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Chapter One
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The silence in the room hangs like a heavy cloud that threatens to engulf her. Fighting to catch her breath, she stares into the gilt framed mirror, not recognizing the person that she once was, not so long ago. With unsteady fingers, Isabella Gaddis touches the cool, smooth, silvered glass to run her fingertips over the stranger’s image that stares back at her. 

Bella, as she’s been called since birth, steps away from her reflection and moves on unsteady legs to the nearest chair and sits down in a heap. She is exhausted from the never-ending questions being asked by Special Agent Al Gibbs. Although she answers him in the best way possible, her boss continues to be relentless in his interrogation. 

Closing her eyes, Bella can still feel the heat from Gibbs stern scrutiny and the skeptic tone in his voice. “One of the biggest crime bosses holds you in an undisclosed location for close to six months and you can’t recall important details?” Pausing, he shoves his hands into his trouser pockets before shaking his head. “I’m having a hard time accepting that, in lieu of the fact that your memory has often been referred by your colleagues as a steel trap.”

As silent tears streak her face, Bella drops her head and stares at the beige carpet. Sighing softly, she struggles to find her voice. “And I have told you that I was blindfolded and carried to a location where I was held the entire time.” Lifting her eyes to Special Agent Gibbs, she stiffens before raising her voice in frustration. “I’ve given you the names of the two Marchetti’s men who stood guard.  I don’t know what else I can tell you.” Rising from the chair, Bella straightens her spine and squares her shoulders as Gibbs continues to study her. “I’m tired and every nerve in my body is frayed. So if you’re done with me, I’d like to go, please.” 

Rubbing his forehead he releases an audible sigh. Placing his hands on his hips, he responds in a disappointed tone. “Go home. We’ll talk again tomorrow.” Turning his back on her, Special Agent Gibbs walks behind his desk. Noting the bruises on his agent’s face, neck and arms, he clears his throat. “I’ve taken it upon myself to schedule an appoint for tomorrow afternoon for you to receive counseling. You haven’t said who roughed you up, regardless of who it was, whether it be one of his guards or Marchetti himself, you need help dealing with the trauma of the past months.” Hesitating briefly, Al Gibbs tips his head slightly as he took one last look at Bella. “When Agent Jeff Carson’s body was found floating in the river, the hope of finding you alive was close to non-existent. You were extremely fortunate that wasn’t the case. And that is the only factor that is eating away at me. I know Stefano Marchetti and it doesn’t make sense for him to off one of our undercover agents but not the other.”

“As I’ve told you, Agent Carson was the first one shot when Marchetti’s men stormed into the warehouse. We were the targets! There was no way they could have known we were FBI agents unless someone tipped them off; someone that was given privy to the details of why Jeff and I were there. I want to know who did it.”

A deep frown furrows his forehead, as he pauses to stare at Bella. “My thoughts on you going on this assignment caused me grave concern. And for that reason, I haven’t cleared you of wrongdoing just yet.” Crossing his arms, his eyes search her face for a reaction. Seeing none, he continues, “But if what you’re saying is proven, we’ll find the person responsible and whoever it is will face the harshest of charges. I’ll make damn sure of that.”

With no other words to say to Special Agent Gibbs, Bella turns and forces herself to walk with a determined step through the office door.

She wonders how long she will be forced to relive the events of the past months. Even though it’s only been two weeks since she was dumped by his men outside of a hospital, Bella continues to be haunted by Stefano Marchetti’s image standing before her day and night. 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~   `

The silence of the apartment is oppressive to her. Exhausted by lack of sleep and stress, she wearily makes her way to the living room where she sinks into the nearest chair. Laying her head back, her eyes close and wave upon wave of guilt threatens to drown her. She recalls the moment three armed men push through the double doors of the warehouse, leaving Agent Jeff Carson dead while allowing her to live. 

Now, burdened with what lies behind her and the devastation that stands before her, Bella acknowledges that there’s not a chance in hell she’ll be able to recover her previous life or escape the suspicions, when her answers to their questions don’t sit well with them.  With her career nearing its end, Agent Isabella Gaddis examines the days leading up to her entering the crime family’s compound and her imprisonment by the one man she was assigned to bring to justice. 
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Chapter Two
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“Why don’t you listen to me?” Standing a short distance away from Bella, Agent Sloan Edwards’ annoyed expression adds substance to his question. “Sending you to face off with a man like Marchetti is not only irrational, but dangerous for you as a woman.” Showing no mercy in expressing his views, he points a finger at her, adding, “You’re being driven by your ego without any thought that you’re putting others in jeopardy, as well as yourself. You should be considering the consequences and what it will do to your career if you make one wrong, devastating decision.”

The force of Sloan’s seething accusations takes Bella by total surprise. Anger sparks in her eyes as she glares at him with a reproachful expression. “My career is as important as yours. And regardless of what you think, I would never betray my partners or cause harm to come to them.” She stares at him, her brows drawn together in an angry frown. “And for you to stand there and belittle me is way out of bounds for what I thought we had together.” Lowering her voice, Bella walks closer to where he still stands. “I didn’t realize what a sanctimonious bastard you are!” She pauses briefly and shakes her head when she reaches the realization that Sloan Edwards was not the man she thought he was, and certainly not one that she wanted. The knowledge hit her hard, as a surge of disappointment causes her eyes to burn with angry, unshed tears. “Why do I feel your outrage is more about you not being chosen over me? Is that it, Sloan?” Her cold gaze penetrates his smug expression.

There was a hint of amusement when he replies, “I can assure you that I don’t have to compete with a woman, no matter who she is.” Tilting his head slightly, Sloan gives her a probing look. “Pardon me for being concerned for you and your career. I didn’t realize it’s wasn’t allowed.”

Putting her hands on her hips, Bella lowers her tone.  “Strange how I never saw your concern for either of our careers when we became lovers.”  Bella turns away and puts distance between them.  Shocked by the accusation, Sloan falls silent and in that space of time, Bella recalls moments from their intimate times, secretly spent together; a relationship now shattered, by his venomous verbal attack on her. 

“Come on. You can’t believe I feel threatened because you were chosen!” he returns in an incredulous voice. 

“You’ve always been good at telling me what I should think or twisting my opinions to fit your purpose,” Bella replies in a low voice, taut with a mixture of emotions.  “Screw you, Edwards. From now on, I’ll worry about my career and you can risk yours with someone else. It’s over between us.”

Sloans’ eyes widen in astonishment. “Bella? You don’t mean that.” A shadow of alarm replaces the coldness in his hazel eyes. Lifting one hand, he reaches out, hoping that she’d cross the distance that their words had created between them. “I know I’ve come on a bit strong at times. The only excuse I have at this moment is that I’ve been worried sick since hearing that you had been given this assignment.” Sighing heavily, he shoves his hands into his trouser pockets. “I couldn’t...” he pauses...”I can’t imagine a life without you. Please, let’s talk this through.” He hesitates when her expression of indifference extinguishes the small spark of hope that he had been relying on. 

“Not this time, Sloan. It’s too late for talk now.”

Pulling his hands from his pockets, he straightens his shoulders and lifts his chin. Giving Bella a tormented look, Sloan walks toward the door and without glancing back, opens it and steps out, leaving her behind.

Standing in the quiet room, Bella replays the conversation, not at all surprised to note the absence of ‘I’m sorry or forgive me’ in Sloan’s final appeal.  A taste of bitterness lay on her tongue.  She allowed herself to be fooled by Sloan Edwards. It will be a lesson well learned, she tells herself, and one not easily forgotten.
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Chapter Three
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The air in Al Gibbs’ office was charged with tension as Bella and Agent Jeff Carson sat down in the chairs near his desk. It was evident by their boss’s demeanor that he was occupied with troubling thoughts. Clearing his throat, he stops his pacing and perches on the corner of his large desk.

Without preamble, Special Agent Gibbs states in clipped tones, “Let’s not waste time, so listen up to what I’m about to tell you. Here’s the plan for each of you.” Studying Bella and Jeff with an intense gaze, he waits as they give him their entire attention before he relays the details. 

“Agent Gaddis, it’s been set for you to meet up with Tony Carboni, our informant within the Marchetti crime family. He will be drinking at the De Vitto’s Bar on 95th street tomorrow evening.” Stepping toward her, Gibbs hands her a photo of a swarthy olive skinned man dressed in a dark suit. “He’s going to be your ticket inside.” 

At Bella’s first glance, Carboni looks like an everyday businessman until you study the man’s dark foreboding eyes as he stares into the camera. A cold shiver ripples along her spine as she continues to listen to Gibbs. “He’ll be seated at the bar, so before you destroy his picture, put his face to memory.” Bella watches as her boss’s lips press into a thin hard line. Keeping silent she waits for the rest of the plan. “Carboni likes the women and he’s notorious for chasing skirts by the men in the organization. Having said that, it’s important you step into the role convincingly."

With a questioning expression, Bella shifts in her chair. “How convincingly?” 

“Prim and proper won’t work in this case,” Gibbs says abruptly. “So discard every aspect of who you are now. You’ll need to come across as a woman who’s been around the block and knows the score.  The kind that is comfortable wearing tight short skirts and tops that draws a man’s eye to revealing necklines. Although Carboni is aware there are limits in his actions toward you, he knows, in order to stay alive, it’s extremely important for him to come across as if you are actually his newest conquest around the men.” Crossing his arms in front of his chest, he hesitates, measuring her for a moment. “And your role is crucial for your own survival.” He pauses to give her a stern look. “In the file that I’ve given you, you’ll find fictitious details about Francine Goodall that includes her past and present life. Put it to memory and assume the role of her. Since we’re certain Marchetti will leave nothing to chance, you shouldn’t be concerned that he’ll find anything to uncover your true identity, as long as you don’t drop your guard.”

Keenly aware of her boss’s scrutiny, Bella feels a flush rise up to color her cheeks while she imagines what lewd acts she may have to endure to keep her identity secret. Blowing out a soft breath, she nods slowly while her mind races with the dreadful possibilities.  “May I ask why Carboni is ratting out Marchetti?”

“I wasn’t told all the details but based on the facts I have been given, his motivation is fueled by family ties and the threat that’s been aimed at Carboni’s relations.” Shrugging one shoulder, Al adds, “His reasons are not important, as long as he follows instructions according to our agenda.”

A look of uncertainty lays claim on Bella’s face. “And if he doesn’t follow the plan?” she says with a hint of trepidation.

Special Agent Gibbs weighs her with a critical squint before he stands up and steps closer to Bella. When he speaks, she detects a note of censure in his voice. “Agent Gaddis, although I admire your desire and tenacity to take this task on, I do question if you are ready to go up against a man like Marchetti without more experience in undercover work. If it was up to me, you wouldn’t be involved but I was vetoed by someone higher up who instructed me to trust your instincts.” Rubbing his forehead, he adds, “I don’t like to take chances with my agents’ lives for what could be a whim, so if you have any doubts, now is the time to voice them. There is no shame in admitting this job is a bit above your pay grade.”

“I appreciate your concerns, Sir.” Straightening her spine and squaring her shoulders, Bella lifts her chin and looks directly into her boss’s eyes.  “I’m sorry if you have reservations, but I assure you that I can handle this assignment.”

Without replying, Gibbs frowns at her before turning to take a file folder from his desk. Handing it to Jeff Carson, he says in a steely manner, “You’ll be taken to Colman Federal Prison in Sumterville, Florida as a high security transfer from Pollock Prison in Louisiana. At this time, you will be put in a cell with a convicted felon that has recently bragged that he knows the ins and outs of Marchetti’s operations. After doing an extensive background check on the man, it appears he’s telling the truth.” Shaking his head, Gibbs continues, “You have to question his sanity since it’s only a matter of time before Marchetti shuts his mouth permanently, which is the main reason every prisoner around him is avoiding him like a leper.  With a captive audience in you, we hope he’ll sing like a canary. So act fast, get what we need and watch your back at all times.” 

Jeff places the manila file folder on his lap before asking, “And when I do have details, then what?”

“One of the prison guards will be an undercover agents as well. Once you’re in, he will make contact. You’ll find his alias and all other details in that folder. Study it thoroughly, your life depends on it. Once you have enough information, you will meet with an unfortunate accident and will be carried out in a body bag to a safe location.”

“And after that?”” Jeff asks.

“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. I don’t want any other plans to muddle your mind. You need to focus only on the upcoming days.”

“Yes, Sir.”

“Are there any other questions?” Gibbs asks, looking at both agents. When none was put forth, he looks at Bella and Jeff. “If at any time, you feel the situation is going side-ways, I’m ordering you now to abort! Am I clear?”

In unison, Gaddis and Carson responds, “Yes, Sir.”
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Chapter Four
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For over fifty years, De Vitto’s bar has stood on the same corner like an Italian icon in the shabbier part of the city’s west side. Situated at an angle, the business’s neon signs can be viewed flashing on the two different streets that intersect near the entrance of the tavern. 

“Lady, are you sure this is where you want to be dropped off?” The cabbie peers at Bella in the rearview mirror. “A looker like you will be eaten alive in that place.”

Swallowing with difficulty, she nods with confidence. “I can handle myself,” she boasts as she offers him the fare and a generous tip. “My man is waiting inside.”

As she closes the car door, she hears the cab driver mutter, “He’s one lucky son of a bitch.” 

Tugging on the form-fitting spandex dress, Agent Isabella Gaddis takes several deep breaths and, like a chameleon, assumes the role of Francine Goodall, a woman with a turbulent past, not only in her relationships with men but life in general.  As she steps over the threshold, her last thought as she enters the smoky atmosphere is a silent prayer. Dear Lord, let me pull this off.

All eyes are on Bella as she waits for her eyesight to adjust to the dimly lit bar.  The cat calls and whistles ring out among the rowdy crowd as she walks, with a sway to her hips, to greet Tony Carboni. 

Tony’s lustful gaze travels up and down the entire length of her body before meeting her eyes. As he was imagining what delights were hidden under the skin-tight dress, his fantasy is fueled when the woman in stiletto heels leans forward to plant a kiss on his willing mouth. Tony’s hand slides down her back to rest on the lower curves of her buttock, pulling her closer. He grins when he feels her stiffen with his show of ownership.

With a lewd grin, Carboni mumbles lowly, “I like a woman who knows how to treat a man.”

Bella steps back with a forced smile that doesn’t reach her brown eyes. Ignoring his comment, she returns, “I’ll take a drink, Tony.” 

Pushing the bar stool back, Carboni wraps one arm around her slim waist and pulls her to stand between his legs. Staring in her eyes, he yells to the rotund bartender. “Louie, bring my woman a Bloody Mary.” Knowing she’d understand his aimed jab at her, Tony chuckles at the expression of dislike that Bella quickly discards. Winking slyly at her, he raises his voice once again, ordering Louie to make it quick.

With his arm never leaving her waist, Tony guides Bella to a dark, corner table and waits for her to sit down. Once she is settled, he pulls a chair close to hers. Dropping his voice to a whisper, he places his mouth near her ear, as if uttering a lover’s comment. “Don’t trust anyone or any place at any time. Got it?” 

Placing her hand on his jaw seductively, Bella gazes in his eyes. With a mocking smile, she responds, “Does that include you?” 

While running his finger sensuously over her lips, Tony’s eyes narrow with an ominous glint. “Only if you double cross me.” Lightly dragging his finger from her mouth, he travels down her neck, continuing to chill her with his intimidating whispers “Have no doubt that I’ll throw you to the wolves if you do.”

Taking his hand from her shoulder, Bella turns away casually and appears to relax in her chair. Picking up her glass, she takes a sip of the Bloody Mary and gives Tony a look of indifference. “And here I thought we were getting along so well.  Are you wanting to disappoint me, Tony?”

A faint gleam of humor inches into the depths of his dark eyes. You’re something else. I like spunk in a woman.”  Leaning forward, he places one forearm on the table’s edge, nonchalantly balancing himself, by putting his free hand on her knee.  “Are you as hot in bed as you look in that red dress?”

Still wearing a smile, Bella’s voice is velvet-edged but firm. “That is one thing you will never know.” 

Drawing his mouth to one side, he smirks. “I’ve always liked the word never,” Tony retorts confidently. “It makes the challenge considerably more appealing to me.” 

Refusing to take his bait, Bella once again removes his hand from her body. Lowering her eyes to her glass, she cups her hands along the sides of it, feeling the cool wetness of its condensation. 

“Ah. Now I get the silent treatment, is that it?”  Standing up, Carboni tosses loose bills down on the table to pay for the drinks. Looking down on Bella, he adds in an abrupt tone, “As much as I’ve enjoyed bantering with you, it’s time we leave. I’m to meet with Marchetti and he is not a man to keep waiting.”

With a slight nod, Bella meets his gaze straight on. “And where am I supposed to stay while you’re with the boss?”

Smirking, he chuckles menacingly “You’ll go with me to the compound and stay in my quarters. I’ll introduce you as my current lover and hope to hell you can pull it off, in the presence of Stefano Marchetti. It won’t be an easy feat.” Tony hesitates, as he studies her face, with a cold stare, before adding, “And if you don’t, one or both of us will be kaput.”
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Chapter Five
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As Tony and Bella walks to the front of De Vitto’s bar, a few men made lewd remarks about the woman beside him. “Hey!” Tony’s voice rings out. “This is my woman. Shut your traps before I do it for you.” Pushing the door open, he guides her quickly out the door and onto the sidewalk.  “Dumb fucks,” he mumbles under his breath while pushing her toward a maroon sedan parked on the street.

Opening the passenger door, he gives her a quick glance as she slides in the front seat.  After he settles behind the steering wheel, he turns toward her and demands she turn to look out the car’s side window. Doing as she was told, Bella is startled to feel a blindfold fall across her eyes. Taking one hand to try and push it off, she gasps when Tony yanks the knot tightly, blocking her vision completely. “It’s the rules.  Doesn’t matter if you’re my flavor of the month or my mother, no outsiders are given an opportunity to rat out the location where we are going.”

“You could have told me that tidbit instead of strong-arming me,” she remarks, pleased on how nonchalant she sounded.  

“I’m not required to tell you a damn thing,” he says sharply. “This isn’t a fucking game. All you need to know is to keep up the pretense that you assumed when you strolled into De Vitto’s and leave the rest to me.” Bella yelps when Tony tightly squeezes her forearm in order to drive home his point. “When I say jump, you fucking well better jump. Understood?”

Nervously, Bella moistens her lips and nods silently that she did, in fact, understand.  

After what seems like hours, Bella senses the car slowing down before stopping completely. Hearing men’s voices in the distance, she’s not able to catch any words when the loud clanking sound of a heavy gate being opened mutes everything around them. She then hears a man’s gruff, raspy voice speaking to Tony. “The boss just arrived and he definitely has a bug up his ass.  I’d advise you to get whoever she is stashed out of sight and get moving.” Bella hears the man’s low chuckle, before his raspy voice offers, “Better yet, I’ll take her to your quarters while you make nice with Marchetti.”

Grumbling, Tony mutters. “Since I don’t have a choice, it’s best you keep in mind that she is my woman.” Lowering his voice menacingly, he adds, “You got that, Franco?”

Bella hears footsteps approach the passenger door and feels a draft of air when it opens. Still blindfolded, she feels a firm grip on her arm as she is pulled from the car. Loosening his hold on her, Bella pulls away from the unknown stranger as he retorts, “I’m wounded, Tony. I’d never make moves on what belongs to you.” A ruthless chuckle punctuates his statement, contradicting his words. 

Once outside the car, the blindfold was taken off, leaving Bella to squint in the bright glare of a setting sun as Tony walks toward a large, white-stucco house. Biting the corner of her mouth, she turns and observes the brute of a man standing too close for her comfort.  

Franco Balzano is a large man with a massive chest and bulging biceps that topped forearms which were covered with thick dark hair. From under heavy dark brows, his brown eyes penetrate hers with an intense stare.  She watches as a smirk plays in the corners of his mouth while his finger smooths his neatly trimmed Fu Manchu moustache. Although his body and face is well supplied with hair, Balzano’s head is clean shaven, completing his intimidating appearance. Rubbing his chin, his mouth widens into a smile, “Tony’s taste in women seems to be improving.”

Deciding to ignore his comment, Bella steps away and looks around the grounds before directing her attention to Franco. “If you could point me to where I can wait for Tony, I’d appreciate it.”

“Save your appreciation for Tony. Until you pass the boss’s inspection, you will be watched at all times during your short stay here.” Franco’s gaze travels down the tight dress before returning to her breast and eventually to her face. She feels a cold chill under his hot intent look. “He doesn’t keep his women for long.”

“Until me, that is.” Bella smiles knowingly. “I’m confident, with time, that he’ll find me desirable enough to keep around.” Taking a step in front of her arrogant watch dog, she starts to walk away from him. 

“Follow me!” he orders belligerently before spinning on his heel to lead her to a group of white buildings that resemble hastily constructed duplexes. “Carboni’s quarters is the one at the end.” Franco steps aside and watches her with hawk-like eyes as he waits for her to open the door, leaving her with a warning to stay inside.

The evening hours darken into a murky nightfall as Bella sits by a window. The security lights cast eerie shadows on the ground from the tall poles scattered among the outer buildings that surround the main house. The longer she waits for Tony, the more she feels her nerves fraying around the edges.  It was nearing midnight when she hears his voice on the other side of the door. He’s having a whispered conversation with another person, before he finally steps inside.

Tossing his suit coat on a nearby chair, he walks directly to the waiting bottle of bourbon that sits on a shabby nightstand. Pouring a hefty amount of the brown liquid in a glass, he quickly downs it before dropping his head, as if exhausted. 

Sitting down on the edge of the bed, he begins to unbutton his shirt and looks at Bella, where she had sat for hours, waiting.  “Pull the shades down.” he says in a tired voice.

She stands and reaches to turn on a lamp before doing as he has ordered. “No lights! Just do as I fucking said.”

Sighing loudly, she snaps the shade downward and waits for her eyes to adjust to the room’s darkness. She can see the outline of Tony as he moves toward her. When she feels his hot breath near her ear, Bella stiffens instantly and steps back, stumbling against the chair. One large hand comes out to grab her arm to hold her steady.  Pulling her to his body, his arms goes around her waist, leaving her momentarily frozen. 

“This isn’t what you think, so relax,” he whispers softly. “The walls in these rooms are thin and on the other side of the wall is another man who enjoys listening to what goes on in here. Get my meaning?”

“Meaning he’s a pervert?”  Bella utters softly, as a hot flush rushes to her face. “Please tell me that you have an acceptable plan for this?”

“We’re going to see how good of an actress you are tonight.” Pulling her to the end of the bed and points for her to sit. “Trust me, will ya?” 

Pressing her lips in a firm line, she nods nervously, knowing she was at his mercy.  Settling gingerly on the edge, she watches as Tony takes a place close to her, their hips touching. Without speaking, he begins to rock against the bed, causing the springs to creak and the headboard to bang against the wall. 

She turns to look at Tony and her relief at his solution spills over into a bout of laughter. 

“Shut your trap, woman,” Tony demands loudly, adding quickly, “I’m not in the mood for anything but getting laid. So spread your legs and hold still.”  Leaning closer, his lips feel intimately close as he suggests with a hint of laughter in his voice, “It would be more convincing if you’d moan once in a while.”

Closing her eyes, Bella shakes her head in disbelief but emits a few sensuous sounding moans before Tony stops moving the bed and the room falls silent. 

Standing from the bed’s edge, he offers his hand to help her get up as well. “Marchetti is expecting us at eight sharp in the morning. So get some shut-eye and pray you can satisfy him into believing that you are who you say you are.”

“I can’t sleep in this dress,” she murmurs.  “Give me your shirt.”

“That’s a two hundred dollar shirt!” he says incredulously.  

“And it will look better on me.” She holds her hand out, waiting for him to comply. 

“Damn dames! You’re all the same.” Tony strips it from his back and tosses it at her.  “Always ready to take the shirt off a man’s back.”

Sleep was elusive. All chances of it was chased away by Bella’s thoughts on meeting the crime boss face to face. As the hands of the clock crept toward the dawn, she went over each detail of Francine Goodall and her turbulent past. The thought of having a misstep sent icy daggers down Bella’s spine. 

As the sun climbed over the horizon, Bella was already dressed in the tight red dress, ready to get the meeting over. Standing in front of the scratched, second-hand dresser to examine her image of a loose woman, she sighs promising herself, that once this mission is completed, she’d never wear the color red again. 

With a loud yawn, Tony stretches his arms out as he puts his feet on the floor. Looking at Bella, a smile teases his mouth. “Dressed already? Are you that excited to meet the boss?”

Remembering Tony’s warning about voices carrying through the walls, she turns to face him. “Well, darling. Of course I’m excited. Powerful men are such a turn on for me. Do you think he’ll find me attractive?”

Laughter rumbles in Tony’s chest as he heads toward the bourbon bottle. “Trust me, Francine. You ain’t his type. Trashy women like you are picked up by men like me.” After taking a drink from the bottle, his eyes run up and down her body. “Although you are a bit better than most of my women.”

Rolling her eyes, Bella shakes her head. “You’re too kind, Tony.” 

“I’ve been told that in the past. Glad you see it as well.” Standing behind her, he leans close to her ear, lowering his voice to a whisper. “Don’t overplay it. Marchetti will see right through you.” Laying his hand on her shoulder, he pulls her around to face him. The smell of the bourbon permeates the air around them. “I can feel your nerves. He will detect them before you even walk into his office.”  Tony watches Bella’s expression lose her earlier confidence when she had walked into De Vino’s. Tony needed her to regain it.  “Go take a shot of the booze. It’ll help settle you and hopefully we’ll both live to tell it about it when the meeting is over.”

Nodding, she steps back and walks to where the bottle stood. Pouring what she thought to be a reasonable amount of amber liquid into the nearby glass, she takes sips it cautiously before draining the glass. Closing her eyes, she feels the burn of the alcohol as it makes it way down, calming the butterflies when it hits the bottom. 

“Franco will be here shortly.  I’m getting dressed. Best you use the mouthwash in the bathroom.  We wouldn’t want the boss to think of you as a lush.”

“No, we wouldn’t,” Bella replies in a low voice. “Being trashy is humiliating enough.” 
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Chapter Six
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Under a cloud-laden sky, Bella walks with Tony towards the sprawling Spanish tiled house, professionally landscaped with palms and flowering bushes, giving those who didn’t know a serene picture from the pages of Southern Living. The beauty of the place hides the dark secrets and deadly crimes within its walls. Waves of apprehension flows under Bella’s skin as she prepares to come face to face for the first time with Stefano Marchetti. 

Tony, before leaving his quarters, had cautioned her not to over play her role of Francine Goodall. “It may have worked at De Vitto’s but the boss will be looking for any slip-up that will reveal you as anything but my latest whore. Everything hinges on passing this test.”

With his words swimming in her head, Bella feels the sandy soil underfoot, typical of southern Florida.  And if that didn’t alert you to the region, the high humidity slapping you in the face definitely would. 

Pushing all of her troubling thoughts from her mind, Bella embraces the traits of Francine. As she follows Carboni, she scans the area, confused to find no other buildings around the main house. Jolted back to the present, she’s startled by two armed men blocking the front entrance. 

“You’ve got a looker, Tony. Now let’s see if she’s packing,” one of them says as he approaches her. 

“Sorry, Francine. It’s routine for newcomers to be checked for any weapons before meeting with the boss.” He chuckles when he sees Bella’s shock upon hearing his words. Pushing her gently forward, he tells her, “Don’t allow Alfonzo to scare you. He’s an old dog with no bite.  Ain’t that right, old buddy?”

Running his hands down the sleek curves of  Bella’s body, Alfonzo gives her a sly wink, before dropping them to her long legs and slowly sliding his open palms up toward her crotch.  When he cups one against her sex for a quick feel, she stiffens with her humiliation.  Once he stands up, Alfonzo is wearing a lecherous grin. Keeping his eyes on her, he says gruffly, “Shut your trap, Tony.” Laying one of his hands on the front of his trousers, he smirks obscenely. “I don’t need a bite to satisfy a woman. I’m fully equipped to do that.”

Releasing a less than amused laugh, Tony shakes his head in disgust. “You’re a class act, buddy. Now if we’re done here, the boss is waiting.” 

When Bella and Tony step inside the cool interior, he gives her a quick glance, allowing her a moment to gather her wits after being molested by one of the family’s goons. Taking advantage of that moment, her eyes focus on the spacious front room.  It could readily hold a large number of people at one time.  Although she hadn’t seen many men, the FBI’s photos gave testimony that the compound was well manned and secluded. It was the perfect location for the crime family’s multimillion dollar drug business, where large amounts of various drugs were delivered twice a week, packaged into smaller quantities before being distributed throughout the states. The FBI’s goal for Bella, as an undercover agent, was to find a way to worm her way into the operations. Feeling as though she is walking blindfolded in a mine field, she draws several deep breaths, praying she hasn’t over-estimated herself proving her boss and Sloan Edwards right in their assumptions. 

She makes a mental note, if given a chance, to scan the outer areas for larger buildings where the illegal contraband could be divided up. That is if she is successful in pulling off her disguise as Francine Goodall on meeting with one of the most feared men in the state of Florida.  Taking several deep breaths, she mumbles softly to herself. “I can do this.”

Feeling Tony’s hand on her lower back, she turns to find his full attention on her.  Leaning close, he puts his lips near her ear, as if to kiss her. Taking no chances, he calmly tells her, “Don’t be nervous. The boss is going to like you. He likes women with style, baby. Just be yourself.”

Turning to face him, Bella places her hand along his jaw. With a syrupy voice, she coos, “You’re so sweet to me, Tony. I’ll be sure to show my appreciation tonight.” She emits a sultry laugh for the benefit of whoever may be eavesdropping, as she remembers Tony’s advice:  Don’t trust anyone or anyplace at any time. 

Tony Carboni glances nervously down at his watch before rapping softly on a door. Seconds later, two men walk out and gives Bella approving glances as they pass. She disregards them quickly when her eyes fall upon Franco. Standing in the doorway, he studies her with a hardened stare before stepping aside to allow them to enter.

Tipping his head as an acknowledgement to Franco, Tony guides Bella past the man, who in time she will learn is one of Marchetti’s body guards. The office is brightly lit as the morning sun streams in from three long, rectangular windows. The head of the crime family’s office is furnished with an expensive tan leather couch that is positioned away from the direct sunlight while matching deep-cushioned armchairs sat near a large oak desk. She notices that the office is devoid of items such as framed photos or decorative wall art, which she thought attested to Marchetti’s uncluttered personal life.  

Upon entering, the crime boss is standing in front of the windows with his back to the room.  Bella wonders what is holding his attention as he continues to look out on the yard, making no move to acknowledge Tony or the woman beside him. Bella is on edge as she once again reminds herself to remain calm. 

The only photos Bella had been shown of Marchetti were either ones taken from a distance or ones where his henchmen were surrounding him, obscuring the better part of his face from view. Gibbs’s file had given her a description of the man as being slightly over six feet tall and with a muscular build. And although the physical description could pertain to many men, there was one significant detail to recognize Stefano Marchetti: on the left side of his face, a faded scar runs down the length of his jaw, from his cheekbone to his chin. Surprisingly, it didn’t mar his good-looks, only adding to the dark mystery of the man.

Shifting from one foot to another, Tony waits impatiently until Marchetti looks away from the window and turns his attention to where they stand. Bella folds her hands in front of her to hide her nervousness, as she resists the compulsion to flinch under his direct gaze, amazed to discover the glacial, Nordic blue of his eyes, a fact that wasn’t in Gibb’s file. 

Marchetti’s wide shoulders and toned body is expertly dressed in an expensive charcoal grey suit that had been tailored to perfection. Paired with a pale blue shirt and matching silk tie, the combination presents him to be an upstanding and prosperous businessman. But for those who knew Marchetti, they walked lightly around him; never to question his authority or his demand for instant obedience. Any man who gave excuses for his failure to comply, paid a high price.

Stefano walks to his desk before releasing an audible disgruntled breath. With a black scowl, he glares at Tony. Speaking in a deep commanding voice, he states, “As many women as you have paraded in this office, I’m astounded that you have managed to find yet another one so quickly.” Pausing, he turns to give Bella a quick once over, before adding, “And I’m even more surprised that you have forgotten there was to be no more of your women brought here.” His deep-timbre voice resounds in the room and he impales Tony with a cold stare. Bella swallows hard, as the air around her is electrified. Refusing to give in to her fear, she lifts her chin to meet his intense glare. 

Knitting his dark eyebrows together, Marchetti orders with an unpleasant snarl. “Now that she is here, don’t waste any more of my time! Who is she?” 

Clearing his throat, Tony steps closer to Bella and wraps one arm around her waist. Pushing her gently forward, he introduces her in a respectful manner to his disgruntled boss. “Mr. Marchetti, this is Francine Goodall.”  

Knowing her life depended on her portrayal of Carboni’s latest woman, Bella instantly assumes the role, lowering her voice in a sultry manner. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Marchetti.” 

“Is it?” Stefano’s distrust is evident when he levels a penetrating glare at Bella. While his eyes continue to intimidate her, he lowers his voice and directs his words to Tony. “You’ve made mistakes in the past in your choice of lovers.” Lifting one eyebrow, Stefano turns his head to see Carboni wearing a repentant expression. “After your previous lack of judgement, I assumed the hard lessons learned from it would be enough of a warning for you to keep Ms. Goodall and any other of your whores far from the compound. Perhaps you think you can keep them safe from any mishaps?” He emphasized with an arched black eyebrow.  

Tony is aware that his boss’s question didn’t need to be answered; instead he tips his head to acknowledge Marchetti’s threatening statement. His eyes dart to Bella, finding the color has left her face as she remains looking at the towering man before her. “I’m sorry, Boss. I swear it won’t happen again.”

“The one thing saving you today is your ties to a family member. My father protected you for that reason. But he’s no longer the head of this family. It would be to your advantage to keep in mind that I am now in charge. My patience has run its course. There will be no more chances.” Putting his hands on his hips, he glares at Tony. “Am I making myself clear?”

In a respectful voice, Tony replies, “Yes, Sir.” 

Marchetti directs his full attention on Bella and she grows more worried under his watchful eyes. “Now that Tony has brought you here, you will be confined at all times inside Tony’s quarters until every fact about you, including what you ate for breakfast six months ago, is in my hands. Understood?” Stefano runs his eyes down Bella’s body, scrutinizing the clinging red dress. Crossing his arms across his chest, he waits to see how she will reacts to his orders. When she remains silent, he asks, “Do you have any questions?”

Steadying her nerves, Bella sighs loudly, in a manner of a ballsy woman, such as Francine. “I wasn’t aware that my visit was going to be long term.” Adding a whine to her comment, she adds, “If I had, I would have packed for my stay.” Spreading her arms, she sweeps her hands downward, bringing his attention to her dress once again. “As nice as my dress is, it’s not one to be worn every day.  Wouldn’t you agree?”

She hears a groan from Tony. Raising his voice to admonish her, his words adds further tension to the room. “That’s enough, Francine.”

Bella turns to face Tony with a wide-eyed look, floundering as she quickly decides on how to safely move forward in a sticky situation. She realizes that she’s in too deep at this point and she must stay on the course set before her. Injecting another level of sweetness, she responds, “But baby, you told me to just be myself when I met Mr. Marchetti. I was just asking for his opinion.”

Preparing to offer an apology to his boss, Tony sees his boss hold up a hand, silencing him. Keeping Bella pinned with a withering stare, he pronounces each word clearly. “I don’t see that it matters.” Stefano’s tongue is heavy with sarcasm. “You’d still look and act like the tramp that you are. Isn’t that right?” Wearing an expression of disgust, Stefano sneers as he crushes Francine Goodall’s confidence. “Watch your step, Ms. Goodall. Brash women don’t do well around here.”

Turning his back, Stefano walks around his desk and sits down in the leather chair. Dismissing them without another word, he places his elbows on the desk’s edge and looks past them to where Franco has been quietly standing the entire time. “Show them out.  Once she is back in Tony’s quarters, have Alfonzo take him to get her personal items and appropriate clothing, if she owns any. That’s assuming Carboni knows which hotel room Ms. Goodall works out of.” 

Franco emits a throaty chuckle as he follows Tony and Bella from the room. The walk to Tony’s quarters is a silent one. And though she feels trapped when she is left in a sixteen by twenty-foot room, Bella welcomes the solitude in order to sort the details from her meeting with Tony’s boss.  She also needed to banish doubts and restore the confidence that she was more than capable to do the job she was assigned to do.

Falling down on the edge of the bed, she puts her hands over her face and shivers with the remembrance of the cold, unfeeling stare that accompanied Marchetti’s last statement to her as a threat. 

She shudders to think what horrors could have befallen Carboni’s last woman. Bella must find a place to question Tony where they wouldn’t being overheard. Looking around the dreary room, she was certain it couldn’t be here. 
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Chapter Seven
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It was past midnight before Tony returns. Mumbling under his breath, he shoves the door open with his foot.  His arms are full of brown bags that Bella’s clothing were threatening to fall out of. Uttering an obscenity, he drops them with a grunt of disgust. Ignoring Bella, he stomps his way toward the whiskey bottle waiting on the bedside table.  After pouring a hefty amount into a glass, Tony keeps his back turned away from her as he slams down the entire content before wiping his mouth with the back of his hand.

Leaving the chair where she had been waiting for his return, Bella cautiously steps around the items of clothing that were scattered in her path.  When she stands near Tony, she asks in a voice sounding calmer than how she was feeling, “Is there enough of that to share?”

Before Tony acknowledges her, he begrudgingly refills the glass. With a scowl, he meets her questioning gaze before handing the whiskey to her. Releasing an exhausted sigh, the slump of his shoulders emphasizes his troubled mind.

Taking precautions from being overheard through the thin walls, Bella whispers, “What’s happened?”  Touching Tony’s arm, she adds nervously, “Did one of the men say something to you that makes you think we’re in danger?”

Yanking his arm away from her fingers, Tony steps back to direct his full wrath at Bella. Pointing an accusing finger at her, he retorts in a threatening manner, “My gut feeling is you put us in the line of fire by overplaying it with Marchetti. I told you to keep your trap shut and let me do the talking. You were only to speak when he expected you to.” Drawing his brows together, his dark eyes drills into hers with contempt. 

Bella takes a step back when she sees him close his hand in a tight fist, anticipating what his next move might be in order to protect herself.  The safety of their cover would be instantly blown if she’s forced to defend herself against an assault. It would be a death sentence for both of them. Fighting to keep her composure, she takes a deep breath to see his hand staying at his side.

“Damnit!  You should have kept your smart ass comments to yourself.” Striding angrily across the room, Tony sits down on the bed and gives Bella a venomous look as he begins to unbutton his shirt. “It’s too late now. You’ve rolled the dice and there is nothing else to do but wait.” With his dark eyes on her, he belittles her with a smirk.  “Unless you’re a praying woman; and if that’s the case, I’d suggest you get right on that. You might be in need of them.”

Feeling the hot flush on her face, she drops her eyes from Caboni’s menacing stare and retreats back to the only chair in the small room.  After sitting down, she takes a deep breath and draws her knees to her chest in a protective way. Looking out the grimy window, Bella focuses on the nearest security light as it glows from within a halo of a grey humid haze; making the dark night appear eerie and dangerously foreboding.

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
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Tapping softly on the office door, Daniel O’Meara enters Stefano’s office.  Giving him a nod of his head, Daniel picks up the decanter of cognac from the corner of Marchetti’s desk and pours two glasses of the rich, golden brew. Handing one to Stefano, Daniel lifts his in a sarcastic salute aimed at his oldest friend.  Glancing at the vintage pendulum clock that shows the late hour, his mouth twists into a grin. “Here’s to another night of no sleep.”  

A fleeting smile crosses Stefano’s face when he waves for Daniel to take a seat. “I believe you’re paid extremely well for your time.”

Lifting an eyebrow, Daniel snickers good-naturedly. “Good point. I’ll pass on the debate for the moment.” Taking a sip from his glass, he leans back in the chair to wait for Stefano to start their conversation. Ever since college days, his comrade had always been an extremely private person. Although frustrating for Daniel, Stefano refused to be rushed into sharing what was troubling him and tonight was no different. The two men had shared years of a bonded friendship and were closer than brothers. It was plain that he was wrestling with
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