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“Sometimes Prince Charming can also be the wolf.”

As with all my stories, I write, I wouldn’t be able to do it without the support of my very own hero, my husband, David. Thank you, handsome. Here’s to many more years, laughs, and love.
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There’s only so many times one could say they’d been shot by the woman they loved. 

Jake stared at Francesca’s shaking hands wrapped around the butt of a SIG .229. She held the gun with as much confidence as one would expect with someone who had little to no experience with such a weapon. Like a toddler taking their first wobbling, unsteady steps. Or a young child holding a chicken’s egg for the first time and being told they could break it if they weren’t careful.

Under the full moon, silver tears trickled down her face. A moderate wind teased at hair that had escaped the messy bun held low at the back of her head. Russet tendrils brushed along her neck and cheeks like phantom fingers. She ignored those things. But he saw it all, as if the world moved in slow motion, tracking the shifting of her eyes and hands from one person to another. Saw the way her finger tightened ever so slightly over the trigger. 

The safety was off, so if she applied a touch of pressure to that metal hook, approximately ten pounds for the first shot to go off, the gun would fire the bullet waiting within. 

“Frankie,” he called in a soothing yet firm voice, using the nickname he’d started saying a few nights ago. One he’d discovered she liked when he whispered it in her ear as he sank slowly inside the heat between her legs. 

Her attention shifted to him for only a fraction of a second before she refocused on Dante, her father’s right-hand man. A man many did not want to fuck with. One who’d killed his fair share of folks both in and out of the city. A man who was known to be one of the most ruthless enforcers around. Dante did things in the most violent way to set examples or make a point. It was the only way he communicated. And it was the way he got into the position he did, leading one of the most ruthless organizations in New York City. 

And lucky, lucky Jake was currently in a three-way face-off, like something from the Wild Wild West, with a woman he loved and a man he’d been hunting for years. 

And as if his luck couldn’t get any worse, the two had a serious history he hadn’t been able to wrap his mind completely around. 

He quickly glanced around, wishing for that backup he’d called for about ten minutes ago to show up. But with how deep they were in Central Park, that wish would never come to fruition in time. The dull light coming off the yellow haze of a streetlamp reflected dark shadows of trees in the standing puddles leftover from the rainstorm earlier. The only sound outside the passing cars on the streets lining the park and Frankie’s harsh breathing was that of leaves hitting the ground, the season of fall in full swing. 

“Frankie, listen to me,” he tried again, his chest growing tight with unease. “Put the gun down. Let’s talk about this.”

“I don’t want to be a woman you love,” she said, lips trembling. Her arms shook with either fear or adrenaline, both equally dangerous when holding a weapon.

Jake Gonzalez’s heart clenched at the words, but he pushed them away. He had to stay focused, had to sort through this mess and prevent any additional loss of life. As it was, there’d already been too much. And if she pulled that trigger, there was nothing he could do. He wouldn’t be able to protect her. As frustrating as it was, he had an oath to uphold. Even against a woman he loved. 

Francesca Conti looked broken, disheveled, and cornered. The first two had him angry and concerned. The last...frightened.

Dirt blotted her white silk blouse, which was hanging half-in, half-out of her crisp navy pants. He thought he saw a missing button from said blouse, but couldn’t be sure as his eyes kept scanning. She wouldn’t let him any closer than he was now, about two arm’s lengths away and mentally even further than he liked. 

“Do you believe me?” she asked him, drawing his attention back up to find her gaze darting between him and Dante. But the question had been directed his way. 

“I don’t under—”

“Do you believe me?” she asked again, her voice rising. “Do you understand that I am not the murderer?”

His heart slammed against the inside of his chest with a painful thud. “What kind of question is that?” he asked her. His ears heated with impatience and his face felt hot as frustration rose.

“Answer the question!” she shouted as her hands shook frighteningly.

“Put down the gun, Francesca!” he shouted back, alarms screaming through his head as tension snapped through the air. Far off in the distance, police sirens sounded. 

They were going to be too late. Too far out. 

Damn it. 

Fresh tears tracked down her cheeks like snake lines slithering along her skin. She had a trail of blood running from her left temple and the salty liquid caused the dark matter to spread along her cheek and drip off her jaw. He watched, fascinated and worried as one drop landed in a pink splat on her blouse. 

She shook her head, tears flying off in directions unknown. Her eyes met his again and pleaded with him to understand. “I...I can’t anymore, Jake.” She licked at her lip and cringed as she hit the exposed cut there. Her left eye was swelling rapidly. “I’m sorry.”

Panic rammed against his chest, demanding to be set free. His heart pounded out a fierce rhythm as if he’d just sprinted the length of this park. “It’s going to be okay. Please, gorgeous, put the gun—” A shadow moved at the corner of his vision, and that same heart slammed to a jarring stop. 

“No! Don’t!”

The sound of a gunshot echoed through the night’s darkness, filling the air as quickly as the clouds surrounded the skyscrapers in the city during a spring storm. Thick and unforgiving. 

****
[image: ]


Six weeks earlier...

“A murder,” Detective Jake Gonzalez said, staring at the professional pair wearing crisp black suits and white shirts, a la Men In Black. The woman who identified herself as Interpol Agent Rouseau, had her dark hair swept back in what looked to be a painful bun. The edges of her eyes spoke of how tightly she had tied her hair up, and how much she wanted to control this situation. 

It wasn’t the first time he’d had to deal with Interpol, but it was the first time they’d sent someone from their headquarters in France. 

Her partner, Agent Laurent, did a splendid job of holding the wall up to their left, leaving his female counterpart to do all the talking. 

Rouseau nodded in answer to his non-question, and Jake had an urge to ask if that hurt, because again, her tight bun looked excruciating.

“Caught on camera,” he repeated what she’d just told him. Repeating what someone had just said was normally a psychology trick detectives used to get someone to continue talking. 

Obviously, Agent Rouseau here had been through that course and passed it with flying colors. She wasn’t giving him much more to go off of. 

“On satellite,” she corrected, the pronunciation adding the distinct syllables many from overseas did when trying to speak English. Not that she wasn’t doing a superb job of it, because she was. At least to him, she was, and the sound of this unfamiliar accent was refreshing. Especially since he was surrounded by many who were born and raised in Long Island, the Bronx, and Staten Island. Those were some of the thickest accents he’d ever heard. 

Jake tapped his lips, something he’d been told time and time again was a tell for when he tried to buy time. The first instance had been by his mama when he was nine, and she’d found him hiding out with a kitten in the garage. He’d found the little guy in the prickly bushes by Town Hall, all alone and screaming his head off. 

Jake hadn’t been able to leave him there and had brought him home, found a box, a blanket, and food to give the little guy for three days before his mama had uncovered his secret. He’d named him Bandit because of the coloring around his face...it’d looked like he wore a mask like they used to show in old western movie bank robberies.

That had been twenty years ago, and they’d all come home last spring to help Mama bury the old cat when he passed away from age. 

He liked cats and had loved Bandit. But now he had a dog with the same name. His family like to refer to Bandit the Second as Junior despite the black and white Akita having eighty pounds on the old family friend. 

“What I want to know,” the other woman in the room said as she struggled to stand, “is how Interpol has access to such fancy equipment and uses satellites to see images from space. And why are they looking in areas of land that don’t quite belong to them?” 

His own partner, Gina Milford, was about twenty months pregnant and two seconds away from going on maternity leave, which was scheduled for tomorrow. That was if she didn’t pop today. He eyed her stomach as she rubbed a hand over the bulge, then looked over at Rouseau to see her eying Gina as well. 

Jake tipped his head in acknowledgment to Gina’s question. “That is a good question, but not the one I have.” He paused and waited for someone to ask that question, but silence reigned around them. 

With a dramatic roll of his eyes, he pushed off the desk he’d been leaning on and stepped over to the smart screen, which highlighted an area near Battery Park in Manhattan. This area was normally thick with lush green trees, but the pictures must have been recently taken so you could see between the bare branches. “What is your question, Jake? Well, I’m glad you all asked.”

“Always so dramatic,” Gina muttered. 

He flashed her a quick grin. “Why is Interpol so concerned with a little murder that happens in a city the size of New York, where so many other murders happen routinely?” He held up his hands. “Not that it’s something we’re proud of, mind you. But in a city of over eight million, I’m sure you can imagine just how common death can be.”

“Are you aware of this murder?” Rouseau asked. 

Gina shook her head, then rubbed her lower back. 

“For this specific area, no one has reported anything. But that means nothing. The murder could have happened there...” he said, pointing at the screen showing the spray of blood and a body. “...then moved somewhere else. Did your satellite happen to pick that up?”

Rouseau shook her head, and not a single hair on her head moved. Yikes. 

“Unfortunately, the satellite moved out of range at this point.”

“And there were no others in the area, of course.” Jake had to hand it to Gina. She passed on the sarcasm well. He should take some lessons. Maybe after she returned from giving birth. 

“Shame,” he said in response to Rouseau’s nod.

“And it’s unfortunate,” Gina went on, “that we don’t have any outstanding murders at this present time. They’ve all been accounted for. So unless there’s a body buried out there somewhere yet to be discovered, we’re not going to know anything.”

His stomach tumbled at that thought. Of someone’s loved one sitting out in the elements, exposed and undiscovered. Of a mother, father, brother, or sister, wondering where their family member was. And in this case, that member looked to be a young female. 

Jake eyed the screen again. The last shot they had glared like a frozen bloody snapshot of time. A prone body laying in the grass and sand next to the shore. This area of the park wasn’t as traveled as other parts, but it was a bit unnerving that there’d been no body discovered, nor had anyone reported anything unusual. They’d already checked all the calls that night. They had no leads and nothing to go off of. 

Blood had sprayed off in a perfect curvature around the body. So why hadn’t anyone found anything?

“Perhaps we should ride out to the area and see for ourselves?”

He pursed his lips as Gina waved a hand as if to say, “It’s all yours.” She hadn’t been responding to calls for a while now, nor did he think she should. “Sure, why not,” he said. “I’ll grab the car and meet you all out front.”

Nearly half an hour and three miles across the city later, the three of them—Jake, Rouseau, and the ever-silent Laurent—stood at the same location the satellite had picked up for the murder. He matched the curvature of the grass to the picture he held in his hand. 

“Nothing,” he said. No body, which he didn’t suspect they’d find. “No blood splatter, no weapon, no sign a murder occurred here only two weeks prior.” 

Rouseau and Laurent shared a look, one that said a million things Jake couldn’t possibly begin to understand. He and Gina had the same connection. It was one built over years of training and working, then spending ungodly amounts of time together. Someone had once asked him if he thought it’d be easier to just start something romantically with Gina, seeing as he saw her more than any woman he’d ever date. 

While Gina was pretty, beautiful in her own “I’ll-beat-your-ass” kind of way, she was still like a sister to him. He’d explained that they knew each other too well and had seen each other do things a romantic partner wouldn’t want to see. They’d dealt with each other at their highest and lowest, and while some could take that as a reason to accept each other to no end and start something romantically, that life would never be for him and Gina. They were as close as any two people could be without being in love with one another. 

Several moments of silence passed where just the sounds of the city filled the space. Symphonies of car horns and people yelling. Water lapping at the shoreline. A ferry blowing its horn in the background. “Whelp,” he said, slapping his legs. “Sorry you came all the way out here, folks. As you can see, there’s nothing here. Without a body or someone reporting something they saw, there’s nothing we can do.”

“The cameras?” Rouseau asked, referring to what everyone knew were cameras hidden around the city. Not in a big brother kind of way, of course (wink, wink).

Jake shook his head. “Gina checked that already. Nothing. Had something been seen, a patrol would have been dispatched immediately and there’d be a record.”

Laurent searched the tree line and surrounding light poles.

He wouldn’t find anything. The closest camera was another hundred meters behind them. 

“I’m sorry you wasted your time,” he said. And he was. Obviously, if a crime happened, he wanted to be able to solve it. But he had a feeling whatever they saw on the satellite was some prank pulled, especially with Halloween having just passed. There was no way, in a city this size with as many nosey people as they had, that a murder had happened here and they didn’t know about it.

The two looked at each other again, and Jake rubbed the back of his neck. He had other cases to follow up on, things to do before Gina left tomorrow, calls to make. He didn’t want to rush these two, but he felt as if he wasn’t getting the entire story and it made him a bit frustrated and impatient. If they wanted his help... “Perhaps there’s something else,” he said. He didn’t ask because the longer they stared at one another, the more certain he was. 

Laurent crossed his slender arms across his chest and kicked up a pair of black glasses to sit atop his head. Green eyes met his. “This isn’t the only time this suspect has murdered someone,” he said. 

For a second or two, Jake was stunned. “So you actually do speak.”

Laurent thinned his lips, pressing them together, then went on. A breeze kicked up, pushing at the blond strands of his hair. Definitely not a fan of hairspray, unlike his partner.

“We’ve been tracking this pattern for a few weeks now. The different bodies found in multiple major cities across the world. From Paris, where a young woman was found bound and gagged, wrapped in a black burlap bag, and left along the shoreline near the Seine River. She’d been twenty-two years old. Raped, tortured, and killed in the most brutal fashion. Then there’s another in Ramstein, a twenty-six-year-old woman. Found in a sack near the Spree River.”

Laurent took a deep breath but never pulled out a notebook or card. Recited everything from his mind, seemingly pulling details out with ease. Jake was curious and a bit in awe. 

“More bodies found in the same manner with the same cause of death in Madrid, London, Tokyo, Edinburgh, and Trapani. All looking as if they’d spent weeks in the wild, barefoot, and naked with marks, cuts, and bruises marring almost every inch of their bodies. Someone had hunted these women, Detective Gonzalez, and they did so with glee.”

Jake matched Laurent’s stance, crossing his arms over his chest and spreading his legs, settling in to try to understand. “Help me out here...these all sound like major cities. Of course, murders are going to happen with so many people so close together. What’s the link?”

“The link is the manner in which they are discovered in black burlap sacks. The exact same type of sack. Close to woodsy areas. Even you must admit that detail across multiple countries is highly suspicious.”

Jake nodded, but he knew that wasn’t the link. There had to be more. 

“And that they are all found near rivers.”

“Any link to cities where there are no rivers?”

Laurent shook his head. “Not currently. Seems that’s a big piece there. The cities with rivers. And at first, we couldn’t figure out any other modus operandi for the crimes. And I will admit, I wouldn’t have caught on to this myself. But I’m not a big reader.”

Jake lifted a brow, suddenly lost at that last statement. A comment such as that wasn’t said for no reason. “Not sure I’m following.”

“Do you like to read, Detective?” Rouseau asked, jumping in. 

Both of Jake’s brows lifted, and he dropped his arms to his sides, looking around. He felt as if a game was being played with him and it made him snap out. “Well, yeah. When I have time. I don’t know what that has to do with these murders, though, or even how you think this one might be related. You mentioned the river,” he said and turned toward the body of water behind him. “While we are surrounded by water here, this is the ocean. The Hudson is on the other side. We don’t have a body either. And this park isn’t exactly a woodsy area.”

“Detective,” Laurent began. 

“And I don’t see any burlap sacks,” he said, talking over the quiet agent, his frustration rising. He spread his arms wide. Something was being left out. This game they wanted to play was one he did not have time for. He didn’t care for it. Not with everything else they had going on. 

“I have brothers in different lines of law enforcement,” he told the two agents, meeting their gazes for a solid second or two. “And from what I know of how they do their jobs, they all communicate across lines to help others in the same industry. Because all we want to do at the end of the day is get the bad guys off the street and protect the innocent ones. What I’m sensing from the two of you is a whole lot of secrets. You’re keeping something from me. Are you going to quit wasting my time here?”

“We’re not trying to waste your time,” Laurent said. 

“There’s an author who writes murder mysteries. She lives here in New York City.”

Jake said nothing, just waited for more information. When she didn’t continue right away, he lifted his eyebrows in question. 

“Each of her stories seem to weave these tales of murders that occur to different individuals. And the characters spend their time trying to solve the crimes. These murders have occurred in different cities around the world.”

The hair on the back of Jake’s neck rose.

“London...Paris...Tokyo...New York City...and...crazy enough, each of the victims were found in burlap sacks.”

“Shit,” Jake said. “Who is the author?”

Rouseau licked her lips, the only sign she’d shown since stepping into his office hours earlier that she was affected by any of this. “Chesie Parks.”

A heaviness settled on his shoulders, one full of dread and frustration. “Shit, guys. We really need to work on our communication.” He shook his head and turned away from the two of them. Before him stood the lady of liberty a short ferry ride away. The gray water of the ocean was choppy from the Fall winds and incoming storm. This season wasn’t his favorite in the city but he wouldn’t change where he lived for anything in the world. He loved it here, being close to family and able to experience all that he ever wanted. He had a career he enjoyed, working in a department that kept him challenged. But none of that could stop the concern he felt over this matter, the person that he’d have to investigate, and the difficulties that would cause. How would they’d be able to work this without ruining years of research and surveillance he’d already done? All the roadblocks they’d run into and how he could get around them. The sheer headache this case would surely cause. But there was no way around it, especially if her books were telling the crimes in the exact way they were happening.

“You don’t seem happy about this revelation,” Laurent said, stepping to his side. 

Jake shifted to face him. “Do you know anything about Chesie Parks?”

“I am not a reader,” he said, and glanced at Rouseau. 

She spoke up. “I tried to investigate her private life, but it’s locked down tight. Everything I see from her online conflicts greatly with these crimes. Especially on down to the satellite video. It’s a male we see there doing the killing. Not a female. And Ms. Parks is very petite in stature when making comparisons. There’s no way she can be the suspect unless she’s directing these crimes. Having someone else act them out on her behalf. More fodder for her writing, if you say.”

He made a face, not liking that idea. But not dismissing it either. “There’s a reason her private life is pretty locked down. And it’s one that will create a tremendous number of obstacles for this investigation.” He paused. “Tell me...how sure are you about this? About these scenes being the same as the ones in her books?”

“One hundred percent,” Rouseau answered. 

He sighed and faced the ocean again, squinting to see the tall statue. “Chesie Parks’s real name is Francesca Conti. I’ve been investigating the Conti family for the past four years. Her father is one of the biggest mafia bosses this city has seen since Gotti. And he’s ten times as lethal.”
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Chapter Two
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Francesca Conti moved through her apartment, heading toward the kitchen to make a smoothie. Sweat rolled along her back and dotted her brow. She panted, trying to slow her breathing after that workout. 

Sunlight filtered inside through the tinted windows that ran around the length of her open concept apartment. Dark wood floors gleamed under the sunshine, giving the illusion of sunny weather outside when she knew the cooler fall temperatures had already moved in. 

She opened her black stainless-steel fridge and grabbed a container of Greek yogurt and a few pieces of fruit, then paused as she hit a ray coming in through the window. The heat washed over her skin with warmth, and despite having just worked out, she relished in the feel of it. In taking a moment to just exist without the pressure of anyone or anything. With the weather cooling down, the rays from the sun seemed lesser at times. And she wasn’t quite ready to say goodbye to summer. Not ready for time she’d have to spend bundling up to go outside for a walk to the store or to see her agent. Not ready for the shorter days and the longer, lonely nights. 

And she was so very lonely. Sometimes it felt as if she were the only person who existed in her world. Even walking down a crowded street or pushing her way into a packed elevator. No one saw her for who she truly was. 

She sighed, then moved for the blender.

Christmastime in the city wasn’t entirely awful, either. It was gorgeous and filled with people and decorations. So at least there was something to look forward to. But she was more of a summertime girl, one who enjoyed spending days lazing in the sun or walking in the parks. 

Not that she’d been able to do much lazing around recently. With her next book coming due, she’d been spending lots of time in the office writing and talking over details on the release with her agent, Theresa. 

Seemed like the same routine lately, day in and out. Wake up, work out, write, lunch. Write some more, have a meeting with Theresa, then dinner. Write some more, watch TV or read, then go to sleep. 

So mundane. Such a life she wasn’t quite sure she wanted to be a part of. 

But that was the whole point in creating this persona, this alternate person who wrote murder mysteries for a living. Instead of the life destined for her, another life where she’d be forced to shell out kids in exchange for keeping her mouth shut and her father happy. 

She didn’t want that for herself, no matter how pretty the picture he painted. 

She saw his life for what it was. And that wasn’t for her. 

Francesca turned the Magic Bullet on to mix the yogurt and fruit, then pulled the hair tie from its binding, letting her shoulder length reddish-brown curls fall. She shook her hair out, massaging the moist scalp to shake the tension out and allow her hair to breathe. 

A few short minutes later, she sat on the couch that faced a balcony and sorted through her mail. Lots of letters from readers, all wrapped together by her agent. A few bills. And one letter with only her name printed in bold capital letters across the face. 

She opened it, more than a little curious about how it had made its way into her mailbox. Maybe she’d ask Dante about it, her father’s right-hand man, who often brought her mail up on his way back to her father. 

Living in the same building as her father was about as far as he had let her go with her fake independence. 

Inside the white envelope was a regular piece of printer paper, folded in thirds. She opened that and froze, her blood feeling as if it turned to ice within her body. The sunshine she sat in did nothing to warm her. Her eyes scanned over the five short words in the same handwriting as had been on the envelope: 

I know what you’ve done.

That was it. She checked the envelope again, but still didn’t find a return address or anything else to pinpoint who sent this to her. 

What could this mean? How much did they know? Who knew? There was a huge secret she’d been attempting to hide for years now, one that would guarantee her a life outside this prison her father had set her in. 

She tossed the letter aside and grabbed her phone, logging in to the app that held her secret. She’d even hidden it away on her phone, the app picture, one that didn’t belong to the true destination she set. 

A hidden bank account, one where she squirreled away money a bit at a time in preparation to flee from this life. 

Relief hit her at the sight of everything being fine with that account. Her eyes burned with unshed tears. Heat swamped in a wave over her scalp and skin until she had to take deep, measured breaths to work past the rise of emotion. 

A knock on her door pulled her from her mini panic attack. She quickly closed the app and grabbed the letter and envelope, tucking them away in her bag as she went to the front door. 

There were only three people it could be, so she took a deep breath and opened the door, fixing a small smile on her face. 

The sight of her father and his right-hand man caused her body to flush cold again. If she didn’t know any better, she’d suspect menopause with all the swift changes in her temperature. On the heels of that letter, she wasn’t sure if their visit was a coincidence or not. 

Her phone chirped with a beep, signaling an incoming text message. 

Dante’s dark eyes flipped to the phone on the table, then back to her, holding a question she didn’t want to answer. 

“Daddy,” she said, leaning in to kiss his cheek as he walked past. 

“Chesie-baby,” he responded, then moved into her apartment. “I figured if I wanted to see my beautiful daughter, I needed to come by, since she doesn’t ever visit me.”

Dante had stepped inside and closed the door. She shifted her gaze from him to her father, who had his back to her taking in her apartment, then back to Dante. He’d stopped and leaned down, expecting the same kiss to his cheek as she did to her father. Only with Dante, it was so much more. 

It always was. 

His scent of a crisp cologne washed over her senses until it felt as if he were taking over. She leaned in, intending to give a quick brush of her lips on his smooth cheek, but at the last minute his face shifted and his lips skimmed across hers. She gasped and jumped back, then her face flamed with indignation. 

Dante had been pushing more and more recently. Wanting more. Expecting more. 

And she had nothing to give him. 

But her father wanted to hand him everything...including his only daughter. 

If she had been in any other time, any other woman, she would have jumped at the opportunity. Dante was handsome in a bad boy kind of villain way, with short dark hair that often fell over his forehead when he didn’t have it slicked back. His brown eyes were the color of her favorite coffee drink seasoned with just the right amount of cream, and often watched her as if he imagined her naked. He had full lips designed to make a woman swoon or cry out in pleasure, and a jaw that looked like it could break glass. 

But the deal-breaker with Dante was that he expected her to fall to her knees before him and accept this life of crime both her father and he had built. 

And she didn’t want any part of that. Had made it clear time and time again. But it had all fallen on deaf ears. 

“I wanted to come by and see if you’d like to spend the day with me,” her father asked. Known as Antonio Conti, he was a ruthless man who wore multiple faces for different people. When she’d been little, she’d always look at him as if he were a prince in a fairytale, until the day her mother disappeared and she’d overheard him instruct others on how to get rid of her body. 

She’d been privy to too many of those conversations over the years. Knew how many bodies went missing, how many were left out to make a statement, and cried out at the injustice of it all. 

Silently, of course. 

Francesca crossed the room and tapped her phone to see who’d sent a message. 

Michael: I’ll be in town tomorrow night. Want to meet up for a drink?

“I would, Daddy, but I have to meet with Theresa today.” Her agent insisted they get together to hammer out some last-minute details on her upcoming book tour. 

Antonio sighed heavily, something he did whenever he grew impatient with her. 

“I’m beginning to think you don’t like your father.”

She widened her eyes and gasped, trying not to overdo her response to such a statement. She loved her father. Dearly. But she was terrified of him so his statement wasn’t too far off from the truth. “Daddy, how could you think such a thing?”

He turned to her and settled his hands in his pockets. A tinkling sounded, coins inside rattling. A nervous tick he’d been trying for years to get rid of. One he’d obviously been failing at. Or maybe he let his guard down with her, because she was his family and family never turned their backs on each other. 

That’s what he’d said as long as she could remember. 

“You never want to hang out anymore. You’re always off doing your own thing. Dante and I are starting to think we smell bad.”

“Old man, I said you smelled,” Dante cut in, and Antonio laughed. “Like butterscotch and Bengay.”

Her father laughed harder and shook his head. 

She smiled, loving the lighter conversation and the sound of them joking with one another. It was a glimpse into who they could be without all the violence. Without all the backdoor deals and cutting remarks. 

And it was just a reminder that she only got one face from her father. The rest of the world saw him as something else entirely. 

A monster. 

She drew in a calming breath and held it for a few seconds, then let it out just as slowly. Something she’d learned to do to try to control her voice and emotions when she was anything but calm inside. 

“Let’s plan something for this weekend. Maybe I’ll come up and make dinner for you,” she told him. 

He sighed again, except this time the sound was of acceptance. “How about we come down here instead? You know how Maggie doesn’t like you in her kitchen,” he said, referring to his on-site chef. 

She pursed her lips. He wasn’t wrong. “I take it you’ll be coming along too?” she asked Dante, hearing her dad say ‘we.’

“Carissima, you know I wouldn’t miss it for the world.”

She didn’t miss the intensity in his eyes, nor his attention. Dante had wanted more for a while. Something her father was completely behind and supported. But regardless of his good looks and promises of a life full of erotic pleasures, she would not cross that line with him. Not with someone who was bound to fall in line with the same life, the same position as her father. Not someone who had more blood on his hands than she could ever imagine. 

She was trying to escape this life. Not run right into the arms of it. 

“All right, we need to head out. We have a long drive ahead of us,” Antonio said, then moved toward her and leaned down for a kiss on his weathered cheek. She dutifully placed one against his warm skin and fought back the burning in her eyes at the loss for what she should have. A father who loved her and only her. Who would give up his entire world for her. One who would put her first. 

He looked over at Dante with a raised bushy brow dotted with gray hair. 

“I’ll be right behind you, Tony.”

Tension stiffened Francesca’s spine. There’d only been a few times she had found herself alone with Dante since he started showing interest. Those had been few due to the advances. Not that it wouldn’t be so easy to give in. 

She focused on him as her father left with a wave, watching as Dante stalked across the short space of her apartment. His eyes never left hers, but he held something. She glanced at it and found her phone. Her eyes darted back up to his as that tension tightened further. 

Had he seen Michael’s text message? 

He came in close, forcing her back a step until she rested against the wall, then he leaned one arm over her, caging her in. 

In any other normal circumstance, she’d swoon at this position. He was all she could see. All she could smell. His attention was purely focused on her. She knew it’d be that way in bed, too. Dante would make her cry out to the heavens with pleasure. Then he’d make the rest of her life hell. 

“What do you want, Dante?” she asked, and cursed her shaking voice. 

He lifted his hand, and she sucked in a breath as she felt the edge of her phone trail along her neck. “Ahhhh, Bella, you know exactly what I want.”

Her breath skipped out between her trembling lips. Was it due to his proximity or the promise in his eyes? She couldn’t concentrate enough to find out. Instead, her attention was on how the phone moved down over her clavicle, past the curve of her breast, and down over her shivering stomach. 

Dante tilted his head, watching as he moved the phone over her hip, then settled it into her hand. She wrapped her palm around the device and held on tight. 

He moved in closer until the front of his body pressed to hers. With their height differences, he towered over her. She had to crane her neck to meet his eyes, cursing her small five-foot three frame. “Stop this,” she demanded, sucking in another breath as he lifted a hand to play with the ends of her hair. 

“Why do you keep changing the colors?” he asked, most likely referring to the highlights she sporadically placed in her hair. This time, she’d added gold streaks. 

“I like it,” she answered. “What I don’t like is you thinking you can touch me as you please.”

He smiled and it was predatory. Slow and full of secrets he hadn’t yet told her. “You are practically already mine to touch as I please,” he said, and the last word came out like a purr. “Tony is essentially vibrating with excitement to have us wed.”

Her heart stuttered to a stop, then sped as thoughts raced through her head. “Never going to happen.”

He leaned closer, his gaze roaming from her lips to her eyes and back again. One of his arms curved around her, arching her toward him, while the other slid along her jaw. The soft scent of his cologne, one she’d bought him for his last birthday, surrounded her. She cried internally at the injustice of it all. “Do you want to make a bet on that?” he asked, a spark of something close to anger tightening the edges of his dark eyes. He tilted her head up further. They were perfectly aligned now to kiss, which is exactly what he wanted because he leaned down and settled his warm lips over hers. 

She did nothing despite wanting nothing more than to react. She knew Dante was a fabulous kisser. He’d been
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