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            Chapter One

          

          Salvatore

        

      

    

    
      When one of our own has been caught in the crossfire of a Larussio crime war, you should be very fucking afraid. I may not have been there to see the lives of those responsible snuffed out, but I’m the dark son of a bitch who gave that order because no one messes with my family or their loved ones.

      I burst through the doors of the urgent care with vengeance in my heart. My cousin is holding his future wife’s hand as the physician takes her vitals and speaks with Giovanni. She’s lucky to be alive after what those bastards did. My jaw tightens, and I run my hand through my hair with all the pent-up anger I feel. And if the traitorous cousin who was sworn to protect our family just like Giovanni and me wasn’t already dead, I’d strangle him with my bare fucking hands.

      I stalk toward my family with my heart pounding in my chest. “How is she?”

      Giovanni looks like he just got hit by a truck, the shock of almost losing the love of his life and their unborn child chiseling a look of deadly determination all over his face. “She and the baby will be okay.” He may be the cool, calm, and collected one of our family, but the rage in his eyes right now is something I’ve never seen before.

      Serena’s physician turns to me, her eyes sharp and accusing, like somehow, I’m responsible for the mayhem that has erupted in her clinic. “You can’t just burst in here like that. You could cause either of the ladies to scare as they come into consciousness, and we need to keep Serena calm. She’s with child.” Dr. Palento turns from us to finish her exam, before wrapping the stethoscope around her neck. “Serena will be waking up shortly. Anyone who’s not family should vacate the room, so she’s not overwhelmed. I don’t want her blood pressure any higher than it is.” She gives me another pointed look, checking to make sure I got the none-too-subtle hint.

      Yeah, I got the message, honey. I give her my best fake smile and fall into my most professional persona because moving in the upper social circles is an expectation these days. A dinner at one of the city’s most exclusive restaurants, with an expensive as hell bottle of Italy’s finest red is where all the gun sales, negotiations, bribery and dirty deals are sealed. So, I know how to be a fine upstanding citizen when necessary. I give the irritating blonde a quick perusal. “I’m family and the godfather to their child.” I smirk, not missing the raised eyebrows of my cousin since we haven’t even talked about that, yet.

      Dr. Palento purses her pretty little lips. “I guess you can stay, but take care not to scare her.” She bustles around the table like a mother hen guarding her chicks for a few more minutes and then heads to the other side of the room to talk with our security guy whose girlfriend was caught in the crosshairs of it all.

      My eyes follow the sway of her ass as she swishes across the room before I turn back to Giovanni. “Whoa, is she intense.”

      He doesn’t answer. He’s watching Serena carefully, and her head starts moving from side to side as she takes a large gulp of air. “Gio, they’re here...”

      We’re both probably thinking the same thing, but Giovanni’s the first to say it. “I want that son of a bitch dead—now.”

      It’s not the time or the place to tell him it’s already been ordered, probably already been carried out, because there was no way after what they did that any of the fuckers were walking away from this alive. You take from a Larussio, you kidnap someone who he cares about, and we will put you in the fucking ground.

      I walk over to see for myself that our security team and Serena’s friend are doing well, and then pace, the rage continuing to build.

      The other cousins and Great-Uncle may think that since we found the ladies, our traitorous cousin is dead, and the scum that he was working for was shanked in his jail cell at my order, everyone will be safe.

      But I know different.

      The Larussio Casino and Resort was built on the finest piece of property on the strip, a fuck you Vegas style to the other families who use the desert playground to line their dirty pockets. Especially to one family in particular who currently covets the city throne.

      They know it, and so do I.

      The only one who doesn’t seem to know it is Uncle Carlos. Why he thought he could build something so magnificent, drive all the high roller action to this club and it not be seen as an overt act to take over the city is beyond me.

      You have to protect your interests twice as hard these days when every other crime family out there is battling for the same territory or waging war to seize control. Sure, it might have always been that way, but the families are smaller these days, which means more extended families like cousins, more divisions, and more rival everything, all fighting for that elusive position at the top.

      We might have just out maneuvered these bastards in combat, but the war is far from over and right around the corner will be another one of far greater proportions because you don’t just waltz into Vegas and settle into another mafia family’s territory without reprisal.

      But yet, that’s exactly what we did.

      Serena becomes more distraught as she remembers more and more. I head over to her and Giovanni, unable to miss her accusation. “Dammit, we were just having girl time, in our own house. Is this why you make me wear a tracker?” She has tears in her eyes, and my jaw tightens with the knowledge that it’s always going to be this way for her. As the wife of a mafia boss, she’s always going to be a target. We were all lucky this time, and every fucking one of us knows it. Because if they had gotten my cousin’s bride to be to their lair, she would have been sent back to us piece by piece until they got what they wanted, or we put them in the ground. Giovanni pulls her to his chest as she sobs against him.

      Her physician turns away from her other patients, excuses herself, and walks toward us, glowering at me the entire way. “She’s distraught, why?”

      My eyes narrow at the blonde. The fuck do you think? “Well, clearly because some lunatic has just kidnapped her.”

      Dr. Palento glares up at me with flashing blue eyes and tosses her long blonde ponytail before pushing up the sleeves of the white Henley she’s wearing underneath red scrubs. She raises Serena into a sitting position and is giving her another once-over when more of our security arrive. Some heading toward the rest of their team while Antonio, Giovanni’s private guard, walks over to us. He looks down at Serena’s tear-stricken face. “I am so goddamn sorry. We never realized the gas was filling the room until it was too late,” Antonio says.

      “It’s not your fault. It doesn’t even matter, because time and time again they will come for us and time and time again the family will outsmart them. The Larussios will always win,” Serena says, taking me and my cousin by complete surprise as her petite blonde physician glares up at me like I’m the fucking cause.

      This doctor may be hotter than fuck even with her crumply clothes and ponytail, but I’ve had just about enough of the attitude. “I’d like a word with you in private, Dr. Palento,” I tell her, spinning on a heel and walking into the hallway.

      She doesn’t make me wait. When I turn around, she’s still watching me with those deep-set blue eyes, her mouth set in a grim line.

      “I don’t know what your problem is, but I don’t appreciate the attitude, especially after a night like tonight.”

      Her blue eyes bore into me. “What, every night isn’t like this? Filled with violence and bloodshed? It sure feels that way lately.”

      “Look lady...” I’m about to set her the fuck straight, but Giovanni taps me on the shoulder and gestures for me to follow him through the door. “We’ll finish this conversation later,” I tell the doctor, who shrugs at me and swishes back to her patients.

      The waiting room is empty. No one is filling this urgent care up except the Larussios tonight. He slumps into a chair in a remote corner of the open concept space, private but where we can see all the traffic to and from the casino down the long, tiled hall. His dark eyes, so much like my own, are filled with keen focus. “I’m out.”

      My eyebrows raise in question.

      “I never wanted to be next in line as don. This shit is your world, Salvatore. Serena and my unborn child are mine. I won’t put them in danger again, no matter how strong she is. I’ll manage the casino and all our global enterprises. Then things will be the way they should have always been. Great-Uncle will want you to step into the role of next in line as don.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Adrianna

        

      

    

    
      The tension of the last few hours slowly dissipates as the Larussios and the fierce team of bodyguards wheel their women toward the private set of elevators which will take them all to their penthouses in the sky.

      Damn, that family is intense. And coming face-to-face with the notorious Salvatore Larussio still has my stomach churning every which way but calm. Every single one of those Larussio men look like the full-blooded Italian men they no doubt are, right down to their dark hair and deep brown eyes. Not like me. No one can tell my bloodline by my looks, which is just as well for me. The fewer people who know about me the better. But those eyes, it’s like Salvatore Larussio could look right through me and see the deep ugly truth.

      It's ridiculous to think he can know anything about me except what I put on that damn application, but that doesn’t keep the nerves at bay. And what the hell was I thinking, goading him like that? I’ve heard all the stories about him and his cousins. I’m lucky he didn’t take that pistol sticking out from under his jacket and shoot me on the spot.

      I try to shake off the feeling. He probably couldn’t care less about what some lowly physician thinks of him, even if I am on the family payroll. I finish closing up shop and head out. I’ve more than earned a few hours of sleep, and the staff will alert me if anyone comes in needing my services through the night. The way to my penthouse requires no private elevator, unlike the Larussios who are all located within close proximity to each other. Which is fine with me, because the farther I am from those fuckers, the better.

      The luxurious linens are cool against my skin as I slide into bed, but sleep does not come as easily as it should. Instead, images of dark eyes all watching me intently as I work on one of their loved ones come to mind. And one set in particular. The worst of the worst. The man known in some circles to be a significant contributor to society, a man whose generosity knows no bounds, while in some circles is whispered to be the most ruthless of them all—Salvatore Larussio. Shit, he really did look like he was going to haul me out and shoot me on the spot before his cousin Giovanni diverted his attention.

      I flip onto my side, looking out over the sprawling city, and take in a deep breath, chastising myself. This is why you came, exactly what you wanted to do, and now that you’re meeting them, you’re getting nervous. And somehow, I’m going to have to get a handle on the way they make me feel and how I react to them, especially the panty-melting one who looks like the devil himself.

      Goading him and showing my hatred and disdain for him and his family is not the way to get information or anything I need. It will take time and patience to build their trust, and my runaway big mouth probably just set me back to square one, if I’m lucky enough to keep my job after today.

      Salvatore and his cousins just got into town for Pete’s sake, and this is how I react the first time I meet him. I punch the goose down pillow with frustration, and the anguish that always seems to flood my soul when I think about what they’ve done, what they’ve taken from me and my family.

      Sleep is clearly not going to come with all this pent-up frustration bubbling inside of me. I slide out of bed and wrap one of the red cashmere Larussio robes around me, opening the closet door before sliding onto the floor in front of it. The bag in the corner beckons me to exam it for yet another time this week. I unzip it and take quick inventory of its contents. It has everything that’s needed for a speedy getaway if it ever comes to that. Just like the last time I checked and the time before that. I push it farther into the corner, as if distancing it will help the reason for its existence to disappear.

      But it won’t.

      Because I won’t let it.

      I suck in a deep breath, once again assured that everything is in place should the need for the go bag arise. But even crawling back into bed and closing my eyes tightly doesn’t dispel the images of all those dark eyes looking at me, and the one set that drew me to his gaze like a magnet and felt like he could see right through this charade.

      I’m too anxious. Maybe a walk around the casino and some fresh air will help. I shed the robe and slide into a pair of leggings and t-shirt before slipping into the open-backed tennis shoes that I’ve come to love. The desert has its advantages. Almost every day we see the glorious sun shining, unlike other places where people yearn for its warmth. Even at this time of night, in the fall you can go for a walk without wearing layers and layers. At least until my blood thins out and I acclimate to the warmth.

      The reception area downstairs is fairly quiet as I make my way through it. No one is checking in or out at midnight, and only a few staff are available behind the striking black marble desk to take care of anyone who may venture in off the street. The security guards are positioned at each of the doors, and the older one who’s usually on duty at this time gives me a nod in recognition as I pass him on my way outside and toward the circular drive to the main street below.

      The strip is alive, animated, and lit up with locals and tourists alike, all making their way to and from their favorite establishments or entertainment of choice for the night. I head past the Aria toward the Bellagio. I may not do the entire walk to the Strat, but this stretch of the strip is always alive with action and something new to see. I have to admit, the Larussios couldn’t have picked a more prime piece of real-estate than where they put up the largest and most expensive resort and casino the town has to date.

      The fountains at the Bellagio are just going off as I walk past. I stop to appreciate the show along with a throng of other viewers. Every fifteen minutes like clockwork the city is treated to this magnificent show of brilliant waterworks under a beautiful backdrop of lights. A must see on the tourist list for sure, but something I’ve learned the locals love just as much.

      A crowd is exiting Caesars Palace, no doubt having come from a concert at The Colosseum where some of the finest talent comes to play. A group of women all dressed up in short skirts and high heels get into a limo that pulls up along the curb for the boisterous bunch. I smile at the ladies who are having too much fun to even notice as I pass by. I don’t think I was ever that young or carefree. Okay, maybe I was that young seven years ago, but I was never the partying type. Most Saturday nights you’d find me in the library with an iced coffee in hand and my nose in a book. Some things never change.

      By the time I get to Circus Circus, my mind and body are starting to relax. I decide to turn back before it gets any later since morning is going to come soon for me. And if tonight was any indication, my urgent care is going to get busier and busier. Giovanni was honest when he hired me; I’ll give him that. He laid it all out on the line, told me I’d be expected not only to take care of the patrons of the resort, but to care for his family in the event they should need medical care. But that was before I knew the notorious Salvatore Larussio was coming to town.

      That changes everything.

      A long, sleek black limo pulls up to the entrance as I reach The Larussio Resort and Casino. Three men with dark hair and dark suits walk out the door, surrounded by the same bodyguards I saw earlier. I lean against one of the decorative palms that line the curved driveway and watch as the men get in. But one holds back and looks around, his height towering above the limo roof as his eyes scan his surroundings. I step behind the palm as my heart beats in my chest.

      Salvatore Larussio.

      No doubt, by the look of their grim faces whatever they’re up to will either land their enemies into a nearby hospital or one of the illustrious members of the crime family back in my clinic again tonight.

      I suck in a breath.

      Patience, and time, and duct tape for my mouth …

      That’s what it will take to earn their trust …

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            One month later

          

          Salvatore

        

      

    

    
      I wake in a cold sweat after the same dream I’ve had for years. The memories of the past rearing their evil head whenever the Larussio Crime Family business is on my mind, and for the last month every waking hour is consumed with that and nothing else.

      The minute Giovanni made the decision to marry and take over the legitimate sides of the business, it was clear. As the oldest cousin and closest living relative to Great-Uncle Larussio, I would become next in line to the kingdom for the most ruthless crime family across the globe, from Italy to the adult playground of the Vegas desert. He was never cut out for the harsher side of the life. He knew it and so did I. My sworn duty is now to take over as don for the family when Great-Uncle passes.

      There’s nothing I won’t do for the man who took me, my little brother, and sister in when my parents were killed. Having lost his own children and wife in a bloody war, that to this day is revered to be one of the bloodiest battles in Old World Italy, he treated us and Giovanni, whose parents were taken from him at a young age too, just like his own.

      We weren’t the only ones he took care of after death or prison took from our family. He has been a godfather in every sense of the word to so many of our cousins after the ravages of battle. And every one of us would lay down our lives for that man, and we may have to put that theory to the test, sooner than later. There’s another war brewing, and it’s right here in the fucking desert.

      You can’t set up shop and stake claim on someone else’s territory without causing an all-out war between the families. The casino and resort Uncle Carlos decided would be the perfect place to bankroll and in the public eyes go completely legit is not welcome by the enemies, who have until now been able to rule this town with little to no competition. Uncle Carlos may have fooled half the family with that going legit bullshit, but there’s no way he’d pick this particular spot if that were the case.

      He had to know it would be seen as a slight to the enemy.

      Everyone knows the best way to clean dirty money is through a business. And while you can do it with any business if you know what you’re doing, a casino is the best way to clean a whole lot of filthy money fast.

      I’d bet fifty million of the stashes I have tucked away in the Caymans and other areas across the world that our enemies knew exactly what Uncle Carlos was doing too. Staking claim on the most exclusive place to be in the largest gaming city in the world and on the most prime piece of real estate on the strip.

      And right in the middle of another crime family’s fucking backyard.

      Old man De Rosa is probably busting a nut over the fact that Uncle Carlos built a grand resort, three times as large as most of the big ones, right in the middle of their territory. He may not have meant it as a fuck you to the rivals, but I’m pretty sure that’s how they see it.

      The De Rosas deserve to have their reign of the city challenged. They run this town with muscle and fear and do absolutely nothing to help it thrive. The permits to build the place were a little slow for Uncle Carlos to get, but they weren’t impossible and should have been. The men working for our rivals should have blocked any chance we had of procuring those permits and obtaining any of the licenses that were needed. They should have been giving the De Rosas a heads up and play-by-play of what we were doing. Because that’s what Uncle Carlos or Great-Uncle would have expected to happen if they were on our payroll, but instead they took our bribes and lined their greedy pockets with our money and kept their mouths shut until it was too late for the De Rosas to do a thing about us building the casino and resort.

      Men who are loyal to a family don’t do that. Men who have been treated well by a family protect that family at all costs and are loyal even when they aren’t being observed. The De Rosas treat their employees just as bad as they treat everyone else. And they’ll get what they deserve.

      Uncle Carlos was wise to see that it was time for new blood in this town. The De Rosas know what we’re doing by now though, and it won’t be long before the brutal family hits back. I can feel it just as much as I breathe.

      While I’ve been in the old country with Great-Uncle this past month meeting with all of the elders to solidify the transition of power between Giovanni and myself, my brother, cousins, and our soldiers have been preparing for the ensuing battle. We need to be prepared for an attack and have been since we set foot in Vegas last month. The protocols are in place for our soldiers, and protection has been put in place for all of our family around the clock. At times like this, it’s crucial to stick to all the security rules that have protected us for years. Yet still, every nerve in my body feels on edge, as though we’re missing something crucial.

      Sleep is just not going to come. I crawl out of bed and shrug into a pair of dress pants folded over an old-fashioned wing-back reading chair and glance out over the vast city beyond. The mountains usually have a calming effect, but at this time of night, all I can see are miles of twinkling lights through the floor-to-ceiling windows.

      The vast city that will soon be the Larussios.

      I make my way to the kitchen and push a glass against the ice dispenser and drain the clear cold liquid in a continued swallow. It’s so fucking dry in Vegas that even my nuts have taken a leave of absence. Maybe that’s why I passed on the hot-looking brunette dealing cards at one of our high-end tables. She might have tried to play coy but wasn’t fooling anyone at all, especially me. And normally I would have taken the voluptuous beauty up on a night in the sack, because why not?

      But the novelty of women throwing themselves at the Larussio men, especially me, has worn off. Not that I didn’t enjoy my fair share for a very long time. Maybe it’s just this damnable dry heat and the fact that Giovanni has found someone real that’s irritating me. He found the real deal, and he’s about to marry her and have a family. She loves him, not his money, and isn’t afraid of the dangers in our world. I couldn’t have found my cousin a better match if I had set out to do that very thing. That woman has a heart of gold and truly loves him, even knowing exactly who and what we are.

      Unlikely that women like that are roaming around the halls of a casino or in darkly lit clubs or at a dinner with an elite which is where I spend my time more often than not these days, making deals that will ensure our family’s financial sustainability well into the future.

      But it’s not as if anyone will want to settle down with someone as ruthless as me anyway. Giovanni, yes. He’s got a heart of gold instead of the tainted dark ashes that make up mine. And this job, being next in line as don of the Larussio Crime Family, is not for the faint at heart. I have to be the one who gets his hands dirty, the one who calls the hard shots and sees things coming at the family from the back of my head.

      Especially now.

      Better that there’s no one to worry about. No special someone to care about. Everyone knows that rivals go after the boss’s family. They get kidnapped, tortured, or smashed onto the highway, leaving babies and toddlers in the back seat screaming in fear as they wonder what the fuck just happened to their world.

      I swipe my hand through my hair and pour myself another glass of water to shake the images that always seem to have a way of wheedling their way into my mind when I think about my parents and that fateful night. I’ve seen far too much in my lifetime to ever put someone I love in that position. Besides, who could really ever love someone with a heart as black as mine?

      The buzzing of my phone on the nightstand distracts me as I return to the bedroom. I grab it and scowl, glancing at the time and my cousin’s number lighting up the screen. “It’s three o’clock in the fucking morning.”

      The quiet on the other end of the phone gives me pause. “Dom?”

      A heavy sigh assures me my cousin is still there before he starts talking. “Yeah, I’m here, Sal. Sergio was in a little scuffle.”

      I close my eyes. My little brother is always where he shouldn’t be. “What happened? Is he okay?”

      Dom pauses; I’m not going to like this at all. “He evaded the soldiers and got into an argument down on Fremont Street. A biker shoved him out of the way so he could get a closer look at some hottie on the dance stage. Sergio mouthed off, not knowing there was a whole fucking gang within earshot. Luckily, I saw him leave the casino and followed him. He was getting pounded. I had to shoot one to get the fuckers to back down enough to get us out of there.”

      I run my hand through my hair. “Fuck.” Needless to say, there wouldn’t have been a way to cut the bullet out of the prick, so we’ll need to deal with that too. Good thing we have friends in the right places, all poised to do as we ask, when we ask, if he shows up. But bikers are loyal and fierce, and they’re not going to leave one of their own to the hands of the police. They’ll cut the bullet out themselves and deal with their enemy without police interference. This club clearly didn’t know who Sergio was. They will when the bikers loyal to only the Larussios find them and give them the message I intend for them to send.

      The quiet settles between the two of us. Dom has been like a brother to me for years and knows exactly what this means. It’s just the beginning of yet another battle, another lesson we’ll need to give in order to prove our position in the territory.

      If we don’t, every rival we have will think we’ve gone weak and leave the Larussio family ripe for an attempted takeover of our territory, or worse. It’s bad enough Uncle Carlos has unintentionally put a fuck you sign in the middle of the strip to all our rivals, at the same time Giovanni and Great-Uncle passed the next in line to don title to me.

      The response needs to be swift and deadly to ensure the message gets to each and every one of our enemies. The switch in leadership roles has been pretty quiet until now, but still. “Damn the timing.” The night before Giovanni’s wedding.

      Dom sighs on the other end of the line. “I’m sorry, Sal. There may be blowback, but I didn’t have a choice. There were at least nine of those big-ass fuckers. Sergio’s going to need stitches as it is. His arm and stomach got torn up pretty bad. All shallow cuts, but they need to be closed. He’s lucky.”

      And so it begins, at three o'clock in the fucking morning, we let the bikers traveling through know, along with every other fucker out there, that the Larussios are not to be touched, in our city or anywhere, regardless of who the fuck you are.

      I pull on my socks and slide into my shoes. “There won’t be blowback, Dom. When tonight is over, every club traveling through will know not to fuck with a Larussio. You did the right thing. Get Sergio back to the resort and to urgent care. I’ll let the staff know to expect you and then deal with the rest. Text me when you get here. And thank you, Dom.”

      “You’re welcome, Sal.”

      “Be careful and get here quick.” I hang up and shrug into my shirt while connecting with another of my cousins who can be just as ruthless as me. No need to wake Great-Uncle when I know what needs to be done. Renzo answers, groggy and irritated, but as soon as he hears my voice, he knows his night of sleep is over.

      Renzo yawns into the phone. “This can’t be good, Sal. What’s going on?”

      The rundown is short and sweet, and he doesn’t ask a lot of questions. “Yes, boss,” is the only answer I get from Renzo. I smirk at his new name for me. A trustworthy cousin who couldn’t have been happier when I agreed to take the position of don; he knows better than to have to call me or Giovanni boss. He and Dom are more like brothers. When I send him and our crew to settle a score and teach someone a lesson, they know exactly what they need to do. “Renzo, make sure you mark these fuckers good.”

      “We’ve got it covered, boss.”

      Renzo and our men will find the fuckers who were present and aren’t already dead, and every single one of them will wear a bright, bloody capital L cut deep into his chest with a slash across it. Everyone who sees it or hears about this night will know he fucked with a Larussio and came out on the losing end.

      But this time I won’t be with my cousins, our soldiers, and the motorcycle club loyal to us when they send that message.

      One of the constraints of being next in line to the powerful Larussio throne. Now I will have to make decisions that protect our family's reputation and position of power and keep the lives of those in our family protected from harm.

      I sure as hell didn’t ask for this job, but I will do it as though every life in my family depends on it … because it does.

      I put on my watch after getting washed up and slip into my suit jacket, adjusting the tie and cuff links to my shirt. The button on the landline phone allows me to connect with our private concierge. “How do I let urgent care know that we need a physician?” My cousins may have frequented the place in the last few weeks during my absence, but I have not. In fact, on the couple trips back for meetings here in Vegas, I’ve made it a point to steer clear of the blue-eyed blonde who has a blade of steel for a tongue. It’s enough that the irritating woman has wheedled her way into my dreams. Clearly, I need to take one of the dance girls up on their offers and get laid, because the good doctor is definitely not my type.

      There’s a slight pause on the other end of the phone. “I’m happy to alert Dr. Palento, but our normal process is to have the patient assessed by the staff and then they call her to come in if they feel it’s warranted.”

      “What’s your name?” I ask.

      An uncomfortable silence ensues while I inspect my Glock before sliding it into my side holster. “Sally.”

      I adjust my tie while talking into the phone. “Well, Sally. The rules have changed now that the Larussios are in town. When I call for a physician, all I need is an assurance that the good doctor will be sent right away. Capiche?”

      She may not know Italian, but Sally fully understands the meaning of that word. “Yes, sir.”

      I intend to hang up and let the young lady off the hook, but the vision of the urgent care physician who took care of my family almost a month ago and has annoyed the fuck out of me in my dreams, pops into my mind. The one who had the audacity to glare at me as though I were fully responsible for what happened, acting like I had no right to be there when my family’s life was in jeopardy.

      Surely a little payback is due. “Oh and, Sally, tell Dr. Palento to double-time it down to that urgent care,” I tell her before hanging up the phone.

      A smile crosses my face for the first time all day as I envision the blonde beauty’s fiery blue eyes lighting up with anger in reaction to that order.

      Maybe it’s not so bad being in charge…
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      I wipe the sweat from my brow and continue to coach Melissa through a hard delivery. Four and a half hours and still her no-good husband hasn’t sobered up enough to wake up and realize that his wife went into labor and join her in the resort’s urgent care for the birth of their first child.

      It’s a good thing she had the common sense to leave him a note and come down on her own because even if she refused to go to the hospital without him, at least here she has the support of me and my nurses. “Try calling him again,” I urge Rachel, one of the registered nurses who’s been at the center for longer than me and has been my right hand all night long.

      The baby is getting close, and this woman deserves to see a familiar face and not just a bunch of strangers with her when she brings this child into the world. Not like my mom who had no one and had to hide out while she was pregnant because she wasn’t married. Still a sacrilege in old-world Italy and something to be deeply ashamed of. My mom might have been shunned by many, but that didn’t stop her from loving me unconditionally after my father was killed. And she shielded me protectively, making sure no one, not even me, knew who my father was and how he was murdered.

      And it pisses me off something fierce that this man can be present for his child’s birth and chooses not to be.

      Rachel returns to the bedside and takes Melissa’s hand. “I had someone keep calling and security go in and wake him up. He’s beside himself with worry and on the way down,” she tells Melissa who has insisted through the night that we not wake him until we need to.

      The patient’s contractions start again and this time she’s almost fully dilated. “Get him here and gowned up quick or he’s going to miss it,” I say to Shelly, who’s already heading out to the reception area in response to the ringing of the overhead bell alerting us to his hasty arrival.

      I shift on my stool to help hold her legs as my patient’s pain reaches its peak and her husband rushes through the door and to her side. He takes her hand and wipes her brow as her contraction dies down, but just as quickly they start again.

      This is the one. “Get ready and when I say push, I want you to push with everything you’ve got. Breathe with her,” I tell her husband, who looks on with glassy eyes as I make a small incision from behind the cover of the sheets so that the small woman doesn’t tear as the baby’s head crowns.

      A mere moment later the head can be seen, and with continued encouragement, the laboring woman bears down. “One more good push,” I urge, and she delivers her new baby girl, who screams her arrival into the world.

      I breathe a sigh of relief watching the tired new mother and her husband look in awe at their little miracle. As many deliveries as I’ve performed, the experience never ceases to be scary and amazing at the very same time. And every single time it makes me love my mother even more.

      When mom and baby are cleaned up and settled, I let Rachel and Shelly take over and make my way down the long, tiled hall. The elevator leads me back to the penthouse that came with my contract at The Larussio Resort and Casino. I enter the code on the keypad outside my door and breathe in a sigh of relief after a long frickin’ day. I couldn’t ask for nicer accommodations. The high-end suite sits on top of one of the towers with a vast view of the mountain range during the day, and by night, all the twinkling lights of Vegas for as far as the eye can see.

      The luxurious bed is a welcome sight after a grueling day and even longer night. I put my phone on the nightstand and undress, slipping beneath the mint green satin covers and falling into a deep sleep.

      A shrill sound rings through the peacefulness of my hard-earned rest. I slap at the noisy phone as though it will stop the sound and make it go away, groaning softly to myself, because calls on the landline are never good. I glance at the time on my phone before connecting. Barely even two hours of sleep. I guess the random disturbances account for great salary and top-of-the-line accommodations. No one to help cover calls yet except for me. “Hello?” I answer groggily.

      “Hi, Dr. Palento. This is Sally.”

      As many times as I tell them, they still insist on referring to me officially. “Please, it’s Adrianna. If we’re going to keep having these chats in the middle of the night, you should at least call me by my first name,” I tell the young woman. I’m pretty sure I can probably recognize her by voice alone after being woken about a dozen times in the last three weeks for altercations that until then were few and far between.

      She laughs. “I’ll try to remember. Glad you still have your sense of humor after all the activity in the urgent care today. Every time I have to call you, I think this is the night our new doctor is just going to pack her bags and leave.”

      My lips twist in a wry half-smile. “Well, that’s an idea I’ve never had,” I tell her jokingly. “What’s going on? Don’t tell me another knife wound?”

      A long sigh on the other end. “I sure hope not. But I’m not really sure. Mr. Salvatore Larussio called, and he wasn’t quite as forthcoming with information as Giovanni usually is. He just told me you are needed in the urgent care.”

      My lips purse. Word travels fast around the resort, and it’s no secret to those of us in the family employ that Giovanni has handed the reins of the family business over to his notorious and ruthless cousin who is now next in line as the don of the entire Larussio Crime Family. And it’s no surprise that wherever he goes, trouble follows. This is exactly why I’ve found myself dragged from the comfort of my bed on multiple occasions this past month.

      I look longingly at the bed. “Can you call down to Rachel and Shelly? See if they can get whoever it is roomed? If it’s as superficial as the rest of the stuff that’s been coming through the door, this one can wait an hour,” I tell Sally.

      She doesn’t respond for more than a minute. “Umm … there’s more. I’m actually supposed to deliver a message from Mr. Larussio to you.”

      My eyebrows raise. “Whatever does the dark prince want after pulling me from a much-needed night of sleep?”

      She laughs at my reference, but it’s a nervous little laugh that I haven’t heard from her before. “What’s the message, Sally?”

      Sally inhales deeply and there’s a pause, as if she really doesn’t want to tell me. Then she whispers. “He told me to tell Dr. Palento to double-time it down to the urgent care.”

      My mouth gapes with instant outrage. How dare that man move into this resort, take over and start bossing everyone around, including me? I knew he was trouble the minute I first laid eyes on him, and my instincts were right to stay well and far away from the likes of him.

      And I have done that, but now it’s time that mister high and mighty and I have a talk about how my contract works here at the resort.

      I slip into my discarded clothes and try to smooth down the wrinkles. “Don’t worry about it, Sally. I’ll be down shortly.” I disconnect before heading into the bathroom. The toothbrush grates across my teeth with more zeal than necessary before I throw some water on my face, slide into my shoes, and race out the door.

      When I arrive, two dark-haired males are talking with Rachel at the reception desk. They’re both tall, but one is half holding the other upright. I recognize him as Dominic. He’s brought a different man to the urgent care at least three times in the last few weeks with superficial wounds that needed to be patched up.

      There’s a small pool of blood gathering on the floor, and it’s not coming from the arm that’s been wrapped up in someone’s shirt. I grab the wheelchair and hurriedly push it
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