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HONESTY STANDS AT THE gate and knocks, and bribery enters in...

Amber has finally dumped her cheating ex and realized I’m the man for her. From here on out, it’s easy sailing, right?

But my father’s health issues force me to spend more time on the family business than with her, and soon, tensions begin to rise in our new relationship. When the chance for a trip to Italy arises, I want to sweep her off her feet and show her just how serious I am.

When an unexpected attack pulls me away from her, though, she finds comfort in the last person I would expect...

She’s his only weak link...
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“NOW, MARIO, COME ON,” my mother scolded my father for what felt like the millionth time that night. “You have to eat healthy if you’re going to recover from this.”

“I’m fine,” he muttered, reaching for his mask so he could take a huff from the oxygen tank behind him. I glanced over at Tommy, who raised his eyebrows at me incredulously. This had been turning into something of a routine since Dad got back from the hospital.

His heart attack had been serious, serious enough that he’d wound up in there for two whole weeks before they were comfortable letting him back into the house again. Mom had gone all-out, making sure the place was totally decked and ready for his return—every piece of medical equipment, every non-slip mat in the bathroom, everything was in place, and he had care takers coming in twice a day to check on him.

Though I knew he must have hated that part. If there was one thing my father prided himself on, it was not needing to rely on anyone other than himself. Right now, though, he was stuck having to play along with what the rest of the family wanted from him, and he knew it was for his own good.

Right now, we were trying to have a nice family dinner, a chance for us to sit down together and spend some quality time as a whole. But my mom had served up a carefully-prepared salad to my father instead of her usual decadent penne alla vodka, and I knew it was getting to him. He was basically refusing to eat, and I could tell it was driving my mother up the damn wall.

“Please, Mario,” she begged him, and he reached out for his fork with a scowl on his face and took a bite of his salad. Much as he was pissed at all of this, he knew better than to annoy my mother. She had been so on edge after what had happened to him, it would take her the best part of the year to come down from it.

It had been tough for all of us, really, seeing him in such a state. We all knew he was getting older, of course, and the way he lived his life, a health problem was always going to happen eventually. But even still, the shock of it had been enough to take us all by surprise, and since then, we’d all come together to really focus on getting him back on his feet.

I couldn’t fight the feeling, though I knew it was irrational, that some of this had been my fault. I should have been more accommodating instead of pushing him the way that I had, forcing him to take me in hand in ways I knew he didn’t like. The best I could do—the best I had done—was to take care of everything I could and make sure he came out the other side unscathed. I had been working closely with Tommy, doing everything I could to make sure I looked out for him and held up my end of the bargain, even though it had been damn near exhausting to me.

“You know, none of us are going to eat until you do, Dad,” Tommy reminded him with a grin on his face.

“If we wait for these two to stop arguing about it, we’ll be here all night,” I added, and everyone laughed. It felt as though we had been more of a family since all of this had happened, though I wished it could have come at any other time, in any other way. 

Anyway. I was here now, and this was the best I could do. I wasn’t going to let him down again. I had sworn myself to that, and I planned to keep it that way.

“You want more wine, Amber?” Tommy asked, turning to the woman beside me. Amber smiled and shook her head, pointing to her still half-full glass.

“I’m all good,” she assured him. I smiled at her and squeezed her hand underneath the table. She had been amazing these last couple of weeks, and I wasn’t sure I would have gotten through them without her. Her sweetness, her kindness and patience with me, even when things were hard, had been a lifeline when I needed it most. 

And I knew it couldn’t have been easy for her. Much as she kept telling me she didn’t even care about the end of her engagement, the way it had all gone down was messy. Her best friend sleeping with the man she intended to marry? How exactly had Kimmy and Aaron planned to pull that off? I had no idea how they had gotten away with it for so long, but then, when the two people closest to her were in on the same lie, maybe it had been easier to handle than I had imagined.

She had been by my side through all of this, even though she hadn’t even met any of my family. She didn’t question it, helping out in any way she could, stepping up to go with me to the hospital even when she had been studying late for her exams. She was in the midst of one of the most stressful times of her life, but you would have never known it from the way she was acting. 

My mother loved her. My mother, to be honest, probably just loved the fact I was with someone who wasn’t a total bimbo for a change. I hadn’t brought home many women because it usually didn’t take me long to work out that the ones who wanted into my kind of world were usually doing it for the money and not much else. They often didn’t have a whole lot going on between the ears, and I would soon grow bored of them.

But Amber? Amber was different. She was smart, funny, sharp—she would talk back to me, never afraid to tell me when I was being cocky or acting like an asshole. I loved that side of her. She must have been working so hard to hold it down when she was with her ex, because now that it was out, she seemed ready to tease me any chance she got. 

Tommy seemed pretty impressed by her, too, which told me everything I needed to know. I knew my brother would want things a certain way when it came to the new people we allowed into the family, he would want someone he could trust, and even though she was training to be a lawyer, he still seemed to have time for her.

Of course, we had kept it vague about the truth of what we really did for a living. No way was I going to just spill something like that to her when we had barely been together a couple of weeks. I would have to take it slow, make sure she didn’t get too many ideas about the kind of person I was before I had a chance to prove otherwise. She was coming into this pretty much blind, and I didn’t intend to scare her away by being too honest about what was happening.

We were still having too much fun to want to break the fantasy. I wasn’t going to let anything get in the way of us now, not when we were starting to have so much damn fun together. I loved being with her, loved spending time with her, loved getting to know her. And hey, even though the circumstances hadn’t been perfect, at least she’d met my family, right?

Finally, Dad started to eat, and the rest of us tucked in, too. Amber was usually pretty quiet during these dinners, but beneath the table, she would tease my thigh with her fingers, reminding me just what we were going to do when we had the chance. 

By the time the meal was finished, Mom was already fussing around Dad again, and he looked even more irritated than he had before. I poured myself another drink, and as I went to sit back down, I noticed Dad looking at me.

“What is it?” I asked him, concerned that I had managed to do or say something wrong. The last thing I needed was to cause him more stress, given the current state he was in.

“I’m just...very impressed with you, son,” he replied finally. “It’s good to see you stepping up and doing right by this family.”

It felt like a dig, but I knew he was genuinely trying to offer me a compliment right now. My father had never had an easy time telling us the good stuff, even if I wished sometimes he would have been a little better at pulling it off.

“Thanks, Dad,” I replied, nodding. 

“To see you pulling your weight around here, just like Tommy’s been doing—you’ll be on his level soon enough, if you keep it up.” 

I tensed. Okay, that was harder to take as a compliment. But the way he was looking at me, I could tell he meant it. He didn’t have anything good to say about me that didn’t reflect on my brother, too, and I guessed I should have expected it. Much as I wished he could take me on my own merits instead of just brushing me off like this, it was his way of trying to tell me he was proud of me.

“He’s doing well on his own, Dad,” Tommy cut in quickly. He was probably worried that I would freak out if Dad said something like that to me, and I guessed he had a point. I hadn’t always been the best about taking my father’s attempts at compliments, but I didn’t want to stir the pot. He was trying to tell me he was proud of me, and after so long feeling as though I was letting him down, it was good to hear.

“No, I get it,” I replied. “Thanks, Dad.”

The rest of the evening went by without much drama, even as Mom and Dad bickered about the best way to deal with his heart now he was back home. She insisted on getting him off for an early night, leaving Tommy, Amber, and me to spend the rest of the evening together.

I could tell Amber was a little intimidated by Tommy. I got it—we were so alike to look at, but there was nothing similar about who we were as people. I put an arm around her waist, and she leaned into me, as though grateful for my presence, glad I wasn’t going anywhere. 

He poured us all a drink, handing Amber her glass first, as he had long been taught to do by our mother. If there was one thing she valued above all else—even my father’s heart health right now—it was manners.

“You think he’s starting to do better?” I asked, referring to our father. Tommy shrugged.

“I think he’s starting to accept he’ll need more of our help than he thought he would,” he replied. “Not sure what that means for Mom, though. I don’t know how she’s going to be able to keep up with everything he needs now that he’s back here again.”

“She’ll be able to cope,” I replied. “You know how she is. She always takes things in hand.”

“You’re right,” he sighed in agreement, pushing a hand through his hair. I knew this had been particularly hard on him given how close he was to Dad. He was used to working closely alongside him, and having to step up and take control of everything himself must have been tough. I could see the dark smudges beneath his eyes, giveaways of the nights he had been staying up trying to deal with all of this.

Amber sipped her drink and looked between the two of us. I wondered how fast her mind was running right now. She must have still had so many questions about what was going on here, what business we were actually in. I had told her the pawn shop was the main focus, which wasn’t exactly untrue, but I was sure she was on the brink of figuring it out at any moment. 

“You want to go out?” I suggested. “I could use a chance to blow off some steam.”

“You think that’s a good idea?” Tommy asked, looking a little concerned. “If Dad needs us—”

“Dad’s going to be fine,” I told him, reaching out to place a firm hand on his shoulder. “And you’re not going to feel any better sitting around here worrying about him. Mom’s going to take care of him; haven’t you been listening to her tonight? She’s not going to let anything happen.”

He inhaled deeply and closed his eyes, nodding. He knew I was right, even if he was having a hard time admitting to it. He never took it easy when he had to deal with stuff like this. Even though we were the same age, I got the feeling he often felt like the more mature one, the one who had to do more to keep things running.

“You’re right,” he agreed, and he downed the rest of his drink. “Let’s get out of here. I could use a break.”
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JOSH HAD HIS ARM DRAPED along the back of the booth, his fingers tracing out a shape against my neck. The softness of his touch was enough to make my whole body shudder with delight, and I wondered how much longer I was going to be able to keep myself together. 

He and Tommy were talking shop—something about where they were planning to meet with a buyer, I figured for something from the pawn shop. I knew there was more to their line of business than Tommy was willing to tell me, but I didn’t want to push any more than I already had. If he wanted to tell me, I would know about it, and I was done pushing my luck for now. 

It had been a crazy couple of weeks, since the confrontation at my old place with Aaron. I mean, it was technically still my home now, but I hadn’t been back there much, too worried about what I would feel if I was there alone. Besides, it had been way more fun to hang out at Josh’s place, plus it was closer to the law department, too. 

Helping him out with his dad had been hard, but I figured it was the universe’s way of putting me through the wringer and making sure I could handle something as big as this. It had been less than a month since I had ended things with Josh, but I didn’t have it in me to miss him at all. If anything, I was glad he was gone, and I hoped he was sorting his shit out so someone else didn’t have to come in and do it for him.

Someone like Kimmy. I almost felt a little bad for her, but then I remembered what she had done, and I didn’t have it in me to actually care so much about how she was handling it. She was the one who had been sneaking around behind my back this whole time, fucking my fiancé. No wonder she had gone out of her way to make sure I thought I was crazy for even considering that he might be cheating. She needed to keep me in the dark so I wouldn’t second-guess what was happening there. 

I wished I could go back in time and tell her I saw right through that, but it wouldn’t have changed anything. I knew I was better off without either of them, and I was glad I didn’t have to worry too much about what was happening when I wasn’t looking anymore.

Of course, I missed the hell out of Kimmy. That was the worst part of all of this for me, by far, knowing my best friend had been so eager and quick to make a move on my fiancé when I wasn’t looking. I had never taken her for the kind of girl who would act like that, but I guessed you never really knew anyone. Maybe you could never really hope to, either, and it was better to just let it go how it was going to go instead of controlling it.

Besides, I had more important things to think about right now. My exams were coming up in a week, and I refused to let all the time I had spent working for this go to waste. They had come at the worst possible time, but I figured there was going to be a lot of this over the course of my career. Lawyer hours were hardly known as the most convenient. 

Either way, it was nice to be out with Tommy and Josh and forgetting about all of it for a while. We were in the VIP section of a small, exclusive club not far from his family’s place. There was a huge line at the door when we arrived, but we were ushered right by that, past the red rope cutting us off from the rest of the clientele, to a special booth at the back where they served us top-shelf champagne apparently without charge.

I knew Josh couldn’t have this many ins all over the city by chance. There had to be something going on here I didn’t see, but I didn’t want to know, not tonight, at least. It was easier to drink, to flirt, to have fun with the guy I was dating. We were still in that honeymoon period, unable to keep our hands off each other, and I didn’t want it to end.

I hadn’t really mentioned him to anyone yet. The only thing most people in my life knew was that I wasn’t wearing an engagement ring anymore, and I didn’t want to talk about it. Whatever had happened between Aaron and me, I felt as though I needed to keep it to myself. I didn’t want to share more than I needed to, especially when I was having so much fun in this new relationship. 

It had been so long since I’d felt the first flush of love like this, and it was making it hard to think straight. I knew I was going to need to pull myself together sooner or later, but I was dizzy over him, unable to focus on anyone or anything but the way he made me feel. His touch, his love, his want for me, it all made me feel like I was hardly touching the ground most of the time, my feet trailing a few inches above the earth whenever he slid his arm around my waist. 

Tommy got up to go to the bathroom, leaving Josh and me alone for a moment. He turned to me, a smile on his face, and I felt desire start to rise up inside of me. It was so hard keeping my hands off him when we were around his family, but the more time that passed, the better I was getting at controlling myself.

“Let’s dance,” he told me, rising to his feet and grabbing my hand. I had never been much of a dancer before I met him, but every time we had gone out together, he usually ended up swaying with me on the dancefloor. I had noticed a few women shooting me annoyed looks when they saw us together, as though they wanted him for themselves. 

I still didn’t know a huge amount about his reputation in this city, but I got the feeling that his impact on the women here was pretty sizeable. He already knew about my dating history, he had been there when my last relationship had gone to shit, and it was strange to think that he already had so much knowledge about that part of my life when I seemed to have none of his.

I pushed it down as he led me out to the dancefloor, sliding his arms around my waist and pulling me close once we were in the throng of people. I smiled and sighed with relief as he nestled his head into my neck, his breath on my skin.

It was easy to forget about everything when we were together this way, and I didn’t want it to end. I didn’t want to have to face down the real world if I could help it, to think about what happened when reality started nudging in to our lives. When he touched me and pulled me in close, I couldn’t think of anything but how much I wanted him. How much I wished the two of us were somewhere a little more private.

His hands slid down to my hips, and he pulled me in closer, holding me there right against his body as though he could sense the need in me in that moment. I looked into his eyes, seeing his desire for me, and felt another warm rush of heat pulse into my veins. I had never felt anything like this for anyone before, this crazy need that seemed to get the better of me no matter how hard I tried to control it.

He moved his lips to mine, brushing them gently against my skin, and a shiver rushed down my spine. I couldn’t control myself right now; I couldn’t make sense of how I was feeling or what I wanted next. He gripped me a little tighter, pulling me on to him as though he couldn’t get enough. The alcohol and the music and the want mixed within me to create something I couldn’t control, something I wouldn’t have wanted to, even if I could. 

His tongue slipped into my mouth, and my knees started to go weak. How was I supposed to last the rest of the night with his brother if he was going to insist on making me feel this damn good? I
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