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        Two months ago ~ Italy

      

      

      

      There she stood. Two feet in front of me. The siren in the red dress whose name was on the lips of every person in the room.

      “Looking for me?”

      She whirled at the sound of my voice, putting me nearly chest-to-chest with the woman I’d stalked the entire night.

      From across the room she’d been beautiful. Up close she was far more devastating. She had the face of an angel and the body of a goddess, and I’d lusted for a taste of her for hours.

      The rumors about her had swirled through the party the entire night. Some loved her, some hated her, and they all wanted to fuck her. I was no exception to the last. It had gotten to the point that if I didn’t get her under me soon, I was going to crawl out of my skin or kill someone.

      When the man standing next to her had gotten a little too handsy, I figured it was past time for me to do something about it. Plus, she looked miserable talking to him. She had that trapped look that said she’d literally rather be anywhere than in this room.

      When her current companion looked up and caught my stare, it took only seconds for him to get the message that I wasn’t to be fucked with. Either he knew me by reputation or he had excellent skills at reading dangerous body language. Either way he abruptly excused himself and disappeared back into the crowd.

      I couldn’t lie. I’d done some crazy things in my life when it came to getting the girl. Although I thought those days were behind me. Until now. Until her.

      I’d always had a voracious appetite for sex, but I also prided myself on my discipline and discretion. Since I had been a teenager, I lived and breathed the fight. That singular focus kept me on top and undefeated for the last two decades.

      But getting close to this woman… My heart raced.

      My thoughts were as erratic as my heartbeat as I awaited her response.

      “That seems unlikely since I don’t even know you.” She looked me straight in the eyes as she spoke low. Discreet enough that no one else heard while at the same time utilizing a bold fire in her gaze that made me want to pin her to this very wall and split her in half with my cock.

      “You’ve been watching me all night.” I’d seen the coy looks at every turn. Not to mention the downright stares when I’d been in a heated discussion with Dante Landucci. That prick. Call it intuition, but I had a feeling he and I were going to have “family” issues.

      She tilted her head and a throaty laugh tumbled from her lush red lips. It was the perfect reaction to distract me from my violent thoughts. Did she know what affect her mouth had on men? No, not men—me.

      How many times in one night could a man like me envision fucking that mouth and be expected to stay sane? I didn’t think many because right now I felt anything but sane.

      “I don’t know what you mean. This is a party. By its very nature, it’s about watching the people in the room. It’s nothing personal.” She played coy and that was fine by me. If she wanted to play, I’d play—for now.

      “What’s your name?” I already knew it, but I wanted to hear it from her almost as much as I wanted to hear my name from her when I made her come.

      Fuck. I really did have a one-track mind tonight. My thoughts had dived deep into the gutter the moment I’d stepped into the stuffy ballroom and caught sight of her leaning against the far wall with a glass of champagne dangling from her hand. The same glass she’d nursed all evening. Yes, I had noticed. Details like that were important to me. They always were.

      Plus, there were my intentions to consider. With what I had in mind, I had to factor in her level of inebriation before I moved forward. Not only did I not normally pursue women, I sure as hell didn’t fuck them drunk. I had dark desires that came with rules and some were absolutely not meant to be broken. Not even for her.

      “Does a name really matter in the grand scheme of things?”

      Her mouth tightened into a tiny frown, causing something dark to twist in my gut. Whatever or whomever had made this woman unhappy tonight might have just become my enemy number one. I should have attempted to lighten her mood by teasing her or giving her some kind of witty retort about how a name meant everything.

      But I didn’t.

      Light and easy were not my style and I was too far gone.

      Hours had passed and my night hadn’t exactly started off grand either. I’d long passed the point I needed to punch someone or fuck someone. Alcohol might have taken the edge off, but drinking had not consumed my thoughts as the night wore on.

      She did.

      “Okay, how about I call you Princess and you call me Sir?” I was taking a gamble on whether or not she would get my meaning, but I wasn’t one to hold back. If she bit, it wouldn’t be long before I laid it all out for her. Line by line if need be. With any luck I’d have her tied to my bed before the sun came up, and she’d be begging me for more.

      She hesitated for a moment before she let out a nervous laugh. However, I did not miss the tiny hitch of her breath that came during her pause. Or the ever so slight widening of her eyes. She knew exactly what I’d meant, and it fucking turned her on. She could try to hide by laughing it off, but it was too late. I’d seen the reaction with my own eyes, and this night was about to go down in the history books if I had anything to say about it.

      “Too much?” I asked, even though I knew it wasn’t no matter which way she answered.

      “Maybe a little. I think I’d like to know a little more about a man before I call him sir. Unless he’s titled or a lot older than me, of course.”

      It was my turn to laugh as the sound rumbled through my chest. I was really going to like her. Especially after I introduced her to my filthy ways. “I’d offer to buy you a drink so we can get to know each other better but⁠— ”

      “It’s an open bar,” she broke in, even though that was not the direction I’d been going in. Although it would work—for a start.

      I nodded, letting my other thought go for the moment. “I do, however, know of a quiet spot nearby where we can talk in peace.”

      She arched an eyebrow, but after only two heartbeats she seemingly abandoned her attempt to throw up her guard. “Okay, lead the way. I could definitely use a break from the usual vultures.”

      Ignoring that minefield of a comment for now, I offered her my hand and waited for her to accept. The soft smile that crossed her glossy red lips as she settled her hand in mine transformed her whole look.

      Fuck. Devastating was no longer a strong enough word. Before I found myself backing her up against the nearest wall for a taste, I turned and led her from the too crowded room. Even the fact that she’d so easily gone along with my impromptu plan made me appreciate our connection even more.

      Not to mention most of the regret for coming here had instantly disappeared. Whatever this strong reaction was, I’d decided there would be no fighting it. That would be asinine.

      Now I just had to find the right words that would get her from the party in the house to the villa I’d been assigned to at the opposite end of the property. For this to go as well as I believed it could, I’d need every second of the remaining night.

      Outside on the terrace, I beelined for the most excluded table I could find. If we were going to get to know each other, we’d do it away from prying eyes. I hadn’t been in this world for long, but I did know that the Rossis were a paranoid bunch and would keep tabs on me in any way that they could.

      By the time I got her seated and I took the one next to her, my cock had lodged tightly against the seam of my pants with no apparent relief in sight. I needed to get this shit under control or I’d be blurting out words like get down on your knees so we could skip the formalities and get right down to the instinctual need coursing through my body. Said need being my dick in her body every which way it could.

      “Are you married?” she asked before I had a chance to ease us into a conversation. At least I didn’t have to worry too much about going slow.

      “That’s the first thing you wanted to know?”

      She nodded, licking her lips. A move so fuckable I practically groaned.

      “Why?” The answer may have been obvious, but I still wanted to hear the words. She’d allowed me to drag her to a dark corner away from the crowd and hopefully any prying eyes that would report back to the illustrious capo. The last thing I needed was the head of the family to find a way to use what was about to happen between us against me.

      “Because if I think what is going to happen, happens, I want to make sure there’s no wife and kids whose lives I will fuck up. Nor do I have some sick fantasy about becoming the other woman in some screwed up triangle. I know how the men in this organization think. Nothing is off limits and a lie is fair game.”

      Those were strong words from such a beautiful woman. I shuddered to think what incident or incidents might be behind them. Although I wasn’t about to unwrap that package any time soon. One thing at a time. Especially when the caveman part of my brain had started to take over and demand I make a claim.

      When I didn’t answer right away, she stood from her chair and turned to walk away. But she wasn’t quick enough and I grabbed her wrist and pulled her back against the table a little rougher than I’d intended. To her credit, fear did not flare in her eyes. Instead, challenge did and I immediately accepted.

      Although I was rethinking that drink. A strong glass of whiskey would give me the perfect opportunity to slow things down and give me the time I needed to behave rationally. My heartbeat thumped against my chest as I tried to decide if this was all some kind of desperate act or if she truly was the perfect woman in the ideal package. A few more seconds passed silently between us before I let the moment take over.

      Fuck it. Why slow it down when we were so obviously on the same page. It was time to lay it on the line and take a calculated risk. If she wasn’t ready for the rope, I’d sure as hell find out what my handprint looked like on her ass. A lovely shade of pink, I imagined.

      “I’m not married. Nor am I looking for a wife. But I am intrigued by your desire to get straight to the point and would very much appreciate if you’d stay with me.”

      I released her wrist and turned my hand over instead, offering it to her in a delayed gesture of gentleness.

      To her credit she only hesitated for a moment before she placed her hand in mine. That slight moment of trust and acquiescence warmed my sometimes cold heart. I wanted to kiss her then. So thoroughly we’d both be reeling from the intensity. But there were prying eyes everywhere and I had a feeling the wait would be well worth it.

      I turned us toward the terrace stairs that would lead us into the garden instead of back through the house and the crowd that would most definitely be interested in the two of us leaving together.

      “Where are we going?” she whispered, her voice husky and filled with as much need as I felt.

      Fuck. I needed my hands on her. No, scratch that. I had to get inside her in every way possible.

      “I have a villa not far.”

      While she didn’t exactly try to stop me, I felt the tug of indecision anyway.

      “I probably should…” She didn’t finish her sentence, but she didn’t have to.

      “Second thoughts?” I don’t know why I asked a question that gave her a way out. I didn’t want her to leave. I rubbed my thumb across the baby soft skin of her fingers. Damn. When she wrapped those around my balls, I was going to lose my fucking mind.

      “No. I—I just. Never mind. Let’s go before I change my mind.”

      I knew I should have questioned the hesitation. At the very least known more about what I was getting into. But this woman…

      Yeah, I wasn’t going to lose this opportunity, no matter the cost. Whatever it was, I’d pay the price.

      Later.

      After she’d come so many times she couldn’t remember her name and mine was burned forever into her brain.
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      As we made our way from the main house out to my villa, it wasn’t lost on me that we could have taken our time and meandered through the lush gardens as we talked. But it seemed neither of us felt particularly chatty, no matter how romantic the surroundings.

      Her nervous vibe seemed to burn straight through my veins as much as the heat our hands generated in our chaste connection. Because of this I quickened my stride as much as her gait would allow. The sooner we got there, the sooner I could make her forget whatever thoughts frazzled her.

      Excitement quickened as the building came into view, and I had to admit I hadn’t been this enthusiastic about anything in a very long time. Even the thrill of a fight didn’t compare to this. At the door I punched in the code to unlock it and quickly swept her inside. We were barely across the threshold when I spun her back to a wall and pressed us together front to front.

      She wasn’t going to miss the hard cock straining to get to her, and I didn’t care. She needed to know how much I wanted this. Wanted her.

      “Tell me your name.” The words came out near guttural as I resisted the urge to shove my tongue down her throat.

      “No. No names.”

      I wanted to question the why of that statement, but I realized I didn’t care. I was a man and she’d made an irresistible offer, and I sure as fuck wouldn’t turn that down. Maybe later we’d talk. No, definitely later we would. Somehow someway I had a feeling it was going to take more than a night to get enough of her. If I had to extend my stay in Italy to have her, that was exactly what I’d do.

      “I’ll accept those terms for now. But one way or another I will hear my name from those beautiful lips when you come.”

      I didn’t wait for a response. I took her mouth for the kiss I’d agonized over all night long, sliding my tongue between her lips the moment they parted.

      Sweet heaven on earth. She tasted even better than I’d imagined. A little like cherries, but with something else I couldn’t quite describe. But it was a kind of dark and smoky sensation with a kick I felt all the way to my balls. That image pulled a groan of sweet agony from me as I pressed harder against her until my dick notched perfectly against her pussy.

      She gasped and it was all I could do not to lose it right there.

      Fuuuucccck.

      I looked down, hating the clothes that separated me from what I wanted. Her naked skin exposed, damp with sweat as I pulled one orgasm after another from her until she begged me to stop.

      I reached down, resisting the urge to rip her dress out of my way, and grabbed her wrists instead. I wanted her pinned to the wall and at my mercy. This was just the beginning. It was Saturday night and there were at least two more nights before I had to return to the States. Which meant two nights to explore the woman every mobster in that room obsessed about. Two nights to make her forget everyone else. Two nights to make her mine in every way…

      I pulled away and looked down at her before I spoke because half the fun would be watching her reaction when I gave her a command. “When I let go of you, you’re going to remove all of your clothes, wait five minutes, and then join me in the bedroom.”

      The sudden look of sheer panic that crossed her face made my cock jerk and my heart trip a beat. Hell yeah. That was exactly the look I’d been hoping for, and it took every ounce of willpower not to grin or something equally stupid like beat my chest in true neanderthal fashion. I wanted to shock her, sure, but more importantly I wanted to see how she’d react. What she chose to do next would set the tone for the rest of our night together.

      I could do vanilla and just fuck her brains out, but if my hunch about her panned out, we were bound for a whole different level of fun and I couldn’t wait.

      “Is that understood?”

      Her body jerked against mine and I soaked in her deepening reaction as some of the night’s tension began to loosen in my chest. I’d wanted this with her from the moment I saw her. But I quickly realized it might be more than a simple want at this point.

      “Yes,” she whispered. The husky tone of her voice rolled over me in a thick haze of lust as the gravity of her answer powered through me.

      “God, you’re so fucking sweet.” I leaned closer to her ear. “Do you have any idea what I like to do with sweet girls?”

      She didn’t answer, but she didn’t have to. Not yet. The audible whoosh of her breath followed by the tight swallow in her throat told me everything I needed to know. She was as into this as I was.

      I opened my mouth to give her another command and angled my head to scrape my teeth against her throat instead. The urges inside me had grown and I was fighting not to push her too hard. Which did nothing to stop me from biting down. A nip at first and then a little harder.

      “I make them naughty,” I finally answered as my mouth closed over her skin. I was going to mark her and so help me God, I didn’t care. My self-control slipped another notch. “Naughty isn’t good enough though, is it?” I bit at more skin until every inch of her available to me had been touched.

      The bright red blush of her skin was a thing of pure beauty and I couldn’t get enough of it. “You’re going to be filthy for me, aren’t you?”

      “Yes,” she cried as I nipped again, this time a fraction harder before returning to her mouth. I was going to devour her, and I’d start with this kiss. I planned to kiss her until she couldn’t breathe, and then I’d feast on her pussy until she couldn’t move and then I’d⁠—

      Fuck.

      I was definitely about to lose it. This woman. How was she stealing my control?

      Tearing free from the sweet nectar of her mouth, I released her hands and took a step back. The loss of her body pressed to mine made my dick ache for more, but it was time to slow this down or…

      “What—” She caught my raised eyebrow and her protest died as quickly as it started. “Now?” She looked a little unsure and that was enough to fortify my resolve. My dick could wait a little bit longer before he tasted pussy. Besides, the wait always made it sweeter.

      “Now,” I repeated, waiting for her to comply.

      To her credit, she didn’t make me wait for long. She reached for the hem of her dress and slowly pulled that sheath of siren red over her head, the silky fabric clinging against her skin for only a moment too long before she dropped it to the floor. Whatever I’d been expecting quickly slipped from my mind at the sight of her deep blue panty and bra set and the flesh cupped within. Neither seem to cover very much and yet I was desperate to see more.

      I thought I had that urge under control until she turned slightly and leaned down to remove a shoe, revealing the perfect curves of her gorgeous ass.

      Fuck me. Control or not, I was a goner. As was the thought that I’d have her for only one night. Getting this woman out of my system was going to take time. Lots of it. I’d definitely have to convince her to return to the States with me. Maybe if we had a week or two…

      When the fuzz I called brains woke from its stupor, I thought I would have to remind her of my instructions. Fortunately, I did not. As she unhooked the bra and it fluttered to the floor, I was treated to the fact that thus far she’d obeyed like a dream. Her panties quickly followed, and it wasn’t long before her clothes were neatly folded, and she stood before me completely naked with her arms at her sides and her head facing forward. As if she’d done this kind of thing before…

      Something dark boiled up inside me. I wasn’t a fucking saint and I didn’t expect her to be one either, but something about the idea of another man’s hands on her made me want to crawl out of my skin. Or rip the balls from each and every one of them. At that thought, I forced myself to turn away from her and head into the bedroom.

      She’d been given orders to wait five minutes, and I couldn’t wait to see how she handled it. Standing naked and alone could unnerve even the most experienced women. Part of me wanted to drag her to the bed and shove my cock so deep inside her we’d both see stars. But I needed every second of that time to regain my equilibrium. I gathered a few supplies from the adjoining bathroom, placed them under the pillow and then took a seat in the chair across from the bed.

      The five minutes were nearly up, and I was still hanging onto my control by a thread. I needed to do something to take off the edge. She walked into the room on shaky steps and again my brain short-circuited.

      “Is this where you want me?” She stopped at the edge of the mattress without turning to face me. Instead she kept her gaze forward. Focused on the bed. Her words sounded bold, but the blush tinging her skin and the slight tremor in her hands gave away the truth. My sweet little girl was nervous.

      “Perfect.” And she was. From the sweep of her dark hair against the curve of her neck and shoulders to the arch of her spine and the flare of her hips from a narrow waist, every inch of her could have been sculpted by Michelangelo himself and she would not be more perfect.

      “Lean forward and put your hands on the bed. I need a good look at that juicy cunt before I devour it.”

      Her whimper came out part moan and part cry, and it was as exquisite as the rest of her, making it even more important she did exactly as instructed.

      When she leaned forward, I found I couldn’t sit still for another second. I bolted up from the chair and closed the small space between us in one long stride.

      “Brace yourself, princess. I’m about to fuck you like you’ve never been fucked by any other man.” Yes, the idea of another person touching this perfect body still burned through me in a scalding path. It wasn’t logical, it didn’t belong in this room at all, but it was still there regardless. “But know this. Whatever demands I make will be more than worth the time it takes for you to comply. My plan is to give us both what we need, even if those needs are never spoken out loud.”

      “But—how will you know?” she panted.

      “This right here.” I slid my finger between her legs and through the hot moisture already gathered. “Fuck. I can’t wait to hear you scream when you come.”

      Hard shudders racked through her body as I teased her plump lower lips. We’d barely just begun and I could tell she was already almost there. And don’t get me started on how hard my dick was from picturing her eager response to every command I planned to make.

      “Hurry,” she pleaded.

      Normally that one word would have forced me to slow down. Control was everything. But I knew exactly how she felt. We were both too far gone for anything resembling slow. Maybe, I thought as my finger slid inside her beautiful cunt for the first time, by the second or third time, I would be back on an even keel. Something I had my doubts about as my mind exploded with images of my cock between her tits, my handprint on her ass, and her tight little pussy…

      Oh, Zia. You are in so much trouble with me.

      Of course I knew her name. As I’d said, every man at tonight’s party wanted a piece of her.

      But I’d taken her from them and now she would be mine.

      I traced around her clit and watched her squirm, pleased with how soaked she was for me.

      I also kept up with what went on in the world, and it hadn’t gone without notice that a beautiful, talented, rising star from one of my favorite television channels, had just bent over my bed and now practically begged for me to fuck her. A wish I intended to thoroughly fill.

      Not once. Definitely not twice.

      That thought alone had me yanking my finger free and jerking at my zipper until I’d freed my desperate dick. Not even a quick but ruthless squeeze by my own hand was enough to stop me at this point as I drove forward and buried myself to the hilt in one urgent thrust.

      “Yes,” she screamed and that beautiful sound turned out to be more than music to my ears. It was a full-blown concert of ecstasy as her tight muscles attempted to strangle me as they stretched to accommodate me. Words and screams and grunts all filled the room as I gripped her ass and pumped into her over and over.

      “I’m coming already,” she cried out again. “I can’t stop.”

      I should have had words, I should have stopped fucking her and made her wait, but I was on fire and nothing could have stopped me. So instead I leaned over and closed my teeth over the tender tendons in the sweet curve between her neck and shoulder so she couldn’t move. That was definitely going to leave a mark, but I couldn’t be bothered to care as the sucking muscles of her pussy pulled me violently under and my own orgasm pulsed into her on a deep roar of satisfaction.

      “Please, please, yes, yes!” she cried through my continued thrusts.

      By the time I was able to once again form a rational thought, we’d both collapsed with her pinned underneath me, her ragged breaths the only sound I could hear.

      Fuck me.

      “Now that we have that out of the way”—I slapped a hand against her thigh to make sure she was paying attention—“Let’s talk about the rules.”

      She didn’t know it yet, but she was about to be mine for however long it took.

      One weekend.

      One week.

      One month. I fucking didn’t care. I would do whatever it took.

      Only what I didn’t know then was that someone else was watching, and they were going to blow up my plans and hurl them in my face.
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      Huddling in the corner of my suite bathroom, I ignored the burn of tears still threatening from behind my eyes. I’d cried more than a lifetime’s worth of tears in the last hour and I wasn’t going to let another one fall.

      Not for him.

      The anger in his voice as he called my name when I’d fled from his suite still rattled through my bones.

      The last time I’d run from him, I’d sworn I would never go back. I’d thought the pain of that betrayal had been the worst thing I would ever experience. Of course I’d been wrong. No matter how bad things were, they could always get worse.

      This time, however, he could easily come after me. I might have locked my door securely behind me, but for a man as powerful as him, if he wanted in, something as flimsy as a door wouldn’t stop him.

      That lack of action spoke volumes about his guilt as far as I was concerned.

      I was officially an idiot. I’d gambled my entire career on him twice and lost both times. What was that saying? Burn me once, shame on you. Burn me twice, shame on me.

      If my grandmother was there, she’d be lecturing me about being stronger than the world expects. That it was in my DNA to take the hit, brush myself off and then get back up again. She would roll over in her grave if she saw me crying my eyes out and feeling sorry for myself.

      Which meant it was time to do something about it. I grabbed the edge of the counter and pulled myself off the floor. Unfortunately, my shaky legs weren’t yet ready and I had to grip hard to keep steady.

      Emptying the entire contents of my stomach on Vincent’s feet and then dry heaves for twenty minutes after that had left me as weak physically as I felt emotionally.

      Only the anger gave me strength and I was going to use it to do something. What, I had no idea. I didn’t want to look at my phone or tablet to see my name splashed across the internet. The damn devices had been buzzing since the moment I locked myself in and I had so far refused to look at them.

      “Zia, are you in here?”

      I groaned at the all too familiar voice.

      Shit, world. Couldn’t you give me a break at all?

      Zack, my producer, was in my suite and no doubt being followed around by at least one if not all the camera operators for the show.

      I walked over to the door and pressed my cheek to the smooth wood. “In here.”

      I heard the murmured voices a moment before Zack’s voice sounded again from the opposite side. “You doing okay?”

      He sounded concerned, but I didn’t trust it. Maybe that wasn’t fair, but what the hell was I supposed to do? Throw myself at the mercy of anyone willing to still talk to me?

      My spine stiffened at that. I really needed to pull myself together. Being paranoid wasn’t going to help. Whatever my producer had to say, I could take. This was my show too. If the network pulled the plug, I’d find a way to pick myself up and move on to the next opportunity.

      I yanked open the door and plastered a smile I didn’t feel in the slightest across my face.

      “What’s up, Zack? Isn’t it a little late for more shooting?”

      He didn’t smile or say anything right away. Instead, he studied me until I felt my skin start to itch under his scrutiny.

      “You might have some time before anyone figures out it’s you. Especially since your connection to our illustrious champ hasn’t become public knowledge yet.”

      “Uhm—what?”

      Zack’s entire demeanor had changed from anything I’d ever seen before. The once easy going director had disappeared to be replaced with someone I didn’t recognize.

      “The story online, Zia. You don’t have to be coy with me. I’ve studied you through the lens of a camera and on more screens than I care to count. I probably know the planes of your face and the curve of your neck better than your own parents. A simple blindfold and a few shadows aren’t enough to hide you from the world forever, and it didn’t hide you at all from me. Clark Kent you are not.”

      “Oh.” My mouth formed a weird O as my panicked thoughts tried to lock onto something solid. What was I supposed to say? I wasn’t about to get into my private life with my director. What had happened in Italy had zero to do with our show. We were on hiatus then and I was on vacation. Of course I knew better, but I would have liked a few more minutes to bury my head in the sand before the remaining bits of my world exploded.

      “Although I did not know that you were the goddaughter to Romeo Rossi. Damn, woman. You are a multi-faceted little gem, aren’t you?”

      “No one outside the immediate family knows. The Rossis value their privacy even more than you would think. They may not be able to keep every family member a secret, but it’s not for lack of trying.”

      Zack grabbed my hand and led me over to the bar in the far corner of my suite. “I’ll just bet they do. And now I’m intrigued, so why don’t you tell me more and I’ll fix you a drink. You look like you could use it. Maybe we can put our heads together and figure out a way to get both of us through this.”

      “You mean without getting fired?”

      His steps faltered, but to his credit only for a moment. “Let’s not jump to any conclusions just yet. First drinks, then the story, and then we’ll plan.”

      I had to admit that out of all the people in my small circle, Zack would have been one of the last I expected support from. Although I guessed he had a lot riding on the success of this show too. He probably had about as much desire to be unemployed as I did.

      As my producer reached for the decanter of whiskey, I took a seat on the opposite side of the counter. He poured three fingers each into two glasses and handed one of them to me.

      “Here’s to damage control,” he said tightly before downing every last drop.

      I took a small sip and decided to test how my body reacted to it. The last thing I needed was a repeat of what had happened in Vincent’s suite when my stomach revolted.

      A warm, but not too hot sensation followed the liquid down my throat. Whiskey wasn’t my normal go to, but the times I did try it were not like this. “What is this?”

      “Sixteen-year-old single malt Irish whiskey. Good stuff too.”

      I grimaced. “I doubt I can afford this. Especially after tonight.”

      Zack poured more into his own glass. “Who cares? Consider it a perk of your stay at The Sinclair. Now here’s to good whiskey and good friends.”

      I laughed out loud, clinking my glass to his. “However long that lasts.” As for the friendship part, I didn’t know what to think. Our relationship to this point had been fairly even, but mostly on a professional plane. This was a whole new side to my producer.

      “Now tell me how you came to be the goddaughter of one of the most notoriously bloodthirsty gangsters in the world. Hell, if cooking doesn’t work out, we could shop that angle to other studios instead.”

      I groaned, rolling my eyes as I took another bracing sip before I began. “I don’t know about bloodthirsty. There’s a lot of rumors around the real Romeo Rossi, but I’ve never personally seen anything remotely violent from him let alone bloody. My knowledge would hardly make good fodder for television. As for my goddaughter status, it’s not that complicated. He and my father grew up together and after college my father went to work for him. That made us friends of the family for as long as I can remember⁠— ”

      A loud buzz from the door interrupted my story and we both froze. My mind went immediately to Vincent and his bellow of denial when I’d run from his room. I didn’t think I could handle seeing him right now. I needed lots more time before that confrontation.

      “You want me to get it?” Zack asked.

      I didn’t want anyone to get it. My plan had been to hide alone in this suite as long as I could. Zack had already shattered that idea, but that didn’t mean I was ready for anyone else to blow my life to smithereens again.

      I shook my head, but I also didn’t move from my seat.

      When the obnoxious buzzer sounded again, he placed his drink on the bar. “I’m going to get it. I’ll tell whoever it is that you aren’t available for guests.” He paused. “Well, unless it’s your Romeo. I’m not getting in the middle of that just so I can get my head yanked from my body when he decides to use sheer brute force to get to you.”

      My body stiffened. “First, let’s get one thing straight. He is not my anything. Second, do not call him Romeo. I don’t want to hear that name right now.” Much of the pain of the last few hours came rushing back in twice as hard and robbed my breath. I couldn’t believe my godfather was gone. Despite what him and my father put me through, I still felt a sense of loss that cut rather deep. I’d hoped with the divorce behind me we would one day mend our relationship. “Also, I’m not ready to talk to anyone.” That was seriously the truth. Although I knew I couldn’t hide much longer. I’d have to find out if I had any kind of job left and if so, the to-do list wasn’t getting any shorter like this.

      “You’re talking to me, darling.”

      I smirked and rolled my eyes. “Only because you broke in and forced me to deal with you. How did you get in here anyway?”

      “Oh please,” he started. “I grew up in Hollywood. A little B & E is child’s play and this hotel and their high security has nothing on someone like me. I quite literally clawed my way into this life. Now I go wherever I want. It’s a perk of the business.” He turned in the direction of the suite door and I went in the opposite. His answer had been kind of weird and vague, but I couldn’t bring myself to care. What difference did it make? My house of cards was about to collapse and take everyone with it. For now, Zack could take care of whoever was at the door and then I’d get to work on getting rid of him.

      “Just make sure you get rid of whoever it is,” I whisper yelled over my shoulder as I disappeared into the kitchen area of my suite.

      Taking a deep breath, I let the comfort of my favorite place in any house, apartment or hotel suite wash over me. Despite my short-term stay, I’d brought all of my own things with me. My cookware, my tools, even the kitschy brightly colored porcelain bowls handed down to me by my grandmother were here and seeing them on the counter gave me a modicum of comfort.

      There wasn’t a day that went by that I didn’t miss her. She’d been more parent to me than either of my actual parents. I still ached from the loss. Although in a way I was glad she couldn’t see what was going on right now. Not because I feared her disapproval. More so, I didn’t want to see her disappointment. I’d get more than enough of that from my mother when she found out.

      Ugh. My mother. It seemed there were unending layers to this nightmare. This day called for therapy. My version of it anyway. That meant it was time to cook something.  I plucked several fresh vine-ripened tomatoes from a bowl on the kitchen counter, grabbed my favorite chopping knife and got down to work. I definitely wanted a red sauce, but I needed to do something different with it. This situation called for a darker, murkier taste than my usual. Something exotic and mysterious.

      Before I knew it, I was elbow-deep in tomatoes and spices and had forgotten all about Zack and whoever had arrived at my door. Inspiration had struck and I had a new recipe cooking that I had a feeling was going to become a new specialty. Maybe my best.

      I don’t know how long had passed when Zack found me in the kitchen. If could have been just a few minutes, or an hour. Whenever I was cooking I had no concept of time.

      “There you are.” Zack burst into the kitchen. “Don’t blame the messenger. I tried to get rid of her. Some people are just too—much.”

      I looked up to see him standing in the doorway, his face red, his hair disheveled as if he’d been pulling at it, and frustration written in the firm clamp of his lips.

      “Why? What’s going⁠— “

      “Move out of my way and let me by.” Nina pushed past Zack and into the small kitchen. “Is your director always like this?”

      I didn’t know what the hell was going on, but I didn’t welcome the intrusion. I was on a roll with my recipe and I wasn’t screwing up another sauce with a panic attack.

      “Whatever it is, it has to wait. I’m in the middle of something.” I scooped a small amount onto my wooden spoon and tasted a sample. The sudden explosion of flavor nearly drew a moan from me. It was even better than before.

      “Is that a new recipe? It does smell divine in here. Care to share?”

      I shook my head. “Nope. Not ready yet. I need more time.”

      Nina crossed to the island I stood at and took a seat directly across from the stove. “I’ll just wait right here then. I can be quiet if that’s what is necessary. You may be burying your head in the proverbial tomato sauce, but I’m not leaving. Not until we come up with a plan to fix this.”

      I didn’t think Nina meant to come across so harsh, but I wasn’t exactly in the right head space to sift through my emotions, let alone hers.

      “I’m hardly burying my head in anything. But with everything going on, I needed something else to focus on. And a plan for what? I think the situation is pretty clear.”

      Nina exchanged a glance with Zack and he lifted his shoulders.

      “You don’t know, do you?”

      With every new word from Nina, I could feel the headache coming on stronger. If she was about to drop another bomb on me, I wasn’t ready. Not even close.

      “Whatever it is maybe I don’t need to know. I think I’ve had more than enough scandal for one day. I deserve a break.”

      As if I hadn’t said another word, Nina turned her tablet around and slid it across the counter in my direction.

      “That’s just it,” she said as a crafty smile crossed her face. “For you, there is no scandal. No one knows it’s you. I mean there’s a lot of speculation, but so far, they aren’t even close. No one knows who the now infamous mystery goddaughter to Romeo Rossi is.”
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