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Chapter One
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"Mr. Bellini."  

The doorman snaps to attention when Sebastian Bellini steps from the chauffeured black car as his driver stands to the side, waiting as the owner of the private club walks to the door.  Tipping his head in acknowledgment, he continues past the uniformed man in charge of the black wrought iron gates.

Music and laughter are at a high level when heads turn to look at the latest arrival to the party.  His appearance at the reception is creating a stir of excitement within the room.  Sebastian Bellini was being recognized as the star attraction for the reception already in high swing.  

Although dressed for the occasion, the burly man who has accompanied Sebastian gave a much different impression. Having a face like a boxer and built like a tank, not many would be foolish enough to take on the man. The black tuxedo and white starched shirt stretch across the massive chest of Bellini’s bodyguard. A dangerous calm lurks in his eyes as he stands off to the side of Sebastian; coiled and ready to strike if needed.  

The club’s manager quietly approaches, “Mr. Bellini, would you like a drink, Sir?”

“No, I won’t be staying. I’m here only for an appearance.  How are things going?”

“Mr. Rossini is very pleased.  He’s been singing your praises rather loudly.”  

Sebastian scans the crowd swiftly and sees the host of the wedding reception walking in his direction.  

“Keep the platters full and the champagne flowing, Jack.  I expect to hear rave reviews about my staff.”

“Absolutely, Sir.”  

The father of the bride struts like a bandy rooster toward Sebastian, moving as fast as his legs can carry his bulk, with his meaty hand extended in a show of friendship.  

“Sebastian. Good to see you.” 

The small groups surrounding the two men begin pausing in their discussions to observe the two as they stand face to face. It was rare for two of the most powerful men in the city to be in the same room, and they were drawing quite a bit of interest.  

Sebastian, the center of attention, seemed oblivious to the women’s eyes that lingered on him much longer then what is deemed polite.  Each of them would agree he was an exquisite male; a man who could only be possessed in their fantasies.  The heartbreaking fact was that the city’s golden boy wasn’t one for society's nightlife; remaining a mysterious icon, keeping his life far removed from the public eye.  Only those closest to him understood the reason for his avoidance for most public social scenes. Sebastian Bellini had paid a steep and painful price as a victim of an assault by two violent thugs. It had taken much from him. The icy expression in his dark eyes, along with his cold aloof manner that he used as his armor, kept others from drawing too close and wanting more than he was willing, or able, to give.

The small cluster of men who stood a few feet away struggled to keep their dwindling conversation going, lowering the level of their voices in hopes of catching a tidbit or two from the powerful duo.  Maybe with a little luck, they would hear a tip on how to achieve success as magically as Bellini had.  

The father of the bride, Arthur Rossini, continued to pump Sebastian’s hand.  His rough, gravelly voice rose loudly over the many voices in the large hall.  “I’m glad you could join us for my daughter’s celebration.”  

“Thank you, Arthur.  I trust you’re finding everything suitable?”  

“You’ll have no complaints from me.  Exceptional service.”  Arthur Rossini, a foot shorter than Sebastian, waves his hands to punctuate his words.  “Come. I want you to meet my daughter and her new husband.”

Sebastian groans inwardly, irritated that his quick exit was no longer available. Forcing a smile, he tips his head and walks toward the bride’s table.  Vulgar jokes and laughter rise from the wedding party as Sasha is being toasted by several young Italian groomsmen.  By the look of the group, they have been hitting the champagne fountains quite heavily.

The drunken Best Man waves his glass in the air, singing off key in a loud and obnoxious voice while the orchestra and hired entertainer cast murderous looks in his direction.  Irked by the younger man, Rossini grabs his arm to silence him.  “Manny.  Enough already.”  

With a sheepish look, the young man sullenly apologizes to the bride’s father before slinking away to stand near a petite, red haired woman.  Sebastian takes quick notice of her before turning back to the bridal party.  Others at the table quickly obey Rossini‘s command, lowering their voices to a less festive tone.  

“Sasha, I’ve brought Mr. Sebastian Bellini to meet you.” 

Freshly married, her eyes widen in blatant approval when she looks at Sebastian. Unsteady on her feet, she rises from the table to give him her hand as her eyes burn hot with interest.  No one notices the tightening of his jaw when it clenches in disgust. Taking her hand, Sebastian kisses the back of it lightly.  “My congratulations to you and your husband.”  

The groom, his eyes blurred with alcohol, nods before draining the last of the pale liquid from the crystal flute.  Sebastian conceals his thoughts with a cool smile.  Feeling a small amount of pity, he looks at the poor bastard.  He’ll have a full time job keeping his wife in the marriage bed, chaste and faithful.  

Rossini doesn’t offer an introduction to his new son-in-law.  Sebastian surmises it's more from dislike than an oversight. It doesn’t take much to see that he feels his daughter deserves more in a man than what she has settled for.  It is an interesting scenario if one was to dwell long on the bride’s Italian father, also recognized as the Don for a powerful Mafia family. Sebastian, obviously familiar with the man, knows Rossini well from his childhood. The majority would never realize that the two men had connected years before and the connection had separated Sebastian from his older brother, Enrico.  Boundaries were set and lines were drawn when his rebellious brother joined the family, rising through the years to the rank of Rossini’s right hand man. Although preparations for the Rossini’s celebration had been taken care of by Bellini Enterprises, Sebastian offered no deals or sought no favors from the feared Don. His business made for strange bedfellows.

The orchestra, the male singers, the caterer, and florist had contracts with Sebastian.  The staff that moved from behind tables and doors, bowing and scraping to the elite, were on his payroll as well, all aware of Sebastian Bellini’s expectations for perfection.  Those who failed in delivering it was soon gone.  Being fired from any company owned by Bellini was close to being blacklisted.  Although a fair man, he didn’t tolerate slackers; dismissing them with just cause and without mercy. 

Moving from the table, his attention is drawn back to the man called Manny and the woman he had gone to stand by after being admonished by Rossini.  She is visibly upset by his attitude and belligerent tone.  Bits and pieces of the conversation drift to Sebastian‘s ear.  The woman’s discontent borders on tears as he listens to her tell her escort, “You have your hands all over her.”  

Manny laughs, then a smirk curves his mouth into a sneer. “I go home with you, don’t I?”  He doesn’t attempt to deny or apologize to her before walking off to join the olive skinned woman waiting at another table.  

As his bodyguard waits patiently close by, Sebastian studies the petite woman.  She is dressed in a deep green satin gown that is worn by several other women of the wedding party.  Her dark, shimmering red hair is thick and full, like a lion’s mane.  It frames her heart shaped face before falling down and around her shoulders in loose waves and tousled curls.  Unlike the lion, she reminds him more of a small, timid mouse.  Directing his eyes to where Manny has walked off to, Sebastian sees Manny begin to slide his hand down the front of the other woman’s gown before she laughs and slaps his fingers away.

Vince senses his boss‘s change of mood.  Giving him a questionable look, Sebastian waves him off with his hand and says, “It’s nothing.” The tight line of his mouth belies his words.  “You don’t need to follow. With as many of Rossini’s men here, I don’t think we’ll have any disturbances.”

Vince does as he is told, amazed to see his boss walk in the direction of the red head he has been watching.  Stepping out of character, he keeps his eyes on Sebastian; more from curiosity than worry for his safety.  Being too far away, he doesn’t hear what is being said.

“I’ve noticed you’re not dancing.”  

The woman raises her head to stare into the darkest shade of brown eyes she has ever seen; almost black in his intense scrutiny of her. 

Sebastian notes the remnants of tears clinging to the thick lashes surrounding her large, beautiful eyes.  “Is the music not to your satisfaction?”    

“No.”  Although she doesn’t know the man, she worries that she has offended him in some way. “It’s not that at all.”  Her eyes dart to where Manny stands, as his laughter draws her attention. 

Sebastian doesn’t need to turn.  He can imagine what she’s seeing as the woman’s laughter joins in on the joke, or worse yet, another attempt as he tries to fondle her again. Repulsed by the brashness of the other man actions, Sebastian knows what will bring the insolent punks attention back to the woman he so carelessly hurt by his rejection.  Smiling at her, there’s no doubt what he’s planning will also set the entire crowd on their ear.  His smile deepens. “Then shall we?”  Sebastian holds out his hand.

––––––––
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The deep baritone of his voice pulls her eyes back to him. Biting her lip, she shakes her head back and forth slowly. “I’m sorry. I really don’t dance well.”

Vince watches as his boss takes the woman’s hand, leaning forward and speaking low. “Damn,” he mutters to himself.  Sebastian Bellini has always made it a rule never to intermingle as he was doing now.  What could possibly be the reason, he wonders, as he continues to watch his boss in action..

“All you need to do is follow my lead.”  Not accepting her excuses, he guides her to the dance floor.  The conductor looks to the couple walking to the center of the floor.  Hiding his surprise, he doesn’t miss a beat before selecting a piece of music. After giving the four tenors the selected song, he turns and raises his baton. 

Being a wisp of a woman, she feel her insecurities rise as his arms encircled her, capturing her like a butterfly in a net.  As he draws her close, she pleads, “I’m only going to make us both look foolish.  Please, I really don’t know how to dance.” 

“Keep your eyes on me.  All you need to do is concentrate on the music and let it make love to you.”  He smiles when a blush creeps up, putting color back on her pale cheeks. His voice is deep and velvet soft as he soothes her nervousness and calms her fears.  “Feel it and move with me. It’s all very simple.”

The guests closest to the dance floor stare at the bride’s maid with bewilderment.  As the first notes are played, they remain astounded at how the timid woman, shy and quiet little Mia, could have been skillful enough to be in the arms of one of the richest men around.  

The strength of the tenor’s voices rise as they sing the Italian version of La Promessa.  The music itself brings all eyes toward the stage, but are held there by Sebastian Bellini and Mia McGuire as he glides her across the floor.

Mia’s heart is pounding when she realizes they are alone on the dance floor, mortified that all eyes are on them. Sebastian tightens his hand around her waist, keeping his eyes on her face.  As he swirls and turns her in large, graceful patterns, she feels the strength of his arm against her.  Dazed, she does as he instructs and follows his lead. When she feared she would stumble, he seemed to sense it and adjusted his steps, protecting the graceful moves of the dance against her clumsiness.  

The power of the music rolls over her as she thinks of it making love to her, causing the blush to burn hotter on her face with the thought.  When the last climactic crescendo rolls from the stage, Sebastian puts his hand to the back of her head, pulling her closer to his waist. While the last note begins to fade, he tips her back slightly. Still cradling her head, his eyes lock with hers, unaware that their large audience is standing open mouthed and dumbfounded, thinking he might actually kiss the timorous redhead. 

When the music stopped, Mia was released from Sebastian’s strong arms, only to be thrust back into the dimly lit hall and the crowd around her. Only later would she recall the magic of the moment.  Tipping his head to her, he put his hand to her waist and guided her from the floor.  Mia McGuire remained clueless to the identity of the good looking man, or his reasons for choosing her as she looked around the room to find her fiancée.

Manny is staring at Mia being escorted by the well-dressed stranger. He, like all the others, had watched them.  “What the hell is she doing dancing with another man?” The few that stood with him laughed at his bullish posturing.  Either Manny was just too drunk or just stupid not to know who Mia’s partner had been.  As his eyes bore into Sebastian’s back, he stands rooted to the spot, watching the tall, dark haired man say something to his woman before walking away.

“Looks like your little lady has caught another man’s eye.”  The woman who had distracted Manny all night laughed seductively in his ear.

“A very rich one.”

“Why do you say that, Elena?”  He asks slyly.  “Who is he?”

“What world do you live in?  He’s the one and only Sebastian Bellini.  ‘Google’ him.  You’ll find all you need to know. That little mouse of yours just danced with the most sought after man in our fine city.”  Brushing one breast against Manny’s arm, she gives a giggle close to his ear before leaving him alone.  Manny didn’t seem to notice as he carefully remembered the man’s name.
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Chapter Two
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Vince watched his boss walk from the dance floor with the woman on his arm and waited while he said goodnight.  An expression of utter disbelief was on the bodyguard’s face when Sebastian stepped up beside him.  

“You have something to say, Vincent?” Sebastian’s dark eyes probed him, a cold glint in their depths. 

Vince, knowing when to keep his own council, shook his head once.“Not a thing, Boss.”  

Sebastian studied the other man briefly. “Good. I’ve seen enough here.”  With those few words, he headed toward the outer entrance.  Vince glances over his shoulder for one last look at the woman.  She is arguing with the man who had previously upset her. It didn’t appear that she was having any better luck with him.  Not liking the man, Vince imagines what he would do to teach her insolent tormentor a lesson and it would be one he wouldn’t soon forget on how to treat a woman.  

Sal pushes away from where he had been leaning while waiting for Sebastian and Vincent to return. The older man knew Sebastian better than anyone because of their family ties.  Growing up in the same house, Sal was more of a confidante to his cousin than a driver, but it suited him, and he enjoyed the job.  Sweeping the black, polished Mercedes back door open, he waits for Sebastian to settle into the backseat before closing the door. 

Vince waits on the opposite side, drawing the driver’s eyes to his. Before opening the car door to take his place next to Sal, he gives the older man a quick perplexed look over the top of the car.

Sal knew the bodyguard well enough to suspect he had an interesting story to share; but only out of earshot of their employer.  Raising his eyebrow in curiosity, he pulls his door open and both men enter at the same time.  Whatever it is would have to wait until later.

The grounds are lit by security lights when Sal slows the black car to a stop at the gatehouse.  The young guard on duty checks them out through the open windows before hitting the button to open the steel gate.  Although he knows the car as well as his own, he is instructed to examine the occupants within it at all times.  Not one to question, he does what he is told.  The highly tuned ears of the dogs when hearing the car on the drive, start them barking out their warnings.  The trained handler gives the command that quickly gets them under control, and the night's quiet restored.  

The large two story house sits high on the cliff, overlooking the wild coast of the Pacific Ocean.  The white stucco structure rises like a fortress out of the rocks, as it towers over the sprawling landscape and beach homes scattered along the coastline.  The Bellini estate, looking out from the cliffs above, evokes envy for many who live their mundane lives under its shadow.  

Besides Vince and Sal, there is one woman employed as a cook.  All are given separate apartments located on the grounds, near the main house.  The cook is Sal’s younger sister, Cecilia. Both being related to Sebastian by blood, they are steadfast in their loyalty to him.  

Vince, feeling like an outsider at times, had been hired after the deadly attack on Sebastian.  Only Sal and Cecilia were privy to the tragic details of that day four years ago, and it was something neither wished to speak of.  Sebastian Bellini had lost more than Vince, who had protected him on that sunny spring afternoon.

That fateful day marked Sebastian forever. The man he was disappeared, only to become the aloof, dispassionate man he is now.  His need for privacy became all-consuming, swallowing him deeper into his haunting exile of solitude.  

Sebastian Anthony Bellini had been born into a large Italian family, the second child conceived in his parents later years.  His mother, given another chance to nurture, showered him with maternal love while his father kept strict rein on his older son, Enrico, and then Sebastian.  The young Sebastian, eager to please, was a blessing to the elder Bellini’s as he grew into a young man.  

The two sons were as opposite as east and west.  Enrico, also going by the name of Ricci, being eleven years older was hell bent on becoming his own man. Impatient and determined, he wanted the wild and dangerous life of organized crime.  As the boys grew to manhood, a distance gradually developed between them; leaving one successful, and the other on the wrong side of the law.  

Sebastian, with his education behind him, paid close attention to the tips and trade secrets being dropped by the successful men who had hired him. Working hard, he gambled when opportunities became known; placing all he had managed to save and borrow into small businesses.  When they became profitable, he either sold them off or let them prosper under his tutelage.  As his success grew, he ventured further and further into other areas of commerce.  Never growing tired of the hunt, he branched out into construction, entertainment, and various businesses of every type.  

Now at the age of forty five, Sebastian was touted as one of the most affluent men of the great state of California.  Success had brought him wealth, but his Midas touch was impotent in bringing him happiness.

Although there were always women willing to claim him, they soon learned that he offered only a physical relationship with no attachments.  The majority of them were quickly pushed aside when they started insisting on more.  

Angelina Santos, a long legged, curvy fashion model became wise to his ways. A cunning woman, she hid her covetous interest, plotting ways to become more than just his sex partner.  As exciting as the sex was, she wanted much more from her passionate lover.   

When Vince tells Sal of Bellini’s dance with the petite Mia, and the scene he witnessed before leaving, Sal shrugs his shoulders and gives a quick lift of his eyebrows, “It’s not like him.”  Waving his hand casually, he goes on, “But I’m sure it’s no more than a pity dance.”  

Nodding, Vince accepts the older man’s assessment before going back to his duties, a small amount of doubt lingering as he pictures the two dancing once again, before shoving the memory aside to think of other things.
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Chapter Three
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Manny Travaris loved two things in life; women and horses.  He preferred them both to be fast. Sired from the loins of his Greek father, he was left behind when the man deserted his mother to live a life of debauchery.  Family members, when seeing Manny in action, saw the younger version of his father, Alex.  Although, Manny’s mother worked hard to raise her son without a man to guide him, there was nothing she could do to erase the traits of her abusive husband from their son.  

Manny didn’t have many friends.  His abrasive personality and boisterous manner were difficult to be around.  They never knew when he would fly off on some tangent that would end with fists.  Solidly built, he had the strength to flatten bigger men than himself and the temper to fuel his powerful punch.  It was prayed for by many that one day he would meet his match. Those who knew Mia couldn’t understand why she would stay with him; he was everything she was not.  The saying goes that opposites attract, but knowing Manny’s treatment of her, members of both families were constantly baffled as to witness the pretty redhead’s loyalty to such an unfaithful brute.  With everyone at a loss, they tallied it up to her lack of self-worth and confidence.  

Mia McGuire was orphaned at an early age when her parents were killed driving home from a night out.  In a torrential downpour, their car hydroplaned on the winding coastal road, careening into the steel guardrails.  The State Trooper found her parents car balancing precariously close to the edge of the cliff. Both were declared deceased at the scene. 

At the tender age of twelve, Mia left her childhood behind.  Her strict Catholic grandmother opened her arms, loving the child as much as she did her deceased daughter.  She proudly watched her grow from a gangly, long-legged girl into the shy, beautiful replica of her mother.  Her grandmother passed away right before Mia’s twenty-third birthday, and she would never know the type of man Mia had chosen.

Mia stares at the passing scenery as Manny speeds down the street that leads to the small house they share.  Biting her lip, she dreads what she knows is coming.  He was livid over the stranger’s attention given to her, refusing to accept any of her explanations; becoming more agitated by her attempts.  Feeling battered by his accusations, she leans against the door, seeking an escape from her fiancé as she drifts back to the beginning of their relationship.  

He was not always abusive.  She would never have considered him if he had shown his dark side in the beginning, but his kind and gentle ways drew her in when she was vulnerable and in need of comfort. She soon fell in love with the charming, fun loving man and opened her arms and house to him.  She wasn’t aware of how he was slowly gaining control over her until she had lost all of her friends and realized one day that she had become isolated, totally dependent on him for any type of  support.  Love had led her astray and her hope that he would change kept her his prisoner as she waited for the man she fell in love with to return. 

Manny waits until she is in the door before he starts shoving her against the wall.  Holding her tight, he pushes his leg between hers to pin her down.  She hears the ripping of fabric before feeling his hand clamp hard on one of her breasts.  His erection is pressing into her as his hand pushes up her skirt.  In shock, she waits for him to take her, the scene being all too familiar for her to protest, knowing the less she fights, the sooner it would be over.  

He orders her to spread wide as he lifts her from the floor.  Resting her body on his hips, he thrusts violently into her and continues to pump viciously. Mia feels her back scrape against the rough textured wall, bruising it with his brutal pounding.  It’s over quickly, leaving him panting heavily.  Putting his hands on her waist, he pulls abruptly out of her and slides her off of him to stand weak kneed.  

Sneering, he steps back to see Mia’s tears begin to roll down her cheeks.  “That should make you think twice before getting involved with another man. You’re mine and will be until I tell you otherwise.”  After spitting out his vile words, he leaves her wounded and degraded to walk to the bedroom.

Locking the bathroom door, Mia strips the ruined satin gown off her aching body to puddle on the vinyl floor.  The overhead light is glaring as she looks in the mirror.  As tears stream down her pale face, she is grateful that there will be no visible marks that would need feeble excuses to explain.  Even out of control, Manny knows his demons have to be hidden from public view.  

Stepping into a hot shower, Mia feels the scrapes on her back sting as she scrubs to get clean after Manny’s attack.  As in the past, she thought about leaving him but wondered how.  With no family to encourage her, the thought doesn’t linger long in her mind. Without moral support, she would succumb to her fears of being alone.  

Feeling her skin tingle from the shower’s force, she wipes her tears away and wraps herself in the bath towel.  Drawing in a large gulp of air, she looks at herself in the mirror.  A small shimmer of determination lives in her green eyes, “I can change him.  He just doesn’t know how much I love him.” She whispers softly to herself.  “Once I prove it, he won’t need to be jealous and controlling.  He’s obviously good looking, so I shouldn’t be surprised when women flirt with him. It’s only the booze that makes him so touchy-feely with them.”

Slipping under the sheets, she keeps her body close to the edge, away from Manny.  He was deep into his drunken sleep and Mia prayed he’d remain comatose. As all abusers, tomorrow would transform him into the loving man she wanted; she knew it wouldn’t last, but what can you do when you love someone so blindly. Before closing her eyes, her last thought is that she would try harder tomorrow to show him how much she still loves him. 
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Chapter Four
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“Mr. Bellini.  Ms. Santos is here to see you.”  Sebastian tosses the folder he’s studying aside to lean back in his chair.  

“Does she say what she wants?”  He answers in a deep rumble; his annoyance evident in his tone.

“No Sir.”

“Please tell Ms. Santos I’ll see her at the house tonight.”  

“Yes, Sir.”

Sebastian walks to the glass framed wall behind his desk.  The afternoon sun glints off the surrounding buildings as he peers from his top floor suite of offices.  

The interruption has broken his concentration; drawing him away from important business.  His ire at Angelina’s unscheduled visit is undermining his efforts to prepare for his trip to London in the morning.  

He’d remind her once again of what he expected of her tonight.  Today’s visit would be forgiven but he wouldn’t tolerate her doing it again.  He had made it clear in the beginning of their relationship that his office and all other public domains were off limits.  With a tight, grim frown, he casts off all thoughts of Angelina as he sits back down to begin re-reading the contracts. 

Vince, sitting in the reception area, sips his coffee while he waits for his boss to finish for the day.  The bodyguard watches the pout form on the sensuous mouth of Sebastian’s latest playmate.  The steely tone of Bellini’s refusal didn’t seem to tip her off that she had overstepped Sebastian’s boundaries.  As she walked out, Vince almost felt sorry for her.

Chastised by Sebastian’s displeasure for her earlier intrusion at his office, Angelina seeks him out as soon as he arrives at the house that same evening.  “Darling,” Angelina’s voice drips with sweetness, “I was in the area and just wanted to say hello.  I didn’t see the harm in it.” 

Sebastian is unmoved by her act.  He runs his eyes down her body, slowly, as he sits in a relaxed pose against the blue and white striped cushions. “You’re a beautiful woman.”  His words are spoken low as he continues to study her body.  

Angelina pulls her shoulders back to make her cleavage more visible to him in the dim light.  A gleam forms in her blue eyes as she preens; thinking she has finally won him over completely.

Tossing her head, the dark chestnut colored curls fall from her shoulder.  She steps toward Sebastian as he watches her.  In a breathy voice, she asks, “Would you like to see more?”

Sebastian places his glass of wine on the wicker table before standing up.  He doesn’t answer as she glides across the short distance to place herself directly in front of him.  Angelina raises her hand to stroke his face when he takes a firm hold on her wrist.  With his other hand, he tilts her head so she can see the fiery intent in his eyes.  

“I have many beautiful women to choose from, Angelina, all willing to show me more.  Keep that in mind when you want to intrude as you did today.”

Moving his hand from her chin, he cups her head and brings her lips to his in a long, passionate kiss.  When Angelina moans with the sweetness of it, he releases her and walks away.  

“Sal will drive you home.  I have an early morning planned.”  Sebastian offers nothing more, leaving her to stare at his back with a pained expression;  knowing it would take some doing to get back in his good graces. When she turns, she finds Sal waiting to do what his boss had ordered.

With utmost courtesy, Sal opens the car door to watch the long, shapely legs disappear inside the backseat.  His face a blank canvas to the thoughts he has running in his head.  What he’d give to have some of that in his bed.  

Vince stands on the balcony to see Sebastian walk down the long flight of stone steps that lead to the small, intimate area known as Eagle Point by the staff.  Sitting half the distance between the house and beach, it was constructed in the craggy rock of the cliff, offering views of the raw coastline and the ocean. It appeared to balance precariously thirty feet below the house, yet still giving a bird’s eye view to the sandy beach below.  

The stone steps wind around from the secluded area, should one choose to walk along the water’s edge.  Amass with blooming Mexican heather, the large, soft fir evergreens and sharp, broad bladed yuccas stand off to the side. The round, flagstone area sports a short clipped boxwood hedge, rounding the outer perimeters to prevent a misstep over its dangerous edge.  

Sebastian stands with his hands on his hips, looking out over the endless dark water.  The rippling of the surf breaking on shore is the only sound in the late evening air as Vince, keeping his vigil from the balcony.  

Tomorrow they take off for London in the early hours of dawn.  That thought settles uneasily over Vince.  There’s not much that rattles Vince; he’s paid highly for the privilege to take a bullet for the boss, but the fear of flying has him shaking in his boots.  To his way of thinking, it’s the only drawback to the job.  

“Is he still down there?”  Sal’s voice comes from the doorway.  

Vince grunts a reply at Sal, surprised he was back from taking Ms. Santos home.  

“Are you ready for your two week vacation?”  Sal asks sarcastically.

Vince turns to give Sal a disdainful look.  “Some vacation.  Sitting around in board rooms, listening to them whine and complain to the boss.”

“Hell, I’d go if I could.”  The older man grumbles.  “It’s too damn quiet around here when the two of you have gone off.” 

“I’d gladly trade spots with you.  I’ve got a soft woman waiting for me when I get some time off.”

Sal guffaws at the comment.  “I can help you out there. Where is she waiting?”

“In your dreams, old man.”  Vince slaps Sal on the shoulder with his large hand as his eyes move back to Sebastian, noticing him heading back toward the house.  He raises his hand in a dismissive wave to both men as he walks toward the French doors of his bedroom.  

Vince moves to the door. “Guess that’s it for tonight. See you in the morning, Sal.”
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Chapter Five
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Mia has treaded lightly around Manny since the night of his assault on her.  Fearful of upsetting him again, she nervously ignores his moodiness over the last few days.  Determined to stay out of his way, she finds household chores to keep her busy as he sits, brooding in front of the television, staring at the screen with blank eyes.  

Mia’s only respite is when she is at work.  After being fired from his last of many jobs, her paychecks have kept them afloat.  Although Manny said he was looking for employment, she could smell the beer on his breath most days when he was “supposedly” being interviewed.  

The burden of the bills stacking up was entirely on her shoulders.  Manny didn’t inquire and Mia was fearful to tell him what dire straits they would soon be in if he didn’t get a job.  Her worries kept her awake most nights as Manny slept peacefully next to her. She directed her anger for his uncaring attitude in other directions; better to keep the peace than to pay for it with his temper.  

Unknown to Mia, Manny’s growing moodiness stemmed from his gambling problem that was threatening to swallow him up.  So far, he had managed to stay one step ahead of his debtors, but time was running out as Manny scrambled to find someone to rescue him.  

Close to one in the morning, the streets dark and mostly deserted, Manny heads home, defeated by his rejections for help.  Hearing the quick footsteps behind him, he turns to see a large hulk of man before he is slammed against the brick exterior of a deserted warehouse.  Fear chills his blood as he feels a meaty hand grip tightly around his neck.  The smell of garlic and tobacco accompany the man’s voice.  

“What’s the hurry, Manny?”  Without waiting for an answer, Manny is hit squarely in the mid-section with brutal force.  The sound of air leaving his body is his only reply to his debt collector.  He hears an evil laugh coming from another darkly dressed goon who waits in the shadows. The blows keep coming, pummeling Manny’s upper body as blood drips from his mouth and face as he feels the brass knuckles being worn like rings on the brute’s hand.  When his attacker releases his neck and steps back, Manny crumbles to the cracked and dirty sidewalk.  

“That’s your last warning.”  Kicking him in the ribs, Manny listens as he fades in and out of consciousness.  “Next time, you won’t be so lucky, Punk.”  With one more brutal kick, the two men laugh as Manny retches, leaving him to lay there in his own vomit. 

Mia is awake when she hears Manny stumble in at dawn.  The noise of the table crashing brings her running from the bedroom to find him collapsed on the floor, bleeding and bruised.  Grabbing a cool cloth, she touched his face gently over the multitude of cuts on his face. “Who did this to you?”

Manny groans as he struggled to sit up with Mia’s help.  The fear in his face frightens her as she watched him stand up on weak, shaky legs.  Guiding him to the couch, he falls and slumps in one corner.  “I‘m in trouble, Mia.  I need money.”  

“How much money?”  Mia’s voice trembles, knowing there is none to give.  

“A lot.”  He shivers with the pain that has held his body in a vice. “You have to ask your friends to help us.”

Mia stares at him in bewilderment.  “Manny, you know I don’t have any friends to ask.”  Her voice rises an octave.  “How much is a lot of money?”

Manny locks eyes with her; a desperate pleading lurking there. “Seventeen thousand.”

“Oh my God.”  Mia staggers with the number.  “You might as well want a million.” Her disbelief settles in her stomach; nausea making it pitch and roll.  

“Mia, they’re going to kill me if I don’t pay them soon.”  Tears gather in the corners of his eyes.  “I’ve got to get the money.”

Speechless, Mia is overwhelmed by what she has learned.  Manny moans with pain as he slides down to lay full length on the cushions.  He mumbles, but his ranting doesn’t make any sense in his agony.  She takes a chair across the room to sit, watching over him as daylight begins to creep into the room.  

Manny stays stretched out on the couch in the living room for many hours.  Mia finds him staring at the ceiling when she checks on him around noon.  Turning his gaze on her, a look of interest captures his battered face. Patting the side of the cushion, he invites her to sit on the edge of the couch. Mia senses a change and she hesitates briefly.  “It’s okay, Mia.  I just want to be close to you.”  

Slowly, she sits down, being careful not to crowd him; afraid she’d cause his pain to return in full force.  He takes her hand and kisses her soft fingertips. “I’d be lost without you.” His swollen mouth distorts his words. “I love you.”

Mia looks at him with blurred eyes.  She has waited so long to hear him speak those words.  Her heart soars to think something so horrible could bring about this change in him.  Failing in her efforts, she’s grateful for whatever had caused it.  “Oh, Manny. I love you too.”

In a guileful tone, he begins to weave the web that will soon trap her into his newfound scheme.  “I know who you can ask to help us.”  He doesn’t wait for her to ask questions.  “The man who danced with you ... that Bellini guy?  He has all sorts of money.  You can go see him Monday.”

Mia’s large green eyes open in astonishment.  “I don’t know him.”  She exclaims, pulling her hand back from his.  “I’m not going to ask a stranger for anything, especially money.”

“He‘s not a stranger. You and he danced together.”  Manny becomes insistent, changing tactics with her. “I thought you loved me. You want me to die?”

Hiding behind her hands, she cries softly.  “Of course not, but Manny? I can’t just walk in and ask for seventeen thousand dollars.”  She feels the quaking of her nerves radiate though her body.  “He’s not going to just give me money.  Why would he?  I’m nobody to him.”

“Mia. You’re my only hope. Please.”  Manny’s voice has become a contriving whine.  “Tell me you love me enough to ask him for the money.”

He tightens his hand around her wrist, “I swear I won’t gamble again.  I promise you.”  

Hanging her head, the shimmering tresses of her hair fall to hide her face as she gives him a feeble shake of her head.  Vulnerable, she doesn’t know what else to do or who else to turn to. She believed Manny when he told her that his life was in danger. How could she refuse if it would save his life?  Mr. Bellini was the only person who could help them; there was nothing left to do but to go and face the man.
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Chapter Six
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Sebastian handed the revised contracts to his secretary before shutting himself behind his office door.  The London trip hadn’t been as successful as he had hoped; two weeks of wasted time had left him in a foul, black mood.  Those closest to him sidestepped his approach quickly to prevent being the target of his ire.  

Vince took his usual seat and leaned back against the wall.  Being told of his boss’s plans to leave the office early, he picks up one of the glossy covers waiting on the table. Golf and World Market magazines were put there more for the decorators touch than to pass the time. Bellini’s business peers, already occupied by their upcoming appointment with Sebastian, didn’t realize they were even on the tables, let alone picked one up.  

The middle aged Ms. Cummings sits behind her desk, her eyes darting to the bodyguard as he sits quietly.  His large, unyielding presence intimidates her once again, as it did every day.  He has never instigated a conversation except for a nod once in a while when she looked up to see him watching her.  Today was to be no different; at least that’s what she thought.

Both of them raise their eyes when the pretty redhead walks into the reception area of Sebastian’s office.  Vince recognizes her instantly; her good looks and titan coloring were not something easily forgotten.  Drawing his brow in a frown, he ponders her reasons for being here; forcing him to lean forward in his chair to catch what she is asking the secretary.

“Do you have an appointment?”

“No. I don’t plan to take up much of his time.”  Mia’s voice trembles as she waits to be granted permission, or not.

“I’m sorry.  Mr. Bellini only sees those with appointments.”  Paging though the large appointment book, the secretary lifts her eyes to the waiting beauty.  “He can see you in three weeks.  Shall I set it up for you?”

“Oh no.”  Mia shakes her head despairingly.  “Three weeks will be too late.”  Her large green eyes swim in a pool of tears.  “Please, I must see him today.”  

Vince watches the drama play out as Sebastian’s office help contemplates the dilemma she has found herself in.  It was evident the young woman was in dire need, but was it important enough to put herself in her boss’s line of fire if she made the wrong choice.  After giving it a minute of consideration, she points to a chair. “Take a seat.  I’ll see what I can do.”  

Vince is amazed; not only with the redhead’s request, but the show of foolish compassion in the other woman’s actions.  The boss wasn’t going to handle the interruption to his schedule graciously.  The day was proving to be very entertaining.  Smiling, he sits back to enjoy a break from the day’s boredom.  

“Mr. Bellini?”

There is a moment’s silence before the click of the intercom sounds in the tension filled reception area.  “Yes.”  Sebastian’s voice fills the room.  

“I have that file for you.  May I bring it in?”

There is a heavy pause as the boss contemplates what file she is referring to.  

He doesn’t remember asking for one this morning, causing his level of irritation to grow.

Putting his finger on the button, “If you think it’s necessary, bring it now.”

“Yes Sir.”  The secretary stands up, glancing at the younger woman before stepping into the private office door. 

Sebastian sits behind the polished desk, “This is highly unusual. I’m going to assume it’s not going to be a part of your routine?”

“No Sir.  I’m sorry.”  She stammers out,  “I have no file to give you.”  

Bellini glares as he watches her fidget, shifting on her feet in a nervous dance.  “Then explain why you’re wasting my time?”

“There is a young woman that wishes to see you.”

Baffled by his secretary’s manner, his brown eyes darken to black.  “Set her up with an appointment.  Isn’t that what I hired you for?”

“I offered, Sir.”  She shakes her head to confirm her efforts.  “She’s very distressed.  I’m not sure it would be in her best interest to turn her away in her state.”

Sebastian leans back in the leather chair. “What about your best interest, Ms. Cummings?”  Hiding his thoughts behind a stone mask, he makes the hired woman squirm under his piercing look.  “Can you at least tell me her name?”

“No.”  She doesn’t wait for further belittling, deciding to describe the woman quickly, fervently hoping he knew her already.  “She appears to be in her thirties, a very petite woman with long, red hair.  Extremely upset and seems to be very frightened.”  

The memory of the timid mouse he had led from the dance floor flashed into his mind.  Not believing it was her, the curiosity to see gets the best of him.  “I’ll give her five minutes.”  He clears his throat, giving the brave woman who stands before him a moment of reprieve.  With an intent glare, he says, “I trust this won’t happen again?” 

“No, Mr. Bellini.  It won’t.”

Vince’s attention is drawn to the door when he hears it open slowly.  He waits to see who will be more upset; the secretary who dared brave the lion’s den, or the small, scared rabbit waiting across the room.  When Ms. Cummings steps out to motion for the woman to come to her, Vince sits in astonishment.  His admiration grows for Sebastian’s secretary.

“You have five minutes.  Don’t waste them” 

“Thank you.”  Mia stops briefly to compose herself before she walks into Sebastian’s office.

Standing, he waits behind his chair, resting his hands on the smooth, fine leather. He doesn’t smile when she walks to the front edge of the desk.  “Mr. Bellini.”

“You have me at a disadvantage.”  His manner is cool, as well as his greeting.  You know who I am, but I don’t know your name.”

“It’s Mia McGuire.”

“Well, Mia McGuire. Tell me why you are here?”  Sebastian watches as she struggles to speak.  When she remains mute, he says impatiently. “You’re wasting my time.  Get on with why you are here.”

Fearing he would ask her to leave before she could gather her courage, she blurts out the reason for being in his office.  “I came to ask you for help.”  Her anxiety rises as she tries to focus on the powerful man who studies her with a glaring frown, all traces of the kind man who had held her tightly in his arms ... gone.  Seeing his scowl, she fights to calm the tremor in her voice.  “I‘m here to ask for a loan.”

Sebastian watches her, a smirk playing at the corners of his mouth.  She’s not aware of anything other than his eyes piercing her.  Afraid to say how much money she needs, she waits for him to respond.  

“I’m not in the business of making loans, Ms. McGuire.  I would suggest a visit to your bank.”

Casting her eyes down once again, she shakes her head.  Sebastian watches as the long mane of dark red waves brush her face and shoulders. Already a true beauty, he knows if she ever discovered her own strength and certitude, she would become much more than just s pretty face; she’d possess the power to bring most men to their knees in their desire to have her.  Although an intriguing thought, the chances of her becoming a lioness was a slim one, but one he could not discard, nevertheless. 

“No bank is going to loan me money.”  The soft whisper falls from her lips as she stares at her hands.  “You were my only hope.”

“What’s so frightening that it’s left up to me to save you?” Sebastian walks to the side of the desk to perch on its edge.  Crossing his arms, he peers down at her.  

“My fiancé’s in trouble.  There are men threatening to kill him if he doesn’t pay back the money he owes.”

Lifting his brow, Sebastian’s anger begins to simmer.  “Why isn’t he here asking himself?”  

Mia has no answer to give. She looks into his dark pools of black with blurred vision, sensing him recoil in disgust.  “I’m sorry.  I’ve wasted enough of your time.”  Defeated and completely humiliated, she turns to walk toward the door.  

“Ms. McGuire, “Sebastian stops her before she makes her escape.  “How much money?”

“Seventeen thousand.”  She waits before extending her hand to open the door.

Sebastian closes his eyes to rub his forehead with his fingers. Mia is not aware he’s using the tactic to gain control of his rising anger, silently cursing the worthless piece of crap she’s trying to save.  Knowing his kind, he falls short in finding reasons why she is loyal to him.  Did she truly love him that much, or was it something else tying her to him?  Sebastian’s desire to know more about Mia starts to take root as she stands there, waiting for him to speak again with her hand on the doorknob.

Leaving the spot where he sits on the desk, he walks to where she stands.  His nearness makes her take a step back.  “What’s his name?”

“Manny Travaris”  

“I won’t consider anything until Travaris comes to me himself.  Make sure he knows to be here tomorrow by noon.  There’ll be terms for my repayment; if I decide to become his savior.”  With a degree of contempt, Sebastian spits out.  “Let him know that as well.”

“Yes, Mr. Bellini.”  As she opens the door, she looks over her shoulder to find he is still watching her.  He tips his head when she says, “Thank you.” 

Sebastian paces his lavish office before stepping out of it to beckon Vince to join him.  Handing his bodyguard a slip of paper, he says in a low voice, “Find out all you can on this man.  Don’t bother looking for him in Who’s Who.  There’s no doubt he’ll be better known in the seedier parts of the city.”  

Vince looks at the name before sliding it in his deep pocket.  “I’ll get on it this afternoon.”

“I need to know everything you can find out about him by tonight.”      

“I understand, Sir.” 

“Vince, casually make some inquiries about Mia McGuire, too.  I’d like to know more about her as well.”
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Chapter Seven
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Vince found Sebastian on the balcony.  He had been successful in gathering the information his boss had requested ... it hadn’t been difficult.  Travaris was a hated man; many were eager to share what they knew about him in derogatory terms.  

“Excuse me, Sir.”  

Sebastian motions him to a chair close to where he is sitting in a contemplative pose.  “What do you have for me, Vince?”  

Vince holds up his notes, handing them over.  Sebastian waves them off.  “You can tell me.”

“He’s been unemployed for months.  Ms. McGuire supports them both with a full-time job at an insurance company.  He plays the horses without much luck, making stupid bets.  Some say he’s into the loan sharks for a bundle.”  Vince pauses to see if his boss is already aware of that fact.  With no reaction from Sebastian, Vince is left to wonder, but he continues.  “Ms. McGuire owns the house where they live.  Seems she was orphaned at a young age and her grandmother finished raising her.  When she died, she left everything to her granddaughter.”

“Who’s the loan shark?”  Sebastian asks, his voice void of emotion. 

Vince clears his throat before giving up the answer.  “Rossini.”  He watches Sebastian’s mouth press into a tight, grim line.  “Word on the street is that Manny has been asking everyone he knows for money.”

“No one is willing to help him?”

“Not that I could find.  Several people I spoke with say he deserves everything coming to him and would step over his body before they would stoop to help him.”

“Anything else?”  Sebastian’s fingers tap on the wicker chair’s arm, his dark frown, deep across his brow.

“One other thing.  He screws any woman willing to part their legs for him.  I was told he visits one in particular two or three times a week.”

“Did anyone mention that he was engaged to the McGuire woman?”

“It’s a well-known fact.  Those who know them don’t understand the attraction or why she continues to stay with him.”  

“Thank you, Vince.”  Sebastian gets up from his chair, dismissing the Vince as he turns to stare out over the balcony to the dark surf below. 

“Good night, Sir.” 

After hearing the facts from Vince, Sebastian quickly discards the plan to bail the worthless thug out of trouble. Mia McGuire, to his way of thinking, would be better off without Travaris dragging her down.  

Amazed by her blind loyalty, he wonders if she knew the man she was wanting to protect was gobbling up women like candy.  What was it that kept her from seeing the truth about such a loser? 

As he studies the moon’s reflection on the restless ocean, he ponders the uselessness of saving her from the clutches of this hoodlum if she picked another just like him.  It seemed Mia was the one needing saved. 

Sebastian Bellini began to form a plan.  Far from a normal business transaction, he formatted a contract that would seal the deal and fate of both Travaris and Mia.  Let’s see what Manny Travaris was willing to give up in order for his seventeen thousand dollar debt to disappear.  

Ms. Cummings eyes widen in shock as she types up the new contract that her boss has handed her as soon as she arrived at work.  Casting her eyes to his bodyguard, she wonders if he has any knowledge of what was on the agenda for Mr. Bellini’s noon appointment.  

Vince waits to get another look at the crude man that is to meet with Sebastian.  Cutting it to the last minute, Travaris struts in, announcing in a boisterous voice that he was to see Bellini about some important business.  His surly attitude complimented the ill-fitting blue suit he wore.

Vince peers out from squinted eyes at the man’s self-absorbed posturing.  The cocky bastard wouldn’t last two seconds with his boss.  To see what was left of him once the meeting was over would be the highlight of Vince’s day.   

“Follow me.”  Mrs. Cummings leads him to the private office.  Her manner is one of disdain.  The pity she felt when typing the contract disappears like fog in the morning sun.  Now dealing with the man, she, along with Vince, is finding gratification in sending him into the lion’s den.  

“Sit down.”  Sebastian’s tone indicates that it is an order, not an invitation.  Manny bristles at the command, but does as he’s told. He has too much to lose by making his benefactor angry.  Once he had the money, he’d soon be his own man again.  

“I trust your fiancé,” a dark eyebrow shoots up in the loose meaning of the word, “has told you there would be a binding agreement between us if I decided to bail you out.”

“She did.”  Travaris sits on the edge of the chair, well aware that he is not out of the woods yet.  His stomach lurches as he thinks of the two men who are waiting for the money.  Desperate and without a plan, he hadn’t thought on how he was going to repay Bellini.  Mia would find a way; she could sell the house for all he cared. 

“Don't mistake me for a fool.  I know you are inches away from Rossini’s henchmen.  I’m not sure you’re worth the risk."

Manny begins to sweat; fear gripping him as he tries to keep down his breakfast.  Mia had led him to believe this man had agreed to help.  He’d make her pay if this deal fell through.  No one, especially a woman, would make Manny Travaris look like an imbecile.

Sebastian is enjoying watching the other man squirm, purposely letting him stew in the hot cauldron of fear.  “My terms for repayment are highly unusual.  They are not negotiable, and an agreement must come at the end of this meeting.”

Drawing in a deep breath, Manny sits up straight, eager to agree to anything.  “I’ll sign anything you want.”

“Without knowing what it is?”  Sebastian glares at him with a repugnant look. Dropping the contract down in Manny’s hands, his disgust isn’t lost on Manny when he hears Sebastian’s command.  “Read it.”   

Sebastian turns away to look out over the city’s skyline.  The rustling of pages were the only sounds in the office.  After twenty minutes, Manny folds the papers neatly.  He lifts his eyes to see Sebastian waiting for his reaction.  

“Are you serious?  You want to exchange seventeen thousand for Mia. You’re kidding, right?  Mia won’t agree to that.”

“Then this meeting is over.”  Sebastian turns his back in an act of dismissal.  Certain the man wouldn’t walk out, he waits patiently.  Everything rides on how desperate Manny is for the money, and Sebastian can see it in his eyes.    

“Okay.”  Travaris stuttered.  “I‘ll sign it.”

Manny holds his head in his hands when Sebastian turns to look at him.  “You’re ready to make the agreement without her consent? You’re that sure of her?”

“Yes.”

Sebastian clenches his jaw.  Losing his taste for the game, he glares at the lowlife across the desk. Walking to his desk, he pushes the button on the intercom.  

“Yes, Mr. Bellini?”

“Send in my next appointment, please.”

Confused, Travaris is left speechless when Mia walks through the door.  She wasn’t given an explanation for
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