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  Dedication

To my brother who showed me just how dark the human mind can be.  
Love you little bro.
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  Chapter 1

Charity
He didn’t look like the man I met many years ago when he gave me my first contract. His hair was stark black without a gray hair in sight, but it was the wear on his face—the stress that etched lines on his forehead and cheeks—that revealed his age.  
Prison wasn’t being kind to him, but I think that was the point, wasn’t it? They made prison for people like him and me. Where the convoluted congregated and tried to get along in a world where it would get you murdered by mixing.
“Hi, sir,” I said, keeping the exchange between us formal. 
I was apprehensive about speaking to him—to see him. It had been far too long since I’d laid eyes on the man, and the trademark tap, tap, tap of my finger against my jeans gave that away. Nico fixed his hand over mine to stop the loathsome sound sifting through the tension-filled cement walls.
“Hello, gioia. I think we have established that decorum isn’t necessary here,” Arturo stated. 
I nodded my head in understanding, but it didn’t stop the nerves from burning me up from the inside out, heating my palms until they were a sticky mess of moisture I had to wipe off on my pants. Even though I was a killer, I was still susceptible to human emotion—I wasn’t Alek in which I could turn it off. 
The more I became connected with Nico, Luca, and Max, the more the emotion seemed to settle on the surface. As if it was a detached entity, it became mighty happy when it could emerge and show its ugly face whenever it saw fit. I tried my damnedest to prevent that from happening, but my control was slipping more and more as time went on.
“Pops, Charity has something she wanted to say.”
Seeing as Nico was Arturo’s lawyer, it was important for him to be here as I met with his father. The privacy it afforded me through their connection was paramount.
“That seems obvious, Son,” he said.
Arturo leaned back in his seat. His orange scrubs lightened the dull gray room. His chains rattled, taking over the roar of my heart pounding in my ears. 
“No need to be uneasy, gioia. What do you want to say?”
I bit my cheek until that signature copper taste hit my tongue. Could I do this… speak my confession and leave? He couldn’t hurt me here, but he could outside of these walls, and I knew exactly who he’d tell to do it. 
“I made a fateful choice before asking permission.” I grimaced while shrinking down into my seat, expecting the room to erupt into a turbulent inferno of anger. When the seconds ticked on and the room stayed steady, I raised my gaze to greet his. A smile stirred the corners of his lips. I didn’t know if I should prepare for impact or relax in my chair.
“Let me guess… Luca told you to tell me?”
I turned my hand in Nico’s and clutched his fingers hard, then nodded. 
Luca wanted me to tick my confession to his father off the list before I set out for Allie. Even though he was the Underboss, he still took orders from his father, and he didn’t want any surprises left under the rug that could come back and cause friction later. 
Laying it out before it came to light on someone else’s terms was his way of maintaining control of the situation, and hopefully, the outcome. Although it could have been an errand Luca sent Nico on, he was feeling extra dickish lately and insisted I deliver the message myself. 
Arturo shook his head and chortled to himself, snorting about something we weren’t privy to. “Luca always did like to make you squirm, even if he wasn’t there to watch it happen. I bet when you get back, he’s going to ask for every detail.” I gnawed my bottom lip. He knew his son remarkably well. “Don’t worry. We have a proverb where I come from. A mali estremi, estremi rimedi. I like to think that it’s applicable for this scenario.” 
I shook my head, “I don’t know what that means,” I said, then looked to Nico for translation. 
I may work for the Italian Mafia, but learning the language was never something I put on my to-do list. I’d leave it to the Italians to speak their language, and they’d leave the killing to me—my language.
Arturo made certain they knew their heritage and the language even though they never spoke it—well, Luca did… when he was overcome with anger or during sex. He spoke up before Nico could. “Basically, we justify drastic measures when you find yourself in a tough place.” He must have sensed my confusion and elaborated. “It means you’re forgiven because of the circumstances, gioia. Don’t get in the habit of it, though. We, Italians, don’t forgive often or easily.”
Sitting ram-rod straight in my chair, I took a deep breath, feeling confident enough that I wouldn’t say something stupid to conjure his wrath. “Thank you, Arturo.”
“I’m sorry about your brother. I wished I could have been there for you, Charity.”
Sadness crept across his face. The overwhelming desire to know if it was because Josh was gone or sorrow for me itched on my tongue, begging me to ask, but I couldn’t. Did it matter? No, it didn’t. It wouldn’t change anything. 
“Thank you, sir… Arturo,” I said, swiftly correcting myself.
As if Nico could sense my nervousness, he changed the subject, bringing to the forefront another matter that required his input. “Pops, we need to discuss this missing girl.”
“What of her?”
“We have to enter Elias’ territory, and things didn’t end very well with him and Luca.”
Evidently, after I went missing, Luca became combative and threatened Elias, landing Luca with a gun to the head and a harsh warning. 
Arturo picked a spot on the wall and stared at it for a moment, giving the notion great thought. Then his gaze broke, roamed my face, and nodded. “Do it. Take Max with you and make sure you leave no witnesses.”
I swallowed and coughed as my saliva hit the wrong pipe. Looking around at the cameras that covered every square inch of this meeting room, I thought it foolish for him to speak so openly. How could he say that when we had authorities monitoring us? 
“It’s fine, Charity. They turn the cameras off when there is a meeting with lawyers. See?” he said, pointing to the camera, “there isn’t a red light. It means it’s off.”
The invisible weight that had settled on my chest dissipated with his attentive words. I crushed his hand, then released it. That would have been nice to know beforehand. “I thought, by privacy, you meant there wouldn’t be a guard in here. I didn’t realize they turned the cameras off.” Sitting forward in my chair, I placed my elbows on the table and cupped my face in my hands. I grinned at Arturo, suddenly enchanted with his order for death. “Just how much freedom with this am I allowed here?”
A wicked grin slithered across his face, allowing me to see his pearly white teeth. “I don’t like people who use children. Show the world what Arturo Moreno thinks of traffickers of kids.”
My smile rivaled his, but with spirit. 
He didn’t know what delight he was bringing me. 
It was a merciful distraction from the chaos that ran through my house since yesterday at my brother’s funeral. Luca wasn’t thrilled with the showdown I had with the “priest” in public. He thought it put another target on my back, but what he didn’t know was that I wouldn’t allow that to happen again. No one was going to get away with breaking into my house, following me, or trying to kill me. I was over it. I had too much to live for now.
“It would be my absolute privilege to teach them all a valuable lesson.” 
“That’s what I like to hear. Glad you are feeling like yourself again,” Arturo chuckled, then clapped his hands.
Luca wouldn’t be delighted with his order to make a scene. But it wasn’t my battle to fight. If he had an issue with orders, he could take it up with his father. I would not get in the middle because I was too excited. 
There was a new thrill that settled in my blood, building up the amusement of hearing their screams piercing my ears. The excitement to see their blood run down their pale skin and puddle on the floor as they begged for their lives tingled across my fingers. I couldn’t wait. 
Nico shifted in his seat, then ran a hand down my back and gave me a slight pat. “Now that we have that cleared up. I need to talk to Pops alone. Can you meet me out in the waiting room? I won’t be long.” 
I frowned, hoping I could finally have a chat with Arturo. It had been too long since I’d been able to see him, much less speak with him, and now I was getting the boot. Kicked out just as it had begun. There was a twinkle in Arturo’s eyes that wasn’t there before, and I wanted to see just how much it would shine. 
“We have all the time for you to come visit, so I expect to see you often, gioia.” 
Standing reluctantly, I walked around the table and gave him a big hug. My feelings drastically changed from the first moment I stepped foot in here till now. I was in my element with him. He reminded me so much of Luca. 
It made sense. Luca was bred for his role in this world. Nico would have been the one to take the role of Arturo had it not been for his brilliance in law. Had he had the stomach to handle the deeds that needed to be done. Nico was a kinder version of Arturo, though. It was as if Arturo’s personality split in two and was shared with his children.
His chained wrists rattled as he gave me a hug the best he could. An action I wasn’t expecting him to reciprocate. 
“Make me proud.”
I bowed my head with respect, then banged on the door for the guard to let me out. Thick metal bolts released from their hole in the wall. A large man opened the door and ushered me to the sterile waiting room while Nico spoke privately with his father. 
What I wouldn’t give to have an hour with Arturo just to pick his brain. Just so I could know how he ticks and what sets him off. If I could figure him out, I could understand these men in my life. 
The waiting room was no longer empty as it was when we had first arrived. They filled each worn-down seat with a man, woman, and even children. A little boy sat crying next to his mother, begging to hug his daddy and asking why he still couldn’t come home. 
I vacated the room and chose outside instead of subjecting myself to the litany of emotions squeezing me. Leaning against Nico’s Porsche, I watched thirty-second videos about new guns entering the market. I might have to hit up Alek to get my hands on a few. 
Alek and Liz, my ex and his new girl, left this morning after the funeral, but Jake and Randall stayed back. Luca somehow wrangled both of them into helping me. 
Tomorrow, I’d get on a plane to fly to Mexico with Randall and Max by my side. I needed Randall for his sniper skills and Max… well, that was obvious—Arturo told me to. I didn’t want Max coming with me into enemy territory; it was too dangerous.
“Fancy seeing you here, Ms. Gibbons.”
I popped my head up, recognizing that worn voice anywhere.
“No, it’s not, Agent Harding. It’s tacky and predictable.”
He cocked his head in confusion, clearly not understanding my sarcasm. 
Chew on that one for a while, dick. 
I moved my gaze back to my phone, hoping he’d take the hint we wouldn’t have a conversation, then sent a text to Max.
My thumbs moved across my phone at lightning speed. 

Your uncle said to pack… my advice… put some shorts in there.



“What does that mean—”
I put my finger to my lips and shushed him, then finished my text.

Talk me down. I’m currently staring at a certain someone I wouldn’t mind sticking my knife into in public. 



There were two people walking this earth currently that I wanted to bring down with the most brutality my mind could conjure—the agent standing before me and Father Kane. Father Kane for taking my brother from me and Agent Harding for turning my parents against me, mostly my father. It’s been peaceful not having my mother at my back.
My phone pinged as Harding stood by and waited for an opening for conversation that wouldn’t come.
“What is with your generation and always having your faces in your phones?”
I stopped to glare at him. “You’re like, what… eight years older than me? I’d refrain from doing or saying anything else that ages you. Your looks are telling enough.”
He didn’t dress his age. His brown suit appeared to be something his father would wear back in the seventies or eighties. His sandy-colored hair sat parted to the side, and his watch was huge and gold with those stretchy metal bands. 

Max


Oh, joy. I’ll have Randall get in touch with someone down there.



“You look a little worse for wear yourself. What happened to your arms and face?”
My gaze slid to the bandages wrapped around my forearms, protecting the stitches that held together the sliced flesh. Josh left not only deep, invisible scars but visible ones as well from his betrayal. 
“Car accident. Listen, I know you aren’t the brightest bulb in the socket, so I’m telling you this because I want you to think I care about your feelings when, in actuality, I couldn’t give a flying fuck.” I put my phone to my side, feeling the vibration of a returned message in my palm, “I don’t want to speak to you. My parents don’t speak to me because of the wild accusations you threw around. So, piss off back to Washington.”
“It’s ‘the brightest bulb in the box,’ Charity,” Luca said as he and Nico walked up to us. 
Where the hell did he come from? He wasn’t here when we were visiting Arturo.
“Agent Harding, I ask that you contact me from here on out if you have anything to say to my client. She won’t be answering any of your questions without her lawyer present.”
Putting my phone in my pocket, I hid the smile that jeopardized my serious face. His assertive character had me swooning and imagining him throwing me over his desk while he quoted amendments from the law books. 
“Good thing you showed up then because I have some questions.”
Before he could say anything further, Nico tossed him a business card. “I suggest you call my secretary and make an appointment for us to come down to the station then.”
Harding bent over and picked up the card, dusting it off with a flick of his finger, then flipped it from front to back to examine it. 
Pushing off the car with my butt, I crossed my arms and stood next to Luca as he placed his hand on my hip then squeezed, causing me to smirk. 
Harding bowed his head and nodded while continuing to flick the card like he too had a nervous tick, then turned to walk towards his car. 
I stared at his back, wishing I could reach into his chest and pull his beating heart from him with my bare hands when he spun on a dime in a move as he did at my parents. I waited with bated breath as the kicker came.
“You think your parents were harsh with the little information I dropped at dinner… how do you think they’ll react when I tell them it was your blood found on the back end of your brother’s car, along with your hair in the trunk?”
I balled my fists at my chest and tried to control the boiling rage that began simmering my blood with deadly heat. 
“No? Nothing? Okay, how do you think the department is going to treat your father when the rumors go around that you have ties with the Moreno family?” He scrunched his chin and looked into the sky as if he was pondering the same question he just asked. His hands moved back and forth like he used them in a conversation that wasn’t audible to any sane ears. “Yeah, I imagine he’ll likely lose his job and pension. We can’t have a detective working for the police that has connections to the mob. Can we?”
I lunged at him, ready to tear his tongue from his mouth, when Luca grabbed hold of my waist, halting me in my tracks. 
Nico gripped my upper arm and growled in my ear, blocking my vision of the vile bastard. “He’s trying to rile you. This is what he wants, and it’s working. Take a deep breath.”
Dammit, he was right. But that didn’t stop the rage from evaporating the blood from my veins. Taking a deep breath, I shook off Luca’s firm grip, then pulled my shirt down he had bunched up around my torso, exposing my concealed punch dagger. 
“I’m curious,” I huffed, “do you need to move your legs in order to work the cogs in your brain, or is that your signature catwalk, because, if it is, this thing you’ve been working on… is already getting old.”
Harding clicked his tongue at me, then winked. “Mr. Moreno, I’ll be calling that secretary of yours. Soon.”
I watched him walk away again, waiting for him to spin around and tell me something else that had me imagining gouging out his eyes, but he never did. He got into his car and left the prison parking lot like he had someone waiting for him at home. If he did, I’d find out and make him suffer just as I was. I’d make him feel the same barren cavity I currently possessed. 






  
  Chapter 2

Charity
I spun and walked away from them, hitting the surface of the road with a fierce beat as I sought to stomp out my hatred.  
It was ineffective.
Would my affiliation really affect my father’s job? Why hadn’t I considered that before? 
Jesus. 
I’m damned if I do and damned if I don’t. There was no getting away without repercussions to either myself or my family. 
I couldn’t stay hidden any longer, and the weight of my secret lifted off my shoulders the moment I stepped out of the darkness with my men by my side—with my new Italian family beside me. 
Now, the magnitude of my decision was pushing back down upon my shoulders, smothering me in despair, and it hurt like hell. There was no liberation. 
Luca’s ‘inconspicuous’ Aston Martin Vanquish pulled up beside me with a roar from his engine. It was oddly reminiscent of when I had murdered Tom Macaney, and Max happened to pick me up in it while I donned a hooker costume. This time, I had proper clothes on, and it was Luca with a scowl etched across his face. “Get in,” he yelled at me through the opened window.
“I’m good. Just going to walk home, I think.” The setting sun burned my eyes, causing me to squint as I walked ahead, kicking the loose debris out of my path in the emergency lane. 
Luca crept beside me like a stalker, ordering me to get in the car while Nico sped around us with no intention of seeing how this played out. 
Now, that was genuine love.
“It’s fifteen miles home, Charity. Just get in the goddamn car.”
I threw my hands in the air. “Can I not have space to myself for one fucking minute? Is that so much to ask?”
Red crawled up his neck like slithering snakes as his veins protruded from the pressure. He hit on the brakes, and I continued walking. It’s not that I wanted to fight with him, I didn’t. I just needed a moment to contemplate the turbulence threatening to send my life plummeting into the ground. One more forceful bump, and there would be no going back.
Luca slammed his door as he got out, and I readied myself for a powerful explosion. He jerked my arm back, spinning me on the ball of my foot to face a fuming Italian man with black, furrowed brows. He pulled me to the car, jerked open the door, and tried to force me inside. “I said get in.”
I held my hands against the car and launched myself back with my foot, like a kid that was scared to go to the doctors, gripping every door on the way in. Too much anger coursed through my blood where if he were to push me any further, it would most definitely come to blows, and I didn’t wish that to happen. 
A meager breeze blew his black, styled hair across his forehead. The stink of engine oil and heated rubber mixed with his spicy cologne sent my senses on a wild excursion. He enclosed his hand around my throat and thrust me against the side of the car as I tried to twist away from him. “Why must you test me, Charity? I know you like to tempt the beast, but why right this moment when you know nothing good will come from it?”
Would nothing good come from it? If my ultimate goal was to make his demons come out to play, it wouldn’t take much effort to achieve that. But this was the furthest thing I needed right now. What I needed was room to breathe, and he wasn’t allowing me that luxury. I had an imaginary chessboard with moving pieces, and I was still learning to play a game he had already mastered. 
His dark gaze bounced back and forth as he peered into my eyes, his brows furrowed with attentiveness. 
“If I wanted your beast to come out and play, you’d know it, and I wouldn’t have to try. It’s not about you, right now. I need a moment to think.” Placing my palm flat against his hard chest, I shoved against him, but he didn’t budge. Instead, his fingers tightened against my throat until my pulse bumped against his palm as he held me in place. I lifted my chin in defiance. 
He smirked, then ran his knuckles down my cheek with his other hand. “Then, tell me, baby. What do you need to think about?” His voice lowered to a milder, gruff tone that had my defenses plummeting to the ground with my weakened knees.
I gnawed my lower lip. Even though I had confessed my fears to him, he still believed me to be without that particular emotion. How did I explain to him that the dread was still there and growing stronger by the day? 
He moved his grip from around my neck to rub his thumb over my lip, pulling it from my teeth. The warm pad of his thumb soothed the tender, chewed flesh. 
I leaned into his touch, my feelings sending me on a teeter-totter of confusion. In one breath, I told him to leave me be, but in the next, I was gripping his shirt and leaning into the palm of his hand. “If something happens to my parents, it would be my fault, and as much as you think I don’t have a conscience, I can’t have that burden weighing me down. I’ve already taken one family member out of this world. I couldn’t bear it if my father suffered because of me.”
Luca cupped my face with both hands, forcing eye contact and causing my stomach to swirl with uncertainty. “Baby, I won’t let anything happen to your dad. You have my word.”
My heart swelled from his unexpected kindness. I wished it was a promise he could keep. There were certain things I learned early on… never make a promise to anyone, especially those I couldn’t keep. Was that not a lesson instilled in him, or was he defying his upbringing to bring me comfort? I wanted to believe this was something he could deliver on with all of my being. 
I swallowed the swell in my throat and nodded. 
He pressed his lips to mine with a gentleness I needed but didn’t want. Pain struck my outer thigh with an audible crack as he slapped it. “Now, get in the fucking car, would you?”
I moaned into his mouth as I pulled him back against me and dipped my tongue between his teeth, caressing his tongue with a sensual dance. 
Pain with Luca was like my drug. He knew I needed it, and he was more than happy to deliver my craving for violence. I pulled him in tighter, not wanting him to vanish from my grasp. If I held on, he couldn’t escape and leave me bitter, with a fierce craving for his touch.
He returned my kiss with as much force and need as I was searching for. 
Luca grabbed my thighs, and with a bounce, I wrapped them around his waist. He smashed my back against the car as I reached between us, and gripped his hard length through his slacks, making him growl against my lips. 
“Charity,” he said, “wait.” He pulled away, putting my feet on the ground, and leaving me dejected in the wake of his abandonment. 
Our chests rose together in unison as we caught our breath. I don’t know what he was debating, but it beat across his brow like a movie reel. As if he worked out some unknown dilemma, he grabbed me by the arm. “Fuck it,” he muttered, then sat in the passenger seat and pulled me to him. Standing just before him, my hands resting on the top of the low-profile car, he unbuttoned my pants and shoved them down to my knees. 
A slight breeze caressed the dampness between my thighs as I watched him unbuckle his belt and slid his slacks down. His thick, hard length rested against his abdomen as he reached for me, spinning me around and pulling me onto his muscular thighs, my back resting against his hard chest.
Whoever fucked in cars like these, I give them credit. Finding a place for your knees would be a pain I wouldn’t welcome. 
The sting of rejection and anger turned to lust and desire before my eyes. My skin heated, then cooled as I sat exposed on the side of the roadway. What if someone saw us? Did I care? Would I smile at them as Luca fucked me, or would I cringe and hide? 
Once Luca shifted my hips forward to position himself at my core, I no longer cared what others thought, and I hoped they enjoyed the show. 
Looking over my shoulder, my mouth watered with anticipation as he lowered me down, inch by inch, until neither of us could resist the urge, then thrust deep inside with one swift motion.
There was no foreplay—unless you count painful arguments and rejection. 
I bit my lip and cried out from the uncomfortable but enjoyable pain as I adjusted to his size, then moaned all too loud as his movements turned to a pleasure that only he knew how to exact from me. My hips countered his thrusts with a tempered rhythm and an eagerness that swirled deep within. Pleasure trickled down every nerve ending until I was damn near transported to a new dimension with the sound of slapping flesh beneath me.
His fingers dug into the tender flesh of my hips, leaving his imprint on my milky skin. The bruises his touch left would be reminders of our unbridled appetites for days. 
I cried out as he lifted his hips, driving himself deeper, hitting the depths of my core, and bringing about more of that delectable concoction of pain and pleasure. I dug my fingers into his thigh and braced myself with the other on his dash just as the wave of ecstasy clenched my core around him, and I catapulted off the edge with a string of curses. “God. Fuck.” I tipped back and rested my head on his shoulder. “Fuck, Luca.” My heart fluttered in my chest as I tried to breathe as I shattered around him.
“Yeah, come for me.”
Luca pushed me forward, off his chest with his palm planted firmly in my back to produce the leverage he needed to go deeper, taking more of me than I knew I could give. 
I repositioned my foot out of the car and spread my legs as wide as my jeans would allow, then used the door frame to steady myself from his hard thrusts. 
Waves of euphoria tingled through my body as I ground against him, gyrating my hips. His pounding thrusts had me drowning in ecstasy, oblivious to the world around me. But I didn’t care so long as I could have more of him, and this would never end.
He wrapped his arm around my waist, bound his hand in my hair, making me arch my back. His fist tightened around my hair, sending pin prickles across my scalp. 
I screamed out as the sharp pain muddled my thoughts and brought a rush of heat between my thighs. Luca pushed as deep as he could go and jerked against me. “Mi fai impazzire.” His seductive Italian hummed in my ear. 
One of these days, he was going to have to spill his guts and tell me what dirty things he said.
He squeezed me tight and came with a groan I yearned to hear. 
The swoosh of a passing car drowned out our heavy panting. “Goddammit, Luca.” 
He released my hair as I came crashing back to the world, resting against him and panting. Another vehicle sped by, shaking the car and pulling me away from the fantasy we had just created. 
I pulled away from him with wobbly legs and slid my pants into place as he did the same. 
 Zipping up his pants and righting his belt buckle, he said, “You see what you do to me?” He stood from the expensive black leather seat and kissed me full and deep, then walked to his side of the car. 
“I’d say, see what you do to me,” I chuckled, “after all, it was you who fucked me.” I picked up my phone that had fallen and placed it back in my pocket, then took my seat. 
Now I was willing to comply. He may fuck me into submission, but I always had the power to decide in the end, and that was key. 
“I’d say it was a mutual affair.”
He shut his door just before another car had passed. How many had gone by that I hadn’t noticed as he fucked me into oblivion?
I shifted uncomfortably in my seat and swiftly found a topic that would bring us away from what we just did. “When did you even get here?” It was a valid question, seeing as he had appeared out of nowhere with Nico.
“You were talking to Pops,” he said, then pulled onto the road. “I tried saying something to you in the waiting room, but you fled out of there like a traumatized kid.”
That little kid tugged on emotions I didn’t want dredged up in public. I understood how the little one felt. I couldn’t speak to my father or see him, but that was his choice, and it burned a dark resentment deep into my soul. “Oh, did you see Arturo?”
“I did. What did he say about you acting out?”
Another reason I should be livid with him. I knew it wasn’t his fault all things still needed to go through Arturo, but he didn’t have to force me to look his father in the face and tell him. I already took responsibility for Morgan, and that was bad enough. “If you were wanting him to react bad, he didn’t.” I glanced out the window and watched a dusty pickup truck park along a dirt road. “He forgave me—said it was necessary.” 
He nodded. “I knew he would.” He squeezed my knee, then took the bend with one hand. The engine roared with speed and power as he commanded the road and made it his like he did with me and everything else he came across.
“You knew?” I clutched the part of the door to keep myself in my seat as the curve became sharper, pitching me towards him. “Mind slowing the fuck down?”
His eyes narrowed as he concentrated on the road, ignoring my angry but desperate plea. He placed both hands on the wheel and sped up in what I would call a dick move. 
“Of course I knew. My father has you on this pedestal, and you can do no wrong. I thought it would go over better if you told him yourself instead of Nico or me. Besides, I didn’t feel like getting his lecture on how perfect his gioia is. It makes me sick.”
Why couldn’t he tell me this before I saw his father? It’s always a punishment or teaching me a lesson with him. “You’re such a dick, sometimes.”
“Do I need to pull over again and remind you what a dick looks like?”
I slapped him in the shoulder and immediately regretted it as he swerved towards oncoming traffic just to frighten me—he succeeded. I not only let out a high-pitched squeal—a sound I’ve never heard come from my lips before—but gripped the door so hard I heard it cry from the strain.
“What does ‘gioia’ mean, anyway?”
He grinned and looked to his side mirror. “Joy.” He looked back to me for a fraction of a second too long, and it caused nausea to build in my gut. He should be watching the road. “You make him happy.” 
“Okay, pull over. I really am walking home now.” My vision blurred from the speed… or was that the scenery leaving streaks of color across my face?
“What? Does the bad-ass enforcer fear a little joy ride?”
“Don’t patronize me, Luca.” I scowled while drawing deep breaths. Forcing my hand to remain planted on the door handle, I braced myself on the small center console. 
His laughter filled the small space, and I relished the rare melody. 
The fear dispersed as he slowed to match the traffic speed before him, bringing my heart down to a steady pace and my breathing back to normal. I still didn’t trust him enough to remove my hands from their stations. 
“You should do that more often,” I said. 
He glanced at me. The happiness he expressed in laughter shone through his eyes like a battery pack powering his elation. “Joy rides? Weren’t you just scared and begging me to stop?” He pursed his lips and shook his head, confused, then chuckled.
“I wasn’t scared,” I lied. “I was talking about that.” I pointed to his smile. “You, laughing and smiling. It looks good on you.” I bit my lip to compel the blush on my cheeks to withdraw to its rightful place—in the darkness to never be seen again.
He put his eyes back on the road, a grin still resting on his lips, and shifted his hands so one stayed on the steering wheel while holding out the other one for me to hold. “You give me reasons to smile, Charity. Maybe not all the time because you are about as challenging a woman as they come, but you are the only woman who makes me want to loosen up and laugh.”
A warm fuzzy feeling settled in my stomach, doing somersaults and bringing the embarrassment back with full force. There was no going back now. My cheeks were cherry-red. “That’s… that’s really sweet, Luca.” 
Really? Is that all you can say, Charity? Pathetic. 
Compliments. 
They weren’t my forte. I didn’t take them well, and I sure didn’t give them out. I have lived a life that caused me to harden myself on the outside just and on the inside. You couldn’t be an enforcer and enjoy it if you had a heart made of gold. 
I’d like to think I did before my incident with Brad—the boy that left me for dead in an alley for my birthday money—but I know I’d be fooling myself if I truly thought that was the case.
“Eventually, I’ll teach you just how much the compliments we pay you are worth, baby.”
His term of endearment was a recent development among others in our relationship, and I have to say… I can’t complain about that one. When things were good and he called me ‘baby,’ I needed a glass of ice water to throw on my face. I wanted to be in his arms with him, devoting every ounce of attention to me. 
The city went by in a blur. He squeezed my hand for reassurance. I would not answer that. How could I? How do you teach someone to realize their worth? 
You don’t.
This was something I needed to figure out on my own. But for now, I wouldn’t devote my time and energy to it. There were more important matters at stake.
“Luca?” 
“What?”
“Do you think he has my blood and hair in Josh’s car?”
“Who?”
“Agent Harding.”
My pulse pumped hard in my temples as I thought of the next formidable hurdle to overcome. There was no getting around DNA. If he had it and it went into the system, it would screw me. I’d have to be especially careful to never leave behind a single shred of evidence again. 
Would he think me responsible for my brother’s death? Even though it had been less than twenty-four hours since we laid my brother to rest, it felt as if it had been over a week at least. I didn’t even have time to think about what transpired at the funeral with Kane—the man that persuaded my brother that murdering me would save his soul from damnation. 
“If he had something on you, he would have arrested you or brought you down to the precinct. He doesn’t have anything and is grasping at straws. You should know how they operate. You studied your father when you were growing up. You know all their interrogation tactics.”
That was true, but it didn’t stop that nagging feeling that he was telling the truth, albeit stretched. He had to have blood and hair because he mentioned the exact places I had been. The exact place Josh slammed my head on the trunk… inside the trunk, where he took me to a forest to bury me. 
“I think he does. I think he has a hunch it was me, and I think he has the evidence. He just doesn’t know who it belongs to… yet.”
I gnawed on my bottom lip and released his hand from my sweaty palm. 
Tap. Tap. Tap.
Here came the nerves. The dust settled, and I could finally reflect on the things Agent Harding said to me. 
It would ruin my father. 
He would never speak to me again, knowing my DNA was on my brother’s car—knowing that I was the last one to see him and didn’t say a word. 
Now that it’s well known I’m involved with the Moreno family somehow, he would never believe me over Agent Harding.
I moved my metaphorical chess piece in the wrong direction, and Agent Harding was about to take out my King. 
“We’ll handle it. I’ve got people in the department. If he has evidence, we’ll get it taken care of.” 
I nodded, then swallowed the lump in my throat as he pulled into my driveway. The same way he had taken care of the videotape of me leaving the motel after I killed Tom Macaney? The reason I killed Morgan Gill—among other reasons—to cover up the evidence that could incriminate me. Why didn’t he take the videotape out of the precinct? I never thought to ask him to do such a thing. 
“I’m going to take a shower.” I stepped out and up to the door, expecting him to follow me. When I turned around, he was backing out of the driveway without saying goodbye. 
If there were ever a time, he made me feel used… it would have been now. My skin crawled with a filthy sensation I wanted to rid myself of. I puffed out my cheeks and tossed out the air, hoping it would release all the bloated tension that was pressing down on my shoulders all over again, but to no avail. I was doomed to die with this crushing weight of the world as if I were Atlas—the titan cursed by Zeus. 
Tossing my house keys in the bowl, I kicked off my boots and headed for a shower that was calling my name. 






  
  Chapter 3

Max
I stood in my kitchen with the phone to my ear, leaning against the kitchen island, relaying the order for the third time to the woman. “Yeah, that’s right, two large pizzas.” She ran the total, and I nearly choked on my beer, then hung up, happy to be off a call that shouldn’t have taken as long as it did. It was the last time I’d allow Jake to pick the dinner location in my town. “You’re fucking expensive to feed, you know that?” I said as I walked out to the living room. 
Jake, the tech-savvy nerd who is friends with Randall and Alek, sat on my couch in gray sweats and a black t-shirt that had the binary code raining down, playing Call of Duty. His face turned from a light tanned color to crimson as he became pissed at the online team members for not having the tactical skills he had. The skills he trained every day to achieve yet expected gamers to have. You could be the coolest cat in the jungle, but the moment you play video games and lose to a frustrating degree, it was only a matter of time before that cool demeanor boiled, bursting the persona you made for yourself.
“I’m a growing fellow, what can I say?” He raised his hand and mocked throwing his controller across the room, while mouthing words he didn’t want others to hear. “Come on, you piece of shit. I should gut you,” he yelled at the game. 
I crossed my arms over my broad chest and widened my booted stance as I watched him lose his shit on teenage wannabe’s. 
“Next time, I’ll show you what real pizza is like, not that tasteless loaf of bread you insult pizza with.”
Jake chuckled through gritted teeth, giving me half of his attention. “Huh. Next time. Yeah?”
God, there better not be a next time. 
Randall walked into the living room and plopped down beside Jake, jerked the controller from his hands, and tossed it on the couch out of reach. 
Jake pinned his gaze to an unphased Randall.
“Sit, Max. It’s time we discussed this.”
No conversation ended well when it started that way. 
I like to think of Randall as a detached human being. His emotions were tightly concealed, leaving everyone to believe, including myself, that he didn’t have any. So, it made reading him next to impossible. 
Taking a seat across from him, I made sure to stay out of striking distance in case this took a drastic turn and I needed to take cover. I placed my elbows on my knees as I leaned forward and clasped my hands in front of me, keeping a close eye on his movements. Randall was a good, loyal guy to his friends but frighteningly unpredictable because of the lack of outward expression, so I stayed cautious around him. 
He pointed to the TV. “What the fuck? I was three bullets away from taking them out.” 
I shook my head. Not because I disagreed with his boast—I had no doubt he could pull it off—but because these two interacted like brothers, and it drove me crazy. I had enough of that with Nico and Luca; I didn’t need it in my house.
“You’ll survive,” he said, indifferent to Jake’s outburst. “I need to know exactly what you learned about this couple holding the kid? I want the schematics and background checks I asked for. We’ve waited long enough for Charity. She can catch up when she decides it’s necessary.” 
Jake stood from his seat and, with a scowl, ambled over to the table, then opened his suitcase. He pulled out a laptop and a hand full of papers. Randall sifted through them as he placed them on the table, and I sauntered over, observing silently. 
Charity wouldn’t be happy that we started without her. But now that he brought it up that she was late, it concerned me. It wasn’t like her. I brushed it off to the side as Jake placed a picture down. I honed in my attention and made sure I took it all in. He scheduled us to leave tomorrow, so the more information we could garner, the better. 
“It doesn’t look good,” Jake began, “Alejandro Garcia, the oligarch from Venezuela, is currently living in Sabinas, Mexico, at his vacation home.” Jake pulled out another picture of a man who looked surprisingly young for how much success and power he amassed. “His home… is smack dab in the center of the Sabinas Cartel territory.” He tossed another picture to the table, this one containing a picture of Elias Hernandez while he sat at a restaurant with an older woman. He was el Jefe of the cartel. “There shouldn’t be much security, as people don’t know that he is there, aside from us and a handful of his guards, according to our source.” He tossed down another picture as I studied the first one of Alejandro.
He was a dark-skinned man with a full head of black hair, a bent nose, and a small mole on his cheek. “So why doesn’t it look good?” He looked easy enough to crush, but looks could be deceiving. 
“Right now, there is a power struggle going on in the Sabinas Cartel.” The picture he pointed to was of a decorated General in the Mexican military, standing alongside the president of Mexico. “Elias has someone working against him, and it’s a war zone down there with him and the Mexican government. We’ve supplied him with more guns than the military, and he’s still having issues. Even if you had Elias’ blessing to go down there or not, there are many rebels that wouldn’t appreciate your presence.” He flipped sheets of papers and brought up a map of Sabinas. “If you asked me, I’d say leave the girl. You won’t get out of there alive.” He showed another picture of a plaster-white home with a rich green lawn, which surprised me for living in the middle of a fucking desert. There was a detached three-car garage to the side and a fence bordering around the property. “It’s a suicide mission.”
I ran my hands over my rose tattoo adorning my neck as I took in the damning intelligence, then sucked down my beer until the liquid disappeared and foam popped on my tongue. “You don’t know Charity if you think this is going to scare her away from her obligation.”
Jake scoffed and rubbed his jaw. “That would be noble if she were the only one going, but she’s not. You two are going, and it paints a target on your backs as well. Surely she isn’t that selfish?” Jake tossed the background checks on the table. “I take that back… she is.”
Fire traveled up my neck as he criticized Charity—talking about her as if she was scum. Razorblade-like agony drew up along my spine as I stuffed down my temper. “You don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about.” I pointed my finger in his direction. “She’s the least selfish person there is.” If they could see my blood boiling. “Is this because she got between you and Lucy?”
“Now, who’s talking about things they don’t know?”
“All right. That’s enough,” Randall said as he leaned on the table between us. “Jake is right. It’s more dangerous than we expected just to rescue some girl. It’s why we need to look at every detail of this carefully, and we can’t do that if you two gouge each other’s eyes out.”
I stepped back and ground my teeth, sneering in disgust. I wouldn’t tolerate Jake speaking like that about her, no matter what their history was. Everything Charity did was with others in mind. Especially with taking care of a little girl that she wasn’t even responsible for. She’d go in alone if she had to. 
My feet slapped against the floor as I paced back and forth while rubbing my neck. Every decision in this dangerous life required the comparison of risk versus reward. Evaluating the threat this one little girl would bring us—the risk—then contrasted it to the shit Charity would give us if we didn’t proceed. Another risk. I’ll take uncertain death for eight-hundred, please. Where was the reward? Bringing her home, seeing the smile on Charity’s face, doing some good for once? Was it worth it? That was the question.
“All right, now that our heads are where they need to be… we need to change how we get there. We’ll be driving instead of flying,” Randall rubbed his hands together, then sifted through the data on the table. “Once we get the girl, we’ll drive home as originally planned.” 
I stopped my pacing and glanced at him. “Wait,” I held out my hand to stop his preposterous idea, “you mean like a road trip to Mexico with all four of us? In one car? Have you lost your mind?” He’s lost his goddamn mind. That has to be it. “Charity would kick us out on the side of the road before we even made it over the border.” Jake and Charity can’t handle being in the same room as each other, much less a car. They’d set each other on fire and just to see who’d scream first. 
He shook his head. “No. Jake’s finished here and going back home as soon as we leave. It’ll be us three.”
I blew out a breath as I ran my fingers through my hair, messing it up. We avoided one disaster. Now onto the next. “And why do we need to drive?” I walked back to the fridge and cracked open another beer. 
“With as ugly as it could get down there, I need something reliable. And there isn’t anything down there I trust in this situation. I’ll bring my rifle and some other things that may be useful.”
I mocked. “You want to transport weapons across the Mexican border?”
He exhaled as if I frustrated him about having to explain things. “It’s easier to pay off a Mexican government official if we need to than to get a bag full of semi-auto weapons on to a plane, even if it is in checked baggage.” Randall traced his finger along the border. “I’ve been selling, and smuggling guns since before you got your first taste of blood. I know what I’m doing here.” 
Randall had a lengthy history of working on the dark side of the law. He had more experience and wisdom than I could even comprehend getting under my belt, and that was saying something considering I was born into the Mafia. Randall wasn’t much older than my twenty-nine years, about seven years, give or take, so that shows what type of upbringing he had.
“Besides, Mexico doesn’t give two flying shits what comes into their country. It’s the US government that will tear your car down to the frame,” Jake said as he typed a few strokes on the keyboard.
It didn’t matter how they dressed it or made it seem doable; I wasn’t comfortable with the idea. But they knew the habits and policies Border Patrol enacted, so if we were to do this, it would be more successful with Randall leading the way. “Okay. So where are we crossing?” 
“Eagle Pass, Texas. It’s a small border crossing, and then it’s about an hour plus from Piedras Negras, to Sabinas.” Randall drew with his finger down the map following the interstate to Sabinas as if it were as simple as that. I wasn’t so convinced. There were plenty of obstacles that could get in our way before we even made it down there. Namely, Border Patrol. Charity was more comfortable in dealing with law enforcement than I was, but that was obvious. She was raised by a badge. 
As I thought more about it, time ticked on, and yet Charity still wasn’t here.
“I’m going to call Charity.”
Both of them nodded, then started talking about weapons Randall wanted to pack up and the contacts they had in this region to grab more.
I walked away, dialing her number.
The phone rang, then went to voicemail, which caused my stomach to leap and turn. It wasn’t like her to not answer when I called, or when any one of us called for that matter. I dialed again, but it went straight to voicemail. 
Pulling up the app on my phone, I debated about violating her privacy just to placate my unsubstantiated worry. There wasn’t much time between the thought, ‘should I?’ to when I hit the GPS button to locate her, using the bracelet I gave her—the one she claimed wasn’t her style yet refused to take off. My screen glowed with a red dot, showing her location pinging at her home, which brought me a modicum of relief. But not enough to curb the pounding in my chest. Something didn’t feel right.
Dialing Nico, I paced the floor until he answered on the third ring.
“Are you with Charity?” I blurted, not waiting for him to say hello.
“No. She stomped off after an encounter with Agent Harding at the prison. Luca took her home. Last I saw, they were arguing on the street, and I wasn’t about to stick around for that.”
Agent Harding was there? I wouldn’t call that a coincidence. “Okay, well, I can’t get a hold of her.”
I rubbed my neck as my rapid pacing kicked up a notch, ensuring I would put wear and tear on the floor. 
“I’m sure she’s fine. Call Luca. I need to finish up my paperwork before the day is over.”
The phone clicked, and I refrained from throwing it across the room. He didn’t allow me time to explain my need to speak with her. Not that it would matter, considering she wasn’t with him. 
Fucker. 
I dialed Luca and waited for him to answer, wondering when I suddenly became a goddamn worrywart. It wasn’t a look I enjoyed. 
How did our relationship get to a point where I suddenly worried with the intensity of a besotted boyfriend? I knew Luca was going to say she was fine and then I’d feel like an idiot for acting this way, but I just couldn’t get rid of this chill that crawled down my spine. 
“What?” Luca answered.
“You with Charity?” 
These brief conversations were becoming repetitive. I just wanted a quick answer without having to repeat myself to so many people. Was that so much to ask?
“No. I left her at her place about forty-five minutes ago. Why?” His lack of concern was clear and had me questioning if this gut feeling I had was legit or if I was becoming overbearing like her mother. I was overreacting, wasn’t I? 
I ran my hand down my face at the thought of being anything like the male version of her mother. 
Jesus Christ.
“She isn’t answering.”
“She said she was going to take a shower. I’m sure she’s fine. You know how long those fucking things last.”
I nodded even though he couldn’t see me. That made more sense than the asinine scenarios that rummaged around in my brain as I tried to get a hold of her. I scowled at the sudden confirmation that I was losing it. I needed more beer to forget about the idiocy of my actions. What was wrong with me? I haven’t ever been this possessive or paranoid over a woman before, much less Charity. 
I used to have the utmost confidence that she could handle her own. Her still being alive in this unforgiving world proves as much. But lately, and not just me, it’s getting harder to forget how many close calls she’s had in such a brief time span. It was wearing me down and fraying my nerves, bit by bit, until soon I wouldn’t have any, and I’d have to find a cellar of my own to lock her up in.
“Yeah, her showers are going to impact the earth’s water supply at this rate. Let me know if you hear from her,” I said before hanging up. 
Cracking open another beer, I swallowed three big swigs then placed it on the counter. 
I was a fucking fool and fell head over heels for her at a perilous rate. 
Joining the guys at the table, I tried to block out the lingering worry that had my gut clenching with painful spasms as I concentrated on the conversation at hand.
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