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      The way she dances does things to me that I know are wrong.

      I swallow back another glass of whiskey, trying to suppress the urge to stalk over and capture her lips with mine.

      “Tell me you’re not considering sleeping with Nicole DeLuca,” Moreno says.

      He’s my second, my best friend, and also blatantly honest, even when I don’t want him to be.

      He also knows that I’ve sported a hard-on for Nicole since the moment I learned of Gino’s daughter.

      I like a challenge, and she’s off-limits. It makes the catch that much more fun.

      “Have you seen me so much as talk to her?” I shoot Moreno a glare to shut the hell up. Somehow, I doubt he will do as I want.

      He’s a good guy if such a thing can be said about the Ricci Family.

      “You keep drinking and staring. She’s bound to notice you,” Moreno says.

      Maybe that’s the point. I want her to notice me. I want her to fear me like her father, Gino, fears my family.

      Nicole struts onto the dance floor. The light cascades across her raven hair.

      She bumps and grinds, arms tossed into the air.

      I want to fuck that smile right off her gleeful face.

      She’s a force to be reckoned with, and I’m just the man to turn her life upside down.

      “Have another drink. It’s on me.” Moreno gestures to the bartender, and he waltzes over and pours another whiskey.

      “On you?” I laugh.

      I own the damned bar.

      He can offer to buy me all the drinks he wants. I drink here for free.

      “Doesn’t mean you shouldn’t tip the staff.” Moreno slides a fifty to the bartender, Ren-something.

      I forget her name. I hired her after the last guy caused me a headache and a dead boss.

      Some things are better left in the past.

      Being don has its advantages, including getting any girl I want.

      Tonight, that girl is Nicole DeLuca.

      I shift on the barstool.

      Usually, I claim the corner booth. It has a reserved placard for the occasion that I might want to come in and have a drink or business with an associate.

      “You need another girl. Someone less deadly,” Moreno says.

      I laugh under my breath and sip my whiskey. “You talk like she’s an assassin.”

      “Her father is.”

      I wave my hand in the air. “He’s an old man, Gino. Pain in my ass.” He is also a problem that needs taking care of, but that’s a job for another day.

      Tonight, I’m here to cut off some steam and have fun.

      “You fuck that girl, and he’ll hunt you down,” Moreno warns. He gestures the bartender over and gets himself a drink.

      I raise an eyebrow. I haven’t seen Moreno drink in, well, since forever.

      This is bad if he’s drinking. “Shit, I’m driving you to drink. It really must be the end of the world,” I mock.

      He pinches the bridge of his crooked nose. He got that from defending my honor in a bar fight nearly two decades ago. I’d been young, naïve, and on the cusp of seventeen. I knew how to fight like a kid, not like a man.

      Moreno rectified that. He taught me everything I know about the family business.

      “Just promise me that you’ll leave her alone.” Moreno sips his whiskey.

      It’s obvious to anyone who knows him he can’t stand the taste, but he drinks like a pro to an outsider.

      “You don’t have to kill yourself for me,” I joke and point at the whiskey. “I’ll down that if you’re struggling.”

      “Do you see me struggling?” Moreno asks.

      “While you enjoy that whiskey, I’m going to work my moves on the dance floor.”

      “Dante,” Moreno says my name, but his tone holds more than just a hint of warning.

      He’s screaming at me to listen to him.

      But when do I ever listen?

      The funny thing is that I’m his boss, and I don’t take orders from Moreno or anyone else. While I appreciate his concern, that’s all it is to me, and I’m going to do whatever the hell I want.

      Hasn’t he realized that yet?

      I climb off the barstool and make my way onto the dance floor. I don’t dance. There’s no need.

      I’m on a mission, and she is my target.

      We lock eyes, and she blushes on my approach.

      Good. She doesn’t seem to know me. At least she hasn’t indicated that I’m the bastard trying to kill her father.

      “I’m here with friends,” she says like that line will work to shoo me away.

      “Nice of them to ditch you,” I say.

      She’s been dancing for the last forty or so minutes, alone. The handful of guys who tried to pick her up haven’t had any luck.

      One of them looks at me apologetically.

      I’ve yet to see her with a shot or drink in her hand, either.

      “How do you know they’re not in the bathroom?” Nicole asks.

      “If they are, they must have snuck out the window.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Are you implying that I’m that boring?”

      “On the contrary, I’m implying nothing, only that you’re a pretty woman dancing alone.”

      “I'll bet that line works on all the other girls,” Nicole says.

      She’s right. It doesn’t take much for them to fall at my feet. I’m blessed with good looks and a great body. Does she not notice?

      “How about I buy you a drink, and if you never want to see me again—”

      “Okay.”

      Her response takes me by surprise.

      I lead her toward the reserved booth and gesture for her to climb in first. The booth is curved, and I make sure to sit close beside her, our thighs touching.

      I want to touch her, seduce her, and bring her all sorts of heightened pleasure.

      “Are you sure we should be sitting here?” Nicole asks. “It did say reserved.”

      I merely shrug. I don’t want to give away who I am, especially if she’s unaware of my position of power. She shouldn’t know.

      “Let’s see what happens,” I say.

      She raises a curious eyebrow but shuts her mouth.

      The bartender from earlier comes over, and I gesture for two drinks—one for each of us. I don’t have to give the bartender my order. She gets the finest liquor, top-shelf from the collection.

      “I never got your name,” Nicole says.

      “Daniel,” I answer. It’s a lie. I’ve always been Dante.

      It’s clear she doesn’t recognize me, and I can’t have my name triggering any further recognition.

      “I’m Nikki,” she says and rests a hand on my thigh.

      Her tune has changed since I met her minutes ago on the dance floor, but I’m not sure why. Do I care?

      “It’s lovely to meet you, Nikki,” I say, as if I’m trying to remember her name.

      I could never forget it. I’ve had my eye on her since she strolled into town and moved in with her daddy, my number one enemy: Gino DeLuca.

      All I’ve wanted is to take him down, and in the process, I’ll be forced to ruin her for other men.

      Too bad.

      She’s beautiful, with her long black hair and deep-set amber eyes.

      Cute and sexy.

      And she could have a normal life if I wasn’t at war with her old man.

      The lights are dim, the bar not terribly crowded for a Friday night.

      The music slows, and I’m glad we’re already in the booth. While a slow dance is nice at times, it doesn’t fit right now. Not when I want to grind against her.

      The bartender returns with two drinks. One is a whiskey for me and the second a whiskey sour on the rocks for her. It’s strong but sweet, too girly for my taste, but the ladies haven’t turned it away in the past.

      I don’t expect her to be any different.

      But I’m wrong.

      She slides her glass toward me and grabs mine before I can lift it to my lips. “I’ll have what you’re having.”

      She means my glass of whiskey.

      Damn, that shit is expensive.

      The girls always get the off-label, and since it’s mixed, they can’t taste the difference.

      She smiles coyly and bats her long, dark lashes, but it’s just an act.

      What game is she playing tonight?

      “Hope you don’t mind. I prefer the good stuff, liquid gold.” Nicole gulps the whiskey in a matter of seconds and slams the glass down hard on the wooden table.

      Her warm amber gaze has flecks of gold, and the longer she watches me, the more I fall into her stare.

      What the hell is going on?

      “Do you want to get out of here?”

      I do more than anything, but my gut is telling me no. “How about I take you back to your place?” I suggest.

      I already know she’s living with her father, but I wonder what excuse she’ll give me.
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      “Come down here for a moment, Nicole,” Papa says.

      I’m his pet, his prize he likes to tout around to suitors in the business. He brags about how proud he is of me, but he’s only proud of himself.

      I hate my father but he’s family. Moving home wasn’t my idea, but I don’t have anywhere else to go without a job and after recently graduating from college.

      I stroll down the staircase. My bare feet graze over the cold wood floor. “Yes, Papa?”

      “Come, sit with me in my office.”

      Dread flows straight to my stomach. Anytime my papa wants me to join him in his office, it means I’ve disappointed him in some way or another.

      What have I done this time?

      “As you know, I’ve held my tongue and let you chase a degree and graduate from that foolish school of yours,” Papa says.

      My cheeks burn, and I press my lips tight together to keep from reacting emotionally.

      “Now that you’re home and you’re twenty-two, you are going to settle down with a young man of my choosing.”

      “Papa!” I feel like a child interrupting him.

      And he treats me as such.

      His hand slaps me hard across the face.

      “Do not interrupt me,” he scolds.

      I hang my head in shame. It’s what he wants, after all, control.

      “I’ve thought long and hard about the business, Nicole. It’s in everyone’s best interest if you are wed to—”

      “No!” I won’t hear it. I wait for him to slap me again across the face, but it doesn’t come. “I’m not marrying someone who you think I ought to marry. That’s such an archaic notion!” I shout in disgust as I hurry out of his office.

      “Young lady, I’m not through speaking with you!”

      I don’t care, and he gets the message as I hurry for the front door. I slip on a pair of shoes and bolt out the main entrance.

      I didn’t think this through.

      I have no car.

      No money.

      And no one to call or depend on.

      I head for the main road, ignoring the guards as they question me on my way out, asking if I need a ride. As much as I want one, I also know that they will tell my papa everything, including where I’ve run off to.
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      I head for the bar in the nearest town. The walk doesn’t bother me. The weather is nice, sunny and pleasant, which is better than my mood.

      I want to get plastered, but I forgot my wallet. I could flirt with the bartender or maybe a hottie at the bar. That assumes anyone in this freakishly small town is handsome and worth my time.

      It doesn’t help that I have nowhere to go. Returning home weighs on me like a ton of bricks.

      I skip the drinks and stroll out onto the dance floor. The pulse-pounding music wakes me up inside and makes me forget about the turbulent day. I shrug off the first two guys who vie for my attention.

      They don’t hold my interest. They’re too smiley and picture-perfect.

      There’s a man at the bar who’s hot.

      Sharply dressed, dark eyes, and fit under his suit.

      He’s trying too hard to impress the ladies.

      My gaze lingers on him longer than I intend to, and I break away, turning as I dance in the middle of the floor, my feet stomping on the ground. Cutting loose feels wonderful.

      If only I could cut all ties to my life.

      It wouldn’t be so hard if I’d have landed a teaching job. My degree was a piece of paper, worthless.

      I should have examined the job market before graduating with a degree in elementary education. It wasn’t like I couldn’t get a job. A few areas were hiring, but they weren’t in the best neighborhoods.

      That didn’t overly concern me.

      It was the fact rival families ran those territories.

      I would always be a target so long as my father was don.

      He hadn’t always been don, but he’d been second in command, the underboss to Angelo DeLuca for years. I couldn’t remember a time when Angelo and Papa weren’t chummy.

      When Angelo died, Papa took over the family business with pride and admiration.

      He’d been a bastard to me when he’d been an underboss. I shudder at the memory of his hand slapping me across the face. Papa had never been gentle, but he also had left me well enough alone.

      Now that he was Don DeLuca, the darkness that settled in his heart grew.

      He wanted to be feared by everyone.

      The handsome stranger with a dark and mysterious look to him strolls up to me. He doesn’t pretend to dance. Surprisingly, he doesn’t bump and grind against me, either.

      I wouldn’t have minded it if I had a few drinks in me first.

      His name is Daniel. It rolls off my tongue with simplicity to it. He doesn’t look like a Daniel, but what do I know?

      He flirts and I finally take the bait. The truth is I need a ride out of this city, and if it means lifting his car keys or his wallet, so be it.

      I join him for a drink, steal his whiskey, and the next thing I know, I’m asking if he wants to get out of here.

      I can’t go back home, even if I wanted to. A part of me wants to drag him in front of Papa and humiliate my father.

      “They’re fumigating my place,” I lie so easily. I can’t let him know I’m the daughter of Don DeLuca. I don’t know who works for my papa and who he has crossed. He’s made enemies. That’s no secret. The DeLucas don’t make friends easily.

      “Funny, that’s what’s happening to my place,” Daniel says.

      I smile, shaking my head. “You are something else.” I poke his chest. I’m not sure why or what comes over me, but I have the insistent need to feel something other than anger and resentment.

      I hate my papa.

      I grab Daniel by the tie and yank him toward me for a kiss.

      I take him by surprise. Most men aren’t used to my forcefulness and brashness. I’m used to power, others wielding it over me. It feels nice for a chance to be in control.

      I swear I hear him growl.

      Gosh, I want to devour him.

      “I have a better idea,” Daniel whispers against my ear and pulls me onto his lap.

      I’m wearing a short black dress that cuts above the knee. I’ve got spaghetti straps that keep sliding down my shoulders, and for the first time tonight, I don’t bother trying to pick them back up.

      I can feel his heat poking me from beneath.

      My fingers claw through his hair as our lips melt together.

      He’s not the only one growling. I think I just made a sound in unison.

      We shouldn’t.

      We can’t.

      Not in the bar.

      Not in a public place where anyone can see what we’re doing.

      God, I want him.

      He bites down on my bottom lip and I moan.

      The music covers my noises, but I’m sure Daniel can hear every sound that I make.

      He guides my legs apart, and he explores what’s hidden beneath my skirt. He feels over my panties. Can he tell they’re soaked because of him?

      His fingers are rough and quick, pushing my panties to the side. I’m not sure he didn’t rip the silk material.

      His lips move to my ear, his breath tickling and arousing me. “You’re wet for me, Kitten.”

      The way he says it sends a shudder through my body.

      He pinches my clit, sending a shockwave through me straight to my core.

      I struggle to focus, to keep my eyes open. My breathing has deepened. Each breath comes out a gasp.

      He covers my mouth, hot and rough, and he shifts my hips slightly, just enough to lift me off him while he guides his cock out from his trousers.

      And then he’s forceful, penetrating me.

      I moan, confident the entire bar can hear the sounds, and everyone knows what we’re doing.

      Daniel covers my mouth. His tongue explores my lips as he grinds his hips and his hands rest on my hips.

      We move together in unison. His thrusts are deep and strong.

      Suddenly, he lifts my hips and turns me around to sit on his lap. He enters me again, my insides pulsating from the sensation of growing close and him momentarily pulling away.

      I open my mouth to ask what he’s doing, but he’s already buried inside my warmth and wetness.

      His movements turn faster, rougher as he pounds into me and I clench on.

      “Not yet,” he commands.

      I gasp and feel on the edge of oblivion.

      The sensation builds inside me. My heart is slamming against my ribcage, my breath coming out in pants as I’m coated in sweat.

      I tremble and clench down on his member, and he grabs my chin and yanks my head to the side to face him.

      “Did I tell you that you could come?” he asks. His tone is harsh.

      I flinch at his words. I’m waiting for him to hit me, but he doesn’t.

      “I haven’t yet.” I’m tinkering on the edge.

      “Fuck,” he says.

      Several more thrusts, and he’s swelling inside me, on the brink.

      “Come for me, Kitten.”

      I do as he commands, clenching down, squeezing him as I tremble on his lap. I bite down on my bottom lip, tugging it between my teeth to keep my moans at bay.

      Daniel lifts me off his frame and sits me back down on the bench beside him. He adjusts himself back into his slacks and zips himself up. His eyes shine as he climbs out of the booth that we shared.

      “Wait,” I say and grab him by the tie. I pull him tight for one last kiss.

      But that’s not all I’m after. I need his keys or wallet. Whatever I can get my hands on first without him noticing.

      With one hand latched to his tie, I’m careful to pickpocket him without him suspecting anything.

      I shove his keys behind my back and am careful not to jingle them.

      “Have a good night,” I say with a coy smile.

      He saunters across the room to the bar where his friend is situated. He sits down, and I slip out of the booth and skirt out the front door before Daniel can realize I stole his keys and call the cops.
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      “Are you ready to get out of here?” I ask Moreno.

      He looks bored, and I’m done now that I’ve had my fun.

      My gaze scours over the bar, but I don’t see any sign of Nicole. She must have already left. I’m not sure why I care. At least there aren’t other men dancing with her.

      A strange pang of jealousy hits me like lightning.

      I shouldn’t care. I gesture to the bartender for one more whiskey.

      “I’m driving,” Moreno says and holds out his hand.

      He’s waiting for me to deposit my keys into his palm.

      “Fair enough.” I’m in no mood to fight him and, quite frankly, a little more than tipsy. I don’t need to get behind the wheel and crash my truck. Besides, that’s why I have good men like Moreno accompany me.

      Occasionally, I have chauffeurs too. But I like driving, getting behind the wheel and being in complete control. There’s something that can be said for going off road, through rocky terrain, and across dangerous valleys all alone.

      I swallow down the last glass of whiskey the bartender brings me.

      She’s cute.

      Young. Barely twenty-one.

      Hell, Nicole barely looked old enough to be in the bar.

      Since when did I start chasing ass who was nearly half my age?

      Fuck.

      When did I get so damned old?

      I stand, planting my feet firmly on the ground. I don’t want to indicate that I’m tipsy, even to Moreno. The man would never let me live it down.

      I shove my hand into my pants pocket to retrieve my keys.

      Nope, not there.

      I check my other pocket. My wallet is there but no car keys.

      Exhaling a heavy breath through my nose, I head back toward the booth I had occupied earlier with the raven-haired treat.

      There’s no sign of my keys on the booth or under the table.

      “Looking for something, boss?” Moreno asks. He stands behind me and is wearing a grin.

      Is this some sort of joke? “Did I give my keys to you already?”

      I swear I’m not that trashed. Just a little tipsy. But fuck, the room spins like a carnival ride when I bend down.

      Moreno isn’t smiling or joking. He doesn’t look amused.

      “The girl, she stole them from you.”

      “Nicole?” I run a hand through my short dark hair.

      No. She wouldn’t steal from me. Anyone with half a brain knows not to cross the Ricci Family.

      But she didn’t know I was Don Ricci, the boss of the Ricci Family.

      “Dante, how about I make a call and get one of the guys to bring us a car?” Moreno suggests.

      I wave him off to do whatever he needs to while I scuttle toward the door. I step outside and the night has cooled down quite a bit. It’s summer, hot and oppressive, but the chill in the air makes me long for the cooler days that will come soon enough.

      One of the advantages of being in the mountains, the nights are quite comfortable.

      I don’t see my truck outside, not that I expect she left it. If Nicole stole my keys, then she stole my truck.

      Surprisingly, she left my wallet alone.

      Was it a game to her?

      Did she know who I was when we met and played me?
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      I rise early thanks to a shitty night’s sleep.

      Moreno knew not to say a word about the truck while Sawyer picked us up and drove us back to the house.

      I tossed and turned, unable to get a decent shut-eye because of that raven-haired beauty, Nicole.

      She was all I could think about last night.

      She is still all that I can think about.

      But I have work, and as much as destroying her father and stealing her for myself sounds promising, I have a business to handle.

      I stumble into the bathroom. I flip on the light and start the shower.

      There’s a commotion downstairs—more than usual.

      I ignore it. Whatever or whoever it is can wait while I clean up for a handful of meetings I have later this afternoon.

      Business doesn’t wait, even for the boss.

      But business doesn’t show up early.

      Could it be Nicole? Would she come to return my truck?

      I’m quick to bathe and shut off the shower. I shouldn’t be thinking about her, but I can’t stop the memories that flood through my mind and fill my senses.

      My cock hardens, remembering her clenching down and shuddering in my embrace.

      She shouldn’t have this effect on me. I’ve slept with my share of women. I can get any woman I want, but there’s something about Nicole that makes me itch for another play with her.

      I dry off and run a towel through my hair to get the last water droplets out when there’s a hard knock on my bedroom door.

      Could it be her?

      “Boss,” Moreno says and clears his throat. “Sheriff Nelson is here to see you.”

      I wrap a towel around my waist and open the bedroom door to speak to Moreno in private.

      What did the sheriff want with me? We’d been careful to keep our business dealings above board since Enzo went and got himself executed.

      I killed him.

      It had to be done. He was bringing down the family and ruining the Ricci name. His involvement with human trafficking still brings bile to my mouth.

      I’m a man of many talents and business dealings. I’ve sold drugs, illegal weapons, you name it, I’ve dabbled in it, but I won’t stand for such inhumane behavior as selling women and children.

      It’s another reason that I intend to destroy the DeLuca Family. As far as I’m concerned, they’re the reason I was forced to kill Enzo.

      “Any idea what he wants?” I ask. I gesture for him to shut the bedroom door.

      He closes the door behind himself.

      I grab clothes from my dresser and closet and take the articles into the bathroom. I leave the door open so that we can speak privately.

      What I’m really asking if his visit is because of Enzo’s disappearance. We made sure there was no body to be recovered, but that doesn’t mean the feds and the local sheriff’s department aren’t going to dig around looking for dirt.

      “Something about your truck,” Moreno says.

      I can’t see him while I dress, but I can feel the concern that ebbs off him and flows to me.

      “Then we’ll take care of it,” I say.

      We can handle whatever drama that Nicole throws on our doorstep.

      I zip my slacks and button my dress shirt, making sure I look like the boss. I can’t have the local sheriff looking down on me.

      I have a reputation to uphold.

      And uphold it, I will.

      “Let’s get this over with,” I say and gesture for Moreno to open the bedroom door and step out first.

      He leads me down the stairs and to the living room where our guest is waiting.

      Sheriff Nelson doesn’t sit. He stands, one hand on his weapon. He appears anxious, though I’m not sure why.

      We’ve kept our dealings to ourselves and have done our best not to warrant unwanted attention from the authorities.

      I don’t need my men getting sent to prison. That doesn’t bode well for me.

      “Mr. Ricci,” Sheriff Nelson says.

      “Dante,” I offer, correcting him, letting this become a familiar and friendly visit, trying to change and shift his mannerisms. I want to allude to him that we are friends and that he has nothing to fear being in my home. The first way to do this is by letting him use my first name.

      “Dante,” Sheriff Nelson says. He gives a flick of a nod. “We have surveillance footage of your truck stealing fuel from a gas station. I’ve spoken with the owner, and knowing that you’re an upstanding citizen in this community, he’s agreed not to press charges if you drive down and pay for this little mistake.”

      Moreno opens his mouth to speak, and I shoot him a glare. He’s not about to interrupt me.

      No one interrupts me.

      He lowers his voice. “Now I saw the footage. I know it wasn’t you. If you’d prefer to hand over the name of the girl who did this, I’d be happy to arrest her and book her.”

      “That isn’t necessary,” I say.

      Why am I covering for Nicole DeLuca?

      I could have her ass tossed in prison.

      I should have her facing the consequences of her actions, especially after stealing my truck, but turning her over to the authorities isn’t how we Riccis do things.

      No, we take justice into our own hands.

      She’ll pay for her crimes, but not at the hand of the local sheriff’s office. “I assure you, Sheriff, I’ll handle the matter right now.”

      I grab my wallet and another set of car keys. She stole my truck, but at least she didn’t lift the Maserati.

      “I’m sure you understand that I have to follow you to the gas station,” Sheriff Nelson says.

      “Of course, I’d expect nothing less of you.”
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      I’m fuming when I return home to the compound.

      I can’t believe that Nicole not only stole my truck but also decided on her little joy ride to forego paying for gas.

      Was she trying to get arrested?

      Maybe I should have told the authorities who nabbed my truck, but it wasn’t like I couldn’t afford it.

      The same could be said for her. She is the daughter of Gino DeLuca.

      The girl is easily worth a million, maybe two. When her father dies, she stands to inherit his empire.

      Another reason that I need to destroy Gino and keep an eye on Nicole. I’m not going to let her become the next don.

      Abso-fucking-lutely not.

      “Everything handled, boss?” Moreno asks as I storm into the house.

      “I want surveillance on the DeLuca property. I want to know everything that’s happening in that house regarding Nicole.”

      Moreno glances at his cousin Halsey, a capo. He is still relatively new to the business and young.

      It was the fact he was fresh off the block that DeLuca wouldn’t recognize him.

      “I’ve got connections locally,” Halsey says. “We can interrupt his internet feed and force him to call the cable company.”

      “Do it.” I wave my hand, indicating that he is dismissed.

      I motion toward the empty hallway where Halsey just exited. “Do you think he can handle it?” I ask.

      I trust Moreno. He recommended Halsey to run the soldiers and give orders. I’m not sure if he is capo material, but this is an excellent opportunity, and we need to seize the moment.

      If he fucks it up, I won’t have to kill him. DeLuca will do it for me.
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      I abandon the truck on the side of the road, not far from the house. Bringing the truck home would just infuriate Papa and have him questioning where I’ve been and what I’ve done.

      The damned tank was near empty, so I filled it up at the nearest station.

      I planned to run, but I couldn’t get far without a place to sleep.

      No credit card, and if I had brought mine with me, Papa could easily have it traced.

      No cash.

      I wasn’t going to sleep in the back of the truck.

      Home sweet home, my prison.

      But I’m allowed to come and go as I please. Although Papa insisted I bring a guard with me, he didn’t seem to care that I ran off last night.

      I sneak inside well after midnight.

      Papa is asleep, and the guards don’t appear all that surprised to see me.

      I slip inside the house. The door squeaks behind me.

      He isn’t waiting for me. Did he even realize I ran off?

      I hadn’t been exactly quiet about it. More and more, his focus has been on being don. It’s all that matters to him and I get in the way.

      I climb up the staircase and tiptoe into my bedroom. I feel like a teenager all over again, sneaking out and back in past curfew.
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      I avoid Papa as best I can.

      He’s in a hellacious mood, screaming at his men, his colleagues.

      I can hear him from my bedroom with the door shut.

      My stomach gurgles, but I don’t want to face his wrath when he’s already terrifying to be around. I had forgotten what it was like not to feel that heavy weight of anxiety pressing down on my chest.

      Going away to college had been the best thing for me.

      Returning home had been my private hell.

      Why had I done that?

      Oh, right. I didn’t have any money but Papa's. Every cent that I had earned while in college had been spent on my housing, food, and transportation. I’d gone to Northwestern, not a cheap school, and Papa had paid for the tuition without batting an eye.

      I sit at the edge of my bed. I shouldn’t still be thinking about the man from last night, the one at the bar.

      I’d stolen his truck.

      That had been out of necessity, not want. And if I ever saw him again, he’d probably hate me.

      It didn’t matter. I wasn’t planning on sticking around Breckenridge for long. I had two options, find a way to siphon money from Papa or get a job.

      The first would be more difficult, but there had to be cash lying around his office.

      I open the bedroom door. The hinges creak, and I stand there like a doe in headlights waiting to see if I’m about to be Papa’s next victim.

      “What do you mean his truck is just outside our front gates?” Papa screams at Marco from down the hall.

      Marco is a few years older than me, but he wears his age well. He’s tall and brooding with a thick head of luscious jet-black hair.

      Sometimes I want to run my fingers through it, but I don’t get the impression that he’s interested in me.

      Is it because Papa is his boss?

      It’s a game.

      Toeing the line of what is and isn’t allowed.

      I’ve kissed him in the back of the hall closet and given him a blow job in the kitchen before everyone was awake.

      That was when I had been in high school, and he’d pushed me down onto my knees, demanding I do as he said.

      My stomach somersaults at the memory.

      Four years away from the castle, and I’m a different girl. I’m no longer Nicole. I’m Nikki.

      Nicole would never have stolen the truck.

      Maybe four years wasn’t long enough to rid my identity. I’m no different from the men downstairs. Stealing. Thieving.

      Although I haven’t murdered anyone yet.

      I can’t say the same about Marco. And I know Papa has killed many men in his day. I’ve witnessed the brutal atrocities in the dungeon where I didn’t belong.

      “And get the damned internet up and running!” Papa shouts.

      “I’ve already called the cable company. They are sending someone out this morning,” Marco says.

      Since when did he get promoted to errand boy?

      I sneak past the yelling and screaming and hurry with light, invisible footsteps to the kitchen.

      My stomach grumbles, and I think it might give my position away, but no one seems to notice or care.
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      After breakfast, I pack a bag and grab my backpack, slinging it over one shoulder. I take it with me to Papa’s office.

      Papa is still having a heated conversation with Marco, and this time Vance, his second, has joined in whatever discussions they are having.

      I hear bits and pieces as I walk by. “War… turf… Ricci.”

      Some things never change. The DeLuca and Ricci family have always been at war with one another for as long as I can remember.

      Doesn’t matter the city or the year. The war continues.

      I sneak into Papa’s office and slip inside when I see a boy who doesn’t even look old enough to drink standing on a step stool messing with the drop-down ceiling.

      He clears his throat. “Almost done here, ma’am.”

      My eyes scour over his outfit. His shirt identifies the cable company that he works for, and he appears genuinely nervous.

      “The router appears to have short-circuited. I’ve replaced it with our newest model that gets better range than the previous edition and wired it through the ceiling to get—”

      “Whatever,” I say and cut him off.

      I don’t give a rat’s ass. I want him out of Papa’s office so that I can snoop around and find his hidden cash supply.

      He smiles politely, climbs down from the step stool, folds it up, and leans it against the wall before letting himself out of the office.

      Well, that was fast.

      I wait to make sure he doesn’t return and then hurry to the desk. I search the drawers, but there are papers and scribbles of notes. Nothing worthwhile.

      Heading for the filing cabinet, I yank one drawer open and then the second.

      Jackpot!

      Inside a manila folder is several thousand dollars. The money is crisp and wrapped like it was picked up at the bank. I drop several wads of cash into my bag and zip it up.

      I shut the drawer in a hurry just as the office door swings open.

      “Nicole?” Papa’s brow furrows. He gestures to the chair, ignoring or not noticing the bag over my shoulder.

      Knowing Papa, he’s probably ignoring it. He has a knack for detail.

      “Sit.” It’s a command that rolls right off his tongue. He points to the empty seat across from his desk.

      I know I can’t run.

      He has too many men who can stop me.

      Hopefully, he won’t ask to see what’s in my backpack. It’s mostly clothes, a few staples of food, the truck keys, and now several thousand in cash.
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      “We’ve got the microphone up and running. I couldn’t finish getting a camera in place,” Halsey says over the phone. “Some young girl walked in and nearly ruined the operation.”

      He just left their compound.

      “One other thing, boss. Gino and his men were arguing about your truck. I passed it on my way over.”

      “My truck?” I try not to sound too surprised. “Where the hell is it?”

      So much for that. I can’t stop the anger that broods out of me, like a lion in a cage ready to spring free.

      Halsey pauses for a second before answering my question. “You parked it right near the gate, about two clicks south.”

      “Of course, I did,” I mutter. What the hell was Nicole thinking?

      Was she trying to get me killed? Did the DeLucas think I was scouting their property?

      Halsey is lucky he’s not dead.

      I hang up the call with the young capo and gesture for Moreno to hurry the hell up. I’m not great with patience or waiting.

      Moreno pulls up the audio surveillance. I don’t expect much, but we give it a listen.

      “I’m tired of your selfish games and your attitude, Nicole. You are just like your mother,” Gino says. His tone is firm and filled with discontent.

      “Are we done?” Nicole asks.

      I smile at the sound of her voice.

      I shouldn’t. I should be angry with her for stealing from me, but that is a mess to deal with another day.

      “Hardly. I was serious about the marriage arrangement. It isn’t a choice, Nicole. You are my daughter, and I will marry you off to the man I deem acceptable.”

      “I’m not a prize to be won at the state fair,” Nicole says. “I’m leaving and you can’t stop me.”

      Silence fills the void.

      I glance at Moreno. “I really wish we had video.”

      It’s probably the selfish part of me wanting to see Nicole again. But I can still see her, feel her nestled tight against my cock.

      She was tight, virgin tight, with that tiny little hole that I fucked.

      God, I want her.

      Inwardly, I groan and bolt for my office. I need a few minutes. Silence. A moment to myself.

      I still have my phone in my hand, and Moreno installed the program so that I can hear Gino anytime he’s in his office.

      I leave it on, waiting to see if Nicole storms back to give him the last word.

      She seems the type.

      “Shut the door,” Gino says.

      I don’t know who he’s speaking with, but the authority in his voice is commanding.

      “My daughter is a problem that needs fixing.”

      That piques my curiosity and my interest.

      She is a problem. My problem.

      I don’t know what Gino’s issue is with Nicole. While I’m not fond of the idea of anyone choosing another’s spouse, I understand the notion. Our family has had arranged marriages for centuries. It’s the way we do things.

      My father’s marriage was an arrangement between families. They both seemed happy. Mostly.

      “Yes, boss,” a male voice says. It’s rough and thick. Not the least bit young or new. He speaks with authority, like he’s comfortable with Gino.

      I know it’s not Vance, Gino’s second. I’d recognize his voice with my eyes shut.

      “Nicole is going to run. The child is pissed at me, and I’m not going to stop her. She stole several thousand dollars from me. I want her captured by our operation. Our men aren’t to know that she is my daughter.”

      “But, sir—”

      “No!” Gino’s voice bellows. “This is for her own good. She needs to discover what it’s like to be sold to a monster.”

      My blood boils. The room is hot like a sauna, and sweat drips from my forehead. I wipe it away.

      I loosen the top three buttons on my shirt and slam my fist into the wall. My knuckles burn, and my fist tingles, but it does nothing to dull the ache in my chest.

      Gino is the monster, and Nicole has no idea what is coming.
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      I toss the backpack over my shoulder, lace on my favorite pair of sky-blue sneakers, and head for the front door.

      Papa doesn’t so much as look my way.

      He doesn’t care that I run. I’m just an annoyance to him.

      Outside, the sun is blinding and warm. I stroll past the guards on the lawn for the gate.

      “Do you need a ride?” one of the guards asks me.

      “No, that’s all right. I’ll walk.” I fully intend on digging out the keys to the truck once I’m past the gate and out of sight.

      The gate squeaks open with a shrilling rattle that sends a shiver down my spine. I ignore it.

      There are more men standing guard than usual.

      Papa was angry this morning. Did he worry that we were in the middle of another turf war? I’d heard bits and pieces and wasn’t an idiot.

      Papa and the Riccis don’t get along. Never did. Never would.

      I stroll through the open gate. I nod my thanks to the guards and keep my sights ahead on the bend in the main road. That’s where I parked the truck.

      It wasn’t out of sight. It had been late when I’d come home, but I doubt anyone thought anything of it. Vehicles break down all the time, and it was just before the private road that led to the house.

      I reach the truck and drop my bag on the ground. I need my keys, and I don’t have them handy.

      Well, Daniel’s keys. I crouch down and unzip the backpack. My fingers sift through the contents, pushing the wads of cash aside first, and then fiddling through my clothes.

      I should have left the keys in the outside pocket. That would have been smart, but I wasn’t thinking this morning.

      Papa always makes me nervous.

      My hands tremble. I exhale a heavy breath and turn around just as I feel a bag going over my head and my hands being thrust behind my back.

      Cuffs dig into my flesh.

      He doesn’t identify himself. It’s not a police officer.

      “Who are you?” My question goes unanswered.

      Strong arms lift me, and the roar of another vehicle’s engine hisses and thuds.

      “Let me go!” I squirm and shriek, doing my best to fight, but my arms are secure behind me, and I don’t have a chance without a bit of help.

      “Do you know who I am? You can’t do this! I’m Nicole DeLuca. My father will kill you!” I scream at the men abducting me.

      They shove me into the back of a vehicle. It’s lower to the ground.

      I’m not in the truck that I’d stolen.

      Where were they taking me?

      They ignore my pleas, my screams, my shouts for help.

      Is this because I stole that hottie’s truck last night? Was he teaching me a lesson?

      Strong arms come closer. I can’t see much but light and shadows through the blackened hood.

      Hands lift the hood slightly around my neck. Are they removing it?

      Instead, I feel the cold leather of a collar, and the buckle is yanked tight—metal prongs inside dig into my neck.

      I wince and groan from the discomfort.

      “Shut up!” a thick voice bellows out at me.

      A jolt of electricity zaps me.

      I’m trembling. Shaking. Convulsing.

      I’m not sure if I was tasered or electrocuted through the collar. Is there even a difference?

      The current stops, but my body still burns and aches. My neck is sore. My throat hurts inside my mouth.

      I don’t fight back.

      I hang my head. I’m a coward and give in to the men. Whatever they want, I will give to them.

      Anything to never feel that pulsating burn through my body.
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      “You aren’t seriously considering getting involved?” Moreno is standing with his arms crossed.

      He doesn’t look the least bit amused.

      “The way I see it,” Moreno says, “this solves a problem.”

      I shake my head. “No.” I may be a monster, but I have a conscience. I don’t sell women or children. I’ve spent several months as head of the Ricci Family by working to destroy the DeLucas.

      The easiest method is through their human trafficking operation.

      My motives aren’t entirely selfless.

      I want to destroy Gino.

      I don’t know what I will do with Nicole if I lay eyes on her. My head can’t wrap around how to handle this problem.

      I’m too emotionally invested.

      Moreno sees it too. He knows me almost as well as I know myself.

      It would be risky, waltzing in—possibly a suicide mission—to save a girl who stole from me.

      “I have contacts. But you might be better equipped to locate the address of the auction,” Moreno says.

      I’ve burned bridges.

      I can’t just up and call an old colleague, an associate who now works for the enemy. He’s as much a cop to me as he is private security.

      I swallow back the bile at the thought of associating with Jayden Scott.

      “He works for Eagle Tactical,” I say, and my top lips snarl with disgust. Those men took down Angelo DeLuca when Angelo had been don.

      In a way, they’d done me a favor. It also led to my decision to execute Enzo. It was him or me.

      He’d have pinned his entire smuggling operation on me.

      I wasn’t going to let that happen. It’s why I’ve been careful.

      Eagle Tactical also went after Sergio, Angelo’s capo. As far as I know, they killed him or maybe the girls he’d taken had. I wasn’t sure which and didn’t care.

      Except Sergio was no longer hosting the auction. I don’t know where the operation will be running from.

      Only when.

      It’s always midnight.
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      I shouldn’t do this.

      But what other choice do I have?

      I leave the compound and drive toward the headquarters for Eagle Tactical. Those guys aren’t going to be happy to see me.

      I park at the end of the driveway and walk toward the building. Pulling out my phone, I text Jayden Scott.

      I need a favor.

      I don’t like doing favors because it means I’ll owe him one. But he should be thrilled to help me. Those Eagle Tactical guys are practically like the Boy Scouts with their code of honor and shit.

      My phone lights up with a response.

      Fuck off.

      I smile and laugh under my breath. I can’t do that, or rather, I won’t.

      Come outside and say it to my face.

      I don’t stand right in front of the door. I’m off to the side, my arms folded across my chest. I’m taking a gamble he won’t come out here with a loaded pistol and shoot me.

      We haven’t exactly been on the best terms lately. Enzo nabbed his fiancée and handed her over to the DeLucas.

      Enzo hadn’t given me much warning of the situation, and when I told him I was against it, he told me to shut the fuck up.

      So, I did.

      I knew where I stood. I wasn’t boss then. Now I am.

      Now I make the fucking orders.

      The front door swings open, and Jayden steps out. His eyes are tight, and his hands are bunched into fists.

      Thankfully he isn’t brandishing a gun, and if he does have one, it’s put away, concealed.

      I’m okay with that.

      It’s not like I go anywhere without my weapon secured to my hip and a spare at my ankle.

      My insurance policy.

      “Some nerve you have coming here!” Jayden shouts at me.

      I expect to see watchful eyes in the window, but it’s too hard to tell if anyone is staring at us or not.

      “I know. Trust me. You’re not the first call I wanted to make, either.” This isn’t ideal for either one of us.

      As far as I’m concerned, we betrayed him, and he crossed us. It should all be behind us. Somehow, I don’t think he feels that way with the steam radiating off of him.

      Actually, I’m not sure he betrayed us. I have suspicions, and he certainly invited a rat into our home. This means he’s either an asshole or an idiot.

      He lunges at me, but I dodge the first blow and grab his arm, pinning it behind him while my other arm squeezes down on his neck.

      “That’s enough!”

      The front door swings open, and Jaxson Monroe is in full haste, coming at me. “Let him go!”

      I toss Jayden at Jaxson. “I’m not here for a fight.”

      “Could have fooled me,” Jaxson says. His eyes flinch, and his bottom lip is tight, unwavering. Tattoos cover his forearms. Not a surprise for a guy who served in the military. “What do you want?” he asks.

      “Gino DeLuca, does that name mean anything to you?” I ask.

      Of course, it does. He’d be an idiot not to know the second of the man he took out. He did me a favor, cutting off the head of the snake. Well, figuratively, of course.

      “I’m not cleaning up your mess. Whatever feud going between the DeLucas and Riccis, we’re staying out of it,” Jaxson says. He gestures for Jayden to get inside the office.

      Jaxson is the one in charge.

      Interesting.

      I knew Jayden was new to joining the security team. He had worked for me before his involvement with his former military buddies. I should never have trusted him, and here I was again, making the same mistake.

      “DeLuca’s still trafficking women. Possibly children.” I have no evidence that he’s trafficking kids, but I know for a fact his daughter was tied up in that mess, and if I can get to Jaxson, pull at his heartstrings and play with his emotions, then maybe he’ll get me the intel that I need.

      Jaxson’s right hand balls into a tight fist at his side. His left runs a hand through his hair. I’ve seen that look before from many men, my men even. He’s conflicted.

      “What do you care? Aren’t you mafia thugs all the same?” Jaxson steps closer.

      He isn’t afraid of me.

      But he should be.

      “I’m no saint, but I don’t think women should be forced into sexual servitude. Do you not agree with me?” I ask.

      Of course, he agrees with me. He’s one of the good guys. Or at least he pretends to be. He probably has his demons, the same as the rest of us.

      No one is truly a saint.

      “Well?” I ask, waiting for his answer.

      “What do you want, Dante?” Jaxson folds his arms defensively against his chest. He hasn’t stepped any closer, but he also hasn’t turned to go back into the office and slam the door in my face.

      I’d consider it a win so far.

      “I have it on good authority that Jayden attended one of these soirees. I need the location.”

      Jaxson laughs under his breath. “You are insane. Do you know that?”

      “I’ve been told.” I shrug. That doesn’t make me want the information any less. “Well? Can you help me or not?”

      I’m trying the nice guy approach—reasoning with an intelligent man and full of something I don’t have, ethics.

      It seems to work.

      “Sergio was the one who ran the last auction, but he’s not up to the task of handling it anymore,” I say.

      Sergio is dead.

      I have it on good authority that the Eagle Tactical guys took care of his ass. He was a scumbag, forcing women to do countless sexual acts.

      I’m a different kind of filth. Sergio and I, we’re not cut from the same cloth.

      “Do you have an address?” I ask. I don’t want to appear desperate, but let’s face it, I wouldn’t be coming to these guys if I had the information.

      Could my men procure it?

      Yes, but it would take time.

      Time was something I didn’t have much of, considering Nicole was in trouble.

      Why do I think about her?

      She is a distraction. And it is becoming a problem.

      Men like Jaxson and Jayden tiptoed on the side of the law. I'll bet they've probably expunged a few records and erased a few parking tickets too.

      “Seems Jayden has your number. He’ll text you with whatever we find,” Jaxson says.

      Good. I try not to seem overly excited.

      “Don’t ever come back here,” Jaxson says as he turns for the steps up to the entrance of the building. “Or I’ll make sure to put a bullet in your head before you can so much as knock on the front door.”
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      The compound is stuffy and stale. The air doesn’t circulate, and it’s hot as Hades.

      It’s dark, and the floor is even warm, although it’s made of concrete. There are bars that keep us contained, made of iron and rusted.

      The smell first burned my nose when I arrived, but now I’ve gotten used to it. We’re given a bucket to piss in, and once a day, a guard comes to retrieve the metal bin and empty the contents.

      The only food we’re given is bread and water. I scarf every bite before the guards can think twice about snatching it back from me.

      Would they do that? They certainly don’t seem to care about us. They can’t even look at us.

      I’ve been here for three weeks.

      Or maybe it’s four.

      There’s no sunlight. We’re kept in some type of cellar. We all arrived with bags on our heads and collars around our necks.

      The bag comes off.

      The collar always stays on.

      I can’t speak unless spoken to.

      That’s one of the rules. There are dozens more, but mostly keep your head down and do as you’re told.

      Diamond has a long list of them, and if you cross her, disobey her, or just look at her the wrong way, I’ve learned that the collar around my neck sends a jolt of electricity barreling through me.

      It turns out the other girls are linked to the same network.

      If one of us does anything to betray Diamond or the men who took us, we all suffer together.

      Today is different, and I’m not sure why. It scares me.

      The girls don’t know who is behind their abductions.

      Seven of them came up from Mexico and were promised passage into America. Coyotes.

      Four girls are runaways. They barely look like they’re in high school.

      They’re young children, and it makes my stomach roil. I want to vomit but it doesn’t come up.

      The girls clutch each other as the men unlock the gate and rip us out one by one.

      Where are they taking us?

      What do they want with us?

      We know better than to ask questions. Asking is met with revolting pain that makes us thrash wildly on the concrete floor.

      The collars are a death sentence. Or maybe just being here will bring about death. Our death.

      I want to fight.

      There’s no fight left in me.

      The other girls must feel the same. Dejected. Destroyed. Broken.

      One foot moves in front of the other.

      There are more men with guns, and we are dragged from the prison cell and led up the concrete stairs.

      The steps are chipped and broken. Old and worn.

      Where are we?

      Where are we going?

      I’m in the middle of the line, and the younger girls are in the back. If we could protect the youngest, we would, but we are all prisoners here.

      Men with guns stand at the top of the stairs. They’re grinning. What do they know that we don’t?

      They lead us outside. The sunlight feels wonderful and warm. I want to run, but there are a dozen guards with guns.

      We are outmatched and outnumbered.

      The moment the door shuts behind us, the weapons are pointed at us.

      “Strip!” one of the guards commands.

      No one undresses.

      The collar electrifies, and my fingers grip my neck. I can’t remove it. It’s instinctual, but it doesn’t help settle the pain.

      I’m on the ground—the dirt at my bare feet.

      Twitching and trembling.

      Pain is my only friend.

      I hate this life.

      A blast of cold water assaults all of my senses.

      I scream and realize the chill feels good. It takes a moment to comprehend what the hell is going on.

      “Strip!” the guard commands again.

      Beside me, the girls all glance at each other and slowly, methodically, we disrobe.

      There are no houses as far as the eye can see. The land is flat. We’re in the valley somewhere.

      Which means we’re not in Breckenridge. At least, I don’t think we are, but I’m not sure.

      The hose of the spray pounds against my bare skin.

      The sun is hot and fierce. The spray feels good once I get used to the fact men are staring at us naked.

      I
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