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      Any minute I’m going to wake up from this nightmare. Being tied up and thrown in the trunk of a car doesn’t happen in real life. Except the silk tie around my wrists feels very real. And my father, Johnny Conti, the head of the Outfit, is telling me to be a good girl—that I’m to be the wife of the man who tied me up and has me over his wide shoulder.

      

      Some women might swoon over gorgeous Dominic Sabatini with his blue eyes, dimples, and muscled body in a silk suit. Not me. Those are just distractions from who, what he really is: a ruthless killer with blood on his hands and ice in his veins.

      

      There is no way Dominic could actually want to marry me. A virgin, curvy, buried in an all-girls Catholic boarding school for most of my life and seventeen years younger than him. He’s marrying so far beneath him it’s absurd.

      

      No to all of it. Tomorrow I’m going to marry the man of my dreams, a nice, kind accountant. I’m going to have the safe, boring life I’ve always longed for. I have to escape this nightmare. But Dominic growls I belong to him and he keeps what is his.

      

      This a mafia romance with dark elements.

      

      While this is the first book in a series it is a standalone and does not end in a cliffhanger.

    

  


  
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

      HIS: DOMINIC

      First edition. January 1, 2021.

      Copyright © July 202 Fiona Murphy.
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      Dominic

      It takes a long minute for me to push away from the wall of the shower as my orgasm rolls through me. Serena smiles triumphantly as she gets off her knees. Yes, she does this well. She is one of few women who can take my nine-inch, very thick cock down her throat with not only ease but pleasure. Her smile, however, hints there is something more to her arrival at the end of my shower when she woke me with sex less than an hour ago. One of these things would be a normal morning; both means she wants something from me.

      “Dominic, can I please come with you? Please, can I meet your father?”

      There it is. Not bothering to answer her, I wrap a towel around my waist as I walk out of the bathroom. 

      She moves fast to catch up to me in my walk-in closet. “Please?”

      I continue to ignore her, my mind already on where to find her replacement. It’s too bad, I thought she was going to last longer—up until today she was the perfect mistress. She didn’t make any demands, and she was quick to swallow my cock. Most importantly, she was sexually uninhibited and always down to fuck when I needed it. Then again maybe her perfection had her thinking she could push this issue. She was wrong. 

      Dropping my towel, before it hits the floor, Serena is pressing her naked body against me. Normally, I’m all for one last fuck. However, with Serena, I have no doubt she will take it to mean I’ll change my mind. I won’t. She was good, not that good.

      Now that it’s over, the restraint I usually maintained while handling her is gone. My hand around her neck is tight as I pull her away from me. Her pupils dilate, thinking she is in for a rough fuck. No. Pushing her away, I send her several feet from me. “Get your stuff together. I’ll have Vincent get you home. This is over.”

      Serena forgotten, I pick out a light blue shirt to go with one of my usual black suits. I have over three dozen three-piece suits, all of them custom made, as are my shirts and shoes. The winter ones are wool and cashmere; summer and the two weeks of spring are silk. Almost all of the suits are black, the ones that aren’t are dark gray. All of them are bulletproof. I believe in keeping things simple and safe.

      A press of my thumb opens the small safe set into an accessories drawer in the center island. I take out my Sig P226 with its ankle holster and secure it to my right ankle.  Next is my Adamas knife. It’s a wicked, effective weapon. I secure the knife around my left forearm. Everyone expects the piece on my ankle; no one expects the knife. I go with white-gold and sapphire cuff links to match the shirt and sapphire tie.

      Serena touches my shoulder.  “Dominic, please, I’m sorry⁠—”

      Annoyed now, I shake her off as I call Vincent. “I need you to get here now. It’s time for you to take out my trash.”

      Her eyes go wide with hurt before she finally walks away. Why do they always make a big deal out of the end?

      Vincent sighs. “You can be such a dick sometimes. Let me guess, she’s looking right at you?”

      I don’t bother answering. He knows me well.

      Another sigh. “Give me fifteen.”

      When I go into the bedroom she’s still naked. She’s trying to work up tears, they aren’t coming. “Please, Dominic, don’t do this to me, to us.”

      The money clip in my right pocket has three thousand in fifties and hundred-dollar bills. The clip in my left pocket has fifteen hundred in twenties and fifties. Palming the clip in my right pocket, I remember her credit card bill that came three days ago, almost twelve thousand dollars. I pull out the clip from my left pocket and toss it toward her. She catches it without blinking an eye.

      “That’s it? All these months together, I ask for a second time if I can meet your father and you’re throwing me out?”

      I don’t bother repeating what I told her the first night we met, before she eagerly climbed on my cock. She doesn’t ask me questions, not about my life, not about what I do. “Vincent will be here in ten minutes. He’ll check to make sure all you’re taking is what belongs to you.”

      “Fuck you!” She throws the crystal lamp from the bedside table. It doesn’t make it three feet before shattering as it hits the hardwood floor.

      Oh hell no. As I make my way toward her, she’s smart enough to be afraid. My grip on her arm is tight as I drag her down the hall. It’s a long hallway. The building is four stories total, with the club I run taking up the basement and first floor. The third floor has another apartment but is mainly storage for the club. I picked the fourth floor as my living quarters so I had more light from the large windows and a few skylights I put in. It’s a little more than eight thousand square feet. There are two bedrooms that are mirrors of each other, a workout room, office, library, and formal dining room as well as a large eat-in kitchen. I’m proud of my place—I spent a lot of time and money making it mine. Serena doesn’t get to throw any of my shit around.

      “I’m sorry. Please, Dominic.”

      There is an elevator entrance at the back of the building I added when I took over. The original entrance, up a flight of stairs, is closer. I open the door, shove her outside and lock it, ignoring her banging and crying for me to at least let her have some clothes.

      In my office I flip on the cameras to record my bedroom. When Vincent gets here I want to know she doesn’t pull any shit as he packs her up.

      I call down to Richie who runs my club to warn him about Serena. He laughs, letting me know he can hear her from downstairs. He’s already on his way up to get her. Next I call Mary, my housekeeper, to warn her about the mess waiting for her. She assures me she’ll handle it.

      A quick check of my email has me reaching for my phone again. I hit a button on a device that will make the call crap if someone is trying to record it. 

      I don’t wait to exchange pleasantries. “I’m over this shit. They shot up a club last night over a single fucking kilo of coke. Four civilians are dead and three more are in the hospital. I’m done. They are done. I’m wiping them completely the fuck out of Illinois, not just Chicago.”

      Carlo Toro is silent. He’s my underboss—I’m only a capo. I have no desire to have his title. I should not be telling him shit. Usually, I prefer Carlo’s conservative actions, or rather lack of action. I’m of the same mind that violence and blood is a last resort, something to be done only after careful consideration. I’ve considered it and it’s time. These MC bastards keep trying to push into Chicago. I’ve personally taken out three of them in the last few years, other members of the family have taken out almost a dozen. The pieces of shit keep coming back. It’s time to end this.  

      “That much blood will cost us.” 

      “It’s been costing us. You’ve lost two good men, and other family have lost several more. We made our choices. It’s the civilians they keep killing that needs to end. The four in the club make twenty-two this year. No more. I’ll be going to them at their headquarters in Springfield. No blood will spill on our streets.” 

      “I’ll confirm it with Johnny. Will you need more men?” 

      “No, my men and a small measure of outside help will give me what I need.”

      “Outside help?” He doesn’t like the sound of that.

      “Information only.” The lie falls easily from my lips. 

      A sigh. “If you need anything let me know.” 

      Ending the call with Carlo, I hit send on another number. 

      I never hear the line ring. “Mr. Sabatini, how may I help you today?”

      “I’m ready to press play on the ending of the MC.” 

      “My man in place is deep, likely unable to make contact until this time next week. I’ll have everything ready for when he does. Do you still want to be there?”

      “I do. I have told you, I prefer to be hands-on in all things.”

      A dark chuckle. “After having so many cowards for clients, it’s always refreshing to deal with you, Dominic. Your presence will necessitate a further level of protection for you. There is no use in making this look like an unfortunate accident if someone sees you in the vicinity.” 

      “You prefer I not be involved.” I might only be a capo, but I rule my territory with ruthless control. Other capos come to me for things they feel they cannot go to Carlo for, be it advice or how to best resolve an issue. I don’t like being told what to do. In anything.

      “Since we last spoke, your name has been mentioned among the MC. You are already being singled out by them. Your safety is my utmost concern.” 

      I consider his warning. “Mentioned?”

      “In a general sense of bitching about their lack of traction in the city. If I believed there was a cause for concern, you would know it already. Remember, if you are dead, my income goes down.” 

      The man’s services can only be afforded by very deep pockets, and he’s worth every fucking penny. “I trust you know what is best.” There are not many men I trust with my life, over the last few years, Diego Valdez has proven himself to be one of those few men. “I will leave you to it.” 

      “I will confirm with you when it is done.”

      Ending the call, I consider the mention of my name among the MC, then shrug. This is the life. Rarely does talk lead to action. 

      I take the elevator down. Vincent is waiting as the doors open. Only four people have a card to scan that gets the elevator to move. He’s one of them, which means he was waiting for me. “Six months, you’re going through them quicker lately. The blondes aren’t worth it.”

      “Warning, she threw a lamp. Watch your step up there. Richie has her in the office of the club and is keeping an eye on her.”

      He sighs. “They always get all tortured when you throw them away. Losing you destroys them.”

      I shake my head. “They get destroyed about the money they are losing. They get over me within a day.”

      Everett is waiting in my Mercedes Maybach SUV in front of the building. I inherited Everett from my cousin, Enzo, last year. My driver at the time wanted to retire. I asked Everett if he was interested in driving for me. He hesitated for a moment when I told him the vehicle was made bulletproof before he accepted the offer. So far so good. 

      “Afternoon, sir, everything all right?” Everett asks as I close the door.

      A glance at my watch tells me I am running behind by almost an hour. I would like to think I’m not rigid; however, I’m rarely off schedule by more than ten minutes. I’m up at one and at my father’s home for my breakfast and his lunch at one thirty. I leave his home after about an hour then go into one of my offices, either my realty business or my retail business selling high-end home finishes. After a few hours I go to the other office. I’m at the club a little after seven to eat dinner, where I stay until the club closes at four in the morning. Shutdown usually takes around an hour, then it’s into my personal gym for a workout before I’m in bed around seven.

      “Ms. Patterson will no longer be driven. Once you drop me off, return to help Vincent get her and her things back to her place.”

      A heavy sigh. “I warned her not to press you.”

      “If only she’d listened.”

      It isn’t far to my father’s home, a little less than two miles. I would prefer to walk or at the very least drive myself but safety first, always. The worst thing to get is complacent.

      I unlock the door to Pop’s house. I had to sell the house I grew up in when Pop went to prison. The cash was needed to pay off lawyers and have something in the bank. Neither one of us were all that sad about it, it wasn’t the happiest of homes. Now Pop lives in the home he grew up in. This place, I hadn’t been able to bring myself to sell, as the memories were far better here. To me this was home, where I preferred to be when I was growing up. Closing the door, I make sure to lock it and reset the alarm before following the blues music into the kitchen. 

      Pop is casual already. His vest, tie, and jacket are off, which means he’s done with work for the day. He goes into his bookie business at eight to go over the previous night and coming day’s take. By ten he heads upstairs to his bookstore and opens it up for the day. By one he leaves his long-time assistant in charge while he comes home and we eat together. Usually Pop cooks for us, sometimes he orders in.

      After we eat, sometimes he goes back to work. In the last five years two days out of the week he went and spent time with Alicia, my cousin Cesare’s wife in the suburbs. My cousins, Cesare, Enzo, and Dante, and their wives have taken on Pop as Nonno, grandfather, to their kids, filling the role their own father couldn’t on account of he killed their mother, then himself. I still remember the day Pop told me about Cesare teaching Matteo how to say Nonno when talking to Pop. He was on cloud nine for weeks.

      “Too bad about Serena, I hear she was beautiful.” Pop greets me with a nod.

      “I got people calling you now? She’s still packing up her shit.” 

      He laughs as he hands me a steaming hot espresso shot. He has to press it in my hand, I’m eyeing him warily. “You’re late. You’re never late unless it’s business or a woman. You would have called if it was business, and she’s running up on her expiration date.” Pop chuckles. “I made a frittata today, goat cheese, spinach, and pancetta.”

      “Sounds good, I’m starving.” Sitting down at the table in the large eat-in kitchen, I study his notes on outstanding issues to discuss that could be a problem. We only discuss business here or in my office at home. Both mine and Pop’s place are swept every day to make sure there are no listening devices, and there’s a lovely little box from Diego Valdez that emits a high-pitched noise we don’t hear that renders any listening device crap.

      There is only one thing on the list for today: Johnny Conti. Fuck. Johnny Conti heads our family here in Chicago, even though he’s been living in New York for the last two years due to going through lung cancer treatment and his mother living in Staten Island with his sister. Conti isn’t bad, there have been worse Dons, although he can be a pain in the ass.

      A plate is set in front of me, a triangle of frittata, fresh sliced tomatoes and home-baked bread softer than the warm butter on the table. “Looks good, thanks. Johnny?”

      Shaking his head, “Let’s eat first, enjoy your meal before the acid starts rolling in.”

      Fuck, I don’t like the sound of that. I let it go, though—he won’t discuss it until he’s ready. “What are you doing today? Heading over to hang out with Alicia and the kids?”

      “No, I’m going over to Enzo’s. Going to make some pasta for him so he can do the cooking for Allegra’s birthday tomorrow. You get the baby a gift like I told you?”

      I give him a look. He knows me better. I don’t shop. I pull out some cash and hand it over.

      “You’re getting her a baby doll for her to practice on before she gets a new little brother or sister. Enzo told me Chloe said no gifts because Allegra already has plenty. But I checked, she doesn’t have any baby dolls. Enzo said Chloe doesn’t want to shove dolls and girly stuff on Allegra. What the fuck with all this PC shit? You can’t give a kid a doll? What are they supposed to play with?”

      “So you’re going to get her five?”

      His blue eyes glitter with humor. “Just two, one from me and one from you. Bought them yesterday. Carmella wrapped them up already.” 

      “Where is Carmella?” Carmella is my father’s housekeeper, she’s usually here. By around now she’ll stop for her lunch and have coffee with us as she tells me everything I’m doing wrong. She’s worked for Pop for almost fifteen years now. I like her so I let her think I’m listening.

      “Her granddaughter is sick so she’s home watching her today. You really never going to give me grandkids?”

      “You got grandkids coming out your ears. I don’t need to give you any.” I also don’t repeat what I said more than a decade ago. There would be no kids for me. I want the Sabatini line in the Outfit to die with me. I don’t resent my life or the things I’ve done, none of it. At the same time, I don’t want my kids to be forced into this life. If they’re male, the expectation is they would become a member and if they didn’t, it would cause problems. 

      Another sigh. “I guess I’m okay with no grandkids. I do worry about you not finding someone. Don’t you want what your cousins have? Ever since they got married and settled down, they’re fucking glowing they’re so happy. You’re going to be forty in a few months. Johnny tells me I failed you as your father.”

      Fuck that. “This has been settled. I made too many concessions to get approval on it. I’m not going to throw it away now.” It isn’t normal to be my age and as high as I am in the Outfit and not be married. Preferably to a woman from another member of the family. “Hell, no, I don’t want what my cousins have.” I shake my head, inside I shudder at the idea. “All that angst, no. I’ll pass.”

      “It’s not all angst,” he argues.

      “Like you and Mom?” It’s a low blow. Pop winces—their marriage was shit. Pop refuses to badmouth my mother, though. As a Sabatini, his vow of honoring her as his wife held even after her death. I respect him for it but she was a greedy, conniving bitch. I’m also tired of Pop bringing this up. 

      “Or you and what’s that chick’s name you’re still mooning over, Christy?” I know the chick took off because she didn’t want to be with a mob guy.

      It’s been almost five years, and as far as I know there hasn’t been another woman since. Which isn’t Pop at all. Pop loves women. Not just loves to fuck—Pop adores women in a way I can’t comprehend. I blame it on his love of eighteenth-century writers and his mother as a cross between Joan of Arc and the Madonna. Ever since the woman walked out, he hasn’t been quite as lyrical. 

      “Pop, enough. It’s not happening.” I don’t want to argue with him, it’s not something we do often. “What about Johnny Conti?”

      “He called for you,” he mutters. 

      I don’t like that. All of twelve people in the world have my cell phone number, and as the head of our family Johnny is one of them. Why did Johnny call Pop when he could have called me? “What does he want?”

      A shrug of his shoulders. “His daughter, he’s having problems with her.”

      “Why is he calling me about problems with his daughter?” It’s only as I think hard, I remember Johnny has one. Johnny had a son from his wife who got capped when he was only twenty-three. The daughter is from Conti’s mistress. When the mistress died he sent the girl overseas to a boarding school in Italy. “I had no idea she was even stateside.”

      Interesting, his eyes slide away from mine. “The girl, her name is Regina. She turned twenty-two last month. She came back to the States two years ago when Johnny got sick. Johnny had to beg her to come, she didn’t want to leave university. She’s book smart, got into a good school, University of Turin.”

      He rolls his eyes. “Not so street-smart, though. She thinks she’s in love. Problem is the guy is a scumbag posing as a white knight. Regina won’t listen to reason.”

      “Why does he need me? Conti wants the guy on ice or something? I don’t get why I have to go all the way to New York to do it when he has a half dozen guys who could handle it.”

      The hit man thing is a movie myth. Everyone did their part when it came to killing, usually the person who could get closest to the hit. If the hit wasn’t someone in the family, then it would fall to whoever in the crew’s turn it was or would do the job best. 

      Pop shrugs again. It doesn’t fool me for a minute. 

      “What? Don’t fuck with me, Pop. It’s a good thing you don’t sit down at the tables anymore, you are shit for a poker face.”

      His smile is sly. “He thinks you might be able to sort her out without making the guy dead. If she knows Johnny wacked the guy, she’ll never forgive him. They already got problems—she doesn’t want anything to do with family business or Johnny now that he’s not dying. Until she met the guy she was talking about going back to Italy.”

      I don’t blame the girl for not wanting anything to do with family business, especially if she didn’t grow up in the life. When it comes to Johnny, he’s old-school. It doesn’t matter what she wants, she’s his daughter, she’ll do what he says. There was talk just before his son died of Johnny trying to make a marriage happen to a capo’s daughter, even though his son wanted to marry the girl he’d been with since he was eighteen. I have no idea what the hell Johnny thinks I can do. At the same time, it’s not for me to question my Don. 

      “When does he want me there?”

      “Today.”

      Fuck. 

      “The quicker you handle it the quicker you can be back.”

      “When’s the next flight to New York?”

      “I booked you already in business class, the flight leaves in an hour and a half.”

      “Fine, you want anything from New York?” I ask as I text Everett I’m ready to go. He responds he’s less than a minute away.

      “Come back with a wife, we’ll make that my birthday present.” 

      Shit. 

      He laughs. “You forget every year. I would be more surprised if you remembered.”

      “My bad, considering how old you are now we need to celebrate every one like it’s your last.” Pop is only fifty-six today. Yeah, he had his kids when he was still a kid himself. My bitch of a mother set him up, to get out of an engagement to a capo twice her age. As far as Pop is concerned, he has no regrets, he would do it all over again to get his sons.

      If it weren’t for the silver streaks in his hair and beard, no one would be able to guess he’s that old. He looks like he’s maybe forty-five, he works out every day same as I do although he goes a little heavier on the weights. I prefer the leaner muscle of a baseball player to being built like a linebacker like Pop. To me a mass of muscle is a stereotype of the mafia I’m not interested in perpetuating.

      Shaking his head. “Enzo thinks he’s having a surprise party, he’s using the pasta making as a cover. It’s fine.”

      “Why the fuck didn’t they say anything to me?” No one said anything, Chloe and Enzo just came into the club for dinner last week.

      “Because you don’t keep secrets from me, even good ones like a surprise party.”

      “True. All right, I’m not coming back with a wife. I’ll get you something better.”
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      Regina

      My cell phone rings, not my regular cell phone, my secret cell phone. The sound has my heart thumping with excitement. It’s been three whole days since it last rang. I make sure my bedroom door is locked before I retrieve the hidden burner phone from its hiding place.

      “Hello, my love,” I answer.

      “Dearest heart, your voice soothes the ache from not seeing you for so long.”

      Joy floods through my entire body, filling me close to bursting until I worry my heart is beating too fast. “I’ve missed you so much. Tomorrow all the waiting will be over. No more hiding our love from Johnny or anyone else. We’ll be together for the rest of our lives. Marrying you will be my every dream come true.”

      His laughter is harsh and grating. “How sweet.” 

      My smile vanishes. It doesn’t sound like he thinks it’s sweet.

      “I’m the luckiest man in all of New York to have you as a fiancée, young, sweet, pure and in love with me. One more night and I’ll be able to change a few of those things.” This time there’s no mistaking his coarse laughter or the bitterness underlying his words.

      Is it really Richard? He’s never said anything like this before, never been so…I don’t know, it feels wrong. Even his voice sounds different, rougher, with a hint of shrillness at the edges. “Richard?”

      A cough. “I’m sorry, darling. I don’t know what’s come over me, I think I’m a bit giddy at the thought of tomorrow.  All I’ve been dreaming of is making you my wife. I love you, Regina. I can’t wait for the privilege of becoming your husband.”

      Relief pours through me, washing away the questions bubbling up inside me. Of course, I can forgive him. I haven’t been myself the last few days either from the stress and apprehension of tomorrow. “Yes, my love, of course. I love you too, I can’t wait.”

      “Damn, I have to go, darling. My boss wants me in his office to discuss the week I’m taking off starting tomorrow. Remember ten on the dot, you go into your regular coffee place. You go right out the back door, I’ll be waiting.”

      “Until tomorrow. I love you, Richard.”

      “I love you too.” Then he’s gone.

      Clutching the phone to my chest, I go over every word he said. Until those moments when he became…even now I can’t put my finger on it. It was a Richard I had never heard before, didn’t recognize.

      Stop it, Regina, I tell myself, it’s not a big deal. You yelled at Maria yesterday for not putting any sugar in your oatmeal. All she was doing was following Johnny’s orders of me being on a diet whether I wanted to be or not. Stress does things to people, let it go. I’ve never yelled at Maria before—she’s too sweet, too timid. If I’m allowed a slip, then so is Richard.

      Putting the phone away, I burrow into my favorite handbag to the secret compartment. With a glance at the door, I take out my engagement ring. It’s only a carat but it’s so bright and clear. The ring is a little small, stupid fat fingers. Forcing it on, it barely makes it over my knuckle.

      Not for the first time I wish I was one of those tiny women instead of five nine, plus size with a big frame and big boobs and butt that only rappers like. Richard assured me once we were together he would help me lose weight, enabling me to become his perfect love. Even though his words hurt, I was grateful he was willing to help me and loved me enough to overlook the ways I didn’t meet his ideal woman. 

      Richard teased it was a good thing I was overweight—it kept men from coming around me, leaving him as the only man I would make love with. I used to feel silly and stupid for still being a virgin. Now I’m glad I saved myself for my future husband, even if it wasn’t really all my choice. Growing up in an all-girls boarding school taught by nuns in a tiny town in the north of Italy, there weren’t any options. The people in the small town kept a wide berth of the students in the school.

      Once I went on to the University of Turin, I was living with the family of a nun from the school. All my time was spent studying and cleaning in exchange for my room and board. When I arrived here in New York two years ago, Johnny kept men from getting close to me, but it wasn’t like they had a hard time. As Richard said, most men here in New York looked through me.

      It did annoy me the way my virginity was looked at as some prize, as if an intact hymen was the best thing about me. At first the way Richard got excited about me being a virgin made me feel icky. It was the same attitude of the other mob men who hung around the condo. The men I wanted nothing to do with. When what first appealed to me about Richard was that he wasn’t like the mob men.

      Normally, I hid in my room when men came to the condo. One look at the green-eyed, blond Richard and I knew he wasn’t a mafia guy. He was so handsome that I couldn’t take my eyes off him. When he smiled at me, I felt as if the sun was shining for me for the first time since I arrived in New York. Finally, someone cared about me, loved me.

      Tomorrow, my body will be under my own damn control. My whole life will change. I’ll be Mrs. Richard Taylor, and he’ll take me away from this life of guns and violence. I’ll no longer be the mafia princess of Johnny Conti, and Johnny will be lucky if I ever speak to or see him again.

      Taking off my ring and tucking it away again, I consider never speaking to or seeing Johnny after tomorrow. It wouldn’t be any different from the last decade, and it feels like long past time. Johnny won’t miss me. He’s made it clear I’m a disappointment to him. I think in the end this final break will be a relief for us both. I’m tired of his cruelty, of all the ways he lists everything wrong with me. Of him constantly threatening to take my allowance away, telling me all Richard wants from me is my money. 

      How could Richard want something I don’t have? Especially when Johnny told me repeatedly that I don’t have any money. If I want to keep a roof over my head, I would do what I was told. Nothing Johnny said made any sense to me.

      While the forty thousand I made last year in my first year as a translator for a publishing house here in New York wasn’t peanuts, it was hardly enough to marry someone for. Besides, Richard has his own money, far more than I do. He works as an accountant earning six figures but with his bonuses, he easily earns seven figures.

      From far away I hear a thud. It’s Johnny leaving his office. Which means he’s leaving the condo for the day. If I give it five minutes I’ll miss him entirely.

      Ten minutes later I go into the kitchen, starving for breakfast, to find Johnny sitting and drinking coffee. I startle—Johnny never comes into the kitchen. The kitchen is the size of most people’s entire apartments in this city, but he thinks it’s beneath him to be in the room.

      “Gina, I’m having guests for dinner tonight. I’m getting a new lawyer. You’re to show up dressed in something nice, you watch your mouth and your manners.”

      I barely manage not to roll my eyes. “Fine.” It’s all I say before I turn to hide in my room. I’m not hungry anymore.

      “Eight o’clock,” he yells at me.

      I don’t bother responding. It’s only a few minutes later when I hear him slam the front door of the condo. God, I hate him so much.

      In my room, I hit the button to open the curtains. The condo is over ten thousand square feet on the sixty-second floor of a building people in this city would sell their souls to live in. I hate it, I hate everything about it. It’s not just the condo, I hate New York, the frantic tempo of the city, the way people look through you. I’m hoping I can talk Richard into a place in the quiet suburbs. 

      The knock at my door is timid and soft. There’s only one person it could be, Maria.

      “Come in.”

      Maria opens the door, carrying a tray of oatmeal with a cup of coffee. “You didn’t eat breakfast.”

      “Thank you, Maria. I really appreciate it. You’re so sweet to me. I don’t deserve it.” I take the tray from her, carrying it to the small sitting area with a marble coffee table, loveseat and overstuffed chair where I spend most of my time in the condo.

      “It’s no problem. Do you have a dress you want me to press or steam?”

      I swallow a sigh, knowing Johnny sent her to ask me. “No, I’m good, thank you.”

      A small nod. “Okay. You need anything else?”

      “No, I’m good. I’m starving. I’ll eat and take my tray in later.”

      “Okay.”

      As soon as the door closes, I let my fake smile fade. I’ll miss her. She’s been so nice to me. When I first arrived here I was desperate to fit in. Maria helped me binge on everything to get caught up on American culture. All the things I didn’t understand, from how to get around the city, Snapchat, Tinder, all the rest—I could ask Maria without her ever laughing at me and my lack of knowledge.      

      Finished with breakfast, I make my way to my desk. For the thousandth time I study the picture of my mother holding me as a baby. She was beautiful. I got my height and curves from my mom, but she was much thinner, with an elegance to her I still remember being fascinated with. My mom was a dancer from Madrid who traveled to Chicago for a show. She was only supposed to be there for a week, but Johnny took one look at her and he didn’t let her go. It sounds romantic, but the reality wasn’t so much.

      The problem was my father was already married, and a member of the mafia. I remember the first time I heard it. I was being teased by a girl at school about my father. I managed to get onto a computer and the internet. I read and understood what it all meant. After that I became grateful he sent me away from Chicago and his world.

      Taking the picture down, I take it into the closet to tuck it in the bag I have packed for tomorrow. Slipping the picture between the pages of my favorite book, I wonder what my mom would think about what I’m doing.

      I would like to think she would support me. At first, I did wonder if Johnny was right and Richard was after something more than just me. He was so handsome I could hardly believe he wanted me. Except over the almost three months now Richard has never wavered in his declarations of love, and I believe him. I’m sure Mom would want me to be happy, and Richard makes me happy.

      Studying the bag filled with a few changes of clothes and my wedding dress, I hope it’s not too big. It’s normal for me to carry a large bag when I go to the coffee house. I’ve gone there often over the last few months to spend the day working.

      I went there to work so I wouldn’t feel like I was caged up in the condo. Even though I felt stupid sitting there working while one of Johnny’s men sat at another table close by and watched me. The only good thing about New York City is there are a plethora of people roaming the city with bodyguards, so it doesn’t faze most people. In order to keep up appearances I figure it’s a good idea to go today, so I text my usual guard, Danny, and let him know I want to go and I’ll be ready in twenty minutes.
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      Dominic

      Packing doesn’t take long. I’m hoping this will only take a day, two tops. I pack two suits and a casual outfit just in case. Travelling without luggage is something I don’t do even if I’m just going to New York for the day. It catches people’s attention and that’s the last thing I want.

      I put my gun and knife away so I can make it through security. As soon as I take them off I feel naked without them. In New York I can pick up another gun just like it, if I need it.

      “How long are you going to be gone?” Mary asks as she adds my toiletry kit to my bag.

      “I’m not sure, a day or two.”

      She hands me my bag. “Have a good, safe flight.”

      “Thanks.” I grab two books I’ve been looking forward to reading and tuck them into the bag, then text Everett I’m on my way down.

      The flight doesn’t last long, going through security takes longer. When I land in JFK I grab a cab and head straight to Johnny’s office in Midtown. It’s an uneasy peace between Johnny and the Mafia here in New York City. The Mafia is different than the Outfit in Chicago, a difference the Outfit takes pride in. We don’t get involved in their business, they don’t get involved in ours, unless it’s a big fucking deal. 

      Johnny’s cancer was considered a big fucking deal. Last year the doctors were close to calling Johnny good. He was on the verge of coming back to Chicago. Until one last test showed they were wrong. There were plans for another round of chemo until Johnny said fuck it.

      Johnny has told the Family but no one else, and he won’t go into hospice. Although he’ll be buried in Chicago, the place he considers his real home, he wants to die in New York to be close to his mother, who has been on her deathbed for the last six years. Considering the woman is ninety-two, no one is willing to call the tiny old woman a liar. The way things are now, she’ll bury her son. 

      Francis is waiting outside the door of what a gold plaque says is an import and export business. “Dom, it’s good to see you. How is your father?”

      “Good, you look good. You lost weight.”

      Francis nods as he runs a hand over his stomach. “Had a heart attack, the wife put me on one of them low-carb diets. The only problem is I can’t cheat on it, the minute I eat a plate of pasta I blow up. It’s not easy, I miss bread.”

      “Better you than me. I’m not going without Pop’s gnocchi.”

      “Ah, your father’s gnocchi.” He sighs. “I miss it. Go on in, Johnny is waiting for you.”

      I open the door to the office. It’s been two years since I last saw Johnny. It was in Chicago right before he found out about the cancer and moved to New York. It was a meeting like most we had. He gave me the name of a guy to kill. That’s pretty much how meetings with Johnny went: it was either a money discussion or getting the order to take care of someone.

      It’s not that he hasn’t needed me to kill anyone in the last two years. I got the orders and made my payment through his underboss Carlo, who ran Chicago on his behalf.

      I take in Johnny for a minute, damn, he looks awful. The once large man has been whittled down to half of what he used to be by the cancer treatments.

      “Dom, thank you for coming.” He rises to shake my hand. 

      I return the shake. “No problem.” I sit down across from him, as he indicates, unbuttoning my jacket as I do. “I hear you’re having a problem with your daughter. I’m happy to help, I’m just not sure how I can.”

      He laughs. “Come on, Dom, you look in the mirror every day. I need you to do whatever it is you do to make women fall for you and forget everything else. She thinks she’s marrying a white knight but she’s getting a bum. The guy is an associate of the Bruno family. Alonzo’s son, Benny, brought him in.” 

      Alonzo Bruno is the head of the family here in New York. He’s also fucking psychotic. The man has killed one of his sons already when the kid pulled a dumbass move. Word is he’s warned Benny he has no problem doing it again. 

      “Benny has the guy, Richard Taylor, cleaning money for him and Alonzo. This bum, he thinks he’s a made guy, some fucking big shot. He’s sniffing up enough coke a night to kill a fucking horse. He’s fucking strippers and is a damn mess. He thinks if he marries Gina I’ll bail him out of the hole he’s in. Him and Gina think they’re getting married at the courthouse tomorrow. I need you to make sure that doesn’t happen and she forgets he ever existed.”

      “How did you find all of this out? Can you show her what you found?”

      “There’s nothing I can show her. It’s all from digging into him through my people. I didn’t know about any of this until a few days ago. Danny was supposed to be keeping an eye on her to keep men away from her. Instead the little fucker has been helping them. She thinks I don’t know it was Danny—he’ll pay for it, but not yet. I got her in her room, she doesn’t know I know about tomorrow. Danny is trying to save his skin by telling me about the eloping thing.” He sighs. “We don’t have the best relationship. Regina wouldn’t want to hear anything I have to say. I’m afraid to push her too much.” 

      I’m confused, Johnny isn’t known for delicate sensibilities. 

      Running a hand over his face. “She went mute for like four years when she was little. Stress, the psychiatrist said, the school tried everything. I had to send in someone here from the States, and it still took over a year of working with Gina before she started talking again. The lady ended up staying—she was too worried Gina would lapse again to leave.”

      Going mute for four years? That’s some fucking stress and now Johnny’s desire for a softer touch makes more sense. “I’m not sure how to make this happen in just one day. If she thinks she’s getting a white knight, those stars in her eyes aren’t going to disappear overnight.”

      He leans back. “I need you to do whatever it is you need to do, while not killing the bum or hurting my daughter. I know she thinks I don’t care about her, and it’s my fault. Her mother died. I couldn’t take her home to my wife, my mother didn’t want anything to do with her. So I sent her off to school overseas, best school I could find. I’m not gonna lie. It was too damn easy to forget she was even there. I got two updates a year, I figured it was better than anything I could do.”

      His eyes go down, he clears his throat. “Then she turned thirteen, and Sandra died. I went to go get her, thinking, you know, I could do it right. She didn’t want anything to do with me, wouldn’t come with me. When she graduated from school, she still wouldn’t come back to me, to Chicago. Told me her life was in Italy. I had to beg like a fucking dog to get her here. Had to use cancer as a way to see my only daughter before I die.”

      In all the years I’ve known Johnny, I’ve never seen his look of anguish as he talks about Regina.

      A heavy sigh as he looks up at me. “She’s my daughter. I don’t want anything to happen to her or hurt her bad enough for her to do the mute thing again. If I kill him like I want, she’ll never speak to me again for sure, and she might shut down completely. I’m also on unsteady ground with Alonzo, he thinks I’m not paying him enough to operate here. I don’t want to have to ask permission to kill Taylor. I’m trusting you, whatever you think you need to do, I’m giving you permission.”

      Fucking hell.

      “Dinner tonight, be there. I’m getting a new lawyer. I want to make sure he can handle business. You meet Gina and see what it is you can do.”

      I nod, without any idea what the hell is possible in a single night.

      “Dinner is at eight, come early.”

      “I’ll be there.” I’m about to leave when I wonder if I can do this another way. “Can I get his details? DOB, address, any other particulars you have on him?”

      Johnny smiles, he opens a drawer and hands me a single sheet of paper. It has everything I need, address, company he works for and the times he’s there. “This right here is why I picked you to handle this.”

      Another nod is my only answer. I don’t want to disappoint him, but I have no idea how to do it.  

      In the elevator I take a picture of the info and shoot it with a text message to Valdez, telling him I need everything Taylor has said and done for the last year with a focus on how it relates to Regina Conti, and I need it as of yesterday. I’m out on the street when he responds to give him a few hours. I reply I need it by seven. He promises I’ll have it. I don’t doubt he’ll deliver. Johnny might not have anything he can show Regina, but I’m sure Valdez can give me something I can use.

      I consider making an approach on Regina now. Yeah, I know I’m good-looking. I don’t have to work to get pussy—I’ve had women try to crawl on my cock without asking if I was even down to fuck. But those were women who were looking for a fuck, not women convinced they were in love with someone else. I’m not sure what the hell Johnny thought I could do with only a few hours over a dinner. Yet going in blind on who Richard Taylor is as my competition doesn’t work for me.

      There isn’t much I can do while I wait. I hate shopping, Pop is the only person I’m willing to do it for, especially when it comes to making up for forgetting his birthday. I make a call. “Patrick, you doing business today?”

      “For you, Mr. Sabatini, I’m always open.”

      “Good, I’m in midtown now. I’m guessing I’ll be forty-five minutes, to an hour.”

      “I’ll be here.”

      I hail a cab. The driver’s accent tells me he’s not from the US but I couldn’t even guess from where, typical New York cabbie. I tell him where I want to go and offer him five hundred to turn off the meter and drive me for the day. 

      He considers it. “Show me the cash.”

      When I pull out my money clip he nods. “Get in.”

      The drive is just short of an hour. He pulls to a stop out front. “I’m going to be a little while. You want to go grab something to eat?”

      “Sounds good.”

      “Here’s half the cash. Be back within the hour.”

      He nods. “I’ll be here.”

      I open the door of a converted barn, and an electronic chime echoes throughout. Books are everywhere, haphazardly shelved—the sign above the closest standing shelf of books says photography, but there are several memoirs as well as cookbooks crammed onto the shelves.

      “Mr. Sabatini, it’s been a while.” He’s a small man with big glasses. His hair is graying and when he smiles, which he does often, his teeth are a little crooked. Patrick Gransom is the epitome of a nerd, with two PhDs. He also has the in for rare and hard-to-find books. I’ve purchased a 1492 Chronicle of illustrated Rome and Venice from him and a first edition of a fifteenth-century account of the sack of Rome. 

      Pop loves to read everything from classical literature to PI mysteries, but he treasures old books. The older and more obscure the better, anything after the seventeenth century is too new.

      “How can I help you?”

      “I need something to make up for forgetting my Pop’s birthday.”

      He chuckles. “Fathers and their birthdays, the shopping never gets easier. Can you believe I got my father the car of my dreams and I thought his, and he says it’s too expensive, he can’t take it?”

      “What did you get him?”

      “A 1970 Chevrolet Chevelle SS LS6. It’s gorgeous and it’s sitting in my other barn. I can’t take it home, if my wife finds out I have it she’ll divorce me.”

      “You willing to sell it?” My grandfather had one, him and Pop spent hours working on it. I keep my poker face. This would be the best damn gift I’ve ever gotten Pop. I want the car. 

      “Hell yeah, I’m willing to sell it. I’m serious about my wife divorcing me. She threatened it when I brought it home. I told her it was for my dad and I still had to sleep in the guest room. Come take a look.”

      We go a few hundred feet to another barn, this one barely cleaned from its original use. There are three other cars, a Ford Mustang, a Pontiac GTO, and a Ferrari from the ’70s that’s seen better days. And I understand why she’s threatening divorce.

      “You weren’t exaggerating, it’s gorgeous.” It’s a deep navy with chrome wheels. “How does it drive?”

      “Like a dream. Let me get the keys.”

      I open the driver’s door. Pop would love this, he used to talk about how he and my grandfather would drive around the city making collections in this car. How they would spend a weekend changing the oil, tuning up the motor. My grandfather loved his car.

      It was the car he was driving in with my grandmother when they were killed. A driver skidded behind them on the icy Chicago streets, pushing them into traffic where another car ran into them. Both my grandmother and grandfather were pronounced dead on the scene. For a minute I wonder if this car would bum Pop out.

      “Want to take her for a ride?”

      I nod. If I hadn’t known better I would think the car just came off the line—the interior is perfect. The car turns over smoothly, the motor roars to life like a pissed-off bobcat. Damn, the streets aren’t huge in the small town, so I can’t get the speed up past fifty. I’m floating on glass even when I stop short, the brakes catch and hold.

      Twenty minutes later, we exchange a cashier’s check for the keys and paperwork. I pay the cabbie the rest of what I owe him and he’s gone.

      On the drive back into the city it isn’t easy to keep my foot from getting heavy. Once I’m in the city the stop-and-go traffic has me frustrated. I pick a hotel two blocks from Johnny’s condo.

      In my hotel room I order up some food. As I’m letting in room service my phone pings with a text from Valdez, it’s a notice he’s hit my email with the results of the investigation.  I open my email and double click on the file.

      Sonofabitch.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Regina  

      I make it home with almost an hour to get ready for dinner. Johnny always has me on show for at least a half hour before the actual time of dinner. I hate how I’m just supposed to sit there nodding and smiling, not saying a word as the men sit around talking about death, beatings, and drug and gun deals like it’s no big deal.

      Okay, it’s not often they discuss murder—usually they talk about how they want to kill someone but can’t because they have to make deals instead. The older men especially hate how things have changed. 

      At first, they hadn’t wanted to talk in front of me, which I had appreciated. Then Johnny told them that they needed to act like I wasn’t there. I had to make up for the time I had been away. This was my life. I was a mafia princess and I needed to know the life I was a part of. If my future husband didn’t want me to know, then it was up to him; for now he wanted me sitting in.

      He said it when I’d been here all of two weeks. After he ordered the death of a man for skimming off the money he was laundering for Johnny. Ever since then, I’ve perfected a blank face as I floated away inside my head. Sometimes I thought of the books I was translating or reading; for the last few months I had been thinking of Richard and imagining the life we would have together.

      Tonight, I know I won’t be able to stop myself from thinking of Richard. At least it will be just a lawyer and maybe the lawyer’s wife or girlfriend. Johnny never discusses business with them, so it won’t look odd if a smile escapes me.

      I spray my hair to protect it from the heat of the flat iron. If it were up to me I wouldn’t straighten it at all. Except Johnny thought my hair looked better straightened. I did it so I wouldn’t hear him bitch. My hair is my one saving grace as far as Johnny is concerned. It’s long, down to the middle of my back. The color is so black it’s almost blue. When I don’t straighten my hair it curls just enough to be annoying, not enough to be pretty no matter how many times I try to follow the stylist’s instructions.

      Opening the door to my walk-in closet, I sigh. I prefer maxi skirts with loose T-shirts or soft, silky blouses. When I came from Italy one of the first outings I had was a visit to a department store. Johnny told me I dressed like a peasant from the country. I left with a bunch of clothes I hated. They were all stiff and looked like they were for a wannabe executive. 

      I pick a plain black velvet wrap dress that has a long skirt with a slit along the side of my thigh. I’ve worn it before and Johnny was fine with it. Since I can’t walk in heels, I pick out plain black ballet flats. I’m not great with makeup and Johnny wasn’t a fan of me wearing it either, so I stick with just mascara and lipstick. I finish with a careful application of Joy, the ridiculously expensive perfume I’ve fallen in love with. It was my mother’s favorite.  

      A last glance in the mirror is the same as always. I’m not bad; I’m not stunning either. I’ll never be one of those timelessly beautiful women that stop men in their tracks. I’m okay with that. Or maybe I should say I’m reconciled to it. A pang of unease hits me as I wonder again what will happen if I can’t lose the weight Richard wants me to. Glancing at the clock, I push down the concern—it’s time for me to make my appearance. 

      As I leave my room the doorbell goes off. Maria is already at the door. She opens it and I watch her blush. Interesting, I’ve never seen her do that, and there have been several good-looking men who’ve visited. With a giggle, she closes the door before she takes off toward the kitchen. That must be some new lawyer. The last one was eighty if he was a day with large, bulbous eyes. My eyes flick to the man.

      Holy shit, everything in me stutters to a stop as I take him in. He is a black-haired, blue-eyed Roman god come to life in a cut-to-fit black silk suit. Below his broad forehead, a sharp nose looks like it’s been broken and reset at least once, maybe even twice, yet the slight imperfection doesn’t detract in the slightest. Oddly, it only adds to his appeal. I’m annoyed at the shadow of a beard along his jaw hiding his beautiful face. His mustache and beard frame wide, sensually molded lips perfectly. Dimly, I’m aware he’s tall, six three or six four. He’s also wide, a wall of muscle, yet not so much he’s bulging out of his suit. Our eyes meet and I’m plunged deep into the churning ocean of his intense blue eyes. I can’t look away, can’t blink. 

      My first thought was Roman god, yet the longer I stare into bluer than blue eyes, so at odds with his glowing caramel skin and black hair, I can’t get the idea of an angel out of my mind. A fallen one with wicked thoughts clear in those eyes. Is my mouth seriously watering? Then he sends all the air out of my lungs with a woosh when he smiles, flashing two deep dimples in each cheek. I have no idea how I stay standing. I think I’m smiling back, I’m not sure. 

      I blink when my eyes begin to water, opening them to find he’s inches away from me. I wonder what it would be like to kiss him. Are his lips as soft as they seem? Those lips curve into a deeper smile, a knowing smile. “Dominic Sabatini, and you are Regina.”

      He says my name with the Italian pronunciation, rolling his tongue on the re, then stressing the e sound the i becomes. I haven’t heard it that way since I came to New York. I’m sure that’s why it causes a violent twist in my tummy, not the way his dimples flash as he stresses the e sound. It’s a question that’s not a question, but I nod anyway.

      Sabatini, the name sounds familiar. Usually the lawyers have bland old white guy names. He’s holding out his hand for mine, and I give it to him without thinking. Electricity zips through my entire body, so strong it verges on pain. He feels it too; his eyes widen as they catch and hold mine. I’m enveloped in heat so intense I wonder if it’s going to leave a mark. Fear of this unknown shakes me out of the heady moment. I try to tug my hand away, only his smile is gone as his grip tightens. Oh god, the core of me is melting in a way I’ve never felt before, didn’t know could happen. Closer, he’s getting closer. Even with my fear I can’t move away from him. Everything in me is desperate for him to fulfill the promise in those eyes.

      “Dominic, I see you’ve met my Gina.” Johnny’s voice is loud, close, and shocks the both of us out of…I don’t even know what. Dominic drops my hand, instantly I’m cut free from my mooring, drifting painfully alone. “Come in, come in. Can I get you a drink? Scotch?”

      Johnny’s hand is on my back, guiding me into the formal living room. I collapse into the closest chair. “No scotch for you, Johnny.” The words are out automatically—he doesn’t do a good job of following doctor’s orders. I’ve caught him sneaking scotch before. “Can I have a brandy, please?”

      “How many goddamn times I gotta tell you to call me—” He catches sight of Dominic and mutters, “Fine.”

      I don’t usually drink anything other than wine, but right now I feel like I need something stronger. The burn of the brandy yanks me out of the haze clinging to me. I keep my eyes down, shocked by what happened, what’s still happening. His eyes are on me, I feel them as if he were touching me. My skin is hot, tight, so sensitive the fine velvet of my dress almost hurts.

      “Gina, your father tells me you work for a publishing house doing book translations. How do you like it?”

      His voice is deep, rich and smoky; it sends a shiver along my spine. I can feel him urging me to look at him, only I don’t dare. “Regina,” I reply sharply. It annoys me when people call me Gina. Yet one of the thousands of reasons I can’t stand Johnny for, is his refusal to call me anything but Gina no matter how many times I asked him not to. “I like it. It’s a great way to get to read books for free and even get paid for it.” 

      “Reading, all she does is read all day. She doesn’t clean or do any cooking. She can’t cook. She doesn’t even visit her Nonna.” 

      “Your mother doesn’t want me to visit her. She calls me a bastard every time she sees me,” I remind him. I hang my head in embarrassment—Johnny is on his usual roll of what a disappointment I am. Next will come how fat I am and my lack of fashion sense. Then suddenly he’s not. The air vibrates around me, I look up to find Johnny and Dominic Sabatini in the depths of a stare-off. Stunned, I watch Johnny drop his eyes first.

      What the hell was that? I’m still in shock when Dominic’s eyes find mine. Once again even though I want to, I can’t look away. Intense heat hits me, melting every single bone in my body. Why does my mouth water? I desperately want to understand what is happening. Only I couldn’t form the question even if I could speak. 

      He blinks, the heat dims ever so slightly, allowing me to draw in breath to my starving lungs. The corner of his mouth lifts up, then he winks at me. “I don’t think all women belong in the kitchen. The bedroom is a much better place.”

      I blush, to the tips of my ears. I hate him for it. In a flash the air is vibrating around him with something I cannot define. He reminds me of a lion who spotted his prey and is ready to pounce, watching, waiting for the perfect moment. But I’m not prey, certainly not to him, am I?

      “That’s just as insulting, Mr. Sabatini. A woman doesn’t exist for the sole pleasure of a man.” I spit out the words, annoyed at the way it doesn’t faze him in the slightest. A mad urge builds to shake that damn smile off his face, hating the crazy feelings it’s causing in me. 

      “Of course not, don’t forget they are needed to birth the babies.” His eyebrows go up. “I’m not going to argue with a beautiful woman. There are far better ways to spend my time.”

      His innuendo is clear. I can’t hide my blush. I’m saved by the doorbell. 

      “That will be Raymond. I’m
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