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  “They feared me because I feared nothing.”
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  Chapter 1

Charity
“HELLO, CUPCAKE,” HE SAID. 
The man I’d cried my heart and soul to, the one I’d confessed my deepest, darkest secrets to, stood in my coffee shop door, an arrest warrant in hand, ready to destroy whatever semblance of a life I’d had. 
Hell, he’d even brought backup with him. 
He had me so messed up with fear and confusion that I didn’t even know if flattery or offense were in order. 
My customers turned their gaze to the two menacing officers. One being a man my father had worked with his entire career, the other I’d never seen before.
Yeah, gawk and get your kicks. 
That was the problem with society these days. They wanted a show, and they were ready, primed for it even, at a moment’s notice. 
I locked eyes with my father and smiled the best I could, even though I understood the severity of this situation. He stepped forward, the large officers behind him following suit, then handed me the paper with a returned smile.
Was he gloating? 
No. He couldn’t be. 
My father wasn’t one to relish in the downfall of another, especially his own child.
“Hi, Dad,” I said, fear causing my voice to waver as though I were a teen about to be punished for throwing a party.
I took the damning bit of paper from his hands, clutching it between my fingers, then closed my eyes as I slowly unfolded it, hoping that when I opened them, this would all be just my wild imagination playing tricks on me. 
A solid lump formed at the base of my throat, constricting it. I swallowed to work it away when I opened my eyes to read the warrant. 
No.
That can’t be.
My mouth hung open like an ugly gaping fish. The lump in my throat I’d gotten rid of returned with a vengeance.
I flipped the paper over back and forth, searching for fine print—those words that damned me.
Where were they?
Is it hot in here? 
My face burned as sweat broke out across my body. 
Someone must have cranked up the heat.
“Everything okay?” Justine asked as she walked over and pried the sheet from my hands.
I blinked, and then again. It just didn’t… it didn’t make any sense. 
My father stared at me with consternation as Justine’s eyes moved across the words written down.
”Is this all you need, Officers?” she asked, then pinched her brows together, staring at me with a bewildered look. 
“Yes, if you could throw in some extra creamer, that would be great as well. Thanks,” the officer to the left of my father said.
He’d brought me an order for coffee and pastries. 
How did he even know… Why was he… 
It’d been three weeks since he left me in the woods without a word. Why hadn’t he contacted me? Where was the part that told me I was going to prison for the rest of my life? 
“Are you okay?” he said while studying the small shop I’d been slaving away in for what felt like ages now. 
“I um… yeah.”
“I like this place. It suits you,” he said, discounting my odd demeanor.
My father slipped his hand partially into his pocket, making his arm bow over the service weapon resting on his hip. 
“Thank you?” I said in a questioning tone.
I think…
What did he mean by, ‘it suits me?’ Did he think I looked good as a fucking barista? No one in their right mind would think this was my calling, my dream job, or even something that would make me look respectable. I bet my mother was rolling with indignation.
I pulled myself from my stupor, promising to relive this moment at a later date, then turned to Justine. “It’s on the house.”
“You don’t have to do that,” my father said, shaking his other hand from side to side.
Of course I didn’t have to do it, but it was more of a celebratory buyout. He wasn’t taking me out of my shop with handcuffs… yet. There was this awkwardness that hung in the air like the sweat adhering to my skin as I worked up the courage to broach the conversation.  
“I know. Hey, Dad. Do you…” I pointed my thumb over my shoulder, “Can we talk in my office for a moment?” I laced my question with a smile, hoping it would cover up any uneasiness he may pick up on.
He shook his head. “I can’t, sorry. We need to get back to work. We just stopped in for a moment.” 
Officer Dayton, the man who had been around since I was old enough to remember, and who was also there when they dragged me through the precinct, eyed me up and down without so much as a smile before returning his gaze back to Justine. 
My father may have forgiven me, or at least I suspect he had, otherwise he wouldn’t be here, but it would appear the department hadn’t. Did they see me like all the other criminals who came through their department now? Did it matter?
I was a criminal. 
An assassin for one family.
And I was in love with them.
My finger tapped against my thigh with the display case hiding my nervous giveaway. “Okay, I understand. How are things, Dad?” 
He took a deep breath as he nodded his head a bit too fast. “Good. Your mom is ripping out the garden again.”
I rolled my eyes. If only he could see my genuine reaction at the mention of that woman. 
It hadn’t been long since she’d pulled up her flower bed, so there must be something on her mind, and I hoped it ate her up inside until there was nothing left but a husk. 
My mother forsook me just like Josh, only without a weapon. She’d stabbed me in the back with the proverbial knife of betrayal and twisted until she left me raw and bloody, nursing a wound that would fester until my dying day. She was dead to me, just like Josh. The difference being she was still alive to torment me for years to come. 
I wonder how many times she’d take the opportunity to grab the handle and twist it again?
It’s a morbid thing to conjure images of murdering your own mother. But when she sides with the cult leader over her own flesh and blood to pull a confession out of me, I think it’s warranted. She can wither in Hell for all I care.
“She is? Wonder what she’ll put there this time.”
“I think she’s bought some roses and bulbs for next spring. I don’t know, you know how she is.”
“Yeah, I do.” I nodded.
Justine slid three coffee cup holders filled with coffee of various sizes and a bag of food across the receiving counter towards the waiting officers with a radiant smile on her face. How can she be so chipper all the time?
“Well, I better get this back before it gets cold.” 
“Okay. We’ll talk again?”
I sounded pitiful, like a child begging for daddy’s attention. 
But wasn’t that what I was doing? 
“Yeah, we’ll talk.” He grabbed the bag of food from Justine and walked out the door.
I wanted to stop him. 
To run up and hug him. 
To thank him for not destroying me more than I already was. 
To have his comforting, familiar arms around me. Or how about for not throwing my ass in prison like I swore he’d do if he heard even an inkling of what really happened between Josh and me or my criminal ways.
“Who was that?” Caroline asked as she stepped out from behind me.
“That was my dad.”
All the apprehension I felt disappeared like a vacuum as he left the building. I could breathe again, like some invisible force escaped with him.
I turned and took Caroline’s cut hand into mine, then scanned the wound for any leftover pieces of glass that may have embedded in her skin, which reminded me of the coffee that still needed cleaning off the floor when she dropped the carafe before Allie came in.
“This looks good. The hands have so many nerve endings, making it a nasty place to cut. Make sure you keep it clean.”
“It hurts like a bitch,” she said.
I snickered as I recalled the time I’d told Luca that very same thing after slicing my finger with a knife, making me understand why it was such an effective form of torture.
“It’s not funny. It hurts.”
I removed the glee from my face, along with the dark thoughts, reveling in the familiarity of my troubled mind. 
“Sorry. We’ve all done it at least once in our lives.” I sighed. “Why don’t you take the rest of the day and have a doctor look at it. I’ll take over from here.”
“Yeah?”
“Yep, it’s no problem.” I patted her on the shoulder, then picked up the rag that Justine placed to the side and soaked up the rest of the coffee while Caroline grabbed her coat and headed out the door. 
Justine handled the front as I finished wiping up the floor, then stood and grimaced as my spine popped. Sometimes, I get the notion that life as an old person would be dreadful, considering all the injuries I’ve accumulated. 
I imagined my hunched-over, wrinkly self sitting in a rocking chair full of scars and healed bones. Who knows, with my lifestyle, I may never make it to the rocking chair phase.
The thought quickly died out when the door chimed, and in walked Nico. 
Butterflies erupted in my belly as I drank in the sight of him wearing a stellar black suit and tie with a crisp white shirt beneath. He made me feel like Cinderella even though I didn’t dress in rags and I wasn’t a slave to my evil mother.
Our gazes crashed into one another like a head-on collision going one hundred miles per hour. He gave me a lopsided smile, making my insides turn to mush as he sauntered behind the counter and enclosed me in his arms. 
“Hi, beautiful.”
His lips came down on mine in a soft, sensual kiss. Nico’s warm amber scent left me melting on the inside, like a candle burned down to the wick as he cupped my cheeks and stared into my eyes. 
“How’s your day?”
His presence drowned out the world around me, making my core ache with lewd fantasies of him and me on the display case. I didn’t care if we were in public, but he did. 
Justine’s movement caught my attention as she leaned back from the register, looked Nico up and down and mouthed, oh my God. 
“Well, hello to you, too.” I smiled. “My day has been a whirlwind. Yours?”
“Slammed.”
Justine’s gawking had me rethinking the whole public fantasy as I pulled Nico into my office, away from her perverted eyes. 
His God-like body was for my eyes only. 
Shutting the door behind us, I cleared off my desk and sat down, then pulled him towards me by his tie. 
No distractions, no peering gazes, no annoying customers. It was just him and me in a small office with all the privacy in the world. 
Our lips collided in a burst of lust and desire as I slid my hands under his suit jacket, over his shoulders, and pushed it down his arms until it hit the floor. 
Nico tugged on my shirt just as I did his, pulling it over my head, and exposed my breasts in a new black and nude lace bra I’d bought just for them. He ran his hands up my sides, his fingers tracing my skin. Goosebumps chased after him until he reached my bra and, in one swift motion, removed it, then cupped them both in his hands. He buried his face between them, nibbling and kissing, then pulled a hard nipple into his mouth and sucked. 
I tipped my head back and gasped as lightning bolts of electricity found their way between my legs, causing the sensitive flesh to pulse with want. 
“Nico, yes,” I gasped.
I thrust my fingers through his hair, holding him in place, as my other hand unbuckled his belt and trousers.
He bit my nipple, causing me to curve into him, then drew away, his teeth scraping against the tender bud. He lavished the other with his attention as I shoved his pants to the ground, letting his hard erection bob free. 
I wrapped my fingers around his hard length and stroked him. Slowly at first, moving my hand up and down, letting my palm swipe over the tip, causing him to jerk in my hands. He sucked harder on my nipple, which had me picking up pace and squeezing hard.  
Nico bit me as I cursed, his breaths matching the rhythm I used until he released my breast and grabbed my hand, slowing me down to move along his thick length. With his other hand, he cupped the nape of my neck and assaulted my lips with tongue and teeth, eliciting a moan I couldn’t control. 
I wanted him. 
The desire, uncontrollable and wild like the instinct of a caged animal fighting to get free. 
I needed to hold him against me. 
To feel the sweet friction of him between my legs bringing me to climax. I’d never get enough of his touch, smell, and lust. Him wanting me only added fuel to the fire already burning uncontrollably inside of me. 
I kept our lips locked as I slipped off the desk and shimmied out of my shoes and pants, then kicked off my pants across the room. I shoved him backward into the chair, then straddled his lap. 
“I don’t know why,” I said between peppering kisses along his jawline, “you came here today.” I reached between our bodies and lined him up with my wet center. “But I’m so glad you did.” He captured my lips as he bound his arms around my waist, forcing me to sink down on his full length. We drank our obsession from each other’s lips as my body adjusted to his. 
The tips of my toes brushed the ground as I rose above him, then dropped back down, creating a pace that drove us both wild with want. His lips bit against mine, our tongues swirling and massaging as I continued to ride him with a slow, agonizing rhythm that threatened to drive me insane before him. 
He slid his hands to my hips, forcing me down at a quicker pace—his need to take control bleeding out. But this was my show, and he was subject to my every whim.
I wrapped my arms around his neck, bit his lips and chin as I nibbled my way to his earlobe and suckled. 
Nico’s fresh haircut left the hairs at the nape of his neck trimmed short and practically nonexistent, forcing me to slide my fingers into the longer stands on top and pull. 
He buried his face in my neck and thrust upwards, plunging deep inside again and again until he ripped the control out from under me. 
Nico bit down hard on my neck as I fought to slow him down, paralyzing me with pain and pleasure, which had my body screaming for him to possess me—to take ownership of me and use me up.
“Oh my god,” I whimpered into his ear.
His force formed a powerful current of lust through my frame that not even I could repress. I met his hips thrust for thrust until a furious wave of euphoria poured over the edge. My body tightened around him as my orgasm slammed into me like a rogue wave, sending me floundering with abandon. 
As if Nico could feel my body pulsating and contracting hard around him, he powered into me with ardor until I fell over the edge of ecstasy again, drowning in his unrelenting surges. 
“Yes, Charity,” he growled, “come for me.”
I bit back my moans, no longer wanting to share my pleasure with the customers enjoying their coffees. This was between him and me, and no one would amass the satisfaction of experiencing it but us.
His thrusts continued through the rippling waves of rapture until he found his own release. Warm bursts exploded inside of me as his motions seized into jerky, shallow strokes.
“You’re so fucking perfect,” he said, his compliments sending a fire of red across my skin. 
Nico pulled my nipple into his mouth, sending currents of static down to my belly. 
“I don’t know about that, but thank you.” I laughed. 
Nico bit down on my breast in response. 
I squealed as I recoiled and slapped his chest. “Ow.” 
“I’m going to teach you to accept my compliments.”
There was no amount of torture or pleasure in this world that would have me accepting compliments without self-doubt sinking in first like an inescapable bog. But if he was willing to give me a bit of that special mixture, I’d let him try. 
I had everything to gain. 
“Yeah. Good luck.”
Nico bit the other side of my breast, this time his teeth sinking in deeper, making my core clench around him. “Ow. Okay, okay. Thank you for thinking I’m God’s gift to men.”
He released me, then kissed the reddened flesh. His Moreno chocolate eyes stared into mine as he smirked. “Let’s not get too dramatic here.”
I kissed his full lips as we laughed, his cock still twitching inside of me. 
“My days would be astronomically better if you visited me all the time,” I said between kisses and brushing his hair back away from his brow.
I rubbed against him, feeling him harden inside me, but he stilled my motions with his fingers digging into my hips. “As happy as I am at the way this visit turned out, I have to say it wasn’t a social call.”
“Don’t ruin the mood,” I pouted.
He tightened his hands against me, despite my protest. 
The moment was over. 
We’d had our fun, and now it was back to business as usual. 
I exhaled with defeat, then climbed off his lap with disappointment. Having our moments together pulled us out of the reality of our worlds, but the moment it ended, it thrust us back in like a fantastically bad dream I could never escape. 
“Lay it on me. What’s the damage?”
I grabbed a handful of napkins and wiped between my legs, catching his cum before it rolled down to my knees. 
Nico groaned as he pulled up his pants while I located my shirt. “We are having issues with a Keeper down at Holdings.” He zipped up his fly. “You know the apartment complex?”
I puffed out my cheeks and put my hands on my hips as I looked around. 
“Yeah. The one he bought after your dad went to prison?”
He nodded. “Yes.”
Luca bought it to house the women and to filter money through it. He could say he charged premium rent to show a legit income, even though he never charged them a penny.
“So send Max. I don’t deal with the Keepers.”
I bent over and picked up my shirt that was next to the desk, slipped it over my head, and then pulled my pants up. 
I’d love to go down there and stab those little fuckers in the eyes, but a beat down was more Max’s style.
“We would, but Max is out searching for a new home, and Luca wants it done now.”
Ah yes. Why do I need reminding that Father Kane sent his brainwashed disciples to burn down Max’s family home? 
Now Max felt the need to scrutinize every house that was on the market. I had a feeling he was purposefully dragging his feet because he didn’t want to make the commitment. 
“Well, I’m busy running a business.” I held my hands out, showcasing the tiny office we’d just fucked in.
“Why do you keep coming into work here? He only meant for it to be temporary.”
I shrugged my shoulders and shook my head. “I don’t know.” 
Honestly, I didn’t know.
 Maybe it was because this was mine. Something I had in my name, and I could make something of it. Or maybe it was so that I could avoid these little conversations because I still wasn’t over the heartache they’d caused me, even though they’d apologized profusely since.
I’d spent too many nights yearning for them after they tore my heart out and sent me on my way, only for them to realize they didn’t go about it the right way.
Nico adjusted his suit jacket and tie while I tied my shoes, making us look as innocent as possible. 
“Well, Luca wants you on this one.”
I shrugged again. “Fine.” Leaning against the edge of the desk, I folded my arms across my chest as Nico took his seat and pulled out his phone. “What’s the name, and what does he want done?”
He turned his screen towards me and showed me a tall, well-built, bald man with a black tribal tattoo running up his neck. “His name is John—”
I snorted, interrupting his explanation, then covered my mouth with my hand to hide the humor. 
Nico shot me a look, showing me just how mature he thought the reaction was. I couldn’t help it, the name was ironic. 
I rolled my wrist, urging him to continue as I wiped the smirk away.
“His name is John—”
I snorted again. “Sorry.” I bit the insides of my cheeks to hold in my immaturity. “Continue.” It was moments like this when our difference in age and maturity really shined through.
“Are you finished?” he asked with an unamused glance.
I rolled my lips to keep them straight and nodded.
Nico sighed. “He’s raping and beating the women.” 
My humor faded into disgust at warp speed. I no longer needed to bite back the smile because it vanished the moment those putrid words left his lips.
I clenched my fists and tightened my folded arms across my chest. “Interesting.”
Nico glanced up at me from his phone as he continued. “Luca wants you to make an example out of him, so the rest of the Keepers don’t think it’s an acceptable practice.”
I groaned. Just an example?
This man deserved to have his dick hacked off with a dull blade and a drill bit through each of his fingers. “What apartment is he in?” I asked, saddened by the anticlimactic instructions.
“Five-oh-three.”
Dammit, why couldn’t these fuckers live on the bottom floor. I cleared my throat. “Looks like I’ll need to wear tennis shoes for this one.”
He laughed, knowing about my fear of elevators and how five flights of stairs were in my future. 
“Don’t leave a mess. He wants him alive to spread the word.”
I nodded. Well, that definitely doesn’t sound like fun. “No mess? That sounds boring. What if he soils himself?”
“No blood. No missing body parts.”
“No blood? How do you make an example out of someone if you can’t draw blood?” 
You couldn’t even punch someone in the nose without blood pouring down their face. 
“I’m assuming he means your typical means, Charity. Obviously, he wants you to rough him up. Break a few bones if you have to.” 
Broken bones, I can do. “And Luca couldn’t come here and tell me this himself, or call me in like he always does?”
Luca. The most infuriating man known to… well, man. 
He may have confessed his love for me, but that changed little between us. He was still controlling and demanding. 
Don’t get me wrong, I love those things in the bedroom, living room, and anywhere else we’re naked, but not in day-to-day business. 
We were working on it, but once we took one step forward, we’d fall back to something similar to the beginning.
“He’s working on this Elias issue. He doesn’t want to start a war with—”
”As he shouldn’t,” I said, interrupting what should be an obvious statement. “Elias came to me when I wasn’t under the Moreno protection, remember? He didn’t step on anyone’s toes.”
“It’s not that simple.”
“It is in my book.”
“Your book isn’t as old as the Moreno Code of Conduct.”
I frowned. “That’s a thing?”
He smirked and held his hand out, then pulled me into his lap when my hand touched his. “Not a physical book, no. But it’s just well known, you don’t poach.”
“Technically, it was an ultimatum…”
“Whatever you call it, it’s not acceptable to us. Especially with you.”
My heart fluttered when before their declarations of protection sent me on a rampage. 
I curled into Nico’s warm lap, which brought about a comfort I needed while planting kisses along his throat. “I could stay like this for hours.”
“Just hours?” He rubbed one hand up and down my back with tender caresses while his other clutched my thigh.
“I’d stay this way forever if you promised to never grow tired of me.”
“You have my word.”
I smiled against his skin, then bit my lip as I tried to control the heat slapping my cheeks. “I’ll hold you to it.”
“Charity.”
“Yeah?”
“You don’t have to worry about us being so stupid ever again. No amount of apologies will take away your pain, but all I can do is assure you it’ll never happen again.”
A faint smile tightened my lips as I recalled the moment they sent me home for good. ‘A test,’ they said. When, in actuality, they treated me like a dog—put in the desert to see if I’d find my way home again. A disturbing way to find out how much I really loved them, the life, and everything we offered one another. 
Nico may promise never to do something like that again, but there was always Luca.
He ran everything.






  
  Chapter 2

Max
“I don’t like this one.” 
“You’ve said that about the last ten houses we’ve looked at. Why don’t you sit down and tell me what it is you’re looking for, and I can see what we can do,” Marjorie said. 
My realtor leaned against the tiled kitchen counter in a house that held a million-dollar price tag and flipped open her tablet.
“Let’s see.” I counted out the reasons on my fingers. “Cheap countertops and flooring. Ancient shutters. Paint is peeling in the bathroom. The toilet looks like they have not cleaned it with any products in the last century. Cracks in the foundation… And the list goes on.” I held up my hand, showing the count. “How about you find me a home that is worth the fucking price tag.”
This house was comparable to a rundown piece of shit on the other side of town, but with a well-manicured lawn. She may not understand what I was going through, but sending me to one dump after another wasn’t the way to go about getting my business. 
“Marjorie, I think we should call it a day.”
“You don’t want to make a list or anything?”
“No. I don’t have one.”
We’d looked at three houses today, and every single one of them felt off… empty and cold. Never a home, never full of memories. They were worth nothing.
I walked away from her as I picked out my keys from my pocket and made my way out to the new blacked-out Dodge Challenger Demon. It was a present I’d gifted myself just this morning. 
Marjorie raced after me. “We’ll keep looking. I’m sure we’ll find something. Okay?”
Her desperation rolled off of her like stale perfume, making me gag. I pressed the button on the handle to unlock the door, then waved her off while salivating over the massive hood scoop. 
I’m not sure what possessed me to buy the damn thing. All I knew was one moment I saw it on the lot, and the next, I’d traded in the Cadillac on the spot.
The engine roared as I threw the eight-hundred horsepower machine into drive and took off down the quiet suburban street, leaving black tire marks down the road. Yeah, these neighbors wouldn’t appreciate me.
I sped through the subdivision, then onto the freeway, making it back to Luca’s in record time. 
Flying into the driveway, I pulled inside the garage, but not before noticing Vito racing up to me like a man on a mission.
I slid out of my car as he greeted me. “When did you pick this up?”
“Today,” I said, leaning against the glossy paint.
He tipped his head back, nodding. “It’s slick, but uh, next time, give me a heads-up. I could’ve put a bullet in your head.”
I glanced behind me, taking in the tinted windows that beamed back your reflection like mirrors and the tinted windshield so dark you couldn’t see inside—another major selling point for me.
“Yeah. Hindsight.”
“Cool car, though,” he said before walking back to the front of the house while I sauntered inside. 
You’d think he’d be used to us bringing new cars home, what with Luca’s extensive collection.
“Honey, I’m home,” I hollered into the empty foyer.
“I told you to stop saying that. It’s weird,” Luca said from the kitchen. I met him at the counter as he poured his coffee. “Any luck?”
I sat down on the stool and flicked a crumb across the counter. “Nope.”
“You’ll find one. At least you better cause you’re a fucking slob. Stop flicking trash onto my floor.”
Chuckling to myself, I stood and went to the scotch sitting on the silver platter with four glass cups tipped upside down beside the decanter. If he was going to bitch at me like my mother used to, I was going to need a stiff drink. 
I picked one up, ran my finger inside to check for cleanliness, then poured a full glass.
“Do you need that much?” he said, eying the unnecessarily full cup in my hand.
“Yep.”
He’d had an issue with my latest drinking habit, and he’d made his opinion about it well known—voicing his disgust at every turn.
Luca put the pot back on the burner, then sipped the steaming mug while I gulped the smooth liquor. 
“Did you take care of that shipment for Alek?”
Alek was our broker who handled anything from drugs and weapons, to smuggling and distribution.
“It’s already delivered. I sent Ignazio and Gavino to handle the exchange. Just waiting for Sacha.”
He nodded. “Good. Keep me apprised of that.”
“Always do.”
I swallowed the rest of the liquor, then cleared my throat as a droplet went down the wrong tube.
“When are you going to tell me what’s going on with you?”
I bunched my chin and shook my head, looking away from him. “Not sure what you mean?” 
Putting the glass in the sink, Luca narrowed his gaze in a way that told me I shouldn’t make him spell it out. He hated repeating himself.
Vito walked in before he could put looks to words. “We’ve got a problem, boss.”
My insides released their tension as Luca exhaled and placed his fresh coffee on the counter, then nodded towards Vito and glanced back towards me. “Whatever you’re going through that has you drowning in alcohol, you better work it out and get back on track.” He walked towards the door and struck his palm against the door frame. “You may be family, but I won’t have you compromising us because you don’t have it together.” 
He walked away without so much as a glance back while I gave him the middle finger salute. 
What did he know, anyway? I wasn’t doing anything to this family that he hadn’t done already. 
Picking the glass out of the sink, I filled it just to spite him, but this time only a finger full, and swallowed it in one gulp.
The liquid burn sent fire down my throat, settling in my belly as it brought about that numbing satisfaction I so desperately sought.






  
  Chapter 3

Charity
Nico walked out of the shop, my gaze planted on his ass, when Justine clambered up beside me.  
“Please tell me he has a brother?”
I smiled with a smidgen of unwarranted jealousy, then bit back the raging remark I wanted to make. “He does… but he’s also mine.”
“Shut up.” She placed her hand to her mouth in shock. “You’re dating both of them?” 
I supposed that would be shocking news since dating three men at the same time isn’t all that common. Even though I wouldn’t consider us dating as we were exclusive. Was exclusive even the right word when I had three? 
“And their cousin.”
“How about you save some for us?”
I laughed. “There are plenty of fish in this toxic sea.”
“Well, I’m envious.” She sighed, making me feel somewhat sympathetic for her. “It’s been all too long since I’ve been on a date.”
“Well, it only took me six years to nab them, so I’m sure your time is coming.”
Justine laughed as she locked the front door, and I pulled the till to count the money. “I doubt it. My resources have dried up. Not even my dating apps work anymore.” 
I snorted while keeping my gaze locked on the old green paper money, exchanging hands as I counted. 
Having a dating app was like my mother sending me texts with unfamiliar faces of men she’d chosen from her congregation. “I’ll set you up with my mother. She’d love to choose a husband for someone.”
“She set you up with them?” she asked with a stunned expression as she stacked the chairs onto the tables. 
“Uh, no. If she chose men like them, I would’ve allowed her all the dating access in my life that she wanted.”
Justine laughed, and the conversation died out, leaving another moment of piercing silence before she waved goodbye. 
“I’m off; see ya tomorrow.”
“Yeah. See ya,” I said, placing the money in the bank bag. 
This work had become tedious and never-ending, especially with Nico’s question bouncing around in my mind. 
I’d asked myself repeatedly, in the small expanse of time since he’d asked, what was my why? 
Why did I keep coming in here day after day when my happiness was with them? My subconscious never gave me an answer, no matter how many different ways I phrased it. 
I shoved the money into the safe and spun the dial, then closed the cabinet. There was a man named John I was eager to meet, and I couldn’t be late. 
The dim light in the small coffee shop emitted an eerie ambiance like a thousand eyes had me pinned in place from the other side of the windows. 
Whoever stood on the outside in the dark held the advantage. All it would take was someone with decent accuracy and one well-placed bullet to hit the illuminated target—and that target was me.
Chilly air bit at my cheeks as I stepped outside, locked up, then quickened my pace to my car parked on the side of the street. 
The car’s heater blew frigid air across my frame as I turned the fan on full blast, making me say a little prayer it heated by the time I reached my destination.
My hands itched for blood more than usual after a day like today. There was too much pent-up excitement and not enough ways to release it… until now. 
I had Luca to thank for that. Or should I thank Max for being so busy?
‘Dancing with the Devil’ by Kitty Antixs, played on the car stereo as I made my way towards a marked man.
It felt appropriate for the absolute fun I was going to have with this bastard. Although I had to say disappointment seeped into my black soul when I learned, cutting out his tongue was a no-go. It seems that you need a tongue to speak, which is unfortunate.
Maybe it could be a symbolic showing, you know, like making an example out of him like I did Alejandro… 
As my short playlist ended, I pulled into the apartment complex, checked the round in the chamber, then grabbed my lock picking kit from the glove compartment and stepped out. 
I didn’t want to be caught with an empty gun if things took a turn, as I always suspect they will.
It was inevitable, especially with men dealing with a woman. 
Why did they always get so offended when a woman kicked their ass? We were tough; at least some of us are. I guess it makes them feel less like a man.
Slamming the door shut to my Civic, I fixed my jacket with a shrug of my shoulders, then pulled it down to make sure the pistol sitting at the small of my back wasn’t visible. 
The cracked sidewalk wound its way up to the front door, where I pulled it open and stepped inside. Stairs sat to the side in the worn-down building, but in front of me held the Devil’s ride to hell—the metal trap called the Elevator of Doom.  
If I had Max or Nico by my side, it might have been less of a big deal, but there was no way I’d step foot in that death trap alone. 
Better to die with good company, I always say.
By the time I hit the fifth floor, sweat dampened my brow and anger bubbled inside because someone thought to build apartment complexes in the vertical direction. 
I glanced at the cracked sign that showed 525, an arrow pointing left, with a water stain on the ceiling just above it. I turned to the right and went to the end of the hall, passing two more doors when John’s came into view. 
A straightforward job, make him pay… maybe break his dick, then be on my way home. I pressed my ear to his door, checking for movement or the TV. I’d rather it be an unpleasant surprise than a predictable one. 
Silence roared in my ears as I pulled out the kit, kneeled down on one knee, and began my work, shoving the rod inside and holding down the pins. 
My hands lurched forward as the door swung wide, my tools flying away from my grasp.
A large brown leather shoe stepped before me as I stared at the floor. I followed the thick tree trunk of a leg up to a beer belly in a white undershirt tucked into a pair of plaid boxer shorts. 
“Who the fuck are you?”
I chuckled. “Well, this is awkward.”
The black tribal tattoo twisted down the man’s bare arm just as in the picture and wrapped up to his neck, ending in sharpened points. He swung towards me, grabbing a handful of hair as he pulled me inside, and threw me onto the coffee table. 
Intense pain mushroomed across my chest as the table leg broke with the force of my body. 
Wood splinters, beer cans, and remote controls toppled over me as I laid dazed on the squalid floor, watching fine white powder dust my face. My eyes teared up as the powder settled, burning my eyes and nose. 
Oh shit. 
I shook my head and rubbed my eyes with the heel of my palms as my heart took off like a rocket into my throat. Thundering pain pressed against my breastbone as I staggered to my feet, my side aching.
John slammed the door shut behind him, locking him in with me. A slimy smile stretched his lips as he glanced at my wobbling frame. 
“That wasn’t very nice, John.” I laughed, rubbing my hand down my face and across my nose. 
He stalked towards me like a man on a mission as I braced myself for his impact.
“Well, breaking into a man’s home isn’t either. But I’m glad for the company.” He tilted his head towards the orange checkered couch. “Why don’t you have a seat and spread those pretty legs for me.”
I froze as the hulking man came closer with a fiery temper. 
He was big, much bigger than the outdated picture Nico showed me. He must’ve gained at least fifty pounds.
“What a gentleman you are. Your mother must be really proud.” 
John lunged at me, swooping his arms together in a massive bear hug, squeezing me tight and slamming our bodies into the wall. 
My lungs collapsed in a solid rush as he leaned back and slammed me against the wall, again increasing the pressure from both sides. 
I cried out as he squeezed like a snake around my battered ribcage, then used my dangling legs to knee him, but it held no effect against his hulking body. 
His large belly pressed into mine, eliminating the possibility of getting any oxygen to my brain. 
I clenched my jaw, my nostrils flaring with desperation, then smashed my forehead into his nose.
The sickening crunch of bone against bone fed my bloodthirsty appetite. 
He staggered back, holding his nose as I collapsed to my knee like a defeated Superman and dragged in a ragged breath. 
“You broke my nose. You bitch.”
His words echoed as he cupped his nose with blood streaming down his forearms.
I’m ninety percent positive Luca would be okay with this amount of blood. 
“I think your face is made of stone,” I said. 
Hauling myself to my feet, I swayed while holding my forehead, then jumped to the side in the knick of time as he lunged at me again. 
The sheer size of his body propelled him forward with no means of stopping until he crashed into the drywall with his shoulder, producing a massive hole.
Jesus Christ.
He pushed off the wall with a furious howl, his arms swinging like King Kong until he found me standing on the couch, taunting him. 
“John. Calm down, you green ape.” I paused as he charged towards me again with the grace of a blind Sumo wrestler. 
“Ahhh.” His furious holler added to his Frankenstein-like stomping as he came bounding my direction. I feigned left, then rolled right and settled on my side before kicking his knee backward.
A nauseating pop that tickled the back of your throat, followed by his screams, permeated the air as I separated his knee from its socket, causing me to shiver with delight.
He collapsed to the ground in a fit of cries as I flew towards him, landing on top of his massive belly, my fist connecting with his broken nose. 
Blood spurt across his stained floor and white shirt as my knuckles pulverized the bones in his face. 
A strong, overwhelming sensation overtook me with the sense of power and invulnerability. 
Untouchable. 
John lay in a bloody heaping mess beneath me as my chest rose and fell with exertion, and my head swam with the exhilarating high.
“Listen up, motherfucker.” I tapped his cheeks until he moaned. “This is going to be quicker than I intended, but I think you’ve learned a valuable lesson thus far.” I pressed my hand to my chest as I willed more oxygen to fill my lungs. “If Luca so much as hears that you or any of the other Keepers have been mishandling the women again, I’m going to come back and put a bullet through your broken nose.”
John’s swollen eyes made it difficult to tell if he was awake and listening or if I gave my entire speech to an unconscious man making noises. “Understand?”
He swallowed and nodded, a slow and steady answer. I rolled off of him, collapsing next to his battered body. 
So much for not making a mess.
“Good. Now, I have a date with the boss man to tell him how terrible a host you were.” I rolled over to my knees and rose slowly to my feet, so I didn’t go headfirst into the ground, then pulled out my phone and called Luca. I shut the door behind me, leaving the man groaning on the floor. 
“Where are you?” Luca answered as my foot hit the first step on the stairs.
“Funny. I was going to ask you the same question.”
“Charity.”
“Luca,” I said with the same tone, “I’m finishing up a job. Where are you?”
“Home. Did you follow the orders this time?”
“Don’t I always?”
“If you did, I wouldn’t ask the question.”
I laughed a full-bellied laugh as a woman stepped out of her door. She locked eyes with me as she placed her key inside the lock and turned. 
Smirking at her, I took the next several steps down the stairs. “I’ll see you soon.” Hanging up my phone, I stumbled down the rest with my body in a full sweat, then out to my car. If I drove slow enough, I’d be fine. But my impaired mind told me I could drive like I owned the road, and no one could do a fucking thing about it. 
I slid into my car and drove to Luca’s like a grandma until I pulled into his driveway with cars honking their horns. 
Hindsight.
I probably should’ve had him come to get me.
Parking on the grass that wrapped around Luca’s fountain in the middle of the roundabout driveway, I stumbled out of my car, leaving it running with the door open. My bruised knuckles ached as I gripped the doorknob to enter the house.
“Charity?” Vito called after me, a look of concern embedded in the wrinkles on his forehead, but I ignored him and walked inside with him chasing behind me. 
“Luca?” 
My voice resounded off every surface as I hollered in the empty foyer filled with family photos and useless furniture. I took two steps forward until motion at the top of the steps caught my eye. 
Luca peered down at me, bare-chested, showcasing his tattoo with a broken clock and wings that spread from shoulder to shoulder. I chewed on my lip as I took the steps two at a time until I stood before him, my body a quivering mess from just the sight. 
“What’s wrong?” Worry pinched his brows together as he looked me up and down, his arms reaching out but never touching.
“I need you,” I said breathlessly. 
I jumped into his arms, entwining my body around him as I crushed my mouth to his. 
A flurry of teeth, lips, and tongue melded us together, and before I knew it, we were in his room, and he was dropping me onto his bed. “What’s gotten into you?”
I smirked as I grabbed his belt and pulled it from his waist, then climbed onto my knees and handed it back to him. “I want you to tie me up and spank me.” 
He took the belt from me while his other gripped the back of my neck, pulling me closer to him. “Are you… are you high?” His eyes bounced back and forth as he studied mine.
“It’s entirely possible.” I smiled and raised a brow. “His cocaine spilled over me as we fought.” I grabbed his pants button, but he pulled away, nearly causing me to topple over off the bed. 
He whipped out and grabbed my wrist with one hand and my chin with the other, forcing me to look at him. “Cazzo, Charity. This is serious. How much got on you?” 
I shrugged then said, “No way to tell.” I laughed unexpectedly, “It came down like Christmas snow.” The words tumbled out of my mouth faster than I could think as I reached for his pants once more. 
Luca took two steps back, and I followed, placing one foot on the ground at a time. “We’re not doing this while you’re high, Charity.”
I puckered my lips into a pout. I just needed him to run his hands along my skin and touch every part of my frame until the sensations overwhelmed me. The energy coursing through my system threatened to split my skin and escape. 
“Luca. I want you to fuck me so hard I’ll still feel you even after your cum runs down my thighs.”
He growled and clenched his fists, took two steps towards me, then crashed his lips against mine before he pushed me back down to the bed. 
“Do you even hear yourself?”
I sighed and ran my hands over my breasts, then pulled my jacket off and slipped my shirt over my head. “Don’t tell me you don’t like it, Mr. Boss Man.” I bit the tip of my finger, then sucked on it, enticing him to come after me. “Touch me, Luca.”
“This is the drugs talking.”
“And? You know what I like.”
“I do.” 
I crooked my finger, beckoning him. “Then, do it.” 
My lungs ached from panting as my heart raced like it was on a life-saving mission.  
“I’m calling Doc. Your pupils are huge.” He turned my face to the side by my chin, “and I can see the pulse pounding in your neck.” 
He pulled back and got out his phone while I followed him into a corner. 
I kicked off my shoes and pulled off my pants, then got down on my knees and unbuttoned his tailored black slacks, slipping them to the floor while he spoke to Doctor Dan. 
“There’s no way to tell how much,” he said, grabbing my wrist with his free hand.
I scraped my fingernails down his naked chest, tucked my fingers into his boxer briefs, and let him free. Luca’s thick, hard cock hung heavy with lust. The compulsion to do everything to him clawed at me just as I did his chest. Instead, I grabbed him at the base and slipped his bulbous head between my lips. 
Luca growled as he tipped his head back against the wall. “Cazzo.” His hand shot out and braced himself. “No, not you,” he said, responding to the doc. 
I glanced up as I swirled my tongue around him, watching his face tense and Adam’s apple bob as he swallowed. “Okay. What should I look out for?” 
Hollowing out my cheeks, I sucked hard with determination. 
Luca slipped his fist in my hair and pulled. 
The pinpricks of pain spread across my skull intensified as I refused to let him tear me away. Instead, I pushed him further back down my throat. 
“Three to four hours?” Luca roared above me. “Can’t you give her anything to make it go away?” 
His pained voice slipped through my concentration as I pumped him with my hand and mouth, working his body into a frenzy until I forced him to give me what I wanted. 
“I’ll let you know.” 
I took him deep into my throat again as he hung up the phone, his soft skin caressing my tongue. Tears sprung in my eyes as the tip touched the back of my throat.
Luca yanked hard on my hair, this time successfully pulling me away. He popped out of my mouth, and I landed on my ass, staring up at one pissed-off Mafia boss. 
“Hurt me, Luca.”
“Not when you’re like this. You won’t like me when I’m mean.”
I rose on my hands, then spread my legs. “I love you despite it.”
Luca sank to his knees and cupped my cheeks with both hands as he hovered over me. “Say that again.” 
“I love you.”
His anger and frustration slipped away, leaving behind lust-filled eyes. “I’ll never get enough of hearing you say that.”
“Do what I ask and you’ll hear me say it more.”
His hands dropped away before I grabbed him by the back of the neck and stopped him. 
“You can’t say that. You can’t use it as leverage to get what you want,” he said, his brows furrowed, the fury returning.
A smile broke out like hives across my face. “I’m not in my right mind. You can’t judge me.” I paused for a moment to breathe in his scent of spices, then licked his freshly shaved face. “Now, fuck me, Luca or I’ll make you watch while I get myself off.”
“Non puoi immaginare quello che ti farò,” he groaned. 
“I don’t know what that means, but it sounds promising.” I pressed my lips to his, then slipped my tongue between them and massaged. 
Luca grabbed my hips, sliding me towards him, then wrapped his fingers around my throat. 
“One of these days, I’m going to teach you my language and watch you squirm beneath me.”
I dug my nails into his wrist, holding my throat. “I
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