I walk away I don’t dare look his way, terrified he’ll see how badly his words hurt. 

After a quick shower I flat-iron my hair to within an inch of its life. In the closet I stand helplessly lost at what to wear. 

Fifteen minutes later, I’m fighting a smile as Dominic takes one look at me and growls like a mean, big-ass junkyard dog. It’s weird—I kind of expected to still be shy after that hot-as-fuck moment in the library when he blew my mind by making me come so hard I was pretty sure my soul left my body. 

Yet the embarrassment, the shame I thought I would feel is nowhere to be found. It wasn’t dirty—okay, it was obscenely dirty. That didn’t mean it was wrong. As far as Dominic was concerned he was already my husband, vows or not. He was right, the whole right-or-wrong thing and shame wasn’t something that mattered. All that did was what brought us pleasure. Right now, Dominic is very displeased.

“No.” He shakes his head. “Change, you’re too fucking sexy.”

“Dominic, it’s not that sexy. It goes all the way to my ankles.” 

“It’s a halter dress, it’s red, your breasts are on display. You aren’t wearing a fucking bra. Fuck that, no. This is a family dinner. I don’t need to worry about kicking someone’s ass tonight. Change. Now.” 

Asshole. I flounce out of the living room and back into my room. As I get undressed I sigh. Okay, it is a little much. I picked it because of how sexy it was for a reason. His whole freaking family is going to be here. I’ve seen pictures of them on the internet, all the women are so pretty and sophisticated. I’m terrified they’ll take one look at me and wonder if Dominic has taken too many blows to the head.

Ooh, okay, I love this one. A Mac Duggal pleated dress with a plunging neckline that covers everything. It’s a beautiful vibrant blue that looks good against my skin. Once it came I had it altered as Lydia recommended, and brought the hemline up and added slits to the thigh on each side. It’s an elegant dress, I don’t feel like I’m pretending to be a woman in it—I am one. It also highlights all my curves in a way that is sexy, not sex. 

Out of my room I find Dominic stalking the length of the living room. When he sees me he stops, those dimples flash, hitting me in my tummy. I’m frozen where I stand as he moves toward me, so fucking gorgeous in a black suit, white shirt, and black silk tie. 

Thousands of men are walking around in something similar at this very moment, but not one of them could come close to him. His large hands capture my face and I shiver at his gentle yet firm touch. The kiss he presses against my lips is soft, almost gentle, it doesn’t stop the bones in my body melting. “Beautiful. Tomorrow is our wedding day and already it feels like too long.” 

I agree wholeheartedly. 

“I’m going to warn you now. You will encounter many men tonight. None of them is allowed to touch you for longer than a very brief hug. No one touches you but me. Do you understand?” 

At first I think he must be joking; the smoke in his voice warns me he is not. I don’t even bother to argue, simply nod. I’m a freak, a weirdo, for the wet heat his words induce. His possessiveness should make me scream at him that I belong to no one. I would be lying. I’ve belonged to him since the moment I first laid eyes on him. 

Those blue eyes darken with satisfaction. “Such a good girl.” 

Taking my hand, he leads me into the elevator. Pressing the button, he squeezes my hand. My nerves disappear at the way Dominic is looking at me. 

As I enter the club behind Dominic, my eyes go big trying to take everything in. Wow, it’s...just wow. When Dominic had told me members paid over thirty thousand dollars a year for their membership, I figured it was to pay for a serious gambling addiction. As I look around, I see it’s not just for gambling. 

A pretty dark-haired woman is watching me and smiling. “Right? Do you know he once called it a bar? This is not a bar. Hi, I’m Bethany. I totally understand why Dominic has been keeping you all to himself. You are soo freaking pretty. And tall, wow.”

Then without another word, she hugs me. I’m not usually a hugger. I don’t hesitate to return it, though. I’m afraid to offend, and it’s a nice hug. 

In succession, I’m introduced to Alicia, who is Bethany’s sister and married to Cesare, the oldest Sabatini. Then Chloe, who is married to Enzo. Despite what Dominic said about being able to hug his cousins, the first time Dante, Bethany’s husband, put a hand on my arm, before he even tried to hug me a growl came out of Dominic. Dante simply chuckled, punched Dominic in the shoulder and teased him about how it wasn’t so funny now, was it? 

After that, it’s a nod only to Enzo and Cesare. They all look so like Dominic it’s spooky. There are differences, of course, yet a casual glance would tell anyone they were all family. Then Tony is there. His hair isn’t gray—no, that would be too boring—it’s silver that glints through his ink-black hair and beard. 

He hugs me tight, whispering, “At last, the daughter I always longed for. So beautiful. My son is the luckiest man in Chicago.” 

It’s a strong, sweet hug, I have no idea why it brings tears to my eyes. “Thank you.” I barely manage to get the words out around the lump in my throat. 

***
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Regina 
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Tony, Dominic and his cousins are taking their leave. It’s been more than two hours, yet it passed in a flash of laughter and welcoming chatter. Made men are arriving and being guided downstairs. Dominic leaves with a press of his lips to my temple. 

Watching him walk away, I wonder what exactly is going to happen downstairs. 

“Don’t worry, Dominic was adamant it’s just them drinking, smoking cigars, and some gambling and playing poker. Nothing bad,” Alicia reassures me. 

It would be great if I could stop blushing like a little girl. 

Bethany pats my hand. “You’re an easy read. Also, who knew strippers are a hard no for mafia guys. Ever since I met Tony and Dominic, it’s killed a lot of myths. Kind of disappointing, kind of reassuring. I almost forgot, Lydia can’t make the wedding tomorrow. She had cutie Ethan a few days ago. It was a cesarean so she’s healing at home. Man is she upset.”

“Lydia said you were perfect for Dominic. I’m so glad it’s you. When Tony mentioned Dominic coming back with a wife, I almost fell over. Enzo couldn’t believe it either. Dominic has always acted as if marriage was for men too stupid to get out of it. I think we were worried you would be some lady killer with legs up to her neck. Neither of us could really imagine who could get him to change his mind.” Tilting her head, she smiles as I can’t help but blush again. 

“You are so nice and sweet, then I saw you give him a glare a few times, which means you aren’t going to let him get away with much. You really are perfect for him. I’m going to admit, when I met Dominic, I totally hated him. It’s annoying that now he’s sometimes my favorite Sabatini when Tony is getting on my nerves, after my husband, of course.” Chloe sighs. 

Oh god, she saw that? It was when Dante was teasing him about how his life was going to change after having a wife and Dominic laughed it off, more than once. “Why did you hate him?”

She rolls her eyes. “Because he’s too damn honest and sees far too much. The bastard yanked me hard out of my lane. I deserved it, it probably saved me from screwing up with Enzo. At the time it hurt like hell though. Dominic’s thing is he’s honest to the point of brutal. He won’t feed you any bullshit, he won’t allow you to try it on him either. You never have to wonder where you stand with him. Then again, if you’ve won his loyalty you will have it for life. 

“He’s not mean though. He could have gone harder on me. I know he didn’t because I’m younger. Although I’m glad he doesn’t treat me like a little kid anymore,” Bethany adds defensively. 

I can’t help but wonder if she ever liked Dominic like that. There’s something in the way she defends him.

Her eyes go wide and she laughs. “For like two minutes. Literally, two minutes, then I came to my senses. Don’t hate me, he’s gorgeous.”

Alicia slaps her sister on the arm, I’m glad a little. “You never told me that.” 

“Oh my god, I swear to god, enough with the abuse. It was literally two minutes of ‘holy shit he is so fucking hot. I wonder what he looks like out of that suit.’ Then I came to my senses because he’s also scary hot, like he’ll totally wreck your entire life because you’ll fall in love slash obsession, and he’ll have already moved onto the next thot.” 

Bethany’s eyes go wide with pleading. “I swear, that one time, the first time I met him, then never again. He made it clear I was the little sister he never wanted and kinda still didn’t, but since I was there he wasn’t going to be mean to me.” 

What she says is so true, it hurts. I knew it before I even knew it was happening. Falling in love with him promised nothing but pain. I’m willing to try, hoping somewhere in the next twenty-five years he’ll fall in love with me too. She is so earnest and honest the laughter comes out of me unchecked. “I understand completely. He um, has his moments.” 

Alicia smiles. “I think he’s going to make a great husband and an amazing father. Sophia and Nicky adore him. It’s not that Matteo doesn’t love him, but Tony has Matteo’s whole heart. Sometimes it feels like Cesare and I come in a close second and third to his Nonno.” 

A pang hits me, I try to ignore it. “Dominic wants to wait for a few years on kids.” 

Bethany nudges me with her shoulder. “Best decision we ever made, to wait a few years. It was amazing to be able to sleep in, make love all over the house without worrying about anything other than the windows being closed. I adore Mass, my little chunky monkey is an awesome laid-back baby. And we still have to live our lives on his schedule. We are doing the night nanny but I’m seriously considering seeing if days can be added too. Kids are so demanding. You’re young, enjoy your freedom for a little while.” 

I simply nod, too afraid to open my mouth and ruin everything with the truth. 

“Sweetie, if you need more help then don’t wait until you can’t take it anymore. If Che has taught me anything, it’s to let go of what you think you should do and just do what works for you. Seriously, if it weren’t for Tony there twice a week as well as the nanny, I would never have gotten through it.” 

Alicia turns to me. “Tony has been so happy for the last few weeks. He must have told me a dozen times he always wanted a daughter. A word of warning, he can be a little...um, bossy. Then again, if you’ve been able to put up with Dominic you’ll be fine with Tony.” 

“Totally bossy, like giving your kid a toy you told him you don’t want her to have and her falling in love with it.” Chloe rolls her eyes. “It’s really annoying the way the Sabatini men know everything and are always right.” 

“Thank you! It’s like, can I be right just once here, damn it?” Bethany fumes. 

Alicia laughs. “I love it. I love letting Cesare be right and take control. He loves it too.” She sobers for a moment. “Don’t get too carried away with it. If you do they tend to run right over you. At the same time, let them have it. They like taking care of us—it makes them feel good. Why resent it? What good does that do?”

A sigh. “That’s true. When I stopped fighting for control in our relationship, that’s when things got easier for us. Enzo said it was because he stopped worrying I was going to run and he could be more relaxed. He was much happier and in the end so was I. It’s scary giving up control, but when you trust in the other person it’s actually not really.” 

Chloe’s phone goes off with a text. She checks it and starts laughing. “Look, Allegra is standing on her own. Any day she’s going to take off and start walking.” 

She shares her screen with me and my heart aches at the picture of the baby girl standing proudly on her own. Then it happens, more phones are pulled out. And I’m devastated at the pictures of the beautiful baby Sabatinis that I will never have. 

I have no idea what I say. I think I mumble “restroom,” then I’m up and away from the table. I think I’m on my way toward the restrooms. I’m not even sure. I just need to get away. One after another I’m going through doors, until I’m outside. 

My lungs are desperate for air. I sway and lean against the brick wall. Laying my palms flat, I take deep breaths as I focus on the feeling of the ridges of the brick. 

“Miss, are you okay?” The man is only a few feet away. He’s dressed in jeans and a black T-shirt, holding a thick manila folder. 

Too late I realize I’m alone out in the back of the building. “I just needed some air,” I mumble as I try to inch back toward the door. 

Dominic’s hand comes down on my shoulder. “Sergeant Riley, may I introduce my fiancée, Regina Conti. We marry tomorrow. I didn’t give her a choice in the matter. Tied her up and tossed her in the trunk of my car. Here I thought she had come around—apparently she needs air.” 

Dominic is mocking as he looks down at me. A shiver shimmies down my spine at his honesty in front of a cop. 

“I apologize, Mr. Sabatini. I had no idea. I’ve been a little...I’ll come back next week.” He takes a step back. 

“No, if it’s important enough to take you away from your wife while she needs you”—his censure is clear—“then it’s important enough to discuss now. Please, come up to my office.” 

The hand is back around my arm, the way it hasn’t been since we got here. I’m marched beside him into the elevator, and we make our way to his office in our apartment. It’s obvious from Sergeant Riley’s reaction he’s never been in here as Dominic unlocks the door. Dominic flips the lights on as he pushes me down into a leather club seat in front of his desk. 

Riley hands him the folder. “It’s about the rapes. I heard about another rape in Evanston. It got me thinking. I dug deeper, there were other rapes in Evanston along the red line. Come to find out it’s not just the three, now four, it’s seven in total.” 

Dominic’s frown deepens as he looks through the file. Shaking his head, he takes the folder to what looks like a printer. He sets the thick file in it and hits a button. Then he’s back at his desk. “Thank you for making me aware. I’ll handle it from here.” 

By the time he’s done speaking the documents have finished going through the feeder at the top. He puts it back in the folder and hands it back. “How is your wife doing?”

The man’s head goes down. “Not well. She’s on me to finish the paperwork for the fostering we planned on doing. I still want to, only not right now when everything is so...” He shakes his head. “I’m thinking a foster kid doesn’t need to come into all the pain going on in the house right now, they have enough as it is. I tried to talk to her about another round of in vitro. We still have four good embryos, a boy and three girls left. The money is the problem though. It will cost another twenty thousand and that’s with insurance.”

A small sigh. “We appreciate you covering the funeral, we didn’t have the money for it at all. We’re looking at another loan as is if we try again. She’s not excited because the place is only willing to implant one embryo, and it’s already not taken twice in the past. She says if we do that we might as well go to Greece where they will implant all four. It might end up costing the same or even a little less.” 

Dominic shakes his head. “My sympathies for you and your wife. I’m willing to extend an advance on your payments as a one-time thing for the rest of this year.” 

“You would do that?” Riley’s eyes go big.

“An advance, not in addition to your regular payoff, yes.” 

“Thank you, I appreciate it. No loan, I understand and appreciate it. We could make it work.” 

“Come back in a few weeks, make the plans to find out how much you’ll need. We’ll sit down and agree on terms.” 

“Mr. Sabatini, sir, thank you.” He looks to me. “Ms. Conti, you’re getting a good man.” 

I don’t even have my mouth open before he’s gone.

Dominic is on the phone. “I need you to find out who is doing this. Once you have him, sit on him. Do not move unless you need to protect someone. I want to be the one to take care of him.” 

I’m looking anywhere but at Dominic, trying desperately to ignore what he means by wanting to be the one to take care of the man. Not sure if I’m a part of the problem for not being more upset at the idea of him killing someone who was raping women. What if it was a lesser crime? Would it be okay too, or...I don’t even know myself anymore. Then I spot it almost tucked behind a filing cabinet.

“You went to Columbia University?” The framed degree isn’t on a wall, it’s on the floor, leaning against the wall as if he didn’t care about it. 

His eyebrows go up, he’s still in a mocking mood. “You don’t have to sound so surprised.” 

“You said you didn’t finish high school, that you got a GED.” 

“Yes, and once Pop was out he was insistent I go back to school. Pop had the money, connections, and my SAT scores and recommendations were more than enough to get into any school I wanted. He wanted me out of Chicago while he put things back to rights.” 

I’m in awe. I don’t know what to say without being any more offensive than I realize I already am. 

“What books did you think I was reading in Latin when I was five and six years old? It was Plato, Seneca, Marcus Aurelius. Once I learned English, Twain was too boring to keep my attention. It was the reason why the social worker was willing to help me take the GED and get out. She knew I was further ahead than others. I had skipped two grades, once when I was nine and again when I was twelve.” 

His phone goes off with a text, he reads it. Without responding he tucks his phone back into his pocket. “You needed air?” 

God I hate his stupid smug face, the way one eyebrow goes up. 

“I was sitting there being shown pictures and videos of their adorable children and...” 

He goes stiff. 

I hate him so fucking much in this moment. Hate him because he made me fall in love with him. Hate him because he lied to me. Hate him because even though he’s a lying piece of shit, I still love him and he doesn’t deserve it. “You don’t want children.” 

His jaw clenches once, twice. Ice-blue eyes meet mine. “No.” 

I hate my tears, hate them as much as I hate him. “Why?” I need to know. 

“Because it doesn’t matter if my son has a degree from Columbia or the best fucking school in the entire world. He will never be anything more than a killer and criminal in this fucked-up world of ours.” The words are bitter. He might have said he didn’t regret anything he’s done, yet I can’t help but wonder if he really meant it.

“I don’t want that for my child. I want him to be whatever the fuck he wants to be on his terms. That won’t happen for him. It doesn’t matter if I call in every fucking favor I’m owed, give up everything I have for him, it will still haunt him in this city. Everywhere he goes, everything he does will be touched by it until it chases him away from me, so then what does it matter?”

Cold, he’s so cold. Goddamn him, how can he be so right when it hurts so badly? How can he so cruelly turn my every wish to ash, and I can’t fight him? Because he’s right. “If we had a daughter...

A shake of his head. “There is no guarantee of a girl. I would welcome a dozen girls if it were possible, but not when there is no way of knowing for sure.” 

The sob rips through me without permission, Dominic’s hand is on my arm. No, I don’t want him to touch me. I pull away. “You lied to me. And you were going to keep lying to me.” I have no idea how the words get past the lump in my throat. 

This time he doesn’t meet my eyes. All he does is nod. 

“And that’s why I needed some air.” Before I break down, I flee into my room, slamming the door behind me. 
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Regina

––––––––
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I wake up to Mary bringing in a tray for breakfast. All I want to do is pull the covers over me and pretend that this day is over already. 

“Sonya is at the church, then will move on to the hotel to confirm everything is as it should be. Your dress will be here in a half hour along with Alicia, Bethany, and Chloe, who will all help you get dressed and will get ready here. There is a hair stylist and a makeup artist coming to take care of everyone within the hour. The hair stylist asks you wash and condition, do not dry, just wrap it up in a towel and she’ll take it from there when she gets here. Is there anything else you need?”

Studying the tray, filled with eggs, bacon, and a croissant as well as a small carafe of coffee, I shake my head. Once she’s gone I lie back on the bed and stare at the ceiling, hoping it will give me the answers I need. Am I really going to go through with this? Marry a man who doesn’t love me, has lied to me, and wants me to take him on his terms and his terms alone? 

Am I stupid or desperate? This can’t be love. It has to be lust. If I ran far, far away eventually this would fade, right? Only if I ran Dominic would find me. And god I am stupid because as much as I hate him, I don’t want to run. It’s no longer me not having anywhere to go, it’s that I want to stay with him. 

I’ll take anything he’s willing to give. He promised he would work on this, on us. If Dominic at fifteen years old could take a crumbling, unsteady business and not just build it back up, but make it better through sheer will, I believe he’ll do whatever it takes for us to succeed. 

***
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Dominic

––––––––
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I’m standing at the altar refusing to allow the sweat to appear on my forehead the way it wants to. Regina is coming. She has to. I trust her. I believe her. She’s pissed. I get it. She has every right to be. I will make it up to her. Everything I have will be hers; she won’t have to ask. Anything she wants in the world, I’ll give it to her, except the kids and letting her go. 

The music begins, I exhale in relief. Pop nudges me. Yes, even though he’s pissed me off, he’s standing up as my best man. Vincent and Enzo round out the groomsmen so it’s even. 

“There was no doubt she was coming, mimmo. I told you, she is in love with you. You treat her well and there’s no end to what she will do and put up with. As long as you don’t take her for granted,” Pop whispers in my ear. 

My first sight of Regina coming down the aisle, it’s that first time I saw her all over again. Gorgeous, stunning, and she’s mine. A weird twisting happens in my chest. No, it can’t be. I don’t believe in it. It’s this moment, the white dress fitting her to perfection that I’m about to promise before god and everyone that matters in my life I’ll take care of her forever for as long as there is air in my lungs. 

It’s normal for emotion to get out of control. It’s not that word, not that emotion. Down that road is nothing more than pain. We can have a good marriage, a happy marriage without it. 

Johnny raises her veil, kissing her on her cheek, then gives me her hand. Her hand is cold, trembling. My hand swallows hers entirely, I do my best to temper the squeeze to make it gentle and reassuring. When she returns it with a small smile, the tension in me fades to nothing. 

The ceremony takes forever before I’m finally given permission to kiss Regina. It isn’t easy not to give in to the hunger mounting within me. Her eyes open in surprise. “No, sweetness, it’s not the kiss I want to give you. I’ll do that when there aren’t almost four hundred eyes on us.” 

A blush washes over her. Damn, she’s so fucking beautiful. Now she’s mine; she knows it, and everyone else knows it too.  

***
[image: image]


Regina

––––––––
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Only minutes after we’re announced, Dominic is guiding me toward the back of the enormous ballroom to two women, oh my god. It’s Mother Superior and Sister Giulia. They tell me they are my wedding present from my wonderful husband. Dominic stands by, giving me time with them. It’s the best wedding present I could have ever asked for. 

The day passes in a blur. I’m only allowed to dance with Dominic, Tony, and Johnny. Johnny spends the father-and-daughter dance lecturing me on how to be a good wife. Tony spends the two dances telling me how happy and grateful he is. Dominic’s patience is dwindling with every hour. Johnny keeps trying to keep him at the table, Tony teases him, urging him to stay for another toast. Finally, with a growl, Dominic just picks me up and walks me out of the ballroom. 

I bury my face in his neck, embarrassed at the cheers that go up around us. “I can’t believe you,” I mutter as the electricity is back as strong as ever, searing through every cell in my body at being back in his arms. 

“You believe, two weeks is too damn long. Another hour was too damn long.” He looks at the elevator attendant and gives him our floor. The man presses the button with a smile. 

I’m too embarrassed to remove my face from Dominic’s neck. He smells so good. I love the way he’s carrying me as if I weigh nothing, the growly way he’s acting as if he can’t wait for me. Then it’s happening: we’re in the suite, Dominic moves so fast I barely have time to take it all in before we’re in the bedroom. 

Slowly, he lowers my legs to the floor. “You are so beautiful. It was hell to hold you close without touching you the way I wanted to.” 

I get lost in turbulent blue. “You even got me a tiara. Please tell me it’s fake and didn’t really need a security guard to deliver it?” 

Dominic simply smiles as he takes off the delicate gold and diamond tiara stunning in its simplicity, secured with a dozen bobby pins. “A queen needs her crown.” 

He sets it on the dresser across the room then he’s behind me, his nimble fingers making quick work of the buttons, then the zipper of the dress. A press of his lips to the back of my neck has me shivering. This time, the shock is so strong it verges on pain. 

The beautiful dress falls to the floor; he picks me up again, then lays me down on the bed. It’s hard to get air in my lungs at the way he doesn’t take his eyes off me as he undresses. He moves much faster on his own clothes, until he’s standing only in black silk boxers. 

One knee goes down on the bed at my side. I tremble as his eyes darken with pleasure as he unclips the white silk stockings, then rolls them down my legs, taking his time to run his fingertips down the skin of my legs. Before I can blink he’s removed the garter belt, leaving me in my white lace bra and panties. The bra’s catch is between my breasts. With a simple flick of his wrists the bra is open, yet he doesn’t remove it, allowing it to lay against my skin. My panties don’t receive the same treatment. A finger hooks at each hip, then he whips them off me with a speed that has me shivering all over again. 

Closing his eyes, his breath shudders out of him. He is beautiful. Even with the scar from the gunshot he is a work of art, from the tattoos etched into him in Latin across his heart, then above each hip. A fine layer of hair covers his chest, yet it’s not so thick it hides the way muscle and sinew flex beneath glowing caramel skin. The need to touch him is building until I’m desperate for him.

His eyes open and oh god, all the air flees my body. It can’t be, I don’t believe it. I reach out to touch him, then he blinks, shaking his head. This time when he opens them, it’s gone. I fight the tears at the loss—oh, his mouth is on mine. Savage, hungry, delving deep, demanding everything from me, my fucking soul. I deny him nothing, give him everything I am. 

My lungs are screaming for air, yet when Dominic tears his mouth from mine I gasp in agony from the loss of him. Fingers stroke over the skin of my cheek. “I’m going to try really hard not to mess this up, Regina. I know the first time will probably hurt. I promise you I will do everything in my power to make it up to you.” 

His thumb plays over my lips. “This first time, it’s all for you. I need you to trust me. Do you trust me, Regina?” 

With everything but my heart. Only I don’t dare say it, I simply nod as I catch his wrist. A thrill goes through me at the way his eyes glitter at my touch. “I trust you.” 

A gentle press of his lips against mine has me blinking back tears. Sweeping his lips across my cheek, I moan at the teasing, needing more. Then his tongue is tasting the skin of my neck below my ear. Sucking lightly, his teeth teasing where my shoulder meets my neck. A light sting then more, he is sucking harder and harder. I moan his name with no thought in my mind of what I’m asking for. Only it’s too late—his mouth moves lower, tongue teasing, lips grazing, driving me out of my mind until he draws the lace away from my breasts. 

He licks his lips, ocean blue churns as he studies me. I thought this moment would be scary, filled with embarrassment; instead I glory in the way he stares at me with awe in his eyes and desire in every inch of his hard body. 

“I’ve been dying to know, jacked my cock until I was raw fantasizing about your breasts. All of those fantasies pale in comparison to you in reality.” One large hand cups me, his thumb teasing an already tight nipple until he’s stolen all the air from my lungs. 

“The one thing I needed to know, was desperate for, was if the color of your nipples would match your perfect pouting lips or the shade of your cheeks when I make you blush.” His tongue slides out to coat his lower lip. “They match your lips. Now I’m fucked because every time your lips are wet, I’ll be thinking of wanting to suck your nipples until they match your lips.”

I gasp as he lowers his head. Oh, a swipe of his velvet tongue tastes me once, twice then his tongue swirls around my nipple before he finally, finally sucks me deep into his hot mouth. He teases my other breast with fingers far too adept at torture. 

The combination of his mouth and fingers on my other breast is turning me inside out. With a wet pop he lets me go only to take me back in again, sucking furiously now, deeper and deeper, drawing on me, sending me out of my mind. Only to pinch my other nipple between his fingers until I’m begging him to stop, yet when he does I cry at the loss of what he’s doing to me. 

No! His mouth is gone, yes, please. He’s moved to my other breast and the torture begins anew. Teasing, sweet torture; that tongue, how can it be so soft and cruel at the same time? Deeper, deeper, more, oh god. I can’t take it, then he’s teasing me with the tip of a finger before pinching lightly, increasing the pressure until it’s pain. Pain that feels so fucking good I’m begging for more. And oh god, he sucks harder, harder... Oh my god, a wave of pleasure washes over me. 

My eyes go wide in shock and wonder. Dominic chuckles. “It’s not uncommon, it also doesn’t happen to everyone.” 

I sigh into his mouth as he licks across my lips before taking my mouth in a deep, seeking kiss that ends far too soon. Slowly, too damn slowly, he is kissing and licking his way down my body. I open my legs to him as he presses a kiss to my mound. 

“Damn, Regina, I hadn’t wanted you to be bare. Was afraid it would make me feel like a dirty old man. Yet the better to see your pretty pussy, to eat you. Every inch of you bare, soaking wet for me.”

The blush I expect never appears. Instead I open my legs wider, proud of how my need pleases him. That time in the library I had been so high and out of my mind with pleasure at what he was doing to me, it felt like a fever dream. This moment is richly vivid, infinitely sweeter somehow. Then all thought evaporates under the heat of his mouth. 

He licks along the seam of me all the way down, then up before moving down again until I’m whimpering my plea to him to— Yes, yes. Big, thick fingers tease me before opening me wide to his tongue. That beautiful, strong, velvet tongue is diving in deep, again and again. As his thumb finds my clitoris, stroking lightly in time with his tongue pushing into me. Fuck, fuck, Dominic sucks on my outer lips harder and harder. It’s too much, I plead, until his tongue runs over my lips as he sucks me deep into his scalding mouth. I’m lost in what he’s doing to me, incoherent in need. My hips jolt off the bed when his tongue swipes over my clitoris.

More, please, no teasing, only he doesn’t hear me or he’s not listening, because he’s driving me out of my mind. Yes! Hot, so fucking hot, he sucks harder again and again on my clitoris, and my body splinters and breaks apart with a scream. 

My lungs ache as I try to take in air. It isn’t easy when Dominic isn’t done tearing off every inch of my skin, leaving me raw to him. I’m still trembling as he finally frees my clitoris from his mouth, only to lick lightly all along my outer lips. I’m too weak to even move, or at least I thought I was until Dominic pushes one thick finger inside me. I gasp, my legs twitch in response to his finger sinking deeper into my swollen, sensitive body. 

A soft, gentle sucking of the skin of my mons is taking my attention away from the second finger slipping into me. Oh, thick, how can his fingers feel so thick? I know his cock is much bigger than his fingers. Then they move into me, gently yet with firm intention. 

I go still in anticipation, only to forget them as Dominic pulls back the skin and teases my clitoris with his tongue. Pressure is all that flashes in the back of my mind. Then oh, ow. Dominic curses against the skin of me. Yet those fingers keep pressing deeper, his tongue is back on my clitoris before he suckles gently. 

My hips buck up for more as the pressure of his fingers pull whimpers from my throat. The fingers disappear, no, not yet. The bastard chuckles, then they are back deeper, yes thank you, thank you. Another teasing stroke of my clitoris as those fingers move inside me. In and out in a gentle motion, drawing me deeper and deeper into a churning whirlpool of pleasure. 

Oh, oh god. I’m coming again. It catches me by surprise, yanking me under the water, leaving me gasping for air. I never notice Dominic moving, lost in my orgasm until I realize his fingers are gone, replaced with hot, so fucking hot, silk-covered steel pressing into me. Yessss...oh yes. Ow, ouch, no I can’t it hurts, please stop only I can’t move to push him away. My bones are still liquid. The burning, tearing shocks me out of the pleasure. 

Dominic’s mouth covers mine, stealing my air, swallowing me whole in a kiss bent on ravaging my soul. Everything disappears except his mouth on mine. When he lifts his head, our eyes meet, and it’s there again. Everything I never thought I could have, was afraid I would never see. 

“Mine.” He whispers the word against my mouth. 

I inhale the word. “Yours.” 

He inhales the word. His forehead falls against mine. “I need to move, sweetness. Can you take more of me?” 

It takes a heartbeat to realize the burning has stopped and he’s deep inside me. “Oh my, there’s more?” 

A small smile. “A little more.” His hand goes down to my hip then draws my leg up higher around his waist. He slips deeper oh, I like that. No more pain, just a fullness that feels utterly perfect. 

“Yes, please,” I whisper as I bring my other leg up high around his waist as he had done. My eyes slide closed as I take in the feel of him sinking into me, so fucking amazing. Hot, yes, hard, yes, thick, oh fuck yes. The burn now is sweet, he’s burning every inch, every vein and ridge of him into me, marking me as his. Too soon he’s moving now, out, no, no then gently back in, yes. I moan as my legs tighten around him, desperate to keep him inside me.

Except, I’m no match for the tight grip Dominic has on my hip, holding me in place as he moves out of me. No, I beg, then he sucks air out of me as he begins moving in faster, deeper, then out, and oh god. This is it, my head falls back as I give up and into Dominic as he moves in and out of me in a soul-stealing pace. Desperate, lost, I try to cling to him only for him to grab my hands, raising them above my head and holding me down. 

Deeper, more, just like that yes, yes, oh my fucking god. My throat aches from the scream he rips from my throat. This time my orgasm is painful, tearing me apart, piece by agonizing piece. Dominic is still moving, still reaching for his climax, and no, I can’t take it—oh oh, I come again with bone-shattering force. My breath is yanked out of my body at the feeling of him coming deep inside me, hotter than hot, leaving the very essence of him buried within me. As Dominic buries his head in my neck, exhaling my name, something about the moment gathers up all those pieces of me together and makes me whole in a new, infinitely precious way. 

***
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Dominic

––––––––
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I can’t move. I don’t want to move. My arm trembles, shit, I’m still holding her wrists tight, pressing them into the bed. I shift, careful not to allow my full weight to fall on Regina. She’s already deep in sleep. I give in to need and run my finger over her luscious swollen lips. 

It happens again, that weird twisting thing in my chest. What is that? A sigh escapes between her parted lips. My cock jumps from deep inside her and I want her all over again. Only it’s selfish, she needs a minute. Yet I still can’t pull out, can’t leave the heaven I found inside her. It’s that thought that makes me move. No, back away slowly from that. Rein it in. Maintain control, for her and me. 

Slowly, carefully I move, unwrapping her legs from around me, pulling out of her. She murmurs in her sleep as her body gives me up. The sight of the blood rocks me to my core. Breathe, it hurt her but in the end it wasn’t bad. She came twice when I was inside her. It doesn’t help—the idea of hurting her, of causing her pain has my cock limp as I go into the bathroom. I give in and jump into the shower for a quick wash. When I’m done I dry off then grab a washcloth, getting it nice and wet with hot water. 

Back in the bedroom, I gently clean her up. Wincing at the blood on the sheets. Fuck. No wonder it hurt. Fucking Johnny. He can have the damn sheets, but Regina won’t be there to endure them being shown. It’s a stupid fucking tradition that should have died out a long time ago. 

Grateful for the big-ass bed, I pull the covers away from the other side of the bed and draw Regina into my arms. With a happy little sigh she burrows into me. I can’t wipe the smile off my face at the happiness floating through me. It’s a little weird, it isn’t something I’ve felt often, and only briefly. 

Content to simply hold her, I run my hand through her long, silky hair as I wonder why this time with Regina was the best I’ve ever had. There have been many women, so many I’ve lost track. It isn’t something I’m proud of. I never looked at women as notches—it was usually the other way around. Women who knew who I was thought it was a thrill to fuck me. I’d had rough, dirty, filthy sex, a few times I was positive I’d never have it better.

Yet nothing came close to what I just experienced with Regina. Christ, to call it sex, fucking even was blasphemous—but wouldn’t it also be wrong to call it making love when it couldn’t be? I shiver at the mere thought of it. This marriage, I’ll do everything I can to make it work. It will, it can, without love. Without such a messy, fucked-up emotion, that would do no good to either of us and only cause pain.

I care about Regina. I want to make her happy. When she’s upset it fucks with me. The tears she cried last night, fuck, I wanted to break the world down around me. I’ll do everything in my power to never see her cry again. 

If she thinks she’s in love with me it will only make things worse. If I do something stupid like fall in love with her then we’re both lost. I can’t be that weak, give up my control, my power. No. I need it, I need it to keep the both of us safe. My world is too dangerous to become weak enough to fall in love. 
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Regina

––––––––
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I wake up to the sound of the shower in the bathroom. The door is open. Carefully, I sit up. A small shiver goes through me at all the aches and tingling running through me. Wow, eyes rolling in the back of my head, check and double check. 

A glance at the clock on the side of the bed tells me it’s almost five in the morning. Hm, poor Dominic’s schedule is all off. With the ceremony yesterday during the time he was usually asleep. 

I’m drawn to the shower, not wanting to be in bed alone a minute longer. With only one step inside the large bathroom, I feel Dominic’s eyes on me. The shower is big enough for four people, with a rain showerhead hanging over the middle of it and a row of body jets. He opens the shower door with a knowing smile. Stepping into the shower, I go down on my knees without a word.

Dominic sighs as I take him into my hands. I can’t believe all of this was inside me. Mm, so good. I work to get more of him inside my mouth as I tease the underside of his thick head, stroking what I can’t take. I want to go slow only neither of us is able to. It feels like it’s only minutes before Dominic pulls out of my mouth and comes across my chest. He laughs at my annoyance. 

“That was very wasteful, dear husband.” I groan as he pulls me off my knees, into his arms. 

His kiss is slow and thorough. “I have a tendency to be wasteful when I have more than you can ever take in a day, dear wife.” 

“It’s like that, hm?” 

“Very much so.” 

He cleans me with long, languid strokes until I’m begging for more. 

“You want my cock, sweetness?”

“Yes, please.” 

“I need you to say it. I need you to beg me to fuck you. I need to hear you beg for it. My shy, sweet virgin no more, who couldn’t bring herself to say fuck two weeks ago.” 

A twinge of...I don’t know what hits me at the way he’s chuckling at how I couldn’t bring myself to say the word. No, I hadn’t been able to. He was talking about an us that hadn’t existed at that moment. At the time I still believed I was in love with Richard, still believed I was going to wait until my wedding night with my chosen husband who would make love to me. It would be because of love, not out of— Oh god, Dominic’s fingers are inside me, driving all thought out of me. 

“Say it, sweetness.” 

I give up and into him, needing him any way I could get him. “Fuck me, Dominic. Please fuck me.” 

Dominic growls low in his throat. I don’t have to ask twice. He’s pulling me onto his lap as he sits down on the large wooden bench. Holy shit, he’s deeper, feels bigger in this position. The burning sensation is back in a different way. He’s big, so damn big. My head goes back, his mouth is on my neck, nipping at the skin, sending electric shocks straight to my clitoris.

“Fuck, you are so gorgeous. That’s it, let go. My cock is right at home where it belongs inside your tight little cunt.” 

Oh god, I might be on top of him, yet it’s Dominic in control. He’s moving me on him as if I’m nothing, his grip on my hips almost painful. Then his mouth captures an aching, tight nipple. Harder and harder he suckles, pushing me farther, closer to the edge. Fucker, he bites hard and I plunge down, down, lost in pleasure as my body shakes from my orgasm. Dominic isn’t there yet; he pounds deep inside me, merciless, drawing out my orgasm until every bone in my body is liquid as he comes deep inside me. 

His arms wind around me, holding me so tight I can barely breathe. We’re like that for so long I lose track of time, then somehow I fall asleep. 

I wake up wrapped in Dominic’s arms. Oh what a wonderful way to wake up. He’s so beautiful. His smile when he sees me looking at him is as stunning as the sun, those dimples cause a twisting low in my tummy. 

“Good morning, dear wife.” He runs a hand through my hair. “How are you feeling? Sorry, I got a little carried away in the shower.”

Blushing, I shake my head. “I liked you getting carried away. I feel good.” 

“How good?” His eyebrows go up in question.

I run a hand over his chest, so gorgeous. “Very, very good.” 

Rolling me beneath him, he licks at my neck as he slides inside me. I moan at how amazing he feels.

“Thank fuck you’re going to make the perfect little wife. Gorgeous, docile, loves my cock almost as much as I do. I love the way you love my cock, sweetness. As if that weren’t enough, you have the sweetest, juiciest little cunt that will open wide whenever I need to fuck you.” 

It’s the moment in the shower all over again. I have no idea why it feels like a slap in the face. Why his words make me feel dirty. I’m some easy whore willing to suck and fuck on his schedule, when he wants.

I stiffen beneath him. He doesn’t notice as he continues to move inside me. Damn it, I hate the way I’m pissed at him, yet my body betrays me by responding to the pleasure he causes by moving inside me. Gritting my teeth, I fight my body. Docile? Fuck him. 

Finally, he notices. “Regina?”

Swallowing against the painful lump in my throat, I look past him. “Just get it over with already. I hardly need all the running commentary.” 

He goes still for so long I almost break down to look at him. “As you wish.” The words come out of him with an air of boredom. Dominic pulls out of me, turns me over, and enters me from behind in one fierce hard stroke. He fucks me, hard, fast, in a way I never thought he would.

It’s animalistic, he’s so rough. There’s no sound but the meeting of our bodies coming together. I don’t even hear him breathing. Too fast, just as I’m beginning to climb to my orgasm, he comes with a grunt. In the next second he pulls out of me and is gone. I slump onto the bed in a quivering mass as I try to process what just happened.

How could he do that? I squeeze my eyes tight against the tears that fall. From far away I hear a door slam closed. 

***
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Dominic

––––––––
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Closing my eyes, I take another swallow of scotch. It’s my third glass. It doesn’t help. I don’t know if there is another scotch in my club or all of Chicago that will allow me to forget what happened. Kenny, my chef, comes through the doors from the kitchen. When he spots me his eyes go wide.

“Hey, Boss, wasn’t expecting you here. You okay?” 

I nod, checking my watch. It’s been almost an hour since I left the room and Regina. Taking my glass with me, I go upstairs. 

In my office, I swallow the rest of my scotch. I throw the glass against the wall, watching it break with satisfaction. As badly as I want to, I can’t get drunk. There’s still the stupid fucking breakfast to get through, where I should be now. Fuck, I look down at the tuxedo from yesterday. I’d been too pissed to do anything more than pick up my clothes from the floor. 

I need another shower to wash off what I just did. 

As I dress on autopilot, I turn over the last few hours, wondering how it went so wrong. What had I said, done? Why? She had been right with me, as desperate for me as I was for her. Was I wrong? Was it all in my head? I hear her words soaked with disdain all over again. They pound into my brain again and again with the velocity of a nine-millimeter, just get it over with. 

I’ve fucked roughly to the point I knew I was leaving the woman in pain. Yet, I had never touched a woman in anger. Never fucked a woman in anger. Until Regina spit those words at me. For a moment I was blind with rage. The only reason I didn’t get violent was because I was deep inside her. Feeling her all around me pulled me back from the brink, but it didn’t save me, save us. 

I had been within seconds of coming. My balls were tight, ready to explode. All I wanted to do was pull out of her and walk away, only my body wouldn’t allow it. Then there was the edge of me that needed to answer her. Needed to give her exactly what she said she wanted. She wanted me to get it over with. Fine, I’d do just that. 

The moment I finished, regret crashed down on me. How could I have done that to her, to us? I was supposed to protect Regina from this world and herself. It didn’t matter what she said. I’ll never understand why she said it, but she sure as fuck didn’t mean it. She might have the body of a woman; it didn’t change the fact she was only twenty-two and didn’t know, understand what the hell she was saying and asking for. All over again it hits me, twenty-two years old, she didn’t know better but I did. Fuck. 

My phone goes off with a text. For once I’m glad at the way it pulls me out of the fucked-up questions running through my head. It’s Vincent wondering where I am. I respond I’ll be there in ten. 

Walking into the ballroom, I see it’s much smaller than the ballroom from yesterday. There’s only about a hundred men from the family here along with their women. Perfect timing, those goddamn sheets are being shown off by Johnny. 

I’m going to throw a punch at the next fucker who smacks me on the back. Champagne is flowing already. I take the glass I’m handed and swallow it without a second of appreciation for the fact it’s a five-hundred-dollar bottle. 

Johnny is in conference with Pop and Carlo, all of them looking smug. I’m not in the mood for their asses right now and take a seat with my crew at their table. Even though the last thing I want to do is eat, I need something to soak up the liquor. Things are winding down when Johnny calls me over to him. I can’t avoid him. 

I take a seat next to him. “What?”

A frown. “I thought you’d be in a better mood. What did she do?”

“Nothing, don’t worry about it. She isn’t your concern anymore. She is my woman.” 

“Regina needs a firm hand. You can’t let her get away with anything.” 

“You don’t know shit about what Regina needs. Don’t fucking start with me. I’ll handle my wife the way I see fit.” 

The bastard pounds the table. “I—oh.” He clutches his chest and goes down on his face. 

All hell breaks loose. 

***
[image: image]


Regina

––––––––
[image: image]


It’s been almost three hours since Dominic left the room, and almost two hours since I managed to climb out of bed and get dressed. A few minutes after I stumbled out of bed, wrapping a towel around me, two twittering idiots came to get the sheets. I left them to it, hiding in the bathroom until they were gone. The words to ask them where Dominic was were trapped in my throat. 

I check my phone for the hundredth time, still nothing. We’re supposed to leave Chicago in two hours. A honeymoon for a week in Paris, because Dominic told me I could go anywhere I wanted. He never even teased me about picking Paris. I suggested it haltingly. He nodded and said if it was what I wanted, then we would go. Like everything else I have said I wanted, he didn’t hesitate to give it to me.  

Stupid, the tears start all over again. Why did I say it? Why did he say those things? Why had it felt so dirty, when only yesterday I had been sure I didn’t believe dirty was wrong? What changed inside me, had me twisting in shame that I thought was long gone? The knock on the door startles me. 

“Regina, it’s Vincent. I need to take you to the hospital. It’s Johnny, it looks bad.” 

The next twenty minutes pass in a blur. Vincent drives like he’s trying out for Formula 1, zipping in and out of lanes. He drops me off at the entrance to the hospital, telling me Johnny is on the fourth floor and the room number. Dominic is with him. 

I make it to the elevator only to see it fill before I can get on. Damn it. I wait until it closes and punch the button again. I look to the other elevator, it’s on the seventh floor. Screw this, the stairs are off to the side. I can make it up four floors. I’m only on the fifth step when the heavy door is slammed against the concrete wall. 

Surprise at the sound has me looking back, and it’s Richard. I’m plunged into ice-cold fear at the sight of him. He slams the door closed behind him. “Darling, you don’t look pleased to see me. What, no kiss?” 

I back away up the steps. Everything inside me screams to run from him. It’s clear he’s been up for days. His hair is a mess. The clothes he’s wearing are wrinkled and even from ten feet away he reeks. He follows me with menace in his smile. I make it to the landing, where the words “second floor” are emblazoned on the back of the door. 

“Richard, what are you doing here?” I have no idea what to say or do. All I know is I need to buy time for Dominic to find me. 

“I came to save you, darling.” Mocking, he tilts his head as his eyes go wide with exaggerated surprise. “You swore you love me. Don’t you remember? Becoming my wife was your every dream come true.” He closes his eyes as he shakes his head. “How could you let another man touch you?” he screams at me. 

My legs give out from under me. I fall against the wall. 

“You did it, didn’t you? You spread your legs like the whore I always knew you were deep down. You loved it, didn’t you?” 

Shaking my head, I wonder how long it’s going to take Vincent to get to Dominic and tell him I should be there already. Dominic, where are you?
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The doctors and nurses have cleared out of the room. There isn’t anything else they can do with Johnny’s refusal and a do-not-resuscitate order on file. They were giving us privacy to say our goodbyes. Where the fuck is Regina? It doesn’t matter how much she thinks she hates him; if she misses the end she’ll never forgive herself. I check my phone to see if I missed a call or text from Vincent explaining why the fuck he isn’t here with Regina yet. 

“You need to get me back to New York, Dom. I can’t die here. Mama will be pissed if I die here with her in New York.”

“Then she should have come to her granddaughter’s wedding. You aren’t going to die. You aren’t fucking up my honeymoon,” I say without heat. We both know he’s dying, and my honeymoon was already fucked up without him dying.

Johnny grabs my hand, his grip tighter than I would have thought he had the strength for. “Take care of my girl. I picked you for Regina because you were the son I always wanted. You came to me at fifteen already a man when you should have still been a boy, and demanded I give you what you were due.”

He coughs and the machine he’s hooked up to sputters. “You worked your ass off, made me proud I gave you your entry when it should have been your father. The day Regina was born, she came into the world screaming at the top of her lungs, demanding to be heard. She almost died but she fought the same way you fought. I knew then, she was meant for you.” The machine sputters, his grip loosens on me. “I knew it, Dom.”

The machine sputters again. His eyes close. The machine flatlines. Closing my eyes, I take a deep breath. He wasn’t a good man; he wasn’t a bad man either. Johnny had existed in that gray area somewhere in between like so much of the world did. 

From behind me the door opens, it’s a nurse. Her eyes filled with sympathy, she looks to Johnny. “Let me know when you’re ready.” 

I shake my head. “My wife, his daughter, she should be on her way.” 

Nodding, she closes the door. 

Pulling out my phone, I text Vincent asking where the fuck he is. 

The door opens with Vincent shaking his head in disbelief. “I’ve been here, Boss. I dropped Regina at the entrance almost five minutes ago.”

No, I go cold. Had I fucked up enough for her to run?

Vincent answers the question I didn’t realize I had asked. “I watched her go through the doors to the hospital. She wasn’t going to run anywhere but to be at Johnny’s side.” 

I bring up her tracker. Regina is in the hospital, less than five hundred feet from me. Relief shoots through me, but where is she? I follow the tracker—it’s taking me to the stairwell. Damn it, did she fall? Is she hurt? I push open the door then go still. 

Taylor is there, yelling at her. 

Vincent hears it. I motion him to go down to the first floor. The ice slips over me, running through my veins. A quick rundown, both my knife and gun are on me, right where they should be. Thank fuck for dressing on autopilot today. I lose my jacket, then undo my cuff links, dropping them in my pocket, rolling up my sleeves to just under the knife. Now I’m ready, I enter the stairwell, careful to close the door with as little sound as I can manage. I make it down one set of stairs, hugging the wall, then another. That’s as far as I get. 

I freeze at the sight of Regina in Taylor’s arms. A gun is at her head. His smile is demented. 

“Look what I got, Dom. Tell me, I’m dying to know, how was she? I wanted to bust her cherry so bad. You’re going to owe me extra for doing it first. I’m thinking a virgin runs for around fifty K on the open market. This virgin, though, she was special—all Catholic, and I wanted to make her dirty. I wanted to make it filthy for her, hear her scream in pain while she bled all over my cock. You owe me for taking that from me.” 

He’s yelling so loudly he doesn’t hear Vincent enter the stairwell behind him. Keeping my face bland isn’t easy when I want to break every bone in his body. Except I can’t lose it. If I do, he’ll hurt her. “You didn’t miss much. No blood, no pain. I wondered if she was really a virgin. She swears she was, who knows? Maybe she lied.”

Taylor yanks her head back; for a split second the gun isn’t pressed against her head. “Were you lying, bitch?” 

The fear in Regina’s eyes, the whimpers escaping her yanks me into movement against my damn will. He catches me moving. His grip on her loosens as he points the gun at me. Thank fuck, that gun is wobbling from how damn tight his grip is on it, he’s probably on two or three different drugs to stay standing. I let my eyes go big at the gun as if it’s my whole focus even though it’s right where I want it to be. 

“No, you don’t. You wear a piece on your ankle, Benny told me that. Benny told me a lot of things about you, Dom the bomb. He was scared of you, so scared he was going to kill me to keep me from coming after Regina. Can you believe that fucker was going to kill me? He didn’t think I had it in me to kill him. But I did,” he’s proud of himself. His grin is freakishly wide, I’ve seen the look before. Now that he’s killed, he can’t wait to kill again. “I’ll kill you too, if you don’t fucking do exactly as I say. Take off your gun, real slow.”

“Okay, be cool. Nobody has to die today. I got plenty of money if that’s what you want. I’m going to tell you right now you’re not missing anything with her. She was boring, like I said I think she was broken in already and a cold fish. Use the money to find a better fuck than her.” I move to kneel down. 

“Toss the gun. Don’t try anything. I want your money. If I can’t have it, I’ll settle for hers. She has some money, not a lot but enough to skip town on. That doesn’t really surprise me, I thought she was gonna be a mouse in bed. You can tell. I was sure I was going to have to make her scream when I busted her to get off.” His eyes are on Regina as he frowns, barely watching me. 

I go to kneel, removing my gun, I toss it right toward Vincent. In the same motion, I release my knife. Vincent ducks under Taylor, grabbing Regina and pulling her down. Taylor fires right into my chest. The pain flashes but I focus on releasing the knife and bring it right up into his neck, sending it all the way through until it hits the cement wall behind him. 

Regina is screaming, blood is every fucking where. I should have gone for his chest but my rage wouldn’t let me do less than destroy him. With a gurgle Taylor grabs his neck and sinks to the floor. Vincent groans out a curse word, then gives up trying to keep a hold on Regina. She’s on me, her hands running over my chest. I gasp from the pain of her touching the now spreading bruise. 

“He shot you. There’s blood.”

I shake my head. “Bulletproof, hurts like hell. I think he might have cracked a rib. I’m fine.” 

“Boss, I told you the shirt isn’t enough. You have to wear the shirt and the jacket.” He looks down at Taylor. “Why did you go for the neck? It’s going to take forever to clean this up. Get her home. I’ll take care of this.” 

“Regina, sweetheart, did you want to see Johnny before we go home? He’s gone but...” 

She shakes her head, sobbing as she clings to me. 

I get Regina home, carrying her into my bedroom, our bedroom now. Earlier today Mary moved all her stuff in here. She’s still crying, thankfully her sobs have stopped. Now the tears are silent. Gradually, she falls asleep. When she does, I only give it a minute before I’m out of bed. 

Although I want to hold her, grateful she’s safe, there is lingering anger with her for what she said, the question of what it means for us going forward. If she doesn’t want to do this I won’t force her. I’m not letting her go, but I won’t force her. There are also a shit ton of things I have to handle with Johnny dead.

In my closet, I grab a new suit and shirt. Damn, there’s even blood on my shoes. I grab another pair. I’ll shower off the blood in Regina’s old room and get dressed there. 

Once I’m done cleaning off the blood and dressed again, I call Marco and let him know I need him back in the apartment. I have no idea what I’m going to come home to at this point, and I need to know someone is with Regina. 
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Regina
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I watch from under my eyelids as Dominic leaves the room, careful to close the door without a sound. Rolling onto my back, I squeeze my eyes shut, but it makes it worse. I see it all over again. The gun going off like a cannon, scaring the shit out of me as it echoed in the stairwell. 

Dominic moving as fast as lightning, me blinking and there’s blood all over Dominic. In a split second my whole world came crashing down on me. Dead. I couldn’t breathe. Only he was still standing, and hope surged through me. The need to touch him making me fight Vincent to let me go. 

A bulletproof shirt. It wasn’t his blood, it was Richard’s. The blood spurting from Richard’s throat, I swear it jumped five feet into the air. Dominic hadn’t flinched, cold, no emotion, no anger, not even satisfaction as he looked down at Richard. 

I blink and open my eyes. Light glints off the diamond on my finger. I study the wedding ring beside it now. It’s done in the same style as the engagement ring, leaves and small diamonds winding around it. Except it’s clearly brand new, custom made without a doubt to match the other. 

Who did I marry? A man who flies in the only two people who had genuinely cared for me, a man who terrifies other men, who kills men without blinking, without emotion, a man who’s nice to young girls and kids. The way Alicia, Bethany, and Chloe talked about him. The way Lydia sang his praises, urging me to give him a chance, to trust him. So I did, and now...I don’t know anymore. 

Just get it over with. The words haunt me, shred me all over again the way I know they did to Dominic. Why the hell couldn’t I have just asked him what we are, what he wanted us to be? Because I was scared. I was terrified he’d be as honest as he always was and tell me there was no way he could ever come to love me, and I would have to take it or leave it. And I would take it. I would take it, then slowly roast in hell as that love died in the face of his disregard for it.

So instead I hit him with words, to hurt him as badly as he hurt me, and now it’s worse because I didn’t really want to hurt him. Because I had no idea hurting him hurt me too. 

I run my hand over my face, and oh god, it’s got blood on it from— I barely make it to the bathroom. There’s nothing in my stomach, that doesn’t stop the dry heaves. Once it finally stops I step into the shower. Looking around, I realize my stuff is in here beside Dominic’s things. We’re sharing a room? 

The same room and bed he shared with all his other mistresses. How many had there been? My stomach revolts; no. I can’t. I can’t do it. Pressing my head against the tiles, I wonder how the hell I’m going to explain it to Dominic? He’d tell me I was being dramatic, tell me to get over it. God damn it, no more fucking tears. Only I can’t stop them.

It’s almost an hour before I’m finally dressed. Even though I’m not really hungry, my stomach is protesting so I go into the kitchen to find Marco making a sandwich.

“What are you doing here?”

“Dom was worried about you. He didn’t want you here alone with Johnny and everything. In case you lost it and needed him. I call him and he comes home.” 

Shaking my head, I wonder if it’s the truth or if he was afraid I’d leave. 

“The funeral is tomorrow, at noon. I’m sorry about your loss. Johnny was a good Don. I know not the best father. He cared about you, though. His last words were about you. Telling Dom to take care of you. There he was, barely able to breathe, the EMTs working on him, and he’s telling Dom to take care of you.” 

“Tomorrow?” It’s the only thing I can focus on right now.

Marco shrugs. “Everyone is already in town for the wedding. Most people weren’t going home until tonight. It doesn’t make sense for them to go home then turn around and come right back. Johnny planned everything out within weeks of him finding out he got sick. Everything from the flowers, to food, he did it already. He was always going to be buried in Chicago—he was only in New York to be close to his mom so she wouldn’t miss his end.”

I nod. Now that I think about it, it makes more sense. I just thought I would have longer to, I don’t know, process it. “Where is Dominic?” 

“Carlo and him are pounding out details I think.” He takes his sandwich into the dining room. 

What details are there to be pounded out? I wonder as I make myself a sandwich.
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Dominic
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The request for me to see Carlo isn’t a surprise. I assume it has to do with Johnny and Carlo now becoming Don. What does surprise me, what’s off, is him asking for it to be just me. I run through what it could be. The MC issue had been dealt with—thirteen MC and three of their hangers-on were in the clubhouse when it went up in an explosion from a faulty stove in the kitchen. The most important players in the Illinois chapter were dead. Was he worried something would come from it?

I go straight there from the funeral home where Johnny’s body was delivered already. Considering Johnny’s health, no autopsy was needed. 

Tension inches up within me as I see there is no one in Carlo’s home except his maid to answer the door.

The door to his office is open. He is alone in the room. I close the door as I enter. 

“Thank you for coming, sorry I had to be...this is not an easy discussion to have. Sit, please.” Carlo’s eyes are on his clenched hands on his desk. 

I sit, a different unease building. I’m not about to be killed, but something is definitely wrong. 

“With Johnny’s funeral I needed you to know. I left this far too long because I—Luca is arriving today for the funeral to pay his respects. For your wedding I kept him in Vegas on a useless task so he wouldn’t come. With Johnny dead, he has to come.” His eyes lift for a fraction of a second before sliding back down to his clenched hands that are now becoming white. 

What the hell did this have to do with Luca? Did the man want money or something?

“Your father, he—Linda Moretti was Luca’s mother. She had a bad marriage. The guy was abusive. In the family we don’t get involved in things between a man and his wife. But the guy was brutal, your father.” He sighs, tearing his hands apart, he digs into his pocket and pulls out a pristine handkerchief he runs over his forehead. “He got involved and because he was a Sabatini and Moretti wished he could do what your father did, Moretti looked the other way. After the funeral of her husband, she went out to her brother in Vegas, she met my brother and they got married. Al, he couldn’t have kids.” 

So how the fuck is—no fucking way. I’m shaking my head as Carlo offers me a picture frame. I don’t want to take it. I don’t need to, the man in the frame could be me. Could be Anthony Junior, but he’s not. “How could—I—” I’m up, needing room. 

“It’s why I don’t have him come to Chicago. Johnny never knew. With your father going low after serving his time, not many people have seen both Luca and your father to know. Linda died almost five years ago and she never told him. Luca didn’t know Al wasn’t his father until Al died last year. He’s been asking questions. I couldn’t tell him. I couldn’t tell your father. I was afraid he’d kill me.” Carlo shakes his head as he mops the sweat off his forehead. 

I nod. He was right to be afraid of Pop...fucking hell. I haven’t spoken to him since this morning before I climbed into the back of the ambulance with Johnny. 

“When does he arrive?” 

“Two o’clock. He’s coming here. He’ll stay here while he’s in town.” 

“Me and Pop will be here when he gets here. Clear the house, you might want to find a safe place for the day.” 

Carlo nods, his eyes finally meet mine. They’re full of regret, then he closes his eyes as his head goes back against his chair. 

I make it to Pop’s place only a half hour later. Pulling in front of his house, I don’t know if I’m relieved or not he’s home. For the first time in ever, I knock. I’m out of sorts, not sure of anything right now. 

He opens the door. At first he smiles, his eyes bright until he looks me over. “What’s the matter?”

“Can I come in?”

A frown. “Of course, this is your home.” 

I walk in and go straight to his bar in his library. Pulling out his scotch, I grab a glass and pour until the glass is almost full. There is no careful, measured sip. The burn is necessary as I search for the words. 

“Regina, okay?”

I’ll tell him about Taylor another time. I take another drink. Once it’s gone I set the glass down. “Linda Moretti.” It’s all I can say. 

Pop goes still. “What about Linda Moretti?” 

All I can do is look him in the eye. The seconds tick by, it clicks, he shakes his head in disbelief. “No.” 

“Luca, it was like looking in a mirror.” His head goes back as if I punched him.  “Al couldn’t have kids.” 

Pop’s eyes are closed, he whispers a prayer. If I believed in prayer I would too.

“His plane gets in at two. I told Carlo you and I would be at Carlo’s place when he gets there, where he’ll be staying while he’s in town.” 

Pop shakes his head. “Al was a bastard and a drunk. Luca.” He squeezes his eyes shut. “I know so little of him.” 

Nodding, I pull out my phone. Valdez answers before it rings. I put it on speaker. “Mr. Sabatini, my apologies, we are still unable to locate Taylor.” 

“That’s not what this is about. Taylor is dead. I killed him a few hours ago. I need to know everything about Luca Toro you can find. I mean everything. If you can find out his favorite color, I want to know it.” 

There is a moment of silence. “You weren’t aware of his relation to you? I apologize, sir. We have a file on him, I can send it now.” 

“Why do you have a file on him?” Pop asks. 

“Sir, I have a file on everyone who matters in this country and forty-two others. Luca Toro matters. He’s a good man with a deep, abiding hatred of men who traffic women. The smart ones don’t even go through Vegas, let alone stop there anymore. He has a tendency to send them on their way without their dicks. It’s not in the file but his favorite color is green, he tells people his favorite food is Italian but he actually prefers Chinese with his favorite dish Kung Pao chicken, and he has a weakness for tall, leggy, blondes.”

He clears his throat. “It’s in your email now. I want to apologize. I made the assumption you were aware, considering you are in the same crime family and the resemblance was glaring. As far as Taylor, there will be no bill. We failed you, it won’t happen again.”

“It’s fine. Thank you for the file.”

I connect my phone to Pop’s printer and hit send. His office door is open, we can hear it going in the quiet of the house. 

“This Valdez, he’s the one.” 

Nodding, I look through the file on Luca. I’ve suggested Valdez to Pop in the past but Pop shook off the idea. “There is no one or nothing he can’t find. If I stop to think about it too long it’s fucking spooky. But it’s what I need, so I don’t think about it.” 

We hear the printer stop. It’s the first time I’ve ever seen him hesitate in my life. “You want me to get it?” 

Shaking his head, he moves. “Pour me a drink.” 

My phone buzzes with a text, it’s Vincent. He’s with Carlo’s man as they pick up Luca at the airport. They’ll be here in twenty minutes. I look to Pop. Christ, he looks like shit. We went through Luca’s file about a dozen times a piece, and it doesn’t feel like enough. Every word is burned into my brain. Pop has been mostly quiet. When he got to the page where there was a report of child services following up with Al Toro after Luca was in the ER with a broken arm, there was a flash of anger, but nothing since. 

From everything we read, Luca as a capo was exactly what I’d heard: fair, good, and charismatic, pretty much what Pop would have wanted his son to be. Luca also has a flair for the dramatic and a finesse with the death of his enemies that had Pop frowning. However, given Al, it was surprising he was as restrained as he was. Every murder he ordered had meaning and reason behind it, which wasn’t as common as it should be in the Outfit.

I get another text, they’re here. My eyes meet Pop’s, the front door opens, the sound of steps on the hardwood floors grows louder. The house is empty, does Luca detect it? 

“Carlo?” The voice is eerily reminiscent of Anthony Junior’s. I watch Pop wince. 

The door is pushed open. I’m looking into a mirror, except for a scar on his chin, and his eyes are brown, like Anthony Junior’s. 

He goes still, his eyes go to Pop, and widen. 

Pop clears his throat. “Anthony Sabatini, your father. I’m sorry. I didn’t know, if I had I would never have allowed what you endured. I’m sorry.” 

Luca closes his eyes, shakes his head then opens them again. “Quel che e fatto, e fatto.” 

I watch Pop’s eyes glitter with tears at the words, what’s done is done. It’s spooky, Pop must have said it a hundred thousand times to me and Anthony Junior as we were growing up.

He offers his hand to Pop. “It’s good to finally meet you.” 

Pop takes his hand then pulls him in for a hug. For a heartbeat Luca is stiff. My lungs freeze until, with a sigh, he returns Pop’s hug. 
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Even as I do it I know I’m going to regret it. It takes more than an hour to move everything of mine back to my room. When the alert goes off for the elevator, I’m carrying the last of my underwear. That’s how Dominic finds me, trying to get back down the hall. 

“What are you doing?” He’s daring me to say it. 

Fuck him. Where has he been for the last six hours? “Moving my stuff back to my room.” 

His jaw clenches, his eyes drop from mine as he studies the floor in front of him. “If that’s what you want.” He exhales the words.  

No, it’s not what I want. It’s what I need to survive this. I watch as he turns around and leaves again. 

Where is he going? I tell myself I don’t care. I did the right thing. Yet I can’t help but wonder if I screwed up all over again. 
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I have never been to a funeral before. Dressing for one is harder than I thought it would be. The first dress I pull out seems too sexy for a funeral. Once I see it, I grab it. It’s the dress I was wearing the night I met Dominic. He had declared it was a dress more fitting for a funeral. 

Except when Dominic sees me, he shakes his head. He’s leaning against the couch sipping a tumbler of scotch. “Not that. You have more than a few black dresses. That one couldn’t have cost more than a hundred dollars. You’re about to be among women who have underwear worth more than that. People seeing you in that would embarrass Johnny. Wear the Christian Siriano one and black tights. You can’t go bare-legged in the church.” 

With a sigh, I go back to follow his orders. I had loved the Christian Siriano, but I was worried it was too dressy for a funeral. It takes a few minutes to find plain black tights, not the silk kind that came with a garter belt. This time when Dominic sees me, he nods. Only there is no connection, his eyes don’t meet mine. He finishes the last of his drink, then, setting the glass onto the coffee table, he walks past me and presses the button for the elevator. 

“Just so you know, today you’ll be meeting Luca Toro. Turns out he is Pop’s kid from a woman who did a run on him. She never told Pop, all of us found out yesterday.” 

I’m stunned as he walks out of the elevator. What in the hell? I have to speed up to catch up to him as he gets into the back of the SUV. “What?” 

His phone goes off with a text. He doesn’t look up from it as he responds. “Pop found out he has a son. We met him yesterday. That’s what I was dealing with when I finished with Johnny. Also, Pop wanted to invite you to dinner last night to meet him. When I came home it was to get you. I told him you were still too torn up about Johnny.” 

“Why did you do that?” 

He’s still working his phone. “Because I didn’t want you there.” 

The words are so blunt it’s a blow to the face. It’s a short drive to the church. The same church we were married in two days ago. How could Dominic not have warned me? The car hasn’t even stopped and the tears spill over and out. 

Dominic sighs, then presses a white handkerchief into my hand. Everett opens the door. Cameras begin flashing all around me. Before I can take it all in, Dominic is at my side, his arm around me, pulling me into the shelter of his body. 

It feels like the funeral is never going to end. Johnny’s mother ignores me, as does his sister. Carlo, Tony, and Francis speak, as well as a famous actor I had no idea Johnny knew. I’m not sure if I’m grateful or hurt no one even asked me if I wanted to speak. 

In the end I go with grateful. I’m such an idiot, I cling to Dominic with a pathetic greed. When I see Luca beside Tony behind us my jaw drops. Holy crap, he is a Sabatini, right down to the dimples. He nods at me with a smile, then his eyes are back to the front of the church. 

The graveside service is slightly quicker yet still lasts almost an hour. Then it’s back to the building. The reception is being held in the club. Something I didn’t know until Dominic tells me on our way back to the building, when I mentioned needing a nap. I’m getting a headache from all the crying. 

“You need to make an appearance. Not long, a half hour at least though.” 

Because he’s right, I nod even though I want to argue. I expect Dominic to abandon me the moment we’re inside. He doesn’t, he stays right beside me, his arm around me. Handing me a new clean handkerchief when he sees how soggy the first one he gave me has become. As the men talk to me about Johnny, I wish I had known the man they speak of. Had ever been allowed to know him as something more than the man I saw as a jailor, a control freak, someone who was disappointed in me. 

Just when I think I’m all cried out, Sister Giulia changes my mind. “Now that Johnny is gone, I think it’s safe to tell you.” 

“Tell me what?” 

“I wasn’t a teacher when I went to your school. I was a psychologist specializing in mute children. Your father came to me and told me about you. How the therapists at the school hadn’t helped you. He wanted to bring you back to Chicago, to me, but they were telling him it might make everything worse. At that time you had been in Italy for three years. So he paid me a sum so large I couldn’t tell him no to travel to Italy and treat you. I had no idea it would take so long. In the end I came to love it there. I had nothing here in the States but my work.” 

I’m stunned. There are so many things I want to ask, to say. How could I have been so wrong? Why couldn’t he have told me this when he was here? It’s too late now. The unfairness of it all overwhelms me, and my legs give out. Dominic catches me, he picks me up and carries me away. 

He doesn’t say anything. When he tries to put me on my bed I cling to him. With a sigh he lies down beside me, holding me while I cry. It’s how I fall asleep. 
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When I wake up it’s three o’clock in the morning. I’m alone and I feel like shit. Instantly, I know I’m dehydrated. I’m also starving. I turn over to find a bottle of water on the bedside table with two over-the-counter pain pills and a packet of almonds. And fuck me, I’m crying all over again. For what I had without knowing. What I lost. What I threw away. 

Then Dominic is picking me up, putting me in his lap. In the back of my mind I wonder where he came from. He’s still dressed in the suit he wore to the funeral. He sighs. “You’re going to make yourself sick. Come on, drink some water.”

Taking off the cap, he pours it down my throat again and again until it’s almost gone. He opens the almonds and puts one after another in my mouth. I let him because I don’t want to fight with him. Don’t want to fight at all anymore. Once the almonds are gone he hands me the pain pills and the bottle of water. I finish the water. 

“I’m sorry,” I mutter when I know I should move yet can’t bring myself to. 

He shrugs as he loosens his tie. “It’s fine.” He’s quiet for a few minutes. “Did you want to talk about him?” 

I shake my head. “Tell me about Luca, please.” 

And he does. He’s matter of fact, even though I can tell he’s still a little in shock from it. 

“Is Tony going to kill Carlo?” 

“No, not anytime soon at least.” 

“How old is he?”

“He’ll be thirty-five next month. Pop is trying to get him to stay in Chicago for a little while longer, until then at least. He was going to leave tomorrow. For now he agreed to another week. His problem is his second-in-command isn’t as hard as he is when it comes to keeping things in order. In a city like Vegas, it isn’t a good idea to let anything go long enough for bad habits to form. So me and Pop are talking about me taking care of things for him while he goes out to spend time with Luca there.” 

“I could help watch the bookstore,” I offer, a little excited at the idea of it.

“I’ll let Pop know you made the offer. Tonight he wants us over for dinner at his place. He’s having my cousins and their wives over to make introductions. Fair warning, they are going to be bringing their kids. Except maybe Che and Alicia, since the drive is long they don’t usually bring the kids out late.” 

I nod. “Okay.” 

Before I know it he’s standing and places me back on the bed. Immediately I miss him. I don’t dare let him see it, keeping my eyes down. 

“As far as my family is concerned, especially Pop, this marriage isn’t a shitshow.” 

I close my eyes at the description, at his ice-cold delivery.

“They’ll want to add their opinions and get into it. I don’t want him worried about anything other than getting to know Luca. If anyone asks, which they shouldn’t, I’m going to put it down to you losing Johnny. It’s the same reason I’ve given for us skipping the honeymoon. I lied and said we would reschedule in a month or two, so you’re on the same page if it’s mentioned.” 

He’s gone. This time I go into the bathroom, turn on the shower and sit in the empty bathtub to cry so he doesn’t hear me. 
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From the window seat I’ve taken over as my spot in the library, I watch as Sergeant Riley and a woman I can only assume is his wife leave the building laughing and hugging each other. Closing my eyes against their joy, I lean my head against the glass. 

It’s been seven weeks since the night I met the man the night before the wedding. I open my eyes just in time to see him put his hand on her stomach. My own stomach twists in bitter jealousy. They were no doubt here to tell Dominic and thank him for helping them get what they wanted. This time I squeeze my eyes so tight I see stars. 

I’m living with a shadow. I hear him, can tell when he’s been home, but I rarely see him. It’s even rarer we’re in the same place for longer than a few minutes. Out of sheer desperation, I worked to get my body back to my old schedule. 

I’m in bed by midnight, asleep by two, then I’m awake around eight or nine. I have breakfast, make a snack to take back to my room where I work on my translations until Dominic leaves the apartment. He’s having breakfast with his father again. It’s as if I’m not even here. The few times he walked into the library and found me here he looked through me. He got what he came in for and was gone again. 

A few days after Johnny’s funeral, Dominic went to New York to settle Johnny’s business. I had no idea until Marco told me. He was gone for six days. Every day I wondered why it was taking so long, I came close to breaking down and asking Pop, yet every time I opened my mouth the shame of not being able to ask Dominic himself wouldn’t let me.

If it weren’t for Mary and Pop, I’m pretty sure I would have drowned in my misery. It was a few days after Dominic left for New York when Pop came to see me. As usual I was here in the library, but I was on the couch trying to take a nap because I hadn’t gotten much sleep. 

I’m not sure if my dozing is the reason I didn’t hear the elevator; all I know is one moment I was drifting in and out of sleep, and the next I opened my eyes to find him standing over me, studying me. The shock of seeing him gave me a start. 

“I apologize, I didn’t mean to disturb you. I’ll leave you to rest.”

“No, please stay. I’m not—I won’t be able to get back to sleep. I’m not...please stay.” Sitting up, I curled into the corner of the couch. It was a little spooky how much he and Dominic looked alike, from their blue eyes to their frown. 

With a sigh he sat down, unbuttoning his jacket. He wore the same three-pieces Dominic did, his silk suit a pale gray with the vest a black and dark gray checked pattern. 

“Mary has mentioned your unhappiness. I promised myself I wouldn’t meddle again. Yet, I care for both you and my son too much not to...explain myself to you. Your father and I, we believed we were doing the right thing. Both of us for selfish reasons. I love my son deeply. He and Anthony were the best things to ever happen to me. Loving him doesn’t make me blind to his faults. I see him clearly. I also know him. I know he will be a good husband to you. He will take care of you and protect you with all he has inside him.” 

I hadn’t been able to meet his eyes, intent on studying the stitching along the hem of my skirt. I knew he wanted me to agree with him. I did agree with him, only I didn’t trust myself to stop there. 

“Johnny told me you would be Dominic’s wife when you were a week old. You were sick when you were born, some infection. The doctors told Johnny you were probably going to die. You proved them wrong. He came to me the very night you pulled through. Made me drink to your health. I was happy to. Then he told me to make sure Dominic stayed single and available because when the time came, you two would be married.”

Shaking his head, he studied his clasped hands. “I put it down to him being drunk. He was adamant, though. You weren’t even supposed to be here. Your mother had an IUD in. That she got pregnant at all was one thing, then for you to almost die and survive... Johnny felt it meant something. Dominic, one of his crew betrayed him, beat him, shot him, and left him for dead.  He should have died. For three days the doctors weren’t sure how he didn’t die. Every night they thought it would be his last.”

“I didn’t know any of that. About me or Dominic. That’s where the scars came from.” 

He nodded as he ran a hand through his hair, still thick and with more black than silver. “That’s where the scars came from. I honestly forgot about the whole conversation with Johnny. Then my nephews started getting married, having children. You’ve seen them, how happy they are. So happy they glow with it.”

His eyes met mine, I couldn’t look away at the earnest longing in them. “I wanted that for Dominic. I wanted him to have light in his life. Our world is a hard one, I wanted softness for him. Yet I knew it wouldn’t be just any woman. Johnny came to me with your picture—you were graduating that day. When I saw you, saw your smile, saw equal fear and determination in your eyes, I knew you were the one.” 

“Johnny refused to come that day. He said if I wasn’t coming back to Chicago then I could rot in Italy. I have no idea how he got the picture.” I looked up to find him studying me as if I should know already.

“The same way he got the dozens of them he had of you: Mother Superior sent them to him. I told him it was better you went on to university. You were too young and innocent, you needed to live life more. When Johnny got sick, he told me it was time. You were going to come back here if he had to drag you back by your hair. He had been watching you, making sure you were the perfect, docile little princess fit for Dominic, who would become Don whether he wanted to be or not.”

“Dominic was always going to be Don?”

He nodded. “As far as Johnny was concerned, yes. If things had gone sideways on Johnny, there’s no telling for sure, but Johnny told me the day I got out of prison what he had planned for Dominic. It’s why I sent him to a good school in New York. He needed the knowledge and the connections it would bring.” 

Shaking my head, I sighed. “He would be so pissed off if he knew that.” 

“For about five minutes, because what’s done is done.” Sighing, he reached for my hand. His hand was so big it swallowed mine. “Please don’t give up on him, on your marriage. Be the light he needs, the softness in his world he needs so badly. He won’t just take from you, he’ll give back once he trusts you, trusts in you.” 

I wanted to believe him. He wasn’t telling me what I wanted to hear. Pop wasn’t lying to me and telling me Dominic loved me. How pathetic was I for wishing he did? But no, Pop wasn’t going to lie to me the same way Dominic wasn’t going to lie. So I told Pop I wouldn’t give up. I didn’t need to tell him it felt like Dominic had, though.  

After he left, I found Mary in the kitchen and begged her to never tell Pop anything about me and Dominic again. I wanted to yell at her but I couldn’t. She was the only person who talked to me—without her I would be completely alone. She promised she wouldn’t, then she told me to put on an apron, we were making lasagna today. With a sigh I did as I was told, and by the time the lasagna was in the oven I wasn’t mad at her anymore. 

Over the last seven weeks she’s been teaching me to cook. We’ve spent a lot of hours in the kitchen. Sometimes I hated it, sometimes it was the only thing that kept me sane. Especially the days when Dominic was gone and I wondered what he was doing while he was away. 

One day Marco and Dario were gone, and he was there again. 

For the hundredth time since Marco and Dario left, I wonder what I’m doing here. During the week Dominic was gone I was given access to my bank cards, ID, and passport. Why didn’t I just walk away? A dozen times I’ve plotted it, planned it out. One day it’s getting on the first international flight out of O’Hare, the next it’s renting a car and crossing into Canada. Once I went to Union Station and just sat there for two hours, watching the trains come in and leave again. 

While I was there I let the fantasy unravel, as I have often: a small red brick home with a dog in the yard. Three children playing together in the grass as the breeze blows. They are all blonde, with brown eyes—at least they are supposed to be everything Dominic isn’t, what his children would never be. Only it never stays that way. They morph into blue-eyed and dimpled brown-haired boys, and I ache with longing. Fuck. Even in my dreams I can’t get what I want. 

It’s no good, I’ve seen it all in front of me too many times. Over the last seven weeks, we’ve appeared at Enzo and Chloe’s home twice and once at Alicia and Cesare’s home. Dominic held my hand, he smiled, he teased me in front of them, played with the children. It felt so real, until we were in the car and he was back to looking through me, to one-syllable answers to my questions or observations. 

I could say it was the promise I made to Pop, but I don’t. I got up from the chair at the train station and took a cab back to our hollow home. I don’t cry anymore, I haven’t since Johnny’s funeral. I’m proud of it, it’s the only thing I’m proud of anymore. 

This is all me. I got what I thought I wanted, only it’s a thousand times worse than I imagined it would be. Tonight is another dinner. Luca is back in town for the week. Pop has invited us to his place, just me and Dominic joining him and Luca. One more night of heaven and hell. 

The sound of the elevator alert going off pulls me out of my misery. Is it Dominic? It’s a little after three in the afternoon. He almost never comes home before early morning. 

“Regina?” I sigh, it’s Chloe. Damn it, I’ve made excuses twice already to avoid lunches with her. I should have known she wouldn’t accept another one. 

“In the library,” I call out. Only seconds later she is in the doorway. 

She’s carrying a small paper bag. When she sees me, she stops and studies me for so long I grow uncomfortable. 

“What?” I pull the book I’m holding up to my chest. 

Holding up the bag, she says, “Enzo and I came by last night to have dinner with you and Dominic.” I can’t hide my surprise. “Right.” She nods. “Dominic said that you weren’t feeling well so I brought you—” 

“I wasn’t, I had a migraine.” 

“He said you had a cough, thought you might be sick. You were trying to keep people from getting sick. I figured it was the crud that went around a few weeks ago and was bringing you some throat stuff that helped us.” 

Embarrassed, I study the floor. 

With a sigh she settles onto the couch and pats it. “Sit.” 

I shake my head.

“Get your ass over here and sit down, Regina.” 

Rolling my eyes, I go and flop down on the couch. I don’t take my eyes off the book in my hands. 

“I’ve never seen Dominic so miserable and I’ve seen him covered in baby vomit, so you know I’ve seen a lot. You, you are as easy to read as can be. I thought it was Johnny dying. It’s not though. Is it?”

“I can’t talk to you. Dominic—I’ve already messed up too much to add talking to you to the list.” 

“Regina, look at me. I won’t tell anyone anything you tell me. Not Dominic, or Enzo. No one. I know what it’s like to have fucked up so badly you are terrified you can’t fix it. To feel alone when you’re surrounded by people who love you and would do anything for you. And we would, all of us. It’s not just Pop, or me, it’s Alicia and Bethany and even Nonna.” 

Her hand covers mine, squeezing it gently.

“You are a part of this family. Not the Outfit, the Sabatinis. We’re an annoying, loud, loving bunch, and we’re going to argue and fight, but we will also do everything in our power to help each other and make sure you never have to go through anything alone. Che was very gently trying to talk to Dominic about how concerned he is about you. Bethany told me she texted you her therapist’s number. Great woman, you should talk to her. Whether it’s about this or Johnny or all the rest.”

She moves close to me, putting her arm around me. It’s the first touch I’ve had in weeks. That has to be the only reason why I start crying. 

“Ah, honey.” It’s all she says for a long time as she hugs me close. 

Everything comes out in a torrent of words I’m not even sure makes sense. I guess not because she asks me to repeat a couple of things, like Dominic putting me in the trunk and when I told Dominic to just get it over with. 

Finally under control I tense, waiting for her disapproval. She runs her hand down my face as she looks down at me with tender understanding I’m sure I don’t deserve. “Stop blaming yourself. This is a mess you both made. Dominic Sabatini is in love with you and scared shitless of it.” 

I’m shaking my head. She doesn’t get it. 

Pulling away, she’s stern. “Hey, I know Dominic Sabatini. I know him like I know myself. It’s the reason I hated him so much. We’re more alike than either of us wants to admit. He’s scared because the idea of letting you know he loves you means you know he belongs to you as much as you belong to him.”

She mops me up with several tissues. It reminds me of when Dominic did the same thing the night of Johnny’s funeral. 

“It would be easy to blame the whole ruthless world he lives in, but both Enzo and I were the same way. The need to have the upper hand, to feel like we were in control. I had been hurt way too much and was waiting for Enzo to be the next person to hurt me. The problem was I ended up hurting myself. It wasn’t until I gave up fighting him, fighting for control, that we both let go and everything felt right.” 

I want to believe her. I just can’t. “He’s making the best out of a bad situation. I’m just the current bedwarmer who is so starved for affection I’ll take anything he’s willing to give. And oh yeah, a total slut who is gasping for sex.”

“Okay, let’s break it down rationally. Let’s leave emotion out of it for five minutes. Dominic Sabatini, ruthless, manipulative, manwhore, has extolled your virtues to all of us for far longer than he’s ever talked about anything or anyone. Sure, maybe that is a cover. Does it explain him spending hours with you shopping with Lydia? He hates to shop, he flat-out doesn’t do it.” 

Weird, when he seemed so comfortable doing it with me that day. 

“Dominic spent a half hour on the phone with Callie and sent her a half dozen photos of dresses he liked. The man doesn’t know a ballgown from an A-line, but he knew everything he wanted your dress to be. He had your wedding ring remade twice because it wasn’t perfect. Your tiara had to be redone once, he was so particular the jeweler was terrified Dominic was going to kill him because he kept messing up. Does any of that sound like a man who is making the best of a bad situation?”

Studying my ring, I remember Callie talking about Dominic saying he wanted me to look like his queen. At the time, I put it down to his arrogance of the day. Then when he took off the tiara, the satisfaction on his face wasn’t from arrogance, it was pure happiness. It flashes again, what had been in his eyes as he looked down at me. I had thought I was projecting, yet it shined so brightly. What if...

“Look, I get you’re young. I’m trying not have that be a factor in this conversation because I wasn’t when I met Enzo, and I still didn’t get it. Which was really embarrassing, as I had stopped having sex for exactly the reason I should have seen it for what it was. The whole sex thing, how it’s amazing, incredible, you can’t get enough, you think your whole body is going to explode from pleasure?”

I blush, and Chloe smiles knowingly.

“Yeah, that doesn’t happen with everyone. There are couples who are genuinely in love, I don’t understand how, but they don’t feel it. It’s special, because it’s with someone you love and it’s the only place you are both allowing yourself to be open and free with each other. That’s why you’re both so greedy for it—if that’s the only place you’re allowing each other in, you’re craving that connection.” 

Closing my eyes, I inhale everything she has said. “God, I’m so stupid.” 

“No, honey, you’re not stupid. You’re human. I’m guessing you didn’t have a window into what love looked like before you met Dominic. Then when it comes with all these crazy things in it...” She shrugs. “I can’t imagine figuring this out on your own.” 

“Thank you. I’m sorry I cried all over you.” 

“Oh please, it’s nothing. I’m always here for you, know that. You can call me anytime, day or night. Now we have to figure out how to fix this.” 

“Is it fixable?”

“Totally, and it’s going to be way easier than you thought.”
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Putting on the dress Chloe picked out, I shiver with anticipation. To get the desired effect, I make sure to be out of the apartment dressed before Dominic sees me. I text him I’m getting my hair cut for tonight then having the whole mani-pedi thing so I look my best. I’ll meet him at Pop’s. His response is now typical Dominic with a simple OK. 

When my hair stylist, Eliot, sees me walk through the door he whistles. “Damn, girl. Was your hubby bad or very good?” 

Blushing, I shrug. “Very bad.”

“Mm, mm, they just don’t get it, do they? It’s always the quiet ones. We might not be loud but when we want to make them pay, do we roar.” 

Laughing, I shake my head. “You’re quiet?” 

He gives an exaggerated shrug of one shoulder. “With my hubby I have to be. He is such a straight boy. I think he still hopes one day he’ll wake up and won’t like men anymore.” 

“I’m sorry, that’s awful. You deserve someone who’s all in.” I love Eliot. He’s so sweet. 

“Don’t we all. I don’t mind, really. He loves me loads, he just has all those midwestern North Dakota ideas of what a ‘real’ man does and doesn’t do.” He rolls his eyes. 

“I’m working on him. In five years he’ll be rocking pink dress shirts without any irony and using product in his hair on the daily. Okay, sweetie, you ready to take the plunge this time?”

I freeze at the question, cutting my hair to a chin-length bob. What the hell? I nod. 

“Keep your eyes closed and trust me. I would never do you wrong.” 

Forty-five minutes later I open my eyes and gasp. I’m almost a different person. My face isn’t quite as round, my nose fits my face more, and I don’t know, I just look different. I love it. “I am so sorry I doubted you for a moment.” 

“It’s all good, precious, I understand completely. Now go work it and make your hubby pay for being bad.” 

In the nail salon, only a few doors down from Eliot’s salon, I get a wave of oohs and ahs over my hair and dress. I don’t like fake nails. I do, however, like having them shaped and painted here. No matter what polish I get, at home it’s always chipped and fading after the third day, as opposed to the two weeks it lasts when I get it done here. Ever since I stopped in on a whim to kill time after I saw Eliot the first time, I’ve been back every other week.

When I’m done, I call Everett to pick me up to drop me off at Pop’s. I don’t have to wait long. As I get into the SUV Everett’s eyebrows go up. 

“Looking beautiful today, Mrs. Sabatini. It’s been a while since Mr. Sabatini has had his blood pressure checked. Tonight is as good a night as any. He’s already at his father’s home.”

Blushing, I simply murmur “thank you.” I get out of the raised SUV, very carefully. I’m wearing the halter dress. The red one with the plunging neckline and open back that screams I’m not wearing a bra. 

As Lydia had said, I have great tits. They are high and firm without a bra. The night I had put the dress on for Dominic’s family, I had worn what amounted to pasties to obscure if I caught a chill. Tonight I’m not wearing them. I also went back to the seamstress and had the hemline raised to my knee, so the thigh-high slit on one side was more obvious with every step. When I did it I wanted to wear it while we were in Paris. Chloe had taken one look at it and thrust it at me with glee. 

Before I reach for the door, it’s opened by Pop with a smile that could best be described as devilish. “Ah cara, how beautiful you look tonight. My son is a lucky man.” 

My stomach flips as he chuckles. I’m barely through the door when intense heat washes over me. Pasting a smile on my face, I press a kiss to Pop’s cheek. I’m pretending I don’t see Dominic’s thunderous frown—holy shit, did he just growl at his own father? The glint in Pop’s eyes tells me he did. 

“It smells delicious. What’s for dinner?” The words come out of me in a rush.

Pop’s arm slips around my waist as he guides me into the kitchen. “So many good things. One of them, your favorite canederli.”

I’m pretending to ignore Dominic as we pass him in the doorway of the kitchen. I don’t see his hand snake out at me. I do feel him grab me around my arm and yank me against him. 

Luca laughs. “Sorellina, nice dress. I get why Dominic is always looking tired every time I see him.” 

I blush as Dominic thrusts me into a chair at the table. He lets me go to whip off his suit jacket, dropping it over my shoulders. Annoyed, I try to take it off. His hands come down in a punishing grip on both shoulders. 

Leaning down, his mouth is grazing my ear. “If you take the jacket off, I will take you to the bathroom and give you the spanking you are begging for. Right where Pop and Luca can hear it. Leave it on and it can wait until we get home. The choice is yours.” 

Eyes down, blushing down to my belly button, I slip my arms into the silk jacket. “Pop, may I please have a glass of Pinot. A big one.” 
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On the drive home a few hours later, I can feel Dominic seething. I accidentally make it worse when I get out, trying to do it before he gets to my side, just in time to flash him my ass. A curse word slips out of him at the same time he grabs me and hauls me after him. 

He’s too pissed to wait for the elevator, throwing me over his shoulder and we’re up the stairs so fast I don’t even have long enough to be afraid he might drop me. The door to our apartment is slammed closed. He sets me down  with a punishing grip, both hands go to my shoulders and he tears the gown with one fierce growl. 

Holy shit, I’m standing in nothing more than a tiny red thong in front of him. I’m thrust up against the wall and his hand comes down hard. It’s the library all over again. I lose count of how many times he spanks me on each cheek until I’m gasping for air and so wet my thighs are slick with need. 

When he finally stops I’m not sure how I’m still standing. I expect him to grab me and take me then and there. He doesn’t—while I’m still trembling Dominic slams out of the apartment, leaving me very confused and extremely wet for him. 

What the fuck? I fight back tears. Chloe had been wrong and I’m an idiot. 
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After Dominic left me standing there and I finally got my breathing back under control, I grabbed the remnants of the dress and slunk into my room. I then spent a solid twenty minutes masturbating until my clit was begging me to stop. Yep, I’m masturbating now. I love it and hate it. It takes the edge off. Except I’m left feeling empty, and I end up missing Dominic even more. Lying in bed, I decide a hot bath is needed to work out this tension. 

Almost a half hour later I wrap myself in my robe and walk out of the bathroom no less tense than I was when I went into it. 

“You were in there for a while.” 

I jump in shock. Dominic is lounging on my bed, the sheet and comforter pulled back, and he’s deliciously naked. Instantly I’m wet for him. Yet the smug look on his face stops me from running to throw myself at him. It isn’t easy but I manage to cross my arms, to hide my hard, aching nipples. “What are you doing in here?” 

He exhales a small laugh. “What does it look like? I’m tired of going without. From that dress you wore today, dear wife, it’s obvious you are too. Good. I need to fuck. It’s been too damn long.” 

I swear if he hadn’t been such an asshole, so crude, I would have gladly laid down with him. His smirk and to hear him use the word fuck, even after everything Chloe said today, I just can’t. “That was then, this is now. No.” 

Those eyes go arctic blue with cold; they stare me down until I’m on the verge of backing down. I’m even opening my mouth when he nods. He rolls off the bed. “Fine. Remember, this is what you wanted.”

The finality of those words, cold and hard, force the question out of me. “What do you mean?” 

He turns to face me, his hand on the doorknob. “I told you if you kept me satisfied, I wouldn’t make use of another woman. I haven’t been satisfied except for one night in our marriage. For the record, I was of the mind to shield you from this. Since you’re going to be a bitch about it, I see no need. Fair warning, Serena tends to be vocal in her pleasure.”

The door closes with a final click. He’s lying. I close my eyes, no, he’s not. No, no, he can’t do this. I need him to lie to me and tell me he wanted me, that it meant something. Distantly I hear the beep announcing the elevator arriving on the floor. It tears me out of my stupor. 

Could he really allow someone else to touch him? Would he really—my stomach revolts. White-hot anger surges within me. The sound of a woman laughing is loud behind his bedroom door. I throw it open, it crashes against the wall. 

Dominic is on the edge of the bed, leaning back on his hands. A woman is on her knees in front of him, her hands running over his thighs. She’s unconcerned at the sight of me—stupid. I finally understand murder, understand the need to inflict violence, to destroy someone. There is no rational thought as I grab her by her hair and yank her up. “Get the fuck out of here and don’t come back if you value your life.” 

With a scream she falls back against the wall, then runs. Turning to Dominic, he hasn’t moved an inch. An eyebrow goes up. “Changed your mind, dear wife?”   

I raise my hand, determined to smack the smug look off his face. He catches my wrists easily in an unforgiving grip, then yanks me down to my knees. He stares down at me with his jaw clenched, anger in every muscle of his body. 

“How could you?” It kills me that tears are rolling down my face.

He thrusts me away from him. “Me? The very first day I told you this would be what you made of it. If you didn’t want to fuck me, fine. I wouldn’t force you. You begged me for it. You wore a dress you knew I would tear off your body. At the same time, you also pissed me off so badly I didn’t trust myself to touch you without hurting you. I calmed the fuck down and decided to take you up on your offer, and you want to tell me no?” 

I’m cringing at hearing it all out loud. 

“I told you I want to fuck a woman. Play stupid games, win stupid prizes. This is what you did, not me. Are you going to be a real wife to me in every way? Will you sleep in my bed and be the one to fuck me when I need it? Make up your damn mind what the hell you want. If it’s not Serena tonight, it will be someone else tomorrow.” 

Just him saying it tears at me all over again. I reach up for him, he shakes his head. “No, I need you to say it so there is no question, Regina. What do you want?” 

Swallowing down the fear, the words come out low. “You, I just want you.” 

“Do you want me to just get it over with?”  The words are hissed out of him. 

I will regret those words until the day I die. Shaking my head, I reach for him. This time he doesn’t move. “Please.” I hate the word, but I know I lost the right to use any other. “fuck me, Dominic.” 

His hand goes around my neck in a painful grip, pulling me to him as his mouth comes down on me with a growl. Savage, bruising, painful, and I welcome it, all of it. He tears the robe off me then pushes me down on the bed, following me down before my back hits the bed. 

Pushing my legs open wide for him, two thick fingers thrust into me as his mouth swallows a breast. Those fingers push deep inside as he sucks hard, then bites my nipple until I scream from the pain. There is nothing soothing about the way he begins sucking fiercely, yet I don’t dare stop him as the pain twists into pleasure so intense fireworks explode behind my eyelids. Another painful bite, then he moves to my other breast at the same time his fingers press against a spot that holy fucking shit feels so damn good. Roughly, they rub, until I’m coming with body-shaking force. 

I’m still shaking when Dominic flips me over, and begins to spank me so hard I fight not to scream. Once, twice, until each cheek has received five painful smacks. Why does this make me so wet every time he does this to me? Before I can draw in air, he grips my hips and slams into me. 

It doesn’t matter I’m soaking wet, that this isn’t the first time, his cock is so large the pain is nearly blinding as he fucks me. His thrusts are furious, pounding, punishing, relentless and even as I hate him for it, I’m coming again and again and again until I’m in agony. How long can he keep doing this? He’s come at least once, the hot rush of his come filling me, yet it didn’t even slow him down. I can’t, god I can’t take anymore. I scream into the soaking wet sheets under me. 

Dominic grips me tight around my throat, lifting me from the bed. His other arm is holding me so tightly around my stomach his muscles are digging into my back. I feel his every breath of air, every contraction of muscle and sinew burning into me as fiercely as his cock inside me. 

“You’ll take everything I give you. Every fucking thing,” he growls, then he’s sucking on my neck before biting as if he is devouring me, and damn him, I come again with a scream that has my throat raw. What feels like minutes later but for all I know could be hours, he comes with a growl, and as it has every time he comes inside me, my body clenches around him desperate, hungry for all of him, every last drop. 

We fall to the bed on our side, his grip still around my throat and stomach, his cock still buried inside me. We’re both gasping for air. Other than my lungs, I can’t move a muscle. The arm around me loosens slightly, and without thought I grasp him around the wrist to keep it in place. 

My small movement is all it takes to stir him. He begins moving inside me again. This time his strokes are slower, smaller, yet they are no less powerful, turning me to liquid all over again. His hand remains around my throat as his other hand roams over my body, playing with my breasts, at turns gentle then punishing my hardened, aching nipples. This time he moves inside me for what I swear is an hour without getting me close to the edge. He’s driving me out of my mind. I clench tight around him inside me, desperate for more, deeper, harder, anything but this slow torture. 

I never see it coming, one moment his fingers are viciously twisting my nipple, the next his hand is slapping the mound of me. Before I can even draw in air to scream, he’s doing it again and again. 

“Don’t fucking move,” he growls with every slap, yet I can’t. God, I can’t, my body doesn’t belong to me. How do I want more of what he’s doing to me? 

The world tilts, we’re both on our knees now. Only I’m boneless, draped on him, it’s Dominic holding me up on him. Holy fuck, he’s buried so deep, so fucking deep and just like the pain of his slaps to my pussy I love it, need more, every inch of him. There is no build, no warning when my orgasm slams into me, yanking me under the deepest part of the ocean. It terrifies me, it’s too much. I’m begging Dominic, but for what, I don’t know. 

“Please,” the word sputters out of me. “What do you want from me?” Can he understand me when the words come out of me in a garbled plea?

“Everything. I want everything from you. I want every inch of skin on your body to crave my touch. I want every cell in your body to belong to me. I want your every fucking thought to belong to me. I want the air in your lungs to be mine, taken as you think only of me.” The words are blasted against the skin of my neck and burn into me, as permanent as the ink of a tattoo. 

How could he want that when he—it slaps me in the face, what I hadn’t really taken in when I opened the door to his room. He had been limp and looked bored out of his mind. “You weren’t going to fuck her. You hated her touching you—” 

Twisting my face to him, he swallows my mouth whole. From deep inside me he thrusts in angry, violent bursts. His kiss is endless as he pounds into me. He comes again, filling me and sending me into my own painful climax. The world goes black around me. 

When I wake up, I’m still in Dominic’s arms, in spoon fashion, his hard chest against my back. He’s also still inside me. Both of his arms are around my waist in a firm hold. 

I’m not sure if I’m impressed or scared of what this holds for the future. At the feel of him inside me, I sigh. Definitely scared. Scared because I love this, all of it. I think it was supposed to be a display of his power over me. No doubt about it, it also fills me with awe of what he does to me, the way he makes me feel. 

Was Chloe right or was it all wishful thinking? It doesn’t feel like wishful thinking buried inside me right now. Dominic had pushed me, playing a painful game of chicken with Serena, with threatening another woman at all. He’ll never admit it, though, had been pissed I knew the truth. I remember Chloe’s words: let go. The dress was the first part of the plan, the apology had to come too, or we would never get past it. 

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean what I said that day. Hearing you say those things about me, how I was so willing, so easy... blame it on all the years of Catholic boarding school, Jane Austen, champagne, and the white dress. It filled me with shame, made me feel dirty because it was so true.” He goes tense, his arms tighten around me. “Whatever you want from me, I can’t deny you. However you want me, I’m yours.” 

He doesn’t say anything for so long I wonder if I made it worse. “Why did you move out of my room?”

It’s the last question in the world I want to answer. He’ll know if I say it. In a warning he tightens his hold around me. Closing my eyes, I pray Chloe was right. “I hated the idea of sleeping in the same bed as all of the women who came before me. Once the thought hit me, I couldn’t let it go.” 

No response. How could he respond to something so stupid? I sigh as I wonder if he’ll think I’m an idiot all over again. We lie together for a long time, neither of us moving. Even though there is still an underlying tension, there is also an odd comfort to his tight grip around me. 
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This time when I wake up I’m alone. I’m also in my room. With a gasp, I sit up wondering what I had done wrong this time. My body protests, reminding me of the hours Dominic was buried inside me. It catches my eye: through the open door of the walk-in closet are Dominic’s clothes. Sliding off the bed, I move slowly around the room. On the other bedside table are two different books and a carafe of water with a glass as the lid. It wasn’t there last night. The bathroom is filled with Dominic’s things. Closing my eyes, I sag against the doorframe in relief. 

Stupid, so stupid. If I had just told him from the beginning... I jump at finding Dominic studying me from the open doorway of what is now our bedroom. 

“Thank you.” It’s all I can say around the lump in my throat. 

A shrug of his shoulders. “I need to go out of town for a few days,” he says as he goes into the closet. 

I follow him. “Where?” 

An eyebrow goes up at my question. It’s clear he’s debating on answering me. With a shrug, he turns to pick out clothes. “Did you know Johnny had a son who died before you were born?” 

“He mentioned him, John Junior. All he said was he died, nothing else really.” 

“John Junior got himself killed in a drug deal gone wrong. Turns out he had two kids, twin boys he never told anyone about. It wasn’t until after his death Johnny found out about them. I’d wondered where the hell all his money had gone, how he could be broke. It turns out he’s been paying for them all this time. They’re smart kids, one of them is at Stanford, the other Cal-tech. That’s where I was when I was out of town before, talking with their mom, nailing down how much I could kick their way out of Johnny’s estate, which wasn’t much.

“Your grandmother was being a bitch and a half. I ended up leaving New York after one day and told her to call me when she was ready to be a grown-up. She doesn’t want anything going to them. I saw to it their last year of school is covered the way I figured Johnny would want.”

“You paid their tuition? Even though you didn’t know they existed until a week before you did it.”

He shrugs. “I have it to spend, it’s not a problem for me. They would have had to leave school. It wasn’t their fault Johnny didn’t plan the way he should have.”

Tuition for two ultra-prestigious schools, I’m thinking of the cost of the wedding and the tiara...how rich is he? 

“Anyway, now your grandmother wants to see me. What the hell she wants, I don’t know.”

I want to ask him if I can go but I don’t want to sound needy. It’s only as I feel his eyes on me I look down and realize I’m naked. When did I become okay with wandering around naked? Blushing, I nod. “Okay, I’m going to take a shower. Um, have a good trip.” 

From behind me I hear him chuckle. 

***
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It’s almost four o’clock in the morning. My body is tired, still aching from Dominic’s use, yet I don’t really want to go to sleep yet. I indulge in a long bath where I take stock of the bruises and bite marks that leave me wet at how much Dominic wanted me. All those growling demands and words have me wishing he were here even if I’m not a hundred percent sure I could take him without pain. In the walk-in closet I catch sight of the blue button-down dress shirt Dominic wore yesterday. 

Grateful he’s not here, I snatch it up and wrap it around me. Hm, it’s thicker, heavier than a regular dress shirt. Then I remember it’s bulletproof, and a shudder rocks me as I flash on that day. The sound of the gunshot, the sight of Dominic covered in blood. I grasp it tight around me and bury my nose in it, inhaling his scent, forcing the terrifying memory away. All that matters is Dominic is okay now. 

I get into bed with the thought of reading until I get tired, except as I do I blush to realize I hadn’t put on any panties. Huh, I meant to but I don’t want to get out of bed again. Besides, I’m still aching there. I run my hand over the skin of my mound. It’s hot to the touch. Is it from wearing Dominic’s shirt with his scent all around me, or the memory of how I liked when he slapped this tender part of me? 

My cell phone rings, I jump as I pull my hand away from my body like a child caught being naughty. I work to stop the somersaults going on in my tummy—Dominic has never called me before. How odd, he’s been my husband for seven weeks now, and not once has he called. It’s all been texts or messages passed through Mary. 

“Hello?” Dang it, I sound as out of breath and surprised as I feel. 

“Missing me?” He speaks Italian, the words are husky as they slide down the skin of my neck as if he were here. 

Blushing, I shake my head as I fall back onto his pillow. “Why would you think that?” 

“Maybe because you’re wearing my shirt, clinging to my pillow, and touching yourself despite the fact that after the long hours I spent inside you and how many times I took you, you have to be sore right now.” 

Oh my god, I roll over onto my stomach and bury my face in the bed. Shame flooding every inch of my body. 

I expect laughter, teasing; instead he says my name and my entire body responds to the groan. Liquid heat floods me, my nipples tighten as my breasts swell. “You’re hard for me.” I exhale in wonder. 

“Always, princess, I’m always fucking hard for you. It didn’t matter that I watched you touch yourself and jacked off right with you as you did it; I still spent hours inside you, hard as a fucking rock no matter how many times I came. Let me see you, princess. Show me that gorgeous body, your delectable pussy I can’t get enough of.” 

Without thinking I roll over, the shirt is open, my body on display. I’m rewarded by Dominic growling. “Open your legs.” I don’t even hesitate to bring my knees up and open my legs wide. “Good girl.” He moans. 

“Where is the camera?” I ask as I slide my hand over my leaking pussy.

“In the ceiling fan above the bed. Open your pussy wide for me.” I shake my head as I slide my hand over me. “Regina.” He hisses in my ear. I can’t hold back my laughter, loving the idea of him hard and aching for me.

“You little witch, are you asking for another spanking? I see you catching that bottom lip with your teeth. I’ll spank your ass hard no problem anytime you want, but right now, move your hand and let me see my pussy.”

My breath catches. 

“Yes, princess, my pussy. You belong to me, every inch of your beautiful body belongs to me. Now move your damn hand.” 

I do as he demands with a moan of his name I can’t control. Not even sure why I do it.

“I know, princess, I know,” he mutters. 

Could he please explain it?

“Fuck, your juice is running down to your ass. That’s it, play with those nipples for me. So fucking sexy, every damn day I watched you. Spent hours hard and jacking off as you touched yourself. Bring your knees up and open wide for me.” 

Stupid, god, I am so damn stupid. Hearing him moaning for me torches the shame running through me in a fire burning out of control for him. Me, I do this to him, turn him feral, make him groan with the need to taste me, take me, and that’s the only thing that matters. “I want you in my mouth.” 

Air shudders out of him, making me tremble at the sound in my ear. “Watching you take my cock as deep as you do, every damn time I come too damn fast. I can stay hard for hours but in your mouth, fuck, Regina, you make me lose my mind. I need you to come for me, I need to hear you come with my name on those luscious lips that look so fucking pretty wrapped around my cock.” 

“I love swallowing your come.” He curses loud and long. “But I love it even more when you come inside me. Love how hot and wet you feel. I love the way you leave a part of yourself inside me.” 

“You need to come for me, princess, now, right fucking now. Slide your fingers around your clit and let me hear you come.” I can hear in his voice that he’s close. 

“Dominic, I don’t want to come yet.” I push two fingers deep inside me. God, I’m so wet they move easily. “I want your cock inside me when I come.” 

“Raw, princess, I’m going to spank you raw. Until you’re screaming for me to stop, you little brat.”

I giggle at the way he growls low in his chest. 

“Giggle now, but when I’m deep inside you for hours, not letting you come, I’ll remind you of this moment.” 

Pouting, I pull my fingers out and swipe my clit once, twice. “Dominic.” Oh, damn, that feels so good. “I want your cock inside me.” 

“Come now, right now for me, Regina, I need you to come.” The strain is clear in his voice. 

I give in to his need and mine. Rubbing my clit for all of five seconds is all it takes for me to come. And just like he demands, I moan his name. Moan my need for him to be here with me now, inside me now. My reward is hearing my name as a prayer on his lips. 

For the first time in weeks, I sleep long and deep and happy. 
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Waking up, I’m happier than I’ve been in what feels like forever. As I study the ceiling fan, I wonder if Dominic is watching me now. A part of me is sure I should be outraged by him watching me; another part of me just kind of says, Duh. My control-freak husband had cameras scattered around our home and used them. Another part of me, a deep down dirty part of me, loved hearing him talking about how he hadn’t been able to stop watching me. How he jacked off while he watched me, sounding like it bordered on obsession. 

Instead of it making me uncomfortable, it fills me with relief. I wasn’t the only one. Had he been able to see me looking at the pictures of him on my cell phone for hours every single day? Did he know they were what I looked at as I touched myself? If I had access to cameras, I’d watch him every minute of the day. It was just like Chloe said: we were greedy for each other, for sex, because it was the only place we were letting go with each other. 

The day drags by, I can’t get any work done. Which isn’t that big of a deal. I’m two books ahead of schedule, as I’d buried myself in work over the last few weeks. What’s really frustrating is I can’t focus on reading anything either. 

Dominic texts me he’ll be home tonight. I catch my lip as I run to take a nice warm bath to make sure I’m not sore for him when he comes home. Out of the bath, I decide to take a nap to be fully rested for the long night I hope will come. 

Waking up, Dominic’s tongue is teasing my lower lips, oh god. I shift and what the fuck? I’m back in the cuffs and he’s used two ties to secure me to what I don’t even fucking know, and oh fucking hell as he pushes two fingers into me, I don’t care about anything but those two fingers and his wicked, evil tongue. 

Just like he promised on the phone, the bastard keeps me on the edge of orgasm for hours. He sticks his gorgeous cock down my throat before going back to driving me nuts with his tongue. He presses my breasts together and slides his cock between them until he comes all over my breasts and stomach, then he goes back to devouring my pussy until I’m in tears with the need to come. Finally, finally, he slams his cock home into me. The first time is far too fast, the second time is almost as fast. 

The third time is just right, full of slow kisses until we’re melting into each other. My climax has me gasping his name, clenching around him, urging him to come with me, and when he does it’s pure perfection. Until he begins to pull out, and I wrap my legs around him, unwilling to let him go. 

He frees me from the cuffs, then rolls us over until he’s on his back and I’m on his chest with him still deep inside me. I don’t care that we’re a mess, I love all of it. 

I awaken on my back to Dominic moving inside me, above me, all around me. Pure happiness at the feeling is cut short when he stops moving. My eyes fly open, wondering why. He’s frozen, so still it scares me. Without thought I press my hand to his cheek. “Dominic?” I’m unable to read him for the first time. 

“Do it again.”

Mystified, I shake my head. “Do what again?” 

One large hand cups my face, his thumb teases my bottom lip. “Smile for me.”

It’s just like Chloe said, letting go is working. I smile with all of the hope and happiness waking up with him inside me brings. I’m not afraid anymore to let him see it.

Dominic moves now inside me, so gentle, so slow, so sweet, I fight the tears it brings to my eyes. His mouth is on mine, making love to me with his tongue the same way he’s making love to my body. This time we come within seconds of each other. When he falls on me I welcome every inch of him, clinging tight to him with all the strength I have left. 

A long time later we move slowly, both resentful of the need. He picks me up and takes me with him to shower. I luxuriate in the way he cleans me with gentle strokes. When he’s done he allows me to clean him, except it isn’t long before I give in to my need to taste his skin. Then I’m down on my knees, tasting every beautiful inch of his cock. Humming low in satisfaction as I’m able to take several inches into my throat, and swallowing his come with pleasure. 

It takes us forever to dry off and get dressed. He calls Pop and tells him we’re having breakfast together and he’ll see him later. I blush at Pop’s response of how it doesn’t surprise him. Dominic cooks us breakfast and I watch him, unable to take my eyes off his gorgeous body for even a minute. 

He takes me with him for the day. First we go to the office where he runs his real estate business. I’m curious and he takes the time to explain everything going on, from how he’s rehabbing a small apartment building to why he doesn’t want one of his managers to file an eviction on a renter. When he decides to go talk to the renter, I’m curious how it will go. 

She isn’t afraid of him, it’s obvious she’s comfortable with him. A single mother, her two boys are both home sick, which was the reason she lost her job. The youngest has asthma and is only now getting better from a scary bout of pneumonia. 

Dominic makes a call and gets her an interview at a local insurance office where he knows the woman is looking for a new assistant. He assures her not to worry about the rent, once she’s working again she can make up the missed rent spread out over the coming months. 

I’m so turned on by this side of him I practically attack him the moment we get to the office of his home finishings retail business. 

Groaning, “Christ, Regina, let me lock the door.” 

I can’t let him go, I’m on my knees with him in my mouth. Is it normal doing this makes me dripping wet? The taste of him, the feel of him so very thick, steel wrapped in silk. I want more, as much of him as I can take. Within minutes a hand goes into my hair, controlling me. 

“Slow, sweetheart, slow.” He moans.

I love hearing him moan; knowing I make him gasp thrills me in a way I never thought possible. Me. I’m able to do this to him while doing what I love. Hearing him say my name soaked in desire has me slipping my fingers inside my panties, desperate to relieve the ache it causes.  

“Fucking hell, you love it that much, sweetness? You love sucking my cock so much you’re touching yourself.” 

Dominic yanks me up by my hair. I’m in his arms, my back against the wall, pulling my legs up around his waist as he tugs my panties out of the way. With one hard, greedy push he’s inside me. Oh god, oh my fucking god. I don’t think it takes more than four thrusts and I’m coming. Thankfully, he follows me over the edge only seconds later. His head goes down on my shoulder. 

I’m barely aware of Dominic walking us over to his desk. His grip on me has me feeling like I’m floating. 

“Here I was trying to be considerate after long hours of being buried inside you, but fuck, you feel so good I’m becoming addicted to your sweet pussy around my cock.” 

Lifting my head, I trace his lips and blush, but not with embarrassment, with pleasure. “Oh good, it’s not just me.” 

Smiling, he shakes his head. “No, not just you. Not that I’m complaining, I’m trying to take note for the future. Why, sweet Regina, did you attack my cock?” 

With a smirk I roll my hips. His eyes darken as his hands grip me tight to stop me. “The way you were so nice to that woman and her kids. It was almost as hot as when you spank me.” 

He sighs. “I wasn’t being nice. It was business. She’s been renting from me for almost six years, and never been late but two or three times. Losing a tenant as good as she is would be stupid.” 

I nod. “Yes, I know. You’re big, bad, and mean. Men fear you. You make grown men cry—” 

Growling, he kisses me fiercely. I kiss him back just as fiercely. 

It’s another hour before we manage to make it out of his office for a tour of the warehouse. 

We’re back at home where we fall in a tangle of clothes and kisses onto the couch in the living room, unable to make it into the bedroom. 

Our grumbling stomachs finally get us moving. We get dressed then go downstairs to the club, where we have dinner together. I’m only given a very brief tour of the lower level where the gambling goes on. He can’t focus on what’s going on with me beside him. Even though I’m annoyed, I also don’t dare argue with him in front of guests and his employees. I’ll wait until he’s naked and I have his cock in my mouth to ask again. 
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Leaning back, I nod. “I agree, if you think he’s become a liability, then I trust your judgement. I have no problem with you killing Jeffrey.” 

“Carlo had me thinking you wouldn’t be okay with it. He said it was up to you.” Luca frowns down at his scotch. 

“Andrew Jeffrey may be a civilian, and a rich one at that. A mob hit on someone like him is normally bad for business. The reason I don’t have a problem with it is because he became rich through us—he has no power unless we give it to him. He wants to act like he doesn’t owe us, that he doesn’t need to keep to his agreement, that’s when I have no problem with killing him. My only concern is the blowback from the cops.” 

I glance at the message from Richie on whether to approve a loan on a bet for a high-stakes poker game going on tonight. Normally, I run them while I leave Richie to run the restaurant and kitchen. I’m in my office in the club, letting him do it so I can be more hands off. If I’m not going to have Regina with me in the club because I don’t want her fucking with my head while I’m trying to work, then I want to be able to leave Richie running the gambling so I can spend more time with her at home. 

She had pouted at how much time I spent in the club without her. At first I thought it would annoy me, cutting back on work to make her happy, but fuck, she wasn’t just happy she was absolutely stunning in her joy. Staring at her, I forgot all the reasons I thought I would be annoyed and just enjoyed Regina being happy. After she thanked me by going down on my cock almost twice a day for a week, not wearing panties the way she knew I liked, I figured out that whole happy wife, happy life thing. 

I approve the loan of one man but not on another, it’s time for him to cut his losses and go home. “One minute.” Picking up the internal phone, I call down to Richie and let him know to escort the losing man out, politely. Richie assures me the man is already ready to go, no problems. 

Luca shakes his head. “There won’t be any. They’re pissed off at him too. I’ll make it look like suicide though, his balcony is very high up.” 

“That works.” I study Luca. He has tells, not many and they’re practically micro. I’ve sat down with him at the tables once and nearly lost twenty grand—it’s the closest I came to losing money in more years than I can count. “What?” 

He shakes his head, swirling the last of the amber liquid. 

“Pop?” 

A nod and he throws the last of it back. “I don’t want to bum you out with your birthday and all tomorrow.”

“You’re going to bum me out by what you have to tell me?” I don’t like the sound of that. 

Restless, he gets up and paces, running a hand through his hair. “He wants me to change my name. Do the whole adoption thing, have the birth certificate changed, all of it.” 

“He told me. You don’t want to?” 

“I don’t know what I want. It’s been three months. I’m still...” He runs a hand over his face. “Some days I think it’s a dream. Then I look at him and I see myself and I—I don’t know. I hated Al growing up. You know he never wanted me to call him dad?”

His jaw works, it’s clear he’s debating telling me. “It was sir, then when I was around fifteen I started calling him Al. He beat the shit out of me the first time I did it. I kept doing it and he gave up. When he died he went all wailing and crying how he tried to be a good father, he wanted me to know that. He loved me. He always loved me.” 

Fuck. Thank god he hasn’t told Pop any of that. 

“I must have wished a thousand times he wasn’t my father. Tony, he couldn’t be more of a dream father if I made him up. At the same time...” He sighs. “It’s changing everything I knew and was up until three months ago. I’m not saying I don’t want to. I’m saying I need more time. You think you could talk to him and make him understand that?” 

I want to argue with him. I don’t. I’ve never had a little brother, but I’ve heard Che talk about it more times than I can count. It’s not for me to tell him what’s right or wrong; it’s for me to support him the best I can and make sure he knows I’m here for him whatever happens. Even though it won’t make Pop happy, in the end Pop cares more about his kids than himself any day of the week. 

So I nod. “If what you need is more time, I’ll talk to Pop. It might help if you stopped calling him Tony. A little something, give and take and all that.” 

A soft chuckle. “It slipped out when I was telling my girl I was coming out here for your party tomorrow. Felt good.” 

“He’d love it.” 

“You really don’t have a problem with any of this?” It’s clear he’s not sure he believes it. 

“None. Pop wanted a dozen kids, family is important to him, the most important thing in his world before all else, even himself. He’s not just there for the good, he’s right there when it gets dirty and hard. Losing Anthony nearly destroyed him. If I hadn’t been here, needing him, it probably would have. As you might have noticed, Che, Enzo, Dante, and their wives have him as a father too, whether they want it or not.” 

He chuckles. He’d been surprised at how close we were with my cousins, how unconcerned they were with what we were. How whether he was ready or not, he was now an uncle to a bunch of rowdy kids who never met a person they didn’t like or want to be held by. 

“The only problem I have is how much it hurts him when he thinks about all the things he missed out on with you. It’s not fair to you, but I’m going to ask anyway: please don’t ever be honest about Al. I had a feeling you were holding stuff back, Pop too. It messed with him. If he knew, though, I don’t want to see him try and deal with the pain of it.” 

“I figured that out the first day. No worries.” He glances at his watch. “I have some calls I need to make. I’m going to head over to Pop’s place.” 

It’s obvious the word doesn’t slide off his tongue easily. “It gets easier. I’ll see you tomorrow.” 

The door has barely closed behind him when my phone rings. I glance up at my camera in the corner. “You watching me again?” 

Regina giggles and fuck me, it has me smiling to hear it. “I love watching you. I thought he was never going to leave. Dominic”—Goddamn, her moan of my name goes straight to my cock—“You turn forty in twenty minutes. I have a present for you to unwrap now. You have to hurry though, because it’s kind of melting all over the place.” 

I don’t have to even check my cameras. “Princess, is it you melting down your leg like a dirty bad girl?” She moans. “You’re touching yourself already? I think that calls for a spanking.” 

“Yes please.” She sighs. 

I’m out of my office and up the stairs in two minutes flat. I find her in our bedroom in the center of the bed. She has a tie around her neck and nothing else on. 

“Nice tie.” Goddamn, my mouth is watering as she opens her legs wide to me. I need to taste her. It’s been since yesterday, which has been too damn long. 

“Hm, it’s the tie you tied me up with that night. I promised myself when I got away I was going to set it on fire. Now I’m kind of attached to it.” 

I blink twice as I realize what she’s holding out to me, a bottle of lube. 

“Finding a present for you was too hard. So your present is my ass. You have been patient enough, I’m ready. Happy birthday.”

I’m a greedy fucker who isn’t going to ask if she’s sure. First I need to feast on her tits. So fucking gorgeous, her nipples are already tight little points of need. I suck hard, drawing deep on her. Toying with the other nipple, I love the little whimpers coming from her throat. The scent of her pussy floods the air around us. 

Opening her lower lips wide for me, the taste of her explodes on my tongue, so sweet I can’t get enough. Her hands are in my hair, urging me on. Leaking down to her lush ass, I tongue all her juicy goodness, teasing that sweet bud. This time she doesn’t even flinch—it’s taken weeks to prepare her for my cock. When I slide my tongue inside her as she moans my name, I know she’s ready.  

I’m aware it’s wrong to take enjoyment in driving her out of her mind. To smile with satisfaction as her whole body trembles with bone-aching shudders. To spend hours deep inside her, fucking her through three and four orgasms until her throat is raw as she pleads for me to stop. Yet I simply cannot do less than to turn her inside out the same way she does to me. 

When my tongue leaves her ass, my cock aches to hear her moan. Licking up her juice, I replace my tongue with the two fingers she’s grown to accept easily. A happy sigh and she’s moving now, working to get my fingers deeper inside her. Her head is back, she’s lost in the pleasure I’m giving her, and fuck, she is so damn beautiful. I need to be inside her. Sucking deep on her clit, I fuck her tight ass with my fingers and she comes with my name torn from her throat.  

I lube my cock. Watching me, she is licking her lips as she palms her tits, twisting her nipples as she pants. Christ. I have to squeeze hard at the base of my cock to stop from coming at the sight of her. Mine, all mine. Slow, careful, I push into her tight ass. Closing my eyes, I fight for control, determined to make this good for her, to make her come from this. So fucking tight, hot, I groan as I’m only a few inches inside her before her breath catches and I feel her tense from pain. 

Gripping her hips tight, I stroke out lightly only to have her moan at the loss. Fuck, yes. This time she’s able to take another few inches before her body protests. For several minutes I fuck just what she has taken so far, careful, controlled thrusts of five inches. I’m rewarded by Regina pressing back further and further with each thrust. 

More, she’s begging for more so I give her what she wants. She blows my fucking mind when she sticks three fingers deep into her pussy in time with my thrusts. Perfect, so fucking perfect. With more force than I intend I bury myself deep into her. 

“Oh my god.” She groans as her arms give out from under her and she falls to the bed. It kills me not to move, to give her a minute to get used to me. “Don’t you dare stop. Fuck me, fuck me hard, it hurts so fucking good.”

Regina doesn’t have to ask twice. Reins off, I pound hard and deep. In only minutes she’s coming, her ass clenching hard around my cock. Damn it, I wanted more, longer, but I can’t deny her what her body is demanding from me. With a growl I come, Regina moans from deep within her chest as her body milks my cock.

It’s a fight not to collapse on her. I begin to pull out only for her to hold me tight from inside. “No, I need you. Please.” 

Grateful she loves this as much as I do, holding her close I roll us onto our sides. Her small hand runs lazily over my arm around her stomach. 

“I feel silly. I’d been so sure it would be painful, but it was amazing. Then it’s your birthday, and I’m feeling like I got the best part.”

I press a kiss to her neck. “I’m glad you liked it. You did not get the best part at all. I think that was in my top three best presents of all time.” 

Her laughter skims up my chest. “Good.” She traces her hand over the back of mine. “Luca was looking tense. What were you guys talking about?”

I’ve stopped locking my office up here so she’s been watching me on the cameras. I told her it was fine but she couldn’t have the audio on. I didn’t doubt her promise not to listen in. “Pop wants to make it all legal. Luca is saying he needs more time.” 

I sigh as I let out the annoyance I really feel. “What the hell is there to think about? How much more time does he need? Al was an abusive fucker.”  

I don’t like her turning in my arms, I pinch a nipple to show my displeasure. She yelps and smacks my hand. Her forehead scrunches with a frown, I really don’t like that. I reach out to wipe it away, her hand comes down on my chest to enable her to sit up. “Dominic, stop being an asshole for like five minutes. I know it’s hard, but fight your every instinct and listen to me.”

“What did you just say to me?” I laugh even though I’m pissed. Over the last few weeks she’s gotten mouthier with me, talking back with that gorgeous smart mouth. It made my dick as hard as seeing her naked. 

What I liked even more was she only did it when it was just us. Around Pop and our family she was the sweet-tongued, passive Regina she had been of those weeks after I almost fucked everything up. Although I only had to look into her eyes to see her fighting her urge to snap back at me. Once we got home sometimes she let me have it; there were also just as many times she forgot all about it. 

“You heard me.” She rolls golden eyes as she crosses her arms over her breasts. “I’m trying to talk to you about Luca. Please tell me you didn’t say to him what you just said to me?” 

This is not what I want to talk about right now, with anyone. At the same time, I know shutting her down will hurt her feelings. I’ve done too much of that already. She is making an effort, so I need to as well. 

“No, I didn’t. I wanted to but I managed to fight my asshole instincts.” 

The brat tweaks my nipple, and I grab her by the back of her throat and yank her down to me. Damn it, she shakes her head, keeping her arms between us. “I’m going to spank your ass if you keep this up.” 

Giving in, she smacks her lips against my cheek. “I’m trying to be serious here, Dominic. I totally get where your brother is coming from. While I’m glad you didn’t say it, you thinking it isn’t a whole lot better. When you’re cranky and frustrated you are a way easier read than you think you are. He’s going to know how you feel and it will make him resent you.” 

“How do you get where he’s coming from?” How the fuck am I an easy read? I don’t like that at all. 

“Um, hello? Me and Johnny. Yes I wanted to know him, but I didn’t. And he never let me get close. I’m in America all of one week and he expects me to be who he wants me to be. Without ever taking into account who I’ve been all this time on my own terms.”

I don’t like the sadness in her eyes. Taking her hand, I fight the desire to pull her into my arms. This is important to her, I need to let her get it out. 

“Luca might not have loved or even liked Al, but he’s been living that life, been Luca Toro for thirty-five freaking years. Yes, Pop is awesome, I love him to death. It’s been easy to see him as a father-figure in a way I never did with Johnny, but even then there are times when it still feels odd to wake up and have Pop and Chloe and all these cousins and their kids running around. It’s like being thrown into the deep end of the ocean sometimes.” Her eyes go honey soft and she runs her fingers over my cheek. 

“I love my life now. It’s better than any fantasy I ever had growing up, stuck in boarding school where I felt so alone. But, a soft but, I wanted it badly and it’s still hard to get used to. Luca probably never allowed himself to even go there because he’s this big, strong, tough man who doesn’t need anyone.” 

She rolls her eyes. Why do I like it when she does it, when it should annoy me? “I’m sure there’s a part of him worried if he accepts it too easily, it will make him seem weak, and god forbid that happen in the mafia. Give him a little more time to adjust. He’ll come around.” 

Catching her hand, I bring it up to my mouth. “Deep end of the ocean, huh? You worried you’re gonna drown? 

Shaking her head, she smiles and she’s glowing, and fuck, it hits me in my chest all over again. “I did in the beginning. Then I took Chloe’s advice and let go. When I did that it felt like I was floating, and the current carries me along. I love it. Let Luca come to terms and love it in his own time. He will, and it will be that much better for everyone.” 

“Okay, I’ll talk to Pop and make sure Luca gets all the time he needs. It’s been more than five minutes and I’m done fighting my asshole tendencies. Come here.” I pull her down to me. This time, she doesn’t fight me as she giggles. 
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“Cosa C’e?”

I shrug as I stare into my scotch. I’m not sure what Pop is doing here at the club so late. I should be the one asking him what’s wrong. 

“That’s not going to give you any answers. Talk to me, mimmo.” 

“Regina,” I sigh as I shake my head. Guilt fills me all over again. “Watching her with Allegra and Mass earlier today. She wants that. I want to give her everything her heart fucking desires. Except to do so would end in more pain than I think she could take.”  

Pop takes the glass from me and drinks it. “There are other ways to give her what she wants.” 

My head comes up. 

“Adoption is the easiest. Our last name could be Luciano, and so could the kid’s and he still wouldn’t be accepted into the Outfit. There are kids clogging up the system.” 

I consider the option. “I don’t care if it’s selfish, I don’t want to worry in fifteen years the kid is going to scream at Regina she isn’t his real mom, or deal with Regina having to share a kid with another woman when she decides she wants to be in the kid’s life. Even though I’m pretty sure you’re right, I don’t want to take the chance that twenty years from now people might get desperate enough for any man with the same last name, blood or not. If there was a way to just get girls...”

It hits me then, fuck, it was right fucking there. But was it fair to put Regina through?

“What?” 

“There’s a way to make sure we have nothing but girls. It’s just a lot. Drugs, injections, doctors.” I’m up pacing my office. 

“That in vitro stuff.” He tilts his head as he considers it. “I think Regina would go for it. She’s young enough and healthy it would work. Do you want to go through all of that?”

“Are you kidding? I jack off into a cup. The cost is high, it’s nothing though. I won’t even have to get into savings for it. She’s got it ten times harder than me.” 

“Exactly, she’s going to get cranky and emotional. It won’t be easy on you either. When the woman you love is going through all of that, you go through it too.”

I freeze. “I’m not in love with Regina.” The words fall heavy from my mouth. 

Pop sighs. “I didn’t raise a dumbass. You still want to play it that way? It’s been over six months now. I’ve never seen you this happy in your entire life. If you weren’t in love with her, this baby thing wouldn’t be tearing you up the way it is.” 

Pouring another drink, I throw it back. “No, it’s not that. I care about her. I’m not made of stone. She’s with me night and day, it’s normal to want to make my wife happy. Her happiness makes my life easier. But it’s not safe to love her, for either of us.” 

“I believe you’re the one who likes to tell people our life isn’t as scary as the movies and books like to say it is. It’s been more than thirty years since someone was stupid enough to go after a wife of anyone in this family. She’s safe. You’re safe. You got all the men in the Outfit happy—they would slit their own throats before going against you. Everybody is making money, our streets are safe.” Pop shakes his head like he can’t believe he has to say it.

“Yeah, we still got to settle shit with the Bratva fuckers to keep them in line, but even then your relationship with Milosh is strong. He respects you, he took care of the last dustup with that Serbian gang to keep it out of your line of fire. The MC were dumb enough to invade his territory and he’s popping them off one by one. Better on him than us. Relax, enjoy this.”

“You say that, but not three days ago I had to kill two start-up dealers who couldn’t get the message not to sell in our territory. Today I had to okay Emilio killing his cousin who thinks he’s going to take over Emilio’s business,” I remind him. 

“That business has nothing to do with your wife, and none of those things will ever touch her. Don’t let fear get in the way of giving her the love she wants. You said you’d give her everything her heart desires, it wants you. Take it from me, denying it won’t get you anything but regret.” 

There’s something in the way he says it. I want to argue with him, but I can’t, not when he looks the way he does. “Your turn, old man, what’s going on with you?”

“It will be five years tomorrow. I tried again, for the hundredth time tonight. She was gorgeous, tits on her like you wouldn’t believe. When she touched me, I couldn’t, I just couldn’t. I’ve had Hugo looking for her”—Hugo is a private investigator, a former cop who retired after he was caught with a kilo of coke from evidence. Pop has used him since I was a kid—“since about six months after she left. He hasn’t been able to find her. I want to give Valdez a try.” 

Christ, five years and he’s still hung up on her. I had an idea, to hear him confirm it is something else. I pull out my phone and bring up Valdez. “You want his number or you want me to call him for you?” 

“I’ll take his number.” 

I send it to him in a text. “He’s not cheap. You need to be ready and prepared. He’ll find her, whether she wants to be found or not.” 

With a nod, he leaves. 

Once he’s gone I eye the bottle of scotch and think about it all. He’s wrong. I love Pop, but he’s wrong. I don’t love Regina. Fuck, just thinking it sends an ache through my whole body. No, no, this isn’t— The door opens and she’s in front of me. Just like every time she sees me, whether it’s been five minutes or five hours, the smile on her face steals the air from my chest. Then she’s in my arms, pressing her soft, sexy body into me. The scent of her all around me. 

I have her dress up and thank fuck she’s learned by now not to wear any panties. I’m on my knees, setting her down on the leather sofa, devouring her pussy. So fucking wet, she’s soaking my face in seconds with the sweet cream of her come. My cock is on the edge of exploding. For the first time in ever, I need her too much to drive her out of her mind. I’m on the couch, bringing her down on my lap. The way I’ve taught her, Regina guides me into heaven with a sigh of my name. Within minutes of her moving on me she hits her climax, and I’m right with her as her pussy milks my cock with each shudder of her body. 

Holding her in place on me, a dozen times I try to find the words to ask the question, yet I discount each one. I’m so lost in thought I don’t even realize Regina has pulled back to look down at me. 

“What’s the matter?” The fear in her eyes sends a knife to my chest. I hate it. 

Cupping her face, I press my lips to hers, aware that what happens next could change everything.  For the first time in my entire life I can’t think straight. “In vitro.” The words spill out of my mouth. Her forehead wrinkles for seconds. Then her eyes go wide with hope, and happiness. “It’s a lot, though, and it’s all on you. Doctor appointments, injections, hormones—” 

She’s kissing me with fervor, devouring me.

Coming up for air, I grasp her to hold her in place. Needing to see all of her. “Are you sure? I want to give you everything you want. Anything, it’s yours, all you have to do is ask. We can do it tomorrow or two years from now or whenever you’re ready. I know it’s not fair. I promised you I wouldn’t ask you for more than I was willing to give too. This is so much more than I ever could, and it’s all on you. I’m sorry, Regina.”  

Shaking her head, she’s closing her eyes. “I love you, Dominic. I’m sorry. I never meant to—” 

Thunder and lightning crash in my ears, my chest aches, I can’t keep from grasping her tight around her throat. “What did you say?” 

“I’m sorry. I didn’t—I—”

“Not that. Say it again.” I fight not to shake her. 

“I love you. From that first minute. From before I ever met you. Since the day I was born.” 

No, she can’t. I can’t. 

“I love you. Everything I am, have ever been and will be, belongs to you and only you. Every inch of my skin craves your touch every second of every fucking day. Every cell in my body belongs to you. My every thought belongs to you, is about you. All the air in my lungs is taken thinking only of you.”

My grip on her throat tightens in reflex. How? 

“I’m sorry it took me so long to realize it. You told me you wouldn’t ask for more than you were willing to give, yet I couldn’t bring myself to even hope that someone as beautiful and amazing as you could really love me. Love me for me, not because you were stuck with me, want me for me, not because you didn’t have a choice.” 

Anger burns through me at her doubting how amazing she is.  “Jesus, Regina, I took one look at you and it was over. I was dead. Who I was before I met you was done and dusted. But fuck, it scared the shit out of me. I didn’t know up from down, right from left. You are my heart. I will do anything to protect you. I can’t lose you, but this world is so fucked up. If anyone knew I would burn everything down for you, walk away from it and everything I have ever known for you, you wouldn’t be safe.” 

Her hand, so soft and gentle, matches her smile as she caresses my cheek. “I’m not going anywhere. I know you’ll keep me safe. I trust you with all of me. No one can take me from you, not if you love me. I’m always with you. Always, until you draw your last breath. The same way you’re always with me. Trust in us. Trust that we’ll get through each day together. We’ll take it one day at a time.” 

“I love you, Regina. With everything in me, now and forever.” It isn’t nearly as hard as I thought it would be to say it. Especially when my reward is seeing love shining right back at me. 
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As the doctor speaks Dominic’s hand takes mine, squeezing it tight. Closing my eyes, once again I’m so grateful for his love and his patience. I don’t know why I’m surprised. There has been a niggling sense of unease, of something bad hanging over us. Being told you’re basically infertile by a doctor couldn’t be worse when all you’ve ever wanted was a family of your own. 

The doctor takes a deep breath. “You are not infertile, Mrs. Sabatini. It will take some work. You will need surgery to clear the benign tumors in the uterine wall. Once that is done, with the whole reason you came to me, in order to select the sex of your children there is every reason to believe this will be a success. You’re younger than ninety-nine percent of my patients, your egg production is high and healthy on its own which is the hardest part of this for most women. Your husband’s sperm rate is also high and healthy. I understand this wasn’t what you expected to hear. However, you are by no means infertile. There is every reason to believe you could conceive on your own without assistance.” 

“Really?” 

“Yes, fertility is still a huge mystery for many couples. I’ve had women and men with perfectly healthy reproduction systems who never manage to conceive on their own after years of trying. I’ve seen a case like yours conceive on her first attempt. This will not be easy, I’m glad you and your husband came in aware of that. But there is every reason to believe you will become pregnant.” 

“How soon can we do the surgery, and what will it be like?” 
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“I’m sorry,” I whisper into Dominic’s neck. He’s holding me tight as we lie in bed. I told him I needed a nap, determined to cry out of his sight, yet he wouldn’t allow me to hide from him.  

“For what?” He pulls back to study me.

“You know...not being able to do the one thing I’m supposed to be able to do.” 

His frown is a little scary. “Are you fucking serious? The only reason we found out that you might, emphasis on might, have issues getting pregnant was because I’m too much of a control freak to give you the babies you want the way any other couple usually has them. I’m the one not doing the one thing I’m supposed to do. Quit thinking stupid shit like that. This is already going to be a long, hard road, princess. We talked about it, you said you were prepared. I need you to be sure.” 

I bury my head in his chest. “I love you, Dominic. There is always going to be a part of me that believes I’m short-changing you in some way.” 

“That couldn’t be further from the reality if you tried.” 

“Thank you, for loving me. For putting up with my neurotic fears.” 

“You’re welcome, sweetheart. No thanks are necessary, though. What do you say we go bug Chloe and have her find us a house to fit the four kids you want so badly?”

“Really?”

“Yes, really.” 
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Enzo opens the door with Allegra in his arms. The moment she sees Dominic she tries to throw herself at him. With a chuckle he catches her close. My heart clenches so tight I have a hard time catching my breath. Soon I’ll see him like this every day with our baby girl. I can’t wait. 

“Chloe’s in my office waiting for you two. I gave her plenty of chocolate and she’s sipping ginger ale so she should be in a good mood, at least for a few hours.” 

“Still with the throwing up?” I ask, wincing. 

“Yeah, it’s been rough. No matter how many times she tells the baby her morning sickness should be over, he doesn’t want to listen. She’s blaming it on the fact it’s a boy and she’s putting in for all girls from here on out. Come here, baby girl. Let’s go get you some carrots to gnaw on, not Uncle Dom’s tie.” 

Allegra starts to cry when Enzo takes her until he blows a raspberry on her neck, then she’s giggling again. I sigh as they walk away. Dominic catches me close. “Patience, sweetheart, come on.” 

We take the stairs up to Enzo’s office, which is massive with not just two monitors but three, and two different laptops. Pushing open the door, Dominic guides me in ahead of him. 

“Hey, are you sure you’re good to help us? We could bother Dante.” Dominic eyes her with one eyebrow up.

Shaking her head, she gestures for us to come around to her side of the desk where she has two chairs, one on each side of her. “I’m good. I’ve been on my ass so much it’s starting to hurt. Enzo is also driving me nuts with how he won’t let me do a thing, even hold my daughter. And don’t tell him I said that. We are going to cut it down quick though. Dominic, tell me what are the parameters as far as money and where you want it to be.”

“It needs to be within five miles of the club. Past Uptown is too far, I don’t really want to go south of Lincoln Park. Regina is talking four girls, so we’ll need a room for each and I’ll need an office, as far away from the rest of the house as possible, a carriage house appeals for the office. With that size I’m guessing we’ll need to start at two million. I don’t want to go over five million but if we find the perfect home and it’s seven million, I won’t bitch.” 

My jaw becomes unhinged. “Seven million dollars?” Seriously, how rich is he? I give up. “How rich are you?” 

Both he and Chloe laugh. “I’m rich enough. And most of it is even legit.” 

“Dominic?” I whine, then am annoyed with myself for whining.

He sighs as he looks past Chloe. “Enough to buy a half-dozen seven-million-dollar houses before having to get into the non-legit money, and with that money I could buy another half-dozen seven-million-dollar houses. Okay?” 

I blink fast. “Okay.” Wow. “In that case I want six girls.” 

Dominic laughs as he shakes his head. “Let’s see how we do with the four and we’ll talk about it then.” 

Chloe smacks my leg. “You’re up, Dominic doesn’t care where he lives. What do you want in a house?”

“Um, something with character, none of those slick four-storied brand-new houses. I want a yard with grass too.” 

“Could you be any more vague, my dear?” Chloe mutters as she starts typing into the computer. “Five bedrooms, I’m going to go with at least four bathrooms because with all those girls you are going to need them. I’m going to go with at least five thousand square feet and a double lot to get the yard. And zip codes, okay.” She hits enter. 

“We have twelve.” She clicks on one. “What do you think?”

I frown and shake my head. “No, I like that it’s brick but it’s right up against another building, so that side won’t have any light coming into it. It reminds me of houses in New York. Ooh, click on that one. Oh no, it’s got four levels. I don’t want all those levels carrying the baby up and down the stairs and our room being on another floor. Wait, that one, oh, click on that one. I love it.” 

“Of course you love it. It’s ten thousand square feet and the main living area is on two floors with a basement that’s completely remodeled. The yard is over two thousand square feet. There are five bedrooms and seven bathrooms. And it was built in 1909.” 

“Look at all the wood, and that library. Dominic, they have a library already. That master suite is gorgeous, it’s a little boring but with some paint it will be perfect. I want that one. Wait, that’s the house at the end of the block.”

Dominic curses, Chloe laughs. “Yep, and it’s already under contract. Contingent on it passing inspection.” 

No, that’s our house. It’s perfect. 

Dominic swears again. “Call them, Chloe. She wants it. Call them.” 

“Don’t you want to see it first?” 

I look up at Dominic, afraid to hope and shake my head. “I don’t need to see it.” 

“Hold up, I cannot in good conscience allow you to put in an offer on it without seeing it first. It’s less than a five-minute walk. The owners are out of state already, it’s got a box on it for us to get in with the code. Let’s go look at it.” 

Once we get downstairs, Enzo orders Chloe into their SUV, it didn’t matter it was a five-minute walk. If she didn’t get into it on her own he’d put her in it. Dominic and I start walking hand-in-hand as Chloe and Enzo argue behind us, with Allegra chattering at them both in her baby Italian. 

“Do you mind us living so close to Chloe and Enzo and Bethany and Dante?” 

“No, not really. They’re just going to be all up in our grill, no doubt. I’ll get over it.” 

We’re to the gate when Enzo and Chloe finally pull up. 

“I like the gate, it’s nice and secure. I’m not in love with it being on the corner, we’ll need to put up some bushes for privacy and cameras,” Dominic murmurs as he scans the area around the house.

“You and your cameras.” 

He chuckles as he pulls me close. “I seem to recall you liking them yourself.” 

Chloe keys in a code on a little blue box around the doorknob of the front door. She opens the door and gestures for me to walk through it first. 

“Oh wow, it’s better than the pictures.” I sigh. 

For the next fifteen minutes I fall in love with the house more and more. I leave Dominic with Enzo in the basement as they discuss whether to turn it into a movie room or game room and find Chloe on the roomy low sofa looking out to the interior garden solarium. She pats the sofa beside her. 

“You love it?” 

“I love it. I can’t wait to fill it with a bunch of baby girls.” 

Chloe tilts her head. “You can tell me to shut up and it’s none of my business, but why are you going through in vitro when you are so young?” 

I see Dominic out of the corner of my eye frowning, and I shake my head lightly. “I didn’t want to say anything, but we’ve been trying since we made up, or rather we haven’t been trying to prevent me getting pregnant. I was sure each month it would happen. When it didn’t, I got scared. Like you said, I’m young. I thought I would get pregnant easily.”

I shake my head. “Dominic is more than healthy. It’s me. It’s not likely I’ll be able to have a baby without help. The doctor says there’s always a chance, but I don’t want to wait for a chance. I want a family now. And I’ve always wanted girls. Dominic is letting me decide everything since I’m the one who has to go through it all.”

“I’m sorry, honey.” 

“It happens. I feel bad it’s my fault, but things happen.” 

“How much was it on sale for?” Dominic asks Chloe.

Chloe looks from him to me. “Two nine, it looks like it’s selling for two seven.” 

“Offer them three five. She wants the house. She gets the house.” 

“Thank you.” I catch his hand in mine as he comes closer.

Shaking his head, he sighs. “Anything you want, it’s yours.” 

I pull him down to me. Dominic moves, sitting down and settling me into his lap. With my arms around his neck, I whisper into his ear. “I shouldn’t say this because I do want this house, but I already have everything I want. Just you—everything else is extra.”

***
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Regina

––––––––
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I come awake to Dominic watching me from the chair beside the hospital bed. Without thinking, I reach for him. His hand swallows mine in a grip so tight I wince. 

“How are you feeling?” 

“Not bad, really. I don’t understand why I had a reaction to this sedation and not when they did the surgery to remove the fibroids. It’s egg retrieval, hardly the stuff of medical emergencies.”

Running a hand through his hair, he shrugs. “They used a different kind, they made a note for in the future. Fuck, Regina, that was the scariest fucking thing ever.” He leans down and presses a kiss to my mouth, gentle as if he’s afraid to hurt me. “I’m sorry. All this is my fault.” 

“No, don’t. We promised we wouldn’t do that. No blame. Please don’t, then I’ll start feeling guilty and we’ll just go around and around.” 

He sighs as he nods. 

“Did they tell you how many good eggs they were able to retrieve? Any number on embryos yet?”

“Yeah, they got fourteen eggs, of that there are eleven embryos. The testing isn’t done yet, though. I mean it, we make sure they are healthy before we move further. From there, they know to destroy the boys and just tell how many girls we end up with.” 

I sigh. We agreed. 

“Are you sure about destroying the boys—” 

Vehemently I nod. “Absolutely sure. Do not feel guilty. I get it. I’m going to admit a part of me worried I would change my mind. There is no guarantee any single one of those would become something more. This was a part of all those hard decisions you warned me about from the beginning. It’s okay. Right now, I just need you to hold me. Please.” 

Without hesitation he puts down the arm of the hospital bed, sits down and pulls me into his arms. His hold is so tight it almost hurts. It’s a good hurt, though. 

***
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Dominic

––––––––
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Pop is waiting with a glass of scotch, thank fuck. I take the glass with a nod and throw it back. 

“That bad?” 

“It didn’t take, again.” I shake my head. “I don’t know how much more of this she can take. We only have five embryos left. Two damn implantations, two months of this and I don’t know how she doesn’t hate me yet. At the doctor’s office today the bitch doctor says there are some drugs she can give at the next try she hadn’t before because the odds of it working were so high. Why the fuck didn’t she do it after the first time? They are only allowing one embryo per implantation. If it were two or three and they were worried about multiples I get it, but not giving her everything they can for one embryo to take?”

I’m still pissed they weren’t willing to do two embryos the way Regina wanted. It would only be a twin pregnancy, not an octomom situation, for fuck’s sake. 

“Forty fucking grand each time we do this, and they aren’t giving us everything they can to make sure it works? I called that clinic in Athens. We’re going next month. They’re contacting the clinic here and getting everything sent over. And the clinic in Athens is half of what all this is costing us. It’s not the cost, it’s what they’re willing to do.” 

He pats my shoulder, taking my glass from me he refills it. “I’m sorry.” 

I shrug. “It’s no one’s fault but my own. I can’t talk about this right now. What’s going on with Emilio?” 

“He thinks someone is digging into him. An alert on his computer tripped but he can’t backtrack. I looked into it, no Fed or cop I could find.” 

“I’ll have Valdez look into it. He has a bunch of people just to dig into shit online.” 

Pop spits out a curse. 

“What?”

“You said Valdez would find her. It’s been two months and he hasn’t found her.” 

I go still, it doesn’t compute for a minute. “Pop, if he can’t find her. She could be dead.” 

He doesn’t even pause. “That’s what he said. No, she’s not dead. I’d know. She’s alive.” 

There is no doubt in me Pop knows if his woman is alive or not. The same way I know if Regina is happy or upset and I’m not even in the same room with her. He knows. “What aren’t you telling me? It could mean the difference between finding her or not.” 

His eyes are locked on the liquor he’s swirling in his glass. “I put my mother’s ring on her finger. When I woke up she was gone.” 

Fuck. No wonder it’s been five years and he can’t move on. Valdez answers on the first ring. “Christina Teller, the woman you’re looking for for Pop, stop looking for Christina Teller. Look for Christy Sabatini.” 

Pop’s head comes up, Valdez answers. “Will do.” 

I let him know what I need on Emilio, he promises he’ll find out. 

“You really think?” Pop asks as he finishes his scotch. 

“It’s the only thing that makes sense. If Valdez couldn’t find her it’s because she isn’t Christina Teller anymore. You put a ring on her finger. She was your wife before you ever gave it to her. For some crazy fucked-up reason, she loved you and it enough she kept the name when she left you. Which means she’s hiding something really fucking big.” 

As Pop considers it, he pours himself another drink.

***
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Regina

––––––––
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Chloe is careful as she presses the cup of hot tea into my hands. “I should have brought a lot more chocolate. Sorry.” 

“You brought more than enough. I’m sorry. I had no idea I was going to start bawling at you showing me pictures of baby Anthony. He’s just so cute and I—” 

“Stop apologizing. You are going through so much right now. What’s a few tears between friends?” 

I snort. “A few.” 

“Hey, cut yourself some slack. It’s a huge disappointment. I couldn’t imagine. I do think it’s wonderful Dominic is saying fuck your doctor and taking you off to Athens. I’ve read up on the clinic, it’s the absolute best. It’s also sweet you guys are going to just relax and enjoy a few weeks there in the sun and sand. This winter is miserable.” 

“Dominic is always so amazing. He is doing everything he promised and more. Every time I’m a crying mess he’s there holding me. He doesn’t say a word, just holds me. Then he’s sat through a dozen watches of The Princess Bride because he knows it’s my favorite and he puts it on to cheer me up. He is even reading Jane Austen with me so he can understand why I love her so much. Then when we’re done reading we watch the movies together and fight over which ones are good or not.” 

Chloe chuckles. “You’re lucky. I can’t get Enzo to watch any of the movies except the one with Kiera Knightly in it.”

“One night early into all this, I lay there wishing we didn’t have to do all of it. That we could do this like any normal couple, because I was hating the way my body felt like it wasn’t my own. Then I swear Dominic could feel it in his sleep, and he pulled me close into him. And I remembered we aren’t a normal couple, nothing about us is normal, so why should this be any different? I don’t regret it, not any of it.” I sigh, I really don’t, and I feel a little guilty about it.  

“Before this we were slowly coming together. Our time together was him teaching me Latin and how to cook. I was attempting to teach him he could trust me with everything. As stressful as the surgery and injections are, and as painful as the tries and fails have been, it added up to us becoming stronger together faster.”

“It’s crazy how stress and pain cuts through all the bullshit. Things get clear fast. I think it’s why so many couples break up going through infertility treatments. All the bad things become worse and everything you tried to ignore becomes bigger. I’m sorry you had to learn the hard way just how much you guys love each other.” 

I nod. “Last night I had the best dream since all this began. It wasn’t filled with babies, and a dog and this beautiful home. It was just us, the two of us lying on the couch while he held me close. If he’s the only thing I can have, there isn’t anything better in this world than having him.” 

Chloe bursts into tears. “That is so beautiful. You are so cruel. I just had a baby—my emotions are all over the place right now.”  
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Dominic

––––––––
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My cell pings with a notification of an email, then before I have a chance to open my phone it starts ringing. Interesting. “Yeah?” 

“Mr. Sabatini, your father is unavailable.” 

“Pop turns off his phone at night. Says he’s too old to be disturbed with bullshit anymore in the middle of the night. You found her.” 

“Yes, you might want to be the one to tell him.” 

I go cold. “Tell him what?”

“She is indeed going by Christy Sabatini. I have sent you all her information. She currently resides in Round Rock, Texas, a suburb of Austin. His daughter will be five next month. A beautiful girl, her name is Sophia Rose. She goes by Rosie.” 

Sonofabitch. 
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Regina

––––––––
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As we watch the sun go down I sigh in awe at the sight. Dominic’s arms tighten around me. “Thank you.” 

“For what?” His lips are against my ear, he licks the skin there. 

“For being so amazing. The last two weeks have been a little slice of heaven. I mean it. Even if we don’t leave here pregnant, I have not a single regret. I’ll still go home happy because of you. You have been so patient, especially with the whole sex thing, and I—”

“Okay, it’s not the sex thing, it’s the way we make love. And I have to tell you, being restricted to having my cock in your incredibly tight ass and all the mind-blowing blow jobs you keep giving me to make up for it when I feel like I’ve won the lottery has me feeling even more guilty. Once again, I’m getting all the benefits.” 

I turn and study him and I have no idea where it comes from. Laughter starts pouring out of me until I’m breathless with it. His eyes are wide with surprise, bright blue, clear with all of his love and awe. “How about we stop apologizing and just love each other?” 

His kiss is so sweet. “I can do that.” 

“I have a confession to make. I rescheduled our plane for the day after tomorrow. The idea of one more night was too much to pass up. That was naughty of me, I should have talked to you first.” 

The light in his eyes sends a hot wet rush to my panties. “That was very bad of you. I think this calls for a spanking.” 

“Oh no, not a spanking.” I exhale the words against his mouth. 

“Oh yes.”

***
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Regina

––––––––
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I don’t think either of us has blinked. “Is that what I think it is?” 

“Yeah, that one is a plus sign, that one is a pink line, and that one says positive.” 

Thank god for Dominic’s arms around me holding me tight. I’m pretty sure I wouldn’t be able to stand without him. “Thank you.” 

He hugs me tight, then he pulls back to look down at me. Air is trapped in my lungs at what I see on his beautiful face. “No, Regina, thank you. Thank you for not giving up on me and loving me even when I was fucking up every damn way a man could. When I was standing up at that alter waiting for you, I promised I would give you everything I had, anything you wanted would be yours. It scared the hell out of me when I figured out it was me, just me, that you wanted. But then I gave in and got so much more back than I had ever thought was possible. Me giving in on the kids thing was all about making you happy, keeping my promise only now I can’t wait. I can’t wait to hold a baby girl that I pray looks just like you. Can’t wait to watch you be an amazing mother and enjoy us being a family, together.” 

I have no words so I bring him down to me and kiss him with all the love and hope I have in my body. 
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Epilogue
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“If you don't untie me right this minute, the second I get free I'm going to kick your balls in so hard you choke on them.” I warn.

The fucker just laughs as he rolls the covers over my naked body. No, he can't. "Dominic, let me get dressed at least! Oh my god, I hate you even more. You cannot carry me out of the house naked.”

"If I don't, then you'll try to get away." He says it as if I'm an idiot. And I know I'm not getting out of this. That doesn't stop me from struggling when he slings me over his shoulder. "We talked about this, Regina. If you had been a good girl and agreed to come quietly, then you could have walked out of here dressed on your own, but no—" 

"It's our baby's birthday!" I yell at him for what feels like the hundredth time as he carries me out of our bedroom.

"I'm not a baby!" Eva yells at me as she watches from the open door of her bedroom. "I got you the gag for a reason, daddy. Mom, for the thousandth time, I'm turning nineteen, not nine. You and daddy need time to yourselves. It's your twenty-fifth wedding anniversary for fuck's sake." 

"Language, brat, and you helped him. No allowance for six months." 

"Daddy!" Eva pouts at Dominic. 

Dominic shakes his head, as he kisses her forehead, as if I'm not even here, over his damn shoulder, getting dizzy from the blood rushing to my head. "You're getting your allowance. Be a good girl, your aunt Chloe will check on you. If she tells me you aren't, then it's no allowance." 

Eva frowns as she considers her aunt, then smiles at me and waves before slamming the door back into her room. "That little girl has plans." I groan as I smack Dominic hard on his ass as we thump down the stairs. 

"Of course she does. This was her idea. I wouldn't expect anything less than a raging party. Mary will be here but we both know she’s as likely to help Eva as stop her.” Mary had become a grandmother to the girls, a huge help in the first years after we brought Carmen and Elisabetta home. Then she was a part of our family we and the girls couldn’t do without. “I have Vincent keeping an eye on not just her but all the girls while we're gone."

"Her idea, what part?" 

"Bye, have fun, Mom. I love you." Elisabetta bends down to kiss my cheek, her phone recording the whole damn thing. She better enjoy it now because when I get back, she's losing that damn phone. "Carmen says she loves you and has fun. She had to get to class, I'm running late, as usual. Bye daddy, you're so big and strong. Giulia and Giana didn't think you could carry mom down the stairs, but I knew you wouldn't have a problem. Say hi, for the girls Mom." She gasps, "Mom, that was not nice. It's a good thing you're taking her daddy, she definitely needs a time out." 

"Please be good, I'm trusting you can take care of the girls. Whatever Eva has planned, I will find out and all of you will pay for it, whether or not you are there." Dominic pulls our oldest in every way, born three minutes before Carmen and two years before Giulia who was followed by Giana then Eva, into a not so gentle hug. 

As Dominic lets her go, I'm pleased to see her frown then take off up the stairs at speed. "I think you scared her enough now. Can I please—ouch, damn it Dominic." 

He tosses me not so gently into the back of the car. 

"Good morning, Mrs. Sabatini." Everett nods at me from the front seat. 

I mutter, good morning, as I wrap the blankets tighter around me. It isn't easy to do with the damn silk tie tight around my wrists. Dominic leans over and buckles my seatbelt around me, copping a feel with a wicked glint in his eye. And I hate that I'm wet from it. God, he can be such an asshole sometimes. 

"Please untie me now." It annoys me to no end that I'm pleading with him as he gets in beside me. 

Shaking his head, he doesn't even look at me as he pulls out his phone. "Chloe, yeah, we're in the car on the way to the airport right now. I scared them, but I'm not sure if it's enough to make them behave themselves. Keep an eye on yours too. Elisabetta didn't like it when I mentioned you were going to be checking in on them. I'm turning off their debit and credit cards today, but they have cash stashed around the house." Dominic chuckles. "You are evil. Turning off their phones? I don't know about that. Ah, Regina likes the idea. Then again she's pissed at everyone right now so who knows how long that will last? All right, thank you. We owe you. Yeah, yeah, dinner from the club delivered for the next few weeks. Already arranged, just call it in. See you in two weeks." 

"I hate you." I sigh as we turn into the small commuter airport and the plane comes into view.

"I love you too, dear wife." Dominic laughs as he gets out of the car. 

He slings me over his shoulder again to get me up the stairs and I consider biting his ass, hard. I decide against it because he'll think it's sexy and I'm mad at him and he's not getting any sex for the next two weeks. 

"Hello, Mr. Sabatini, Mrs. Sabatini. Refreshments are in the bedroom as requested, sir. If you need anything, let me know." Colin, the cheerful flight attendant waves as Dominic slams the door behind us. 

I land on the bed with a thump. I'm barely on the bed before Dominic is on me, I turn my head, refusing to give him my mouth. "I hate you, get off me." 

Damn it, he captures my mouth, demanding everything. I don't stand a chance. I never do with him. I give up and into him giving everything he demands, all of me is his, has always been and always will be. 

A very long time later, I wake up to Dominic sliding a ring on my right ring finger. It’s beautiful, large round diamonds are separated by platinum leaves all the way around the band. The diamonds are huge, at least a carat each. A gorgeous representation of the engagement ring he gave me all those years ago that had been his grandmothers. I catch his hand, pressing it flat against my heart. "I didn't need a ring. I just need you." 

His smile is so wicked, I melt against him all over again. "The ring isn't for you, it's to make sure everyone who sees you know you're mine now and forever. Twenty-five years, Mrs. Sabatini, any regrets?" 

How does he get more beautiful as every year goes by? I wonder as I run my hand over his cheek. Dominic is still one percent body fat, with muscles on muscles below his silk suits. He isn’t even completely silver yet with a fair amount of inky black among his silver hair. Twenty-five years and there are still moments when all the air leaves my lungs in a whoosh at the sight of him. "One." I sigh into his mouth. His eyes go wide, I giggle. "It's only twenty-five years. I wish it were longer. Thank you for the best twenty-five years of my life." 

Rolling me under him, he kisses me soft and sweet. "We still have many years to go. Don't call them the best yet. Now that there is hope one day the girls will grow up and move out, I'm thinking I can make it even better." 

"Right, they will never move out, which is all on you. You give them everything they want. Why in the world would they leave home? At least that's what Carmen told me just last week. Which is why I can't believe we won’t be here for Eva's birthday. It's her birthday, we should be with her on her birthday. That's why she's acting out. Deep down, she wishes we were there for it. We go away for a week at least twice every year, since they were five which you talked me into even though I didn't want to. I agreed with you about making time for just us, and we've been doing that. Weekends at a hotel, date nights, this is her birthday, Dominic." 

Dominic rolls his eyes. "She's nineteen, Regina. She doesn't want us there for her birthday because she wants girls her age there, which is probably what all of her sneaky behavior is about. If we just gave her a regular party with friends instead of family, she wouldn't be sneaking around the way she is and feeling the need to throw some raging party. It's on us just as much as it's on her." 

Oh god, he's right. Aside from a few parties when they were younger and her sixteenth, the last few birthday parties were all with family and at home or the club where only her two best friends were allowed. "Oh god, I suffocated her. I'm a horrible mother."

He sighs, "You are not a horrible mother. It's fine. It will be fine. As long as she doesn't wind up in jail or anything while we're gone. I'm sure whatever she gets up to, we can get her out of it easily enough." 

Now I roll my eyes. "Who knows with her? She is much too comfortable playing a mafia princess when it suits her." 

The girls figured out their daddy wasn't like other daddies when they were almost in their teens. It caused a year or two of turmoil, anger, frustration, and tears on all sides. Then they gave in to the love they had for their father. We had raised them with the understanding things weren't always black and white, there was far more gray than either color and the world helped them understand too. Seeing the world around them, they grew to trust that what Dominic did he did because he thought it was the right thing. 

It helped he was an amazing father and they never once doubted his love. Dominic didn't just give them everything they wanted, he was there every day changing diapers, bathing them, dressing them, doing their hair, reading to them at night, and helping them with their homework. 

Our girls adored their daddy to the point that sometimes it was hard not to be jealous. They were far more likely to call out for him in the middle of the night than they called for me. It wasn't always fair I had to be the tough guy because Dominic just crumbled when they turned their big eyes on him. I would like to think we have gotten away from me being the bad guy, but it was Dominic they ran to if they needed more money or just one hour later on their curfew. Little did they know they were all under surveillance, by their daddy. From their phone to their computers, to their friends. Dominic might take the need to protect a little overboard as far as they were concerned, I appreciated it though, and would never dream of telling on him. 

A growl comes out of him. 

"What?" I don't like the look in his eyes. 

"Vincent's son has been eying Eva lately. I need to make sure he keeps his boy away from her." 

"Hm." Is all I say as I trace my finger along his chin. It's far too late on that end, Eva is in love and there's no talking to her. 

"What's that, hm?" He knows me too damn well. 

"It's that those are worries we can deal with when we get back to Chicago. Now is about us." 

“So true, my dear wife. I stole you away for a reason.” His eyes are full of his love as he bends down to kiss me. 

Yes, yes to this and twenty-five more years of all this.


If you enjoyed this please, please leave a review. 

Tony’s Book will come in May 2021, check here for updates and links once they are live: His: Tony

If this is your first read of the Sabatini Family their books are:

The Dirty Billionaires Series

His Dirty Demands features Cesare and Alicia

His Dirty Promises features Dante and Bethany 

His Dirty Bargain features Enzo and Chloe

They are wide and available and you can find them on my website through the link for Tony’s book. 


His Dirty Demands

Three billionaire brothers: Cesare, Enzo, and Dante Sabatini have everything except the one thing money can't buy. Three big beautiful women Alicia, Bethany, and Chloe will teach them the ABCs of love. Follow these couples as they negotiate the riskiest deal of all, falling in love.

It's hard to believe when I get the call: an offer to work for one of the Sabatini brothers. Cesare and Dante head a real estate firm that buys, sells, and owns some of the most spectacular real estate in Chicago. Dante Sabatini is the youngest of the brothers, and even though he's an arrogant manwhore he doesn't come close to the a$$hole level of the oldest Sabatini, Cesare. While I work for Dante, Cesare is in the office across the hall—and too close for comfort.. Even if I weren't a virgin, I'm very aware getting involved with Cesare Sabatini would be a complete disaster.
Until the moment I find out Cesare is having the same problem. The insanely gorgeous billionaire wants me? I'm a plus-size woman who has become numb to insults I have heard about my weight. I'm far from numb at the idea of throwing caution to the wind and giving in to the dirty demands Cesare whispered in my ear

Then I do something I never thought I would do. I steal twenty-five thousand dollars. I'm borrowing it, I'll put it right back.

When Cesare finds out, he demands twenty-five days and nights of my body in return for the money. Only all too quickly twenty-five days isn't enough—I want forever. But what does Cesare want?

This is the first in a standalone series. No cliffhanger ending.


His Dirty Promises

Dante Sabatini. Billionaire, manwhore extraordinaire—and my new next-door neighbor. Two years ago, my sister married his brother. Over the years I’ve heard all about him and seen his pictures everywhere, yet between me away in school and Dante’s hectic... ahem, “social life,” we keep missing each other. Until the day I move in across the hall from him. Nothing could have prepared me for Dante Sabatini in person. He’s more gorgeous than a photo could do justice—and more of an a$$hole than I thought was humanly possible.

Oh yeah, and he wants me. Me? Plus size, virgin, twenty-four to his thirty-five, nobody to the models and actresses he’s been with. Seriously? Only the jerk refuses to take me up on my begging to learn everything I can under his expert tutelage. We’re family now, and there’s too much at stake when we crash and burn he insists.

This guy is giving me whiplash and driving me crazy. We’re only five hundred feet from each other, but we’re separated by so much more. All I want is some fun, no promises or hand-holding necessary. Once I get what I want, will we be able to survive everything that comes our way... or will we crash and burn, hurting the people we love the most as we do?


His Dirty Bargain

My biological clock has been pounding, any minute now I'm going to hit buy on the sperm that's been sitting in my online cart for the last six months.... any minute. I want to be a single mom. The last five years without a man have been the best years of my life. Except, I do want kids, six if I had my way. But if I’m doing it alone I can’t really afford more than one.

At least what I need I can get off a website. I had no idea men had biological clocks too, Enzo Sabatini proved otherwise. The control-freak billionaire married a gold-digging womb to get the children he wanted, and not surprisingly it blew up in his face. With the ink barely dry on his divorce that lasted longer than his marriage, I'm tasked with finding him a new place to live. I can't believe it's really heat I see in his eyes when he looks at me. I'm nothing like his usual women, plus size compared to size zero

Shock is an understatement when I see the ring. I can barely process his insane proposal of me getting the dream house and the multifamily property I want in exchange for at least ten years and two kids. Wait, what? What kind of effing proposal is that? It's not a marriage proposal it's a bargain, one with limits and terms and signed off by lawyers. I don't care how hot he is he's lost his mind.

So why do I say, not yet instead of no? Is this going to be the biggest mistake of my life, or is there any way we can find a happy ever after from this dirty bargain?


His Fake Fiancée

Ivan Volkov is a wickedly intelligent, ruthless, and devastatingly gorgeous billionaire with a sexy British accent. He also owns the company I work for. The plan was simple: get his attention to show him I was the one behind all my boss's awesome proposals that have been making the company hundreds of millions of dollars for the last three years. I'm the one who should be in the big office making a six-figure salary.

It worked. I definitely have Ivan's attention. He'll put me in the big office with a six-figure salary—once he's done with me. He needs a personal assistant until he can find a replacement. It won't be long, he assures me, no more than a few weeks.

Close proximity to Ivan Volkov for a few weeks? Sure, I don't need my dignity. I wasn't using it anyway. No matter how many times I tell myself to stop staring at him with lust, I can't.

Volkov turns down the offer I never even made; he saw me staring, he's used to it by now. An unrepentant user of woman, all he wants is for them to satisfy his need, then be on their way. He can get that satisfaction from any woman. The money I make him isn't worth losing when he's done with me.

Until the moment he needs more: a shield from a woman who won't take no for an answer. He will do anything to protect his little sister from having her wedding ruined, even faking an engagement with me. Brilliant tactician that he is, he comes up with the answer to both of his problems. For the next three weeks we can satisfy the lust we both feel, while at the same time making it clear he isn't available.

But before long what's between us feels all too real. Can this lead to forever, or will the billionaire choose money over love?


This is the first standalone in a series about fake relationships. This does not end in a cliffhanger.
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