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            NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

          

        

      

    

    
      Well guys, it’s that time again. Another peek into my brain and what it took to get to where we are.

      This little book holds a special place in my heart, and not just because Michael is my favorite hero in this series. The truth is, this is the first book I actually bought into. I wrote Obsession, Romeo, and Hero on a whim, without really thinking I was going to be able to keep it going. By the time I hit Target, I was starting to think this might actually be something.

      The world was taking shape around me.

      The series plot was getting more complicated.

      And Michael and Penny… Let’s just say they had chemistry unlike anything I’d ever imagined.

      I adored writing this book, and editing it has been even more fun. Adding new scenes?

      Well, I’ll let you be the judge of that.

      I hope you guys are enjoying getting back into this series as much as I am, because I have to say, I just can’t get enough. And I can’t wait to jump to the next series. If you haven’t, yet, pre-order Pursuit, the first book in the New Orleans series. And if you want sneaks of where we’re going and what we’re doing, get into my brand new Substack, where I’ll be doing weekly drops of never-before-seen goodies! Love you all to the moon and back, and here’s to many, many more bad boy heroes and girls with bad ideas in the future!

      

      
        
        -Q
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            MICHAEL

          

        

      

    

    
      “This wedding,” I growled, keeping my eyes trained on the men across the room from us, “is fucking ridiculous. Did anyone tell you that while you were planning it? And what the fuck are the Carusos doing here?”

      The man standing next to me—who just happened to be my older brother—snorted. “I find it disturbing that you think I had anything to do with planning this,” he monotoned.

      He didn’t answer my second question.

      “Right,” I said. “And the Carusos?”

      As I watched them, one of them turned toward me, his lips caught in a smirk, and I felt my own eyes narrow. When Tony Caruso’s eyes met mine, they widened, like he’d just noticed I was there.

      Or was daring me to do something.

      I started forward without thinking, my hand already on the shoulder holster I had under my suit jacket, but another hand on my arm stopped me.

      “Don’t,” Joseph snapped.

      I almost yanked my arm away from him and went at the Carusos anyhow. Almost.

      But my grab had reminded me that I didn’t actually have my gun on me. We’d promised Sloane—Joseph’s new wife—that we wouldn’t come packing, and I’d held to that promise. Though I was now wondering why the hell any of us had thought it was okay. Sloane had, for some reason, invited nearly the entire New York underworld to the shindig, and now that we were all here, people who were half friend and half enemy all packed into the same dance hall, I was second guessing everything. The tension in the room was thick as soup, and I didn’t think anyone was actually having a good time.

      “You might not have helped to plan it. But you could have told your darling bride that it wasn’t a good idea to invite the entire New York underworld to the same party. One where we were told not to carry guns.”

      Another snort, and I turned to see Joseph looking grim and nervous. His eyes flashed to the girl he’d just married, currently holding court over her own family and our baby sister, and he shook his head.

      “I think you underestimate Sloane. I don’t like it any more than you do. I wouldn’t have allowed it if I’d known it was going on. Though I wouldn’t want to tell her that.”

      I huffed out a laugh at that. I had, after all, met my brother’s long-time best friend and newly minted wife. I’d also been on the receiving side of her very effective right hook.

      More than once.

      What can I say? I was only nine months younger than my brother, which put me very close to Sloane’s age. And when I was younger, I hadn’t been careful with my words. She’d been someone I looked up to. Admired. Even loved, a little bit.

      And I’d done what any boy would do in such a situation; namely, made fun of her at every opportunity.

      Of course, I’d stopped doing that when I realized she could hit just as hard as I could and had my brother’s fists to back her up. I wasn’t even sure she’d ever told Joseph that she could punch, actually, and that he didn’t need to protect her. By the time she might have, he’d already built his entire life around taking care of her.

      And she’d been quite willing to let him think he was the only one doing it.

      Neither of us had ever told him that I came to her rescue anytime he wasn’t around. Joseph was the sort to hold a grudge over things like that, and my relationship with him was complicated enough without Sloane getting in the middle of it.

      That didn’t mean I was going to let her ideas about a suitable guest list get us all murdered.

      Joseph and I both turned back to the family on the other end of the hall, and I didn’t have to look at him to know that our eyes were narrowed in exactly the same way. Neither of us liked what we were looking at. It wasn’t because they were bigger or more powerful than us. Hell, they weren’t even kind of powerful. The Carusos were a small-time family in New York. Small business, even smaller numbers. They didn’t field a full set of soldiers, and I was betting the head of their outfit—Lou Caruso—didn’t even have anyone named as his heir apparent, despite the fact that he had several sons who played head henchmen. They were broke and pathetic. Petty, small-time crooks masquerading as real mobsters.

      But they were trouble, and lately it had been getting worse. They’d been scuffling with our guys on the streets—even some of the higher-up soldiers, men answering directly to Joseph—and they were getting braver every day. They’d gone after some of the wives, too, and I was pretty sure the break-in at one of our uptown safehouses had the name ‘Caruso’ written all over it. It had been sloppy and quick, leaving quite a bit of damage, and no one else would be stupid enough to break into a Rossi building without at least taking the nice silver.

      The family might be small and pathetic, but they were trouble.

      I didn’t know how the hell they’d ended up at this wedding, but I didn’t think anyone had invited them. We wouldn’t have, not with what they’d been pulling over the last three months, and regardless of what Joseph said, Sloane knew better than to invite people who were making war on her new family. They couldn’t have been on the list.

      The fact that they showed up anyhow, acting like they had been invited, pissed me off even more.

      I was just contemplating putting bullets in a few brains to get rid of them entirely, while they were too drunk on champagne to see it coming, when a tall redhead appeared next to me.

      “You do anything to those men, Michael, and I’ll make sure Sloane knows it was you,” Brooks Peterson said quietly. “And I don’t think you want to know what she’ll do to you for ruining her wedding.”

      I turned to Brooks and looked her up and down, taking in the bright red maid of honor dress—of course Sloane would want a red and black wedding—and the slash of cranberry across her mouth to match. It should have clashed with her fire engine red curls, but instead she looked glamorous. Beautiful. Like she’d just stepped off a fucking runway.

      Though I was willing to bet she was packing at least one gun under all that satin. Because Brooks never went anywhere unarmed, and I wasn’t only talking about her sharp mouth. We’d been told not to carry any weapons, and we’d obeyed.

      I doubted Brooks had.

      “What on earth do you think I’m planning to do, Brooks?” I asked, making my voice as casual and innocent as possible.

      Another huff directly behind her took my attention down several inches... and right to the wide blue eyes of Brooks’ sunnier and altogether more innocent counterpart. Penny Lane. Messy blond ringlets, the eyes of an angel, and a mouth that would make any man fall to his knees. Pink and full and altogether too kissable.

      A body that had gone from little-girl skinny to curving in all the right places overnight, when she was sixteen.

      Not that I’d cared at the time. I’d been eighteen already and had only known Penny through Sloane and Brooks. And Joseph. And Alfonso, her big brother, who’d been my best friend then and was now my lawyer.

      In short, Penny had always been the girl I wasn’t allowed to touch. The forbidden fruit with luscious lips I wanted to feel wrapped around certain parts of my anatomy while those big blue eyes looked up at me, innocent and heavily lashed while she sucked me off.

      Okay, I’d thought about it more than once. Because that body hadn’t stopped being gorgeous, and now that we were adults...

      “Something funny, Penny?” I asked, hating that my voice turned immediately huskier than it had been.

      She lifted an eyebrow in a perfect imitation of her hero, Sloane, and shrugged one elegant—and very bare—shoulder. “You’re not as good a liar as you think you are, that’s all. Anyone looking at you could see that you were planning bloody murder. And Sloane’ll kill you if you do anything to mess this night up.”

      She smirked like she was flat out daring me to do something stupid and sashayed away, her shoulders back and her dress clinging to her curves like it had been painted on. I watched her go, fighting to keep my eyes on her back rather than her ass, and jumped when a finger poked right into my ribs.

      “You even think about touching her and I’ll kill you dead,” Brooks growled into my ear.

      Then she was strolling across the room, too, her swaying walk somehow full of both menace and mystery, and I was left smirking behind them.

      I didn’t have any intention of touching Penny Lane with a ten-foot pole. No matter how much I wanted to pin her down and wipe the good girl right out of her system. But that didn’t mean I couldn’t appreciate the way she looked in that skintight dress.

      And it would never stop me from looking. Regardless of what Brooks had to say on the matter.

      “Stop leering,” Joseph said to my left. “Or I’ll kill you myself. Let’s get the guys and see what the Carusos want. They’re here for a reason, and I don’t think it’s to admire the way Sloane looks in her dress.”

      I nodded and turned to follow him toward the Rossis, who were all gathered in a corner of the room. He was right: The Carusos were here because they wanted something. They’d muscled their way into a wedding that already included almost everyone in the city. A Brennan marrying a Rossi was a Very Big Deal, and it meant this was a big party.

      Hell, the Carusos might have thought they’d get in without being noticed.

      But they’d been wrong. And it was time to figure out why the hell they were here—and whether we were going to allow them to stay.

      * * *

       

      I slammed Tony Caruso against the outer wall of the golf club and got in his face. The man was shorter than me by several inches and had nothing on my strength, and it hadn’t taken much for me to grab him and shove him ahead of me, heading for the outside world.

      I’d told him we were escorting them out of the wedding.

      We all knew this was more like kicking them out of the joint. But I’d been willing to pretend until he started running his mouth.

      “What’s wrong, Rossi?” he snarled. “Afraid we’re going to steal your girls?”

      I jerked him away from the wall and slammed him backward again, letting my temper get the best of me for just a moment. Then I remembered that I was supposed to be the calm one in the family.

      Joseph was the hothead. And I’d left him inside specifically because we didn’t want to make a scene.

      “Bold to run your mouth about our girls when you’re at a gathering you weren’t even invited to, Tony,” I growled. “How the fuck did you even get in?”

      His snarled turned to a sneer. “The entire fucking city knew it was going on. That Brennan bitch didn’t exactly keep it a secret.”

      Right. Hotheaded it was, then. I rammed my fist into his stomach once, then hit him in the nose when he bent over. I heard a crunch that said I’d broken it, but didn’t let up there. Another two punches, one to his chin and another to his eye, and the man went down like a sack of potatoes.

      I jerked him off the ground and pushed him back against the wall, my breath heaving in my lungs. “She has a name, Caruso, and this is her fucking wedding. I suggest you have some manners. Now what the fuck are you doing here?”

      He glared at me through eyes that were already swollen. “Don’t you wish you knew?”

      What was with this guy? He had a mouth my fourteen-year-old self would have been ashamed of. What was he doing, trying to pick a fight, here?

      Shit.

      I backed up three steps, shaking my hands out and trying to calm the blood rushing through my veins. Because if he was here to start a fight, I’d walked right into. Like an idiot. I’d told Joseph to stay inside to prevent this exact thing, and the moment Caruso got mouthy, I’d jumped on him.

      God dammit.

      “Get out of here, Caruso,” I growled. “And stay out of my way. I don’t know what you’re playing at, attacking Rossi soldiers, but believe me when I saw I’ve got my eye on you. One more step out of line and it’ll be your last.”

      He opened his mouth to say something—probably another smartass comment—but I punched him in the teeth before he could. He went to the ground in a heap, and this time he stayed there.

      “Smart,” I muttered, standing over him. “Keep your head down and you might actually get out of this alive. Keep poking at me and I’ll end you. And that’s a promise I mean to keep.”

      I turned and walked away, my mind moving quickly through what had just happened. I shouldn’t have risen to the bait. I knew better. I never lost my temper like that. But the Carusos were a problem I couldn’t work out. I didn’t understand what they were doing, or why, and I sure as hell didn’t know what to do about them.

      I hated problems I couldn’t solve. And I hated men interrupting what was supposed to be a joyous night for my brother and his bride.

      I got back to the door and paused for a moment to get my breathing under control. The Carusos wouldn’t get back into the wedding—I’d talk to security and made sure of that—and that meant I should be able to relax for the rest of the night. Let down my guard.

      Breathe.

      I blew out a slow breath, focusing on the idea, and then stepped through the door and back into the party.

      The first person I saw was Penny, and she was looking right at me, her lips parted and her hair mussed like someone had just run their fingers through it. She bit her lip, looked me up and down, and then turned away.

      And Christ, I needed a fucking drink. I was supposed to be on my best behavior tonight and instead I was beating up Tony Caruso and then eye fucking Penny Lane.

      I turned and headed for the bar. I needed wine, and I needed it right fucking now. Because all this temper didn’t suit me. But a few bottles of wine and a quiet corner with some girl who didn’t know any better?

      Yeah, those suited me just fine. And they sounded a hell of a lot more fun than dealing with any more Carusos.
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      I woke up the next morning with a hangover from both the wine and the dreams I’d been having. The wine had been very, very good and I must have had about three bottles all to myself.

      The dreams... had been equally as good. Full of memories of the moment I’d run into Penny as we were all pressing through the doors of the hall to see Sloane and Joseph off. Memories of the way she’d backed up against the wall in surprise, her eyes large and rushing up to my face, her mouth opening with shock.

      The feel of her curves against me, and the immediate reaction of my body to hers.

      I’d jumped back the moment I realized I should, of course. We’d been in a hurry to see the bride and groom off, me as best man and Penny as head bridesmaid. It hadn’t been the time to linger there, pressed against her as she looked up at me, her mouth begging for my attention.

      I mean, not that I’d have given her any. Attention.

      Any attention.

      See above, where I said she was my best friend’s little sister and my new sister-in-law’s best friend. See also Brooks’ threats against my life. I didn’t touch girls like her. Little sisters. Best friends. Girls who were younger than me.

      But the echo of her curves had lingered in my mind, the feel of her skin imprinted on my own like it had somehow burned into me. It had been the last thing I thought about before I finally fell asleep, the world spinning with all the wine I’d had, and my subconscious evidently hadn’t wanted to give it up.

      I didn’t think it was an exaggeration to say I was having trouble getting her out of my head. Her disorganized curls, ending right at her chin in a style that should have been a mess and was instead perfection. Her rosebud mouth. The fact that Joseph and Sloane and Brooks had all told me I wasn’t allowed to touch her, with my reputation and connections. Son of the Rossi don and daughter of people who weren’t affiliated with the mafia.

      Bad boy. Good girl.

      I arched my back, my cock throbbing between my legs, and reached down to stroke myself at the thought. Once. Twice. A third time. And fucking hell, the thought of Penny against a wall naked, my cock buried deep inside her as I made her moan my name, was pure whiskey on the flame of my imagination. I wanted the girl. I’d wanted her since I was eighteen and we shared a kiss in a closet one cold December night. The fact that I wasn’t supposed to have her just made that desire even more powerful. And now that she was all grown up and allowed to do her own choosing, at least in theory…

      The problem was, I wasn’t used to not getting what I wanted, particularly when it came to women. Hell, I’d had most of the women I knew in my bed, at one time or another. I didn’t see why Penny had to be any different. She was old enough to know her own mind, and she’d certainly been watching me last night.

      Maybe it was time to stop following the rules my brother set for me. And what Sloane and Brooks didn’t know wouldn’t hurt them. They might not want anyone corrupting their designated Good Girl, but if she wanted to be corrupted, who were they to stop her?

      And if I happened to be the one corrupting her?

      Hell, at least I was a friend. I’d make sure she didn’t get hurt.

      And God, I was losing my mind if I thought any of this was actually okay. I was laying here jacking off to the memory of one of my childhood connections and talking myself into taking advantage of her.

      Maybe I was the monster so many people thought I was.

      I growled and threw myself out of bed, turning my mind to all the things I needed to do today. I had a meeting with some of my people this morning, to go over some of the break-ins we’d seen happening in the Rossi neighborhood, and then a meeting with a few lawyers from Uptown. We were looking into doing some business up there and I needed lawyers who were clean enough to get it done, but dirty enough to be willing to deal with my family.

      If these guys fit the bill, they were going to make us a whole lot of money, and give us more power than we’d ever had.

      I glanced at the clock and the wall and swore. Already running late. Fantastic. I’d been sleeping too hard. Enjoying those dreams too much. Now I barely had time for a shower, because I wasn’t going to miss either of these meetings.

      I headed for the shower, muttering to myself about girls who invaded my dreams and gave me a late start, and forced my mind to go through the things I wanted to discuss in these meetings. The Rossi family needed allies right now, and more power, and that was my job. I did the family’s business, and I did it well. My father counted on me for that.

      I wasn’t going to let him down.

      But I’d have been lying if I said that a corner of my mind—more than that, probably—was back in that bed, thinking about what I wanted to do to Penny Lane.

      And wondering how bad it would be if did.

      * * *

       

      The morning meetings went even better than I expected, and at 3 I strolled into my favorite bar, already thinking about what I was going to order. I was pleased to see that Alfonso Lane, my lawyer and best friend, already sitting at the bar, a pint in his hand and ready, I hoped, for the discussion I’d said we needed to have.

      I was less pleased to see that he’d brought a guest with him.

      Penny was perched on a barstool, her fingers wrapped around a flute of champagne and a grin on her face as she recounted some story to her brother. She looked sweet and perky and altogether too proud of herself, and my mind went immediately to the dreams I’d had last night.

      The ones where she was wearing a much different expression and far less clothing.

      I ground my teeth, not wanting to deal with this distraction, but then pasted a smile on and walked forward. I needed to talk to Alfonso about some of the more sensitive business deals we had going on, and Penny wasn’t going to stop me.

      “You bringing your kid sister to the bar, now?” I asked, sliding onto the stool around the corner from Alfonso and Penny. “Is she even old enough to drink?”

      I turned my eyes toward Penny in time to catch the glare she directed my way... and then watched her glance quickly down when she caught me looking at her. When her eyes came up again, they were cool and collected. Totally unemotional.

      She’d been learning from Sloane.

      “I’ve been to college and graduate school, in case you somehow missed it,” she said primly, her mouth coming to a moue of displeasure when she finished speaking. “I’m definitely old enough to be in here. Now as to being old enough to hang out with you two...” Her eyes flitted from me to Alfonso and back. “I’m too smart to try it.”

      She stood up, ready to go, but Alfonso’s hand shot out and took her by the wrist. “This isn’t a neighborhood you’re allowed in alone, Penny,” he said, his voice full of warning. “And you know it.”

      She scowled and yanked at him, her mouth turning down into a frown. “It’s 3 in the afternoon, Alf. I’ll be fine.”

      He jerked her forward into the seat again, and though my hands curled into fists at the way he was manhandling her, I didn’t blame him. We weren’t in a bad neighborhood, really. It wasn’t exactly Manhattan, but this part of Brooklyn wasn’t dangerous unless you were an enemy of either the Brennans or the Rossis.

      But I knew what he wasn’t saying. The neighborhood wasn’t the problem. The Carusos that were. They’d been running through our neighborhoods for weeks now, like bulls in fucking china shops, and we hadn’t been able to stop them. I still didn’t know what the fuck they were doing here or why they thought they had the right, but our crews hadn’t found the right way to kick them out.

      Beating the shit out of them hadn’t worked, and we’d already tried killing them. But they kept coming back like god damned cockroaches. And if the Rossi soldiers couldn’t keep them down…

      I didn’t blame Alfonso for not wanting Penny out there on her own.

      I just didn’t like the way he was handling her.

      The problem was, Alf had always liked to play big man. He and Penny didn’t come from a mafia family, but they’d been mafia-adjacent since we were kids. Friends with kids from the mob. Serving the mob, in Alfonso’s case. Elbows-deep in some of our nastiest deals. He’d always taken his lack of mafia family too personally, though.

      Tried to make up for it with a big mouth and an even bigger attitude.

      I’d just never realized that had extended to how he treated his fucking sister.

      “Ease up, Alf,” I said firmly. “If she wants to go out, I’ll send one of my guys with her. She’ll be okay.”

      Penny turned grateful eyes on me... then seemed to remember that she was angry at me and scowled again. “I don’t need any bodyguards, either,” she snapped. “I’m fine.”

      She stood up, yanked her hand away from her brother, and turned and ran right into Tony Caruso’s chest.

      I was on my feet in an instant, furious that Tony Caruso was in my bar and that he’d gotten so close to us without me noticing him. I’d been too distracted by Penny, too intent on trying to figure out the relationship between her and her brother.

      I’d been a fucking idiot, and I knew better.

      Before I could reach for Penny, though, Caruso had his arms around her, holding her like she was some sort of treasure. “Course you don’t need bodyguards, sweet cheeks,” he murmured, looking down at her with his greasy face and his even greasier hair, his nose crooked and eyes bruised from my fists. “Been a long time, hasn’t it? We’ll take good care of you. My boys and I have been looking for a new... project.”

      My skin crawled at his words, and my body reacted before my mind could even truly grasp what was going on. I surged forward, filled with a combination of protectiveness and disgust, and grabbed Penny away from Caruso, sliding her behind my back to shield her.

      “What the fuck are you doing here, Caruso?” I growled. “This isn’t your neighborhood.”

      He shrugged, his bulky frame looking like someone had stuffed a gorilla into a cheap suit, and gave me a smirk. “Just here for a drink, Rossi. Same as you.”

      I pushed Penny further back to get her out of the way, counting on Alfonso to catch her, and stepped forward into Caruso’s space. Sure, he was big enough to make most men pause, but I was bigger than he was. And more powerful.

      By a very, very large margin.

      “Get. The fuck. Out of my bar,” I snapped, not bothering to moderate my tone or be subtle with the request. “Your family is spending too much time on this side of the bridge, Caruso, and if you’re smart, you’ll find another place to get your beers. Period. And if I ever catch you manhandling another girl that belongs to my family, I’ll shoot you on the spot. It’ll make last night look like a fucking walk in the park. Got it?”

      I grabbed the Sig Nitron out of the shoulder holster I always wore, lifting it up and clicking the safety off in one smooth motion. I had the nose pressed to Caruso’s chest before he even knew it was coming.

      The idiot took several steps backward, his eyes flashing and narrowing, and I allowed myself a small smile.

      “Good boy,” I muttered. “Now go home to your mommy before I have to teach you another lesson. Make sure the rest of your brothers know what I told you.”

      I turned my back on him before he could answer and eyed the girl I’d just said belonged to our family. She didn’t. Not really.

      But the jealousy coursing through my veins at the sight of Tony Caruso holding her against him meant that something inside me thought she should.
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      I tottered out of my favorite coffee shop on heels that were starting to feel far too tall and backed up against the wall, closing my eyes against the morning glare.

      Then I took a very long, very hot sip of my coffee.

      Well. Calling it ‘coffee’ was probably a bit generous. Mocha with a splash of coffee. The truth was, I’d never been able to stand the hard stuff. I did, however, like the sound of saying I was a coffee drinker. And everyone around me—including Sloane and Brooks—had been drinking coffee since we were kids. I’d just never matched them.

      Instead, I found a way to drink it that didn’t make me feel like I was drinking liquified tar. Plenty of chocolate and just enough coffee to make it smell right. Mostly.

      Just another trick to make myself more like Sloane and Brooks when I… definitely wasn’t. Those girls were all mafia. All guns and fast cars and shady deals and midnight chases through Italy with people shooting at them.

      They both handled weapons like they were an extension of their own hands.

      I hadn’t been born into that sort of lifestyle, and I’d never really adapted to it. Mafia-adjacent, that was what they called me. Sidled up to the mob and sporting a serious crush on certain members of that shadowy brotherhood. Invited to their weddings and parties and on a first-name basis with some of the highest of the high. Best friend to the Brennan heiress and Brooks, who was, well, Brooks.

      Holding hands with the mob but not actually part of it.

      Should I have been allowed in? Probably not. I was a loose end on the best of days. But I had someone no one else did: I was really, really good at looking innocent enough that no one saw me as a red flag. My ability to look non-threatening had become a tool, early on, and I’d spent most of my life perfecting it. People never thought I was anything important, when I was standing next to Brooks and Sloane. Hell, I didn’t even think they usually noticed me.

      Until they did.

      The thought brought another sharply on its heals, and I cringed. Tony Caruso had noticed me yesterday. And then handled me like I was his property.

      The cringe turned into a shiver, and I felt like I was going to gag. Instead, I opened my eyes and stared out at the crowded corner of 5th Ave and Madison while I took another sip of my mocha.

      The bastard.

      I’d already been off-balance from seeing Michael Rossi when I hadn’t been expecting him, and then trying to fend off my brother’s overprotective instincts. Turning around and running right into Tony when I was already so flustered hadn’t been good.

      Because the problem was, I knew the guy. Intimately. Look, I’d been drunk and on my own, and he’d been… well, not charming, exactly, but persistent. I remembered the bar and what I’d been drinking, him crowding my space and me not having any allies there, and the next thing I knew he’d been waking me up in the middle of the night when he lumbered out of my room.

      He’d sneered on the way out that I was a cheap, easy date.

      I wasn’t, for the record. Cheap or easy. What I had been was drunk and out in the city by myself, having just graduated from college. And I’d never stopped regretting it. The whole thing had left a sticky residue on my soul, and I’d never been able to get rid of it. I’d also never told Sloane or Brooks, because I’d known what they’d say.

      And then I turned around and ran right into the man, and he definitely recognized me. I’d frozen, gone right into freeze mode. No one else knew I’d ever had anything to do with him—at least I didn’t think they did—and if they found out…

      If a known associate of the Brennan and Rossi families was revealed as someone who had history with a Caruso brother…

      I didn’t know for sure, but I thought it would change my standing with both families. And that was all I’d been able to think about when he grabbed me and pretended he had a right to put his hands all over me. All the things I could lose if he opened his fat, disgusting mouth.

      I shook my head, trying to get rid of the memory, but that just allowed for other memories to creep in. Michael grabbing me from behind and yanking me away from Tony Caruso. His hand wrapped around me as he maneuvered my body to a spot between him and my brother.

      The way he turned and stared at me, all fire and ice and hot, melting fury after he sent Tony away.

      I shivered at the picture, knowing that I shouldn’t read too much into it. Michael and I had known each of other since we were kids, though we’d never been close. Sloane and Brooks had protected me from him like they were afraid he might corrupt me from afar, but I’d always been hyper aware of him. He was the sun I couldn’t stop looking at; the cold, hard light in my peripheral vision. Back before he was the powerful businessman he now played on the streets.

      We’d shared a kiss, one night, in a dark, steamy closet. I was 16 at the time and had been in a phase where I actually thought I could pull of bangs.

      I’d been wrong, of course, and I shuddered at the idea, now.

      I also remembered how Michael had laughed at me when he saw my hair cut. He’d never seen me as anything more than another kid sister. Hell, I even had the same hair as his real sister.

      And there was no way that look in the bar had meant what I thought it meant.

      “Which means this is the last time you’re allowed to think about it at all,” I told myself firmly.

      I turned up the street, took another sip of my chocolate, and walked toward the meeting that had me in this high-society area of New York, where I almost never hung out and where I definitely didn’t belong.

      My people were, after all, down in the Brennan and Rossi neighborhoods. In Brooklyn. Where the mafia—and those adjacent to them—lived.

      * * *

       

      “Thank you so much for coming down to meet me,” the woman with the incredibly dark lipstick said, shaking my hand.

      I jerked and looked from her mouth up to her eyes, trying to focus on what she’d been saying. Right. The meeting. A terrific opportunity as an accountant with a big firm in the financial district. A low-level position in the firm, but it could lead to very big things. A career in finance. A corner office with a view of Wall Street.

      Everything a girl with a business degree dreamt of.

      Except that it… wasn’t. Nothing about it sounded exciting or interesting to me. It wasn’t where I wanted to spend my life. Stuck in an office that I didn’t care for, doing work that bored me.

      But at
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