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        There’s no room for mercy in a kingdom built on lies.

        Beneath the veneer of polite society exists a criminal organization known for its utter lack of mercy. They call themselves the Vipers. The men who belong to this syndicate are cruel, cunning, and unforgiving. Ruled by a king, this band of brothers knows no boundaries and takes no prisoners. To cross them is to sign your own death certificate.

        But even serpents have weaknesses.

        And sometimes that weakness is just a flower.

      

        

      
        Our Bad Boys:

        Nico Fury

        Luc Batiste

        Angel Fury

      

        

      
        Content Warnings:

      

        

      
        This is a contemporary romance series of connected standalones, featuring familiar tropes such as enemies to lovers, forced proximity, arranged marriages, secret babies, and contains some violence, and explicit sex scenes. Profanity, graphic, steamy scenes, violence, homicide, talk of deceased relatives, references to sexual assault and abuse (not by the MCs), mention of domestic violence (not perpetrated by MCs), mention of suicide, alcohol consumption, misogyny (not the MCs), questionable morals, hurtful past, manipulations, fake relationships, lies, revenge, forced marriages, very bad decisions, and romantic obsessions that may be unhealthy, or toxic.

        This is a fictional story with fictional characters. This is not real life.

        *Always take care of your mental, emotional, and physical self because you are important.
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        If you’ve always been drawn to the villain’s side, rooting for all the Jokers, the Lokis, and the Goblin Kings, stick around. You might like this.

      

        

      
        Special thanks to Book Nook Nuts and to my Beta and ARC teams. I can’t do any of this without you.

        xoxo, C.D.
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        Lies can be merciful. It just depends on the why.

      

        

      
        Anna

        I knew the second I saw him, my life would change forever. When my brother offers me as payment to Nico Fury, the king of the Vipers, how can I refuse? Tattooed, built, and tall, he was the only man I saw when I walked into the room. It was like he occupied all the available space, sitting on his throne of blood, sweat, and lies.

        Nerves assailed me, but I owed my brother too much to let anything happen to him. One night. That was all. But it would leave me wrecked. Actions always had consequences. Six months later, my brother was killed by a rival organization, and now they were after me.

        There was only one place I could go to keep my unborn baby safe. I just hoped the king would be merciful.

      

        

      
        Nico

        Perfect things didn’t exist, at least not in my experience. But she was pretty close. I had her in my bed for one night, and I couldn’t shake the memory. No, I wasn’t meant to keep soft things like Anna Keller. My life belonged to my crew, and we were a vicious group. Hell, we weren’t called Vipers for nothing.

        But she was different. She made me want, and I loved and hated her for it. Anna was light in a world of constant darkness. She was all warmth and beauty like no other. And I craved her like a drug.

        Six months had passed since I took her in return for clearing her brother’s debt to me, but that man attracted trouble like honey did flies. It wasn’t long before I learned Sam Keller had gotten himself killed. Less than an hour later, Anna came back to me, on her knees, asking for sanctuary.

        I knew the moment I saw the swell of her stomach she was carrying my baby. Anna thought coming here would protect her, but she was walking right into the Viper’s nest. Before I was finished, my little runaway would be begging me for mercy.
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      It’s New Year’s Eve. I can’t believe it.

      The last night of another long, boring year where I can’t manage to make ends meet and I’m stuck in the same rut as always.

      Shit.

      I hate feeling this way. The old clock makes a constant ticking noise from where it hangs on the office wall, and I frown at the dingy beige color.

      When was the last time we painted?

      “Anna, you have payroll? Or are you late again?” Javi asks, walking into my office without knocking.

      This guy. Ugh.

      I knew it was going to be different after Dad died. But five years have passed and neither of the two crews of bakers working for us treated me with anything even close to respect.

      Sammy is supposed to help. He found Javi to run the crews,  but with him came a huge bump in their pay and things are worse than ever.

      “I told you I got it, Javi. Gimme a second.” I look down, counting out the envelopes for his two seven-man crews.

      He’s the leader, so his cut is bigger, then it’s up to him to divvy out cash to his men. He has a second guy who takes care of the other shift.

      They are both the newest but have the most clout. The old bakers do as they are told. They were always hard workers and kind.

      These guys though, they are not nice. Javi is always asking for more money and he is never satisfied with my efforts to placate him.

      Bread is a cash business. Always has been.

      That’s probably why Dad got into trouble so often with loan sharks and bookies. My brother Sammy takes after him, and I can’t help but worry.

      I’m nine years older than Sammy. He’s twenty-two to my thirty-one, and absolutely no help at all running the family business.

      Delilah’s Bakery has been around for sixty years. There’s no Delilah in my family, but that was the name of the old woman my grandfather, the first Samuel Keller, bought it from fifty years ago.

      Me and my brother are the third generation of Kellers to run this thing, and honestly, I’m not sure how much longer I can do it.

      “Anna,” Javi calls my name again, and I can tell he’s getting annoyed.

      “Here,” I snap, handing him a stack of envelopes. “I’ll leave the rest on the desk before I go for the night.”

      “No problem, Anna. You do that.”

      He makes me uncomfortable, but I ignore it and I finish what I am doing.

      I pack up my purse and shrug into my raggedy winter coat. Christmas came and went, and with it all the good feelings associated with the season.

      I hate winter. New Jersey isn’t terribly cold yet. But it’s gray. And it’s wet.

      And I wish it was summer.

      I wave goodbye to the rest of the bakers as I walk through the storefront and switch off lights, locking the door behind me.

      The apartment I rent is a few blocks away, and I hustle through the damp streets, bracing myself for the icy breeze and the rush of people.

      “Oops, excuse me. Happy New Year!”

      A beautiful half-dressed woman flashes me a brilliant smile as she races to catch the Uber that’s double parked

      I smile back and shake my head. It’s not a big deal that she almost knocked me down.

      Actually, it might have been the most exciting thing to happen to me in weeks.

      Well, there was that coffee Eric brought me the other day, but that hardly counted.

      Eric is a Firefighter who came in to buy French bread for the house every Tuesday.

      I’d known him for years and read nothing into it. Eric is just a friendly guy.

      I stand there a moment longer than is appropriate, just watching the young woman as she talks animatedly into her phone.

      The car pulls away and I feel guilty for wishing we could trade places.

      It’s New Year’s Eve and I have no plans, nowhere to go, and no one to dress up for.

      Boring.

      My life is so boring.

      The sound of Pancake meowing greets me as I push the door open. The bag of dough I took from the bakery bangs against it, and I make cooing noises to my kitty.

      Pizza sounds like fun, and I like homemade best. That way I can control the amount of sauce and cheese.

      I know it’s weird, but I really don’t like a lot of greasy cheese on my pizza. In fact, sometimes I just use a little grated pecorino romano and skip the mozz altogether.

      “Come here, Pancake. I got something for you.”

      I pull the package of fresh salmon I picked up for him earlier and grin when he pounces on the countertop

      He’s the prettiest kitty I ever saw. All golden, just like a pancake, or so Sammy always said.

      Sadness slithers into my heart like a serpent ready to strike, and I close my eyes for a moment against the feeling.

      I don’t want to be sad. New Year’s Eve is all about new beginnings, and I truly hope wherever he is, my brother is making a fresh start.

      But those hopes die the second I hear pounding on my front door.

      Pancake laps at his salmon as I cross the room and pull the door open, undoing my three security locks first.

      “Sammy!” I shout, taking in his bloody form.

      There’s a big, brooding man behind him, heavily muscled and covered in tattoos.

      “Anna,” my brother rasps, and I walk him to the couch.

      “What is going on?”

      “Your brother owes some money to my boss. He says you can make good,” the behemoth rumbles.

      “What? Sammy?” I sputter, trying to get my brother to look at me.

      “Did you beat him?” I ask.

      “He knows better than to take money from the Vipers,” the man says with a cruel twist of his lips.

      Oh shit.

      The Vipers?

      I want to slap my brother across the face for messing around with that group of criminals.

      “I’m sorry, Anna. I need h-help. P-please,” he begs, dark brown eyes like my father’s peer up at me through swollen, broken skin.

      My eyes are brown too, but they’re lighter. More whiskey than chocolate.

      “H-how much does he owe?” I ask the stranger, knowing I will do whatever I can to help.

      “Fifty-five,” he says.

      I blink. Fifty-five dollars? That can’t be right. Then it hits me.

      Oh my God!

      “You owe the Vipers fifty-five thousand dollars!” I shout.

      It’s not a question. My brother hangs his head, snot and tears rolling down his face as he sobs like the big baby he is.

      “Oh, Sammy, why?”

      “I’m sorry, Anna. I’m sorry! But you have to help me,” he begs, grabbing my shirt.

      I gently remove his hands and turn to face the giant. His expression is stony. His mood is unreadable.

      “I have seven thousand dollars in my savings account and another three in my checking, I can bring your boss both the day after tomorrow,” I tell him, knowing it’s a holiday and they won’t be open.

      “Not good enough, sweetheart. Besides, your baby bro didn’t promise the king your money.”

      “He didn’t?”

      “No. He promised him you.”
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      Fear slithers down my spine as I walk into the bar known as the Vipers’ Den. It’s dark and loud, and full of people.

      I pause in my procession, my hand clutching my throat.

      Damn.

      I can’t breathe.

      “Hey Angel, who’s the sacrifice?” a beautiful woman tending bar yells in our direction.

      “Just tend the bar, Maria.”

      His name is Angel. Hers is Maria.

      I store the information away, assuming it will be useful someday. She is still staring daggers at me, and I have no idea what I did to offend her.

      A large hand pushes between my shoulder blades, propelling me forward, and I continue to move.

      “Down the stairs,” he growls, nodding at the guy sitting on a stool blocking the entryway.

      My assumption is he’s some sort of security guard. He’s big and muscular, has almost as many tattoos as Angel over here, but really, what do I know?

      There’s music blasting through speakers, and I’m surprised at how trendy the place is inside. I expected a dive, but it’s not that.

      The ceilings are exposed, giving it that edgy industrial look, and everything seems made of steel or iron and wood. The vibe is strong, powerful and utterly masculine.

      I can hardly hear myself think as the next raunchy song comes on. This one has a heavier bass, and the lead singer is wailing.

      I don’t know the song. But it’s not bad.

      My taste in music, like everything else, is eclectic. I listen to everything from classical to classic rock. It all depends on my mood.

      But I’m not there for music. I’m there to offer myself like a freaking sacrifice, just like the pretty bartender said. To try to pay my brother’s debts with my body.

      I just hoped the king, as Angel called him, doesn’t mind curvy girls.

      I am what I am. I was never skinny. But I am healthy despite being sixty pounds overweight, according to my primary.

      It seems like a lie, but it’s not. I’m active. I eat right, I just eat a lot, I guess.

      But even though I’m a size sixteen, I don’t hate my body like society suggests I should. Who has time for all that?

      I’m so busy trying to make ends meet it’s all I can do to manage a home cooked meal a couple of nights a week. Mostly, I eat at the bakery. Cold cuts and ramen noodles, that kind of thing.

      “Keep going.”

      Angel’s gruff voice interrupts my wayward thoughts and I wonder how a man who looks like an actual demon got a name like that.

      He’s huge. Easily six and a half feet tall, and maybe half as wide. The guy could be a professional football player with those shoulders.

      But something tells me he isn’t exactly into sportsmanship. Maybe it’s the malocchio, protection against the evil eye, tattoo on his giant biceps or the snake wrapped around a rose inked across his throat that tells me that.

      No, it’s his cold blue eyes. They look dead. Like a shark.

      Either way, this isn’t a guy I want to fuck with.

      I hug myself as I walk carefully down the darkened staircase, following the path to an even darker hallway.

      I stumble, but the man behind me grabs my elbow and stops me from falling.

      “Look, I don’t know what your boss expects⁠—”

      “He expects to be paid, Anna Keller. One night with you or it’s your brother’s life. If it ain’t worth it to you, I’ll take you back,” he says, pulling me towards the way we just came.

      I dig my heels in, shaking my head. Terror threatens to bring me to my knees. I’m not a femme fatale or a working girl. I don’t know how to be sexy or seductive.

      But I’ll do just about anything for Sammy. I promised Dad on his deathbed that I’d look out for him.

      Always. That was my promise.

      My brother isn’t the easiest person to love.

      I was still young by the time both our parents died, but I’m one of those old souls. The kind of person who is born with a sense of responsibility some never seem to feel.

      Sammy is one of them. He is selfish and spoiled. I can’t think of a single thing he’s ever done for anyone else.

      Seems like he is always in trouble. He got kicked out of school. Had problems with drugs and drinking. Now, with the gambling, it was like Dad all over again.

      But he’s still my brother. And I’ll do this for him. I’ll give myself to a stranger. A man who by all accounts should terrify me.

      “Alright then,” Angel says.

      He’s nodding as if he’s made his mind up about something.

      What? I have no idea.

      “There’s a door on the left, go in. Get undressed. And wait for the king.”
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      The first time Sam Keller walked into my bar I knew the punk was nothing but trouble.

      Young. Cocky. Arrogant. Practically fucking oozing bad luck.

      The Vipers are involved in a little of this and a little of that. Most of our money got made through real estate. But that isn’t all we did.

      Technically, very little of our business is legal. But that’s just the particulars.

      Laws change all the time. What’s illegal today might be legal tomorrow. Seriously, it’s lawmakers who are some of the shadiest fuckers around.

      Especially on the East Coast. Politicians are just so slimy. I hated doing business with them.

      But they’re a necessary evil. Like me.

      I keep my territory the way I like it. Sure, everyone has vices, and we run some of them.

      Gambling, drugs, sex.

      That’s small change stuff. But that is what brings Sam Keller to my door.

      He likes to gamble. On anything from horses to sports to fights. He’s got bad luck though, and it makes me itch.

      The first time I see him, I want to rub the malocchio tattoo on my right arm, but I don’t. I keep still. I show no emotion.

      I can’t.

      “This one’s trouble, Boss,” Angel says, and I nod. He is.

      But I let him in. I took his marker.

      Weeks passed since Sam Keller made his first bet. And now, I fucking own him.

      We’re not the only game in town, but we’re the ones with the worst rep. I don’t know why he picked us.

      This close to New York City, there’s always something brewing. I let other guys have their say on that side of the Hudson, but here I’m the king.

      Anyone who’s anyone knows it and they don’t cross me.

      Not unless they want to end up dead. Not boasting, just stating facts.

      I’m not an arrogant fuck. I know there are other organizations led by other men.

      But we operate in complete symbiosis. We have to. There is no other option.

      Our rep keeps us safe and the fact that I’ll do any fucking thing I have to in order to keep whatever I deem mine safe.

      You fuck with a Viper, you get bit. That’s something no one survives.

      Period.

      I earned my crown through blood, sweat, and cunning. I live in a world shrouded in darkness, built on shady promises and lies.

      In that kind of world, you learn not to trust. Not to want things you can’t have.

      But I’m the king. I can have anything I want, I just need the balls to take it.

      And what I want is Sam Keller’s sister.

      I might not have a Harvard degree, but I wasn’t born yesterday. I don’t take unnecessary risks.

      The day he made his first wager, I had Sam Keller checked out. I know he is technically part owner in the old school bread bakery his sister is practically killing herself to keep afloat.

      Anna Keller is a fucking angel. She’s beautiful. Soft, sweet, but she has a backbone, too.

      You have to in order to run a business like that. Especially when she has no help.

      Sam doesn’t carry his weight, and Anna works too hard.

      He’s a little douchebag is what he is.

      A selfish leech.

      A fucking tick.

      But she, well, Anna Keller is something else. She’s tough.

      Beautiful.

      A flower among the thorns of the hard city we live in. Something about her draws me in and I’m curious.

      I’m not the kind of man who walks up to a woman and just asks her out. That’s just not me.

      I can’t let anyone in. I have to be strong for my men. I have to be ruthless in order to keep my crown.

      Anna is soft.

      Precious.

      I shouldn’t be thinking about her, but I can’t stop. She works too hard, and I’m not about to make her life harder by pretending I could somehow fit into it.

      I can’t.

      I won’t even try.

      But I’m not a good man, either.

      I’m a viper.

      So, in my den I wait for the opportunity to strike, to take what I want.

      I’m the puppet-master pulling all the strings. I let Sam have just enough rope to get himself caught, but I won’t hang him. Not as long as he plays ball.

      And he does. The asshole gives up his sister with hardly a protest when I call in his debt.

      It makes me furious. He doesn’t deserve a sister like that.

      It also makes me hard.

      For her.

      Tonight is the night. She’s here.

      That sweet little thing is walking right into my trap.

      I should feel guilty, but I don’t.

      My dick gets hard as I watch her on the security monitor enter my office in the basement of the Vipers’ Den.

      Office is a loose term. Yeah, there’s a desk. But there’s also a bedroom.

      Not because it’s my fuck room, but because sometimes I need to crash and going home to my empty condo gets more and more difficult.

      I hate being needy. This woman makes me needy.

      She makes me wonder what it would be like to have someone soft and precious waiting for me in that big condo.

      I watch her through the monitor as she slowly progresses, getting closer to me with every step, and I’m not even breathing regularly anymore.

      Her big brown eyes flick up to the ceiling, and I swear she knows I’m watching. It’s like she can see the camera, even though I know she can’t.

      It’s been expertly hidden in the rafters. Not even trained professionals manage to spot this one.

      Goddamn. Her eyes are so beautiful.

      She’s so close I can see their whisky brown color and the flecks of gold glittering inside them, making her look like something from a dream or fantasy.

      I hear Angel give her my orders. Telling her to strip, and my dick is jumping behind my jeans.

      Jaw clenched, I watch as the beauty walks into the bedroom.

      Her shoulders lift as she takes a deep inhale and I switch to the camera inside the bedroom.

      It’s a private feed. I’m the only one with the code.

      Good thing too, because the moment she takes off her coat and starts to remove her clothes, I’m drowning in a dozen different emotions.

      The least of which is not jealousy.

      I know she’s thirty-two. Her parents are both gone, and she’s been trying her best to raise her piece-of-shit brother and keep the bakery from falling down around their heads.

      She works a lot. She doesn’t date.

      Probably has some fucked up idea in her head that she isn’t gorgeous because she’s so thick.

      But she is.

      And it pisses me off to even imagine she might not agree.

      Anna looks exactly how a woman should. I’m glad she’s single, but it wouldn’t matter.

      I take what I want.

      She’s taking off her shirt, and her hands go to her pants. She has a pair of tights, and when she pulls them off, she takes her panties with them.

      Soft, pale skin is revealed, inch by inch, and I wish I was the one unwrapping her.

      When she stands up again, I take her in. I can’t wait to touch her.

      To taste her.

      I want to run my tongue across every inch, every dip and curve of her body.

      Fuck.

      Blood rushes to my cock, and I hear it roaring as it races through my veins.

      Anna is perfect.

      And for tonight, she’s mine.
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      One entire wall is lined in mirrors and it’s nerve wracking.

      Is this guy some kind of pervert?

      I roll my eyes. I mean, obviously.

      I hear a lock clicking and a doorknob turning, and it’s loud like a firecracker.

      I startle and move to cover myself with my hands.

      “Drop your hands,” a deep, gravelly voice commands one second before I see him.

      Holy. Shit.

      My breath freezes in my lungs as I take in the enormous figure of a man standing in the doorway. He’s still cloaked in shadows, but one more step inside the bedroom, and I can really see him.

      He’s huge. At least a foot taller than me, and thick ropes of muscle cover his arms and torso.

      He’s only wearing jeans, and damn, they look like they are struggling to contain him. But his face. It’s familiar.

      “You look like Angel,” I blurt.

      He dips his chin, and it looks like he’s going to smile. But he doesn’t.

      “Angel is my cousin and my second. My name is Nico,” he replies. “Do you know why you’re here, Anna Keller? Do you understand what you’re here to do?”

      I lick my lips, my mouth suddenly dry. His voice is so rich and masculine, I swear he should narrate audiobooks or something. I press my legs together, hopefully in a way that doesn’t draw attention.

      But his gaze drops to my thighs, or maybe he’s looking at the close-cropped curls covering my sex, so I guess I failed to be inconspicuous.

      “I’m, um, here to pay a debt. To give you my body for one night in return for wiping my brother’s bill clean.”

      He nods. His eyes never leave mine.

      He steps forward, raising his big, inked up hands to my face. His nostrils flare and my eyes go wide when I feel him wrap his long fingers around my throat.

      “Why are you doing this for him, huh? Your brother is a piece of shit,” he growls, startling me.

      “He's my brother.”

      It’s the only answer I have. But I can see it makes him angry. Or maybe that’s disgust marring his otherwise handsome features.

      He steps back, releasing me, and I can breathe more easily. But I’m cold without his hands on me. And I’m very aware that’s not something I should be feeling.

      His gaze rakes over me from head to toe, not lingering anywhere in particular. I’m a little disappointed but not surprised.

      The man, Nico, looks like he’s chiseled from marble. I feel flabby and unworthy by comparison.

      I’m nothing special.

      And yet, there I am. Butt ass naked. Standing in front of a crime lord built like a superhero.

      I’m nervous. I might start sweating, and God knows, my knees are knocking.

      I can’t help but wonder what I’m supposed to do next.

      Good thing I don’t have to wonder for long.

      “Get on the bed. On your hands and knees. Face the wall.”

      His words are clipped, and I know I’m right. He is angry.

      But I do as he says, a sliver of nervous anticipation works its way through my body, stopping somewhere in my core.

      It’s been a long time for me, and he’s a really good-looking guy. The kind of man I fantasize about when I’m reading romance novels and picturing myself as the heroine.

      Yeah, his body is amazing. He’s just so ripped. But he has scars, too. And I know those muscles aren’t just for show.

      He’s handsome, too. His nose is straight. His chin defined. He has high cheekbones and perfect lips. But it’s his eyes that really caught my attention.

      They’re bright blue and stunning.

      Still. Nothing about him or this sick little exchange should turn me on.

      I’m basically prostituting myself. Giving my body to him in exchange for clearing Sammy’s debt.

      Shit. I’m so mad at him. So disappointed in my brother.

      And I want to hate this guy for letting Sammy do it. For taking his marker when he clearly doesn’t have the experience to make such bets.

      But I can’t blame Nico. He is what he is.

      King of the Vipers.

      “I said, get on the bed, Rosebud,” he growls.

      My stomach clenches and I move to obey his commands, trying not to care that my soft body is completely bare to him.

      I’m shocked, and a little embarrassed. I know this position will expose my sex to this stranger, and he’ll see it.

      He’ll know I’m excited.

      I close my eyes and inhale a shaky breath as I lean forward until I’m positioned on my hands and knees, facing the exposed brick wall.

      I hear the rustling of his jeans as he shucks them off. I suck in another breath as the bed depresses when he joins me on top of the mattress.

      The comforter is slate gray, thick, expensive. It feels nice beneath my hands.

      “Relax, Anna. I won’t hurt you.”

      Then I feel his hands on my body. He’s touching my back, tracing lines down my spine, conjuring shivers, and making me ache.

      “You’re so fucking soft. I knew you would be,” he murmurs.

      My eyes close as he does it again. Nico runs his big hands down my sides this time, over my hips, tracing the globes of my ass, all the way down to my knees.

      Then his fingers trace along my inner thighs, and suddenly, he’s pressing my legs apart.

      “Fuck,” he grunts. “You’re fucking soaked, Rosebud.”

      I don’t understand the nickname or why he’s given it to me. But I can’t find the air necessary to speak because Nico is kneeling behind me.

      “Look at you all pink and wet for me. Gotta see if you taste as good as you look.”

      His big hands are holding my thighs apart, my pussy on display, and fuck, I think I feel his warm breath on my skin before I feel him press his mouth against me.

      A keening moan escapes my lips and I clutch the blankets beneath my hands.

      I expect him to come at me like a beast. But I don’t expect this. Hell, I don’t even know what this is.

      I’m not a virgin, no, but this is beyond my experience.

      Nico is everywhere. His mouth, his tongue, his hands. He moans as he eats me out from pussy to asshole and I don’t know what to do with any of it.

      So, I just hold on and let the big, bad Viper have his way with me.

      The fact that I love what he’s doing is something I’ll never tell. I can’t. It’s just not something I can reconcile in my brain.

      Nico is a criminal. He’s not the kind of guy I date, if I was dating anyone.

      My brain is scrambling to catch up to the way he’s making my body feel.

      I should have mercy on myself.

      I should lie and tell myself I’m letting him ravage me all for Sammy’s sake.

      That’s probably for the best. But I never was a good liar. And when he asks me if it feels good, I answer.

      And I beg for more.

      “Y-yes. It feels so good, Nico. Please.”
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      Let’s get one thing clear, I tell my conscience as it starts to rear its ugly head, I have every intention of fucking Anna Keller tonight

      Obsessions aren’t a good thing for a man like me to have. I have to admit, since I learned of her existence, I’ve been more than a little preoccupied with the curvy beauty.

      I’m not a good man. Pushing forty, I’m the king of one of the most hated criminal organizations on the Eastern Seaboard. The Vipers have fingers in a lot of pies.

      But we grease the right palms, we keep business smooth and only take out the trash that fucking deserves it. So, the authorities are happy to look the other way.

      Stalking someone isn’t exactly my thing. But I’ve been creeping into Anna Keller’s life without her knowing ever since little Sammy started playing in the Den.

      Yeah, I knew he was getting in over his head. But I allowed her brother to run up a tab with one sole purpose.

      And that’s getting Anna into my bed without all the hassle of wooing and pretending to be something I’m not.

      I can’t offer her anything.

      Nothing more than a ride on my dick. And something tells me that’s not Anna’s style. I still want her, though.

      And even though I’m pissed she’s willing to give in to me for her shithead brother’s sake, I’m gonna take her.

      If she wants to be a sacrifice, who am I to refuse?

      I’m not a good enough man to say no. Especially not when her pink pussy is glistening, fucking soaked, and all for me.

      Jesus Christ.

      I want to make a meal out of her. I can’t help myself. I gotta taste her.

      But I’m not satisfied with her juices coating my tongue and lips. No, I need to hear how much this good little girl likes it when I tongue fuck her.

      I have to hear her tell me how it feels when I lick into her sweet, dripping cunt. Need to know if she wants me to eat her ass, which I’m gonna do, anyway. So, right before I lick her asshole, I ask her.

      “Taste so good. Does it feel good? Gonna eat this ass next, Mama. You want that? Tell me.”

      “Y-yes. God, yes. It feels so good, Nico. Please.”

      Anna is on her knees, and she is begging me.

      Fucking begging me.

      I groan, and I bite her cheek, her moan echoing around the room as my tongue slides between her slick folds.

      She tastes so fucking good.

      Like promises. Like hunger.

      Desire.

      And relief once my mouth is on her.

      I can’t take it anymore. I move, lining my cock with her slick entrance. Lust consumes me.

      It’s been a while for me. I haven’t touched a woman since I saw a picture of her.

      My Anna.

      No. Not mine.

      It’s important I keep that in mind. She isn’t mine to keep. There’s no place for roses in my world. Except maybe at funerals.

      And that’s a thought I refuse to acknowledge.

      Anna is sweet, good, and pure. She’s way too good for me.

      But I don’t fucking care. Not tonight.

      Tonight, I need to feel her pussy convulsing around me.

      “Fuck, Rosebud, you’re so tight. Goddamn.”

      I slam my hips against her soft ass. For a second, I wished I had her on her back so I could see the expression that went with her yell.

      She’s stiff at first. Like she can’t possibly comprehend her body’s reaction to mine.

      But I know women, and I can feel how desperate she is to have me.

      My poor pretty Rosebud.

      It’s been a long time for her, too. I hate the thought of other men touching her, but I’m glad it’s me tonight. Glad I’m the one who’s knocking her socks off.

      I reach around and find her clit with my fingers, strumming the tiny little nub until she’s squirming and pushing back into my thrusts.

      “That’s it. Give it to me,” I grunt, taking her harder with each pass.

      Her body is warm and soft and jiggling against me, and it’s the best damn thing I ever felt. I turn my head, watching her in the mirror, and the sight is so damn sexy, I almost come.

      But I need her there with me. I pull out, grabbing her wide hips, I flip Anna over onto her back. Her big whiskey eyes are lust-glazed and she’s panting.

      So fucking pretty.

      I press her legs wide apart, and I slam back inside her, catching her cries with my mouth.

      It’s the first time I kiss her, and she gifts me with a flood of warmth where my dick is stroking deep inside her.

      So this is what she needs. My little Rosebud craves kisses.

      Well, I can do that.

      I cup her face, angling her head, I deepen the kiss, not letting her up for air for even a second.

      I just keep licking into her, savoring her flavors, memorizing each one. I suck on her lips, making plucking sounds as I release one only to claim the other. Then I nibble my way down her chin, and neck, to her big tits, sucking one nipple into my mouth.

      I want to devour her. I want to consume every single inch. Stamp myself all over.

      But I can’t keep her. And the knowledge is making me fucking furious.

      “Fuck, Rosebud, this pussy was made for me. Tell me,” I grunt, licking a trail from her neck all the way up her cheek.

      “Nico,” she says my name and fuck, I’m not ready for how much it affects me.

      My cock pulses, and I rear up onto my knees.

      “That’s it. Squeeze my cock with your cunt, but I want you to strum that clit when you do it. Now, Anna.”

      Her breathing is labored, but I watch in awe as she obeys.

      Three swipes across her needy little bud, and Anna is coming all over me. Which is a good thing, cause I’m right there with her.

      I come so hard, I damn near pass out. It’s all I can do not to crush her beneath my weight as I collapse on top of her soft, warm body.

      Usually I need some recovery time between bouts, but my dick is already hard again. And Anna’s soft moan tells me she feels it, too.

      “Slow this time, I think,” I say to no one in particular.

      I kiss Anna. My eyes open and on hers as I start to move my hips, rocking into her.

      The mess of our combined release coats my way, making it easier to slide in and out, and fuck it feels good.

      I know she’s on birth control. I hacked into her medical records, so I also know her last checkup was two weeks ago, and her blood work came back normal.

      Just like I know I’m clean, too.

      I never fuck a woman without a condom, but there’s something about her that won't allow me to do it any other way but raw.

      I need all of her. Need to feel all of her.

      We come together this time. My cock pulses inside her just as her pussy tightens, her walls sucking the cum right from my balls.

      It feels—it feels good. Really good.

      Being inside her is better than anything else I have ever felt. Anna trembles and I hold her to me.

      We’re practically strangers. Everything I know about her, I stole. But she doesn’t feel like a stranger.

      She feels big.

      Important.

      “I got you,” I whisper, wrapping my arms around her as she continues to quiver around me.

      Matters of the heart are alien to me, but business deals I could handle. That’s all this is, I remind myself.

      But I also remind myself I’m a fucking liar.

      My body is ready for her again and isn’t that fucking new? I thought maybe sex had simply lost its spark for me.

      But not with her. She is different. And it feels like maybe I could be different with her. Or pretend to be, at the very least.

      Just for tonight.

      This woman is throwing my wavering libido a lifeline, and I am a selfish prick through and through, so I’ll take it.

      I’ll take everything she offers.

      I press my nose to her hair and breathe her scent. She smells fresh and clean, like maybe she showered before she came here.

      Her shampoo is floral, but not overbearing, and I like it. I breathe her in again, this time with my mouth open, savoring her essence on my tongue.

      I thought one night of fucking would be enough to work out my need for this woman.

      But I’m thinking I’m wrong.

      So, instead of kicking her out like planned, I wrap her in my arms and tuck her close to my body, fighting to stay awake.

      I found a sense of peace in Anna’s warmth I never expected. And I’m not ready to say goodbye just yet.

      Lulled into the first deep sleep I had in years, I wake up hours later. Alone.

      “Fuck,” I growl and heft myself out of bed, going right for the security feed on my laptop.

      I don’t bother with clothes. No one is in my office. Not without my permission. No one would dare.

      I watch the feed showing Anna as she dressed and left just a few hours ago. She paused by my bed, kissing my head before she takes off and I press my hand over my heart.

      That long dead thing starts to pound.

      She kissed me. Why?

      “I wasn’t ready for you to leave,” I say to myself.

      Unfortunately, she took the decision out of my hands when she disappeared.

      Business matters take my attention for the rest of the day, but I can’t stop thinking about my little Rosebud.

      One night didn’t quench my desire for her. But she’s gone. And I’m not sure if I should hunt her down. Honestly, it would be a mercy to let her go.

      But I don’t know if I have it in me to be merciful anymore.
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      Six months later

      I enter my apartment with a sigh as I walk to turn on the AC. It’s a cheap window unit, and I don’t even know if it still works.

      But I hope it does. New Jersey summers are a mixed bag, but it looks like I came back to a freaking heat wave.

      I miss Pancake, but I know the family who adopted him from me are good people. They’re treating him well, and they even send me updates every now and then.

      It makes me sad, but I know it’s for the best. My allergies have been a little loopy just lately.

      So has everything else.

      I spent the last six months hiding out in the condo my best friend’s family owns in Florida. Giselle is still pissed at me. I never explained why I ran away, but I knew she’d help.

      We go way back. More like sisters than friends. Always there for each other. That’s been our promise since we started first grade over at St. Lucy’s Parochial School.

      So when I asked, she handed me the keys immediately. There’s no one like Giselle.

      Damn.

      I realize how much I missed her over the past several months.

      My heart squeezes inside my chest, and I suck in a sharp breath. I don’t know if I can do this alone.

      But I don’t really have a choice.

      Giselle has already done too much for me, allowing me the use of her family’s vacation home without question. She is a busy person with a thriving career in social media marketing.

      I can’t even pretend to know what that is. She’s tried to set up accounts for me for the bakery, but I can’t pay her, so I won’t allow it.

      I won’t abuse our friendship that way. Even if I do give her parents bread whenever they’re in town.

      It’s just not the same.

      Her parents only use the condo during the summer. So, it was a good run while it lasted.

      June just rolled around, and I booked my ticket and came back. Giselle’s parents arrived shortly after I left.

      I already got their text thanking me for the fresh rolls I baked and left on the counter, and for cleaning the place.

      Anyway, I just can’t stay away any longer. Can’t run forever.

      Sammy’s latest round of voicemails made no sense at all, and I know I need to see my brother to figure out what the heck he’s doing and to tell him I’m done.

      The air inside my apartment is stale. The AC is blowing cold, so I thank God for that.

      Thoughts of my brother gnaw at my mind, but it’s no good. No matter how I feel about him I need to draw the line.

      Sammy is an adult. He makes his own choices with no thought for me or anyone else.

      My heart hurts when I think this, but it’s the only option left. I just can’t worry about him anymore. I can’t put my life aside for him.

      Not anymore.

      Because it’s not just me I need to consider. I have someone else to watch out for now.

      My hand goes to the bump beneath my breasts, and I can’t help but smile when I feel the flutter of life growing within my belly.

      The thing about being a big girl is I’m only starting to look pregnant now as I enter my third trimester.

      Before, I simply looked fat. Maybe it’s because of all the morning sickness. I didn’t expect to have that cute little basketball belly skinny women have when they are pregnant, but still.

      I am thrilled now that I can see what the doctors and the half dozen home tests I took told me.

      I am pregnant. With Nico Fury’s baby.

      Like every other time I think about him, my pulse races and my heart thuds heavily against my ribs.

      When I took off on New Year’s Day, I expected to return after a few weeks. I thought I was just going down to Fort Lauderdale to get my head on straight.

      But once I started losing my breakfast, my plans pivoted.

      Noise in the hall brings my head up and I brace myself.

      “Anna? You better be ready to explain what the hell is going on⁠—”

      Giselle pushes my front door open, and I can see from her expression my bestie is still pissed at me.

      Then her gaze drops to my belly, and she gasps.

      “Hi,” I whisper, my eyes filling with tears.

      “Oh my God! Anna, you’re pregnant!”

      “Yeah, I know.” I sniff and roll my eyes.

      “Holy fuck! Okay, first,” she says, grabbing my hands, “are you okay?”

      “Yeah. I’m good. Sammy?”

      I ask, hoping she’s been able to track him down for me. He hasn’t answered my last few texts, and I’m worried.

      Giselle’s face falls, and I know she’s keeping something from me. But I can be patient when I have to be. And I know my bestie won’t be rushed.

      So, I sit, and I rub my palms over my belly.

      I allow myself a moment to enjoy the cool air coming from the air conditioner. And I wait.

      Giselle places a thick black binder held together with rubber bands on the table. She frowns. Then she tucks her dark locks behind her ears.

      I don’t know how she has all that hair down in this heat. It’s only the first week of June, and I actually cringe when I think about what it’s going to be like over the next few weeks.

      Being pregnant and alone in the hot humid city is going to be hell on me. I just know it.

      Sadness fills me as my thoughts strayed back to Sammy. I just can’t take the stress of his problems added to mine.

      I have no more savings, and the bakers are trying to push me out of the business entirely.

      Not to mention, there’s this whole thing where I have to avoid my baby’s father.

      How the hell am I gonna do that?

      The research I’ve done on Nico Fury and the Vipers has garnered little information. I know he’s suspected of being the head of a crime syndicate.

      But what the heck does that even mean?

      Was he like the Godfather or something?

      He sure as heck didn’t resemble an old timey mafioso. Not with all those tattoos and muscles.

      Stop it.

      I remind myself I’m not alone, and now is not the time to go fantasizing about what was probably the best sex I have ever had.

      Another thing I didn’t know about pregnancy was how the hormone surges increased a woman’s sex drive at the most inopportune times.

      Go figure.

      “Before we get into that, I want you to know I have the books from Theresa. She really did a good job filling your shoes as manager for the bakery. But you were right, Anna. They want you out. Javi and the bakers don’t want to pay you a cut anymore. They just want you gone.”

      “Fuck,” I moan, closing my eyes.

      Talk about problems. The tiny bit of money I make with my family’s bakery is a pittance.

      But the bakery is my legacy.

      Mine and Sammy’s.

      Not that he ever cared.

      “But we can talk about them later. First, tell me everything about you getting knocked up. And don’t you dare fucking lie,” she demands.

      “Fine, But you’re not gonna like it, Sisi,” I murmur, calling her by her nickname.

      I start at the beginning, with Sammy owing money to the Vipers.

      And I end my story with me inside the king of the Vipers’ bed, where he makes me come more times than I could count, and subsequently gets me pregnant.

      “Are you fucking serious?” she asks, thirty minutes later when I finally finish telling my tale.

      “Um, yeah, Sisi, I’m pretty fucking serious.”

      I gesture to my stomach.

      “Well, from your description of him, at least the baby should be cute,” she says, lifting one shoulder. “Unless all that ink his daddy has makes him come out with like blue skin or some shit.”

      “Oh my God, what is wrong with you?”

      I laugh. Then I cry.

      I blame it on hormones, but it’s more than that.

      “Hey, it’ll be okay. Aunt Sisi is gonna take care of you both,” she says and before I know it, my bestie is hugging me.

      I cling to her, so grateful for human contact. Six months without even a single physical touch was rough on me.

      I like hugs. Not that I’d been hugged very often, but I know I like them.

      I crave human contact.

      I can’t wait for my baby to arrive. To have the chance to cuddle them and give them all the love I know I’m capable of.

      I huff a breath and shake my head, wiping the stray tears that are rolling down my face.

      “So, what’s the plan?”

      “The plan?” I look at her, utterly confused.

      “Yeah, are you gonna tell him?”

      “Him who? Nico? No! Why would I?”

      Hope. Horror. Angst. Need. Fear.

      One by one, emotions flitter through me and I’m practically gasping by the time Giselle responds.

      “Um, because he’s the father. He has rights, and so do you. The bakers aren’t gonna pay you much longer. They’re threatening to quit unless you agree to sign over ownership of the business to them. This Nico is the dad, right? So, he has to pay child support,” she says, like I’m dumb.

      “The bakers are my problem. If they want me gone, I will sell the business to them and the bread routes, but they aren’t pushing me out for nothing. Besides, I don’t own this building. There are three mortgages on it. If they think I’m just going to give it to them, they’re crazy.”

      “And what about Daddy dearest?” Giselle pushes, and my stomach turns.

      “What about him, Sisi? This isn’t his business⁠—”

      Something shatters in the other room, and I am on my feet. Giselle grabs me by the hand, stopping me from going inside.

      “Wait.” she hisses, and she is already dialing 911.

      I hear a groan and a couple of loud thuds. Someone laughs, and the sound is pure evil.

      I shake Giselle’s hand off me. Somewhere in the back of my mind I recognize that groan.

      Fear trickles up my spine as I walk through my bedroom.

      The window in my tiny bedroom is shattered, but I walk towards it and look outside.

      I peer through the darkness to where shadows are moving almost out of my line of vision.

      I see something. It’s crawling through the trash bags sitting on the sidewalk, waiting for pickup tomorrow morning.

      Something scurries between the heavy black plastic. Probably a rat.

      My attention flicks back to the huddled mass. It pauses and I think I recognize the brown shirt with the cream letters on the back. I can’t read what it says.

      There’s something dark and thick, and it’s leaking all over the mass and it takes me a moment to discern it’s a person.

      The liquid pooling beneath them is like chocolate syrup. They finally stop moving just beneath the flickering streetlight.

      Then, I scream.
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      “What do we fucking know about this?” I bark.

      “Warehouse is gone. Staz, the night guard, saw them creeping around with Molotov cocktails and called it in after he got to safety,” Luc answers first.

      “And?”

      “And Sanchez fucking junior doesn’t care what was mapped out with his father. He’s claiming this is his turf,” Angel explains.

      Pure rage leaks into my vision. This fucking punk.

      I look at the footage of what’s left of one of my warehouses and I fume. This prick set fire to it.

      He’s lucky no one was injured. Lucky it was empty. But that’s not the fucking point.

      “Want us to hit him back?” Angel asks.

      My gaze flicks to Luc who’s still studying the footage. He is frowning, and I wait for him to speak.

      Angel is my muscle guy. My cousin. My best friend. And Luc. Luc is my Council. Looking at him, you wouldn’t think he graduated from Princeton Law.

      He’s wiry and tall, but his lean build belies his strength. I’ve known Luc a long time. Since we were both kids causing trouble for the dealers on our block growing up.

      His sister OD’d before her twenty-first birthday, which was a year after my mother had done the same. Back then we didn’t know what we were doing. We were just angry.

      The cops wouldn’t help, so we did it ourselves. We raided stash house. Chased away customers. Started fucking fights.

      My cousin, Angel, joined us after I got my ass handed to me. Then he started training us. We learned to box. To shoot. To fight with knives.

      Little by little, with Luc and Angel by my side, I built an underworld army. And with that army, I cut out a chunk of territory for us, for the Vipers.

      The Den is just our base of operations.

      Anyone wanting to play on our turf had to pay the piper, but there was some shit I just didn’t allow.

      Like this fucking fentanyl bullshit. An opioid epidemic, that’s what they called it.

      Some blamed the dealers. Some blamed the politicians.

      But I don’t give a fuck whose fault it was.

      People want to escape. They have for years, and whether it’s drinking, drugs, gambling, sex, or violence, they’re gonna have their outlets.

      People with vices weren’t going away.

      But the means by which people escaped can be controlled. They can be regulated.

      Someone with enough balls could take charge of the pushers and the truly evil leeches that fed off human misery.

      I’m not a fucking judge. And I’m not God, either. What I am is the motherfucking king of the Vipers.

      I make the rules.

      And if that little pissant Sanchez Junior thinks he can destroy my property and get away with it. He’s wrong.

      So fucking wrong.

      I give my orders to Angel, and he nods, showing me he understands. He’s my Enforcer. The head muscle guy and I have no doubt he’ll do what I say.

      He’s too good at it not to. Angel leaves my office, and I feel a sense of excitement bubbling in my veins.

      I always feel like that when something is about to happen. So, this makes sense.

      Sanchez wants a fucking war, but he’s not going to get one.

      The Vipers don’t just strike back.

      We destroy.

      We decimate.

      We are the scourge that leaves nothing behind.

      I exhale and roll my neck. Control is hard earned, but I mastered that technique long ago.

      Luc is quiet, but that’s nothing new. His eyes are trained on the security monitors while I cipher through my thoughts.

      My eyes flick to the bedroom door in my office and I steel myself against the unwanted emotions coiling through me.

      Six months ago I had her in my bed, and then she vanished without a trace.

      Anna Keller is the very definition of the one that got away.

      But maybe it’s for the better.

      Every time I think about tracking her down. Something stops me.

      I might think it’s my conscience if I had one of those. But there’s no voice in my head telling me what’s right and wrong.

      No Jiminy Cricket motherfucker telling me what to do. To leave her alone.

      Still, what could I give her?

      Before I can fall down the rabbit hole of the ifs and buts of pursuing Anna Keller, I hear Luc snort.

      “What?”

      “You know that little flower who came in here six months ago to pay off her brother’s debts?”

      “Yeah,” I reply, and I lean forward.

      “Well, I think she just walked in, and uh, Boss, she’s got a surprise.”

      My heart is hammering. She’s back. Anna is back in town, and she is here. In my place.

      I don’t care what brought her here. I just know I want her. Six months did nothing to dampen my need for this woman.

      “Boss?”

      “I got it,” I say.

      Then I stand.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight-Anna
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      Fear slithers down my soul as I stare at the enormous sign featuring a coiled up black snake ready to strike.

      I’ve seen it once before, but last time was a walk in the park compared to how I feel now.

      I walk into the Vipers’ Den and my gaze flits around from one hulking man to the next. I don’t know if he’s here.

      And really, I am not so sure I should be, either. My hands go to my belly, and I feel a protective wave roll over me, forcing me to reject any uncertainty.

      I’m not here for me. Besides, I have nowhere else to turn and the police already said they couldn’t do anything without witnesses.

      I’m exhausted and my throat is sore from crying and talking to the police.

      After I recognized the huddled form below my window as belonging to my brother, I ran down the stairs from my apartment to see if I could help him. And to wait for the cops and ambulance to arrive.

      Sammy.

      Images of my brother and the sweet baby he used to be filter through my brain. My heart hurts so badly, I sway on my feet.

      Oh, Sammy. Why?

      “What are you doing here? Oh my God, are you pregnant?” a sharp female voice snaps.

      I turn my head to see the pretty bartender I remember from the first and only other time I ever went to the Vipers’ Den
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