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DAMION FLORES HUNG up the phone with a satisfied smile upon his handsome face.

“Did it work?” Emma asked hopefully from across the room, where she was working on some sketch designs on the countertop in Damion’s plush apartment. 

Damion stretched, prolonging the outcome of his endeavors, still smiling. 

“Just tell me,” Emma urged, putting down her pencil and staring at him. 

“How are those designs coming along?” he changed the subject. “Can I see them yet?” 

“Tell me what they said,” Emma demanded, her cheeks reddening. 

“Fine, fine,” Damion conceded as he came over to sit opposite her. “First, I want you to know that I had to call a number of very unsavory people to get this set up.” 

“So did you get it set up?” Emma asked.

“Do I ever let you down?” Damion grinned. 

“Oh my God, he’s really agreed to meet with me.” Emma’s cheeks paled. “What am I going to do? What am I going to say?”

“Just tell him the truth,” Damion advised. 

“Is this the best plan?” Emma became doubtful as she held her head in her hands. “What if I’m making a mistake?”

“This is our only option,” Damion reassured her. 

“So our only option is my ability to sweet-talk some mafia boss’s son into not marrying me or killing my father?” Emma’s face twisted, her head wavering.

“Ems, I’ve no doubt that you can sweet-talk him into seeing sense. He’s a mob boss’s son not a monster.” 

“No, he is a monster. They all are. You should have seen what they did to my dad.” 

“You can’t meet him thinking like that,” Damion said, trying to douse the fires of her angry temper. “Just see him as a normal, reasonable guy who you’re trying to make see sense.”

Damion reached out and grabbed Emma’s hands in his, holding her tightly. 

“Is this the only way I can save my father?” Emma sighed, trembling.

Damion tightened his grip upon her, letting her know he was there for her. “I think so, yes. What other options do we have?” 

Emma groaned in acceptance. 

The thought of Emma meeting with Nick—the mafia boss’s son—seemed to terrify her as much as it did him. This man that neither of them knew was supposed to be her future husband. All because Mr. Delacourt couldn’t pay his gambling debts. The idea of selling a woman, let alone a daughter, sickened him. Emma’s face turned green; she swallowed. The thought sickened her too, but this meeting was for her to beg for mercy. Mercy for a man that didn’t deserve the love and compassion his daughter held for him.

“I promise you that everything will be fine,” Damion said. “You’re meeting him at the Belles Lounge, and I’ll be waiting for you outside in my car the whole time.” 

“The Belles Lounge?” Emma reiterated the meeting place with disgust in her tone. “You mean the strip club in town? I’m meeting the guy at a strip club?” 

Damion wondered if Emma had ever stepped foot inside of a strip club. No, he doubted, she just wasn’t the type.

“It was his choice of venue.” Damion shrugged. “I guess Nick likes the ladies there.”

“He’s going to be a complete cliché, isn’t he?” Emma groaned. 

“Let’s not jump to conclusions. Just because Nick Cardelinni enjoys spending time in strip clubs doesn’t mean he’s some stereotypical mob guy.”

“Doesn’t it?” Emma raised an eyebrow. 

“Stop moaning and go get ready,” Damion instructed. “You’re meeting him at eight.” 

Emma glanced at the digital clock in his kitchen; it was already half past six. “Okay, okay.” She got up and wandered toward the guest bedroom, where she had been staying since her fall out with her father. 

“But what do I even wear to a strip club?” 

“My suggestion? Not very much,” Damion replied, eyeing her intensely. 
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THE BELLES LOUNGE WAS located on the outskirts of town and boasted its own parking lot. A neon red sign bearing the club’s name winked suggestively at passersby as the silhouette of a woman hinted at the club’s nature. 

“I don’t want to do this,” Emma admitted, her hands shaking in her lap as she sat beside Damion in his car. She’d opted for a little black dress, a slick of red lipstick and black heels. Her hair cascaded down her back, curled, and she looked stunning, making Damion’s heart begin to race. Damion struggled not to stare at her and instead focus on the task. 

“You’ll be fine,” he insisted. “I’d go in there myself, but Nick was insistent that he gets to meet you.” 

“But why?”

“I don’t know. Curious, maybe, about the woman his father so ardently wants him to marry.” 

“And why here?” Emma glanced out at the club in dismay. There were already a handful of cars scattered around the lot even though the night was young. A white Range Rover adorned with black fittings stood out. She assumed it belonged to Nick Cardelinni. 

“How will I even know who he is?” she wondered. 

“You ask for him when you go in,” Damion explained. “He has a private booth here.”

“Of course he does.” Emma rolled her eyes, her lashes fluttering. 

“Drop the attitude, put on your brightest smile, and go save your father,” Damion instructed as he leaned over her and popped open the passenger door. As he brushed against her, he caught the scent of vanilla that was clinging to her skin, and he had to fight the urge not to slam the door shut again and take her in his arms. 

Emma still pined for Daniel and seemed oblivious to any of Damion’s advances. Daniel was long gone. They’d heard nothing from him for weeks, but still she lived in the vain hope that he still loved her. Damion resisted pointing out that, knowing Daniel, he’d already screwed his way through half of London. Women had always been replaceable to him; he’d never understand what real love was. 

“Okay, here goes,” Emma declared as she stepped out into the cool evening air, shivering slightly in her small dress. 

“You look sensational,” Damion said as she strutted toward the club. He admired the view from his car, loving how the dress hugged every one of her curves. There was no way that Nick Cardelinni would be able to turn down her request for help. 
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EMMA WALKED ACROSS the parking lot, holding her head up as high as she could, trying to look confident and calm despite the knot tightening in her stomach. She’d never been inside a strip club and had no idea what to expect. 

There was a huge doorman dressed in black barring the way into the club. Emma approached him, trying to ooze confidence, and acting as though she belonged there. 

“There’s no new girls working tonight,” he told her as his eyes flicked over her outfit. Emma was offended, but she managed to conceal her emotions. He thought she was there to work? She knew her choice of outfit had been too risqué. She wanted to look as though she belonged in the club, but perhaps she had taken it too far.

“No,” Emma corrected him, batting her eyelashes. “I
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