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Prologue

 


The rope dug into her wrists, cutting off
the circulation. The more she twisted, the tighter it bound. Heat
engulfed the left side of her face where she’d been repeatedly
punched. Blood ran from her broken nose into her mouth, the
metallic taste churning her stomach until she thought she’d puke.
Her heart thumped rapidly in her chest, with each beat a painful
burst beneath her ribs.

 “Aren’t you a
sight, doll face?”

Macy jerked her head toward the caustic
tone. She knew that voice. Pietro Roman strode through the door as
if he were king. Perhaps he was. He certainly ruled the torture
chamber in the basement of his palatial home. Who knew the
beautiful colonial house hid such horror.

“Mr. Roman, there’s been some mistake,” she
said desperately. Her boyfriend, Matteo, surely didn’t know she’d
been taken, tortured under the roof where he lived. Whatever his
father had thought she’d done, she hadn’t.

“Oh, there’s no mistake,” Pietro said,
smiling viciously. “You see, my son doesn’t want you anymore, and
unfortunately for you, we can’t take the chance that you’ll go
blabbing that pretty mouth of yours.”

Nothing made sense. “Blabbing? About what?
Where’s Matteo?”

Pietro chuckled, the sound like nails on a
chalkboard. “My son hasn’t been truthful to you. He’s been lying to
your pretty face this whole time. Our last name isn’t Roman.”

Everything felt wrong. Raw and unbalanced.
“I don’t understand.”

“My name is Pietro Romanelli,” he said.

“Romanelli?” The name triggered a memory.
Where had she heard it … and then it hit her and her eyes widened.
Romanelli was one of the biggest names in Chicago, despite the
rumors that linked them to the mafia. Bad fucking people who made
problems disappear.

Pietro smiled, and it looked like a shark
showing off his teeth. “There it is.”

With dread, she realized she was a
problem.

He walked completely around the chair she
was tied to. She could only track him with the eye that wasn’t
swollen shut. Pain radiated through every cell in her body. Macy
didn’t want to move, or even breathe, because it hurt too damn
much. Tears leaked from her swollen eyes as she tried to get her
bearings. She’d been grabbed from her apartment complex. Hit
repeatedly in the face. She had awoken tied up like a turkey on
Thanksgiving, not knowing where she was or who had attacked
her.

Cold spread inside her as she absorbed his
words. Matteo Romanelli. Mafia. Her boyfriend was in organized
crime, and he didn’t want her anymore. He let his obviously
deranged father handle her. Just like that? This was the
end? Of them, of her? What had she done wrong? Why did he fall out
of love with her? A different type of pain stabbed her through her
chest, and she thought she heard a distinct cracking sound. Was it
her heart breaking?

“I-I won’t,” she whispered, swallowing past
the lump in her throat. It was getting harder to breathe. “You
don’t have to worry about me. I won’t say a thing.”

“Of course not. The dead tell no tales.”

Fear. Regret. Despair. It all blended
together in a macabre dance. Fresh tears rose up and spilled down
her cheeks, mingling with the blood. His words signaled her death
knell, and she saw absolute truth in his mean, hate-filled eyes.
What had she done that warranted so much loathing?

“I don’t want to die,” she whispered, hating
that she begged. “Please. I’ll disappear. I’ll leave this
city—”

 “I’m afraid
you’re too much of a liability.” Pietro came to stand in front of
her. “Matteo realized his mistake in dating a civilian, one he
won’t make again. He asked me to take care of you.”

How could Matteo betray her like this? He
was the one who pursued her. He had told her he loved her. That he
wanted a future with her. How could he do this to her? The moment
she’d met Matteo Roman she had fallen hard despite being worlds
apart. But his surname wasn’t Roman, was it? He was a monster
lurking in her nightmares.

 Macy thought
they’d get married, have babies, and live happily ever after. She
had believed him. Yet now, watching his father smile evilly at her,
she realized she’d made a deadly mistake.

“Please, no,” she begged again.

“I’m sorry, doll face.” He didn’t sound
sorry at all. “Your death provides a reason to go to war. Two
birds, one stone. But don’t worry. I promise to give you a decent
burial.”

She whimpered.

He held out his hand, and the guard standing
with him placed a gun in it. Pietro aimed the muzzle at her face.
She didn’t want to die. Not like this. She thought of Matteo, how
she had loved him so much. Even still, with a shattered heart and
betrayal burning through her. She was going to die with his name
lingering on her tongue.

Macy stared at her killer as Pietro
Romanelli pulled the trigger.


Chapter One

 


“Maybe love at first sight isn’t what we
think it is. Maybe it’s recognizing a soul we loved in a past life
and falling in love with them again.” —Kamand Kojouri

 


“Get me a salted caramel latte!” Rocco
called out from the car window.

“Aren’t you supposed to be my bodyguard?”
Matteo yelled back.

“Like you can’t guard your own body.” Rocco
rolled his eyes and waved his hand in a dismissive gesture.

Matteo stomped into the coffee shop,
muttering under his breath. “No good bodyguard. Should replace him
with a G.I. Joe doll.”

The heavenly scent of coffee filled his
senses, shucking his grumbling right off the proverbial grinder. A
glass display showed doughnuts, scones, and bagels. He really
didn’t eat sugar, but, damn, it was tempting.

“May I help you?”

Matteo glanced at the barista and suddenly
the whole world shifted into slow motion and came to a screeching
halt. There was a tunnel and the only two people in it were her and
him. He’d never believed in love at first sight—lust, sure, but not
love—yet the tiny slip of the woman behind the counter had him
rethinking. Or salivating. Eh, same thing.

Heart-shaped face. Light brown hair. Blue
crystalline eyes stared wide-eyed at him. So incredibly beautiful
they seemed to pierce into his soul, almost too ethereal to
believe. She wore some type of jaunty red beret that matched her
work shirt. The name Brasserie stitched on her t-shirt.
French. Should’ve known.

She was so God-damn gorgeous it almost hurt
to look at her.

“May I help you?” she asked again, tilting
her head.

The tunnel collapsed around him, bringing
him back to reality with a thud. He had to shake out of the daze
she cast over him, and stop looking at her plump lips. Her very
kissable, fuckable lips.

Matteo cleared his throat. “Uh, yeah. Medium
salted caramel latte and a large black coffee.”

She smiled and turned to work, and holy
fuck. If her front side was heaven to look at, her backside just
about killed him. Jeans molded to a nice little ass he wanted to
bite. And maybe fuck … hell, who was he kidding? He
definitely wanted to fuck that ass.

Luckily, no one was behind him waiting
impatiently. It gave him time to watch her. Admire her. Shit, now
his damn slacks were too tight across the front and having a
hard-on during a business meeting was not on his agenda for
the day.

She turned back around and set the two cups
on the counter. Then she rang him up.

“Ten dollars, please,” she said, her voice
soft and melodic.

He grabbed his wallet and slapped some money
down. “Keep the change for your tip.”

Her eyes widened. “That’s a hundred-dollar
bill.”

“Yeah. So?”

She bit that puffy bottom lip and he just
about groaned. Fuck! He started doing math in his head in an
effort to—how should he put it—deflate.

“It’s a ninety-dollar tip,” she
whispered.

He leaned closer to whisper back. “I had
excellent service.”

A smile tugged on one corner of her mouth.
“Why was Cinderella so bad at soccer?”

He blinked. What did he miss? “Uh. Why?”

“She kept running away from the ball.”

It took a second for the joke to make sense,
and then he laughed. And laughed some more. “Oh, my God, that’s
hilarious.”

She shrugged. “Jokes are a girl’s best
friend.”

“I thought that was diamonds.”

“Only in a Marilyn Monroe song.”

He grinned. They stared at one another, and
time stopped. They were the only people in the universe. In her
gaze he saw a thousand different lives and in each one there she
was, holding his hand.

“My name is Matteo,” he said, liking how she
looked at him. Not like he was mafia because there wasn’t one hint
of recognition in her beautiful eyes.

She pointed to a name tag he hadn’t seen.
“I’m Macy.”

Just then the bell over the door jingled,
dragging him back into the real world. He half turned, seeing two
people enter the coffee shop. Hell, he had completely lost his
perspective. Any one of his enemies could’ve just waltzed in and
shot him in the back. They would’ve also killed Macy, and that
thought made rage bubble up. The thought of something happening to
her was unacceptable. His world wasn’t meant for someone like
her.

“I, ah, I have a meeting to get to,” he said
quickly. Then hesitated. He should do the right thing and never
return. Trouble was, he rarely did the right thing. “Do you work
tomorrow?”

She nodded, and he smiled.

“Then I’ll see you tomorrow, Macy.”

He winked, grabbed his two coffee cups, and
left the little shop. Rocco leaned against the passenger side of
the car, keeping watch. Protecting his body like he was paid to do.
Only he knew Rocco was more than a hired gun. They’d grown up
together and Matteo considered Rocco his best friend and
confidant.

“Who’s the chick?” Rocco said as he took his
latte.

“My future wife,” Matteo said and Rocco
choked a little on his drink.

“You’re evil, man,” Rocco muttered as he
wiped some spewed foam off his shirt.

“And I’m not a liar. Come on. Business
awaits.”

****

Matteo entered the jewelry store with Rocco
trailing behind.

“May I help you?” asked the sales
associate.

“Tell Roberto that Matteo Romanelli is
here,” Matteo said.

“Do you have an appointment?”

“Just tell him, and then, get the fuck out
of here.” Matteo glanced at Rocco and gave an imperceptible nod
toward the door.

“Everyone out!” Rocco said loudly. “Move
it!

Fear filled the faces of the half dozen
customers as Rocco shooed them out.

“Sir!” the sales lady cried. “What are
you—”

Matteo leaned forward and snarled in her
face. “Are you fucking stupid or just hard of hearing? Get Roberto
and then get the fuck out. I won’t say it again.”

The woman gave a fearful nod and backed
away, scurrying through the employee door. A moment later, Roberto
came out and Rocco let the woman leave, locking up behind her.

“Check the back room,” Matteo ordered, and
Rocco went hunting for anyone left behind. “I honestly thought I’d
never have to come in here to talk to you like this. I thought we
were on the same page.”

Roberto was a small, Hispanic man, with
slicked back hair and a sliver of a moustache that reminded him of
Gomez Addams. The Romanelli syndicate had lent him money to start
up his jewelry store, with the guarantee that payments would be
made in unmarked diamonds.

Rocco came out and gave him a pointed nod
that the coast was clear.

“I-I don’t know what you mean,” Roberto
stuttered, fear blanketing his face.

“And now you’re a liar, as well?” Matteo
shook his head sadly. He pulled out his gun, screwed on a
suppressor, and shot the main glass case that faced the entrance.
“I don’t like people turning me into a fool.”

“N-No fool,” Roberto said shakily.

“Where are my diamonds?” Matteo
demanded.

When Roberto didn’t answer quickly enough,
Matteo shot another glass case, causing Roberto to jump.

“You came to me, Roberto,” Matteo said,
moving in so close Roberto shrunk away in desperation. Rocco
grabbed the man’s jacket to hold him still. “You asked me for
enough money to open this store when all other means failed. I
thought payment was simple and clear. Raw diamonds that you turn
into flawlessly, unmarked cut ice.”

“It’s not as easy as that—”

“It is fucking easy!” Matteo yelled, making
Roberto jump. He shoved the gun under the smaller man’s jaw. “You
think this is a negotiation? You think you have any say in this? I
can have you killed, Roberto, and I can take the entire contents of
this store, serial numbers or not. I have everything to gain and
you have everything to lose.”

“Please,” Roberto begged in a shaky whisper.
“I-I have a shipment coming in at the end of the week. I
promise.”

“What do you promise? Hm?”

“I promise I’ll cut the stones for you.”

“You bet your God-damned ass you will, or
I’ll take my displeasure out on your family. Your wife. Your
daughter. Your son.” Matteo shot another display case, this one
right next to where they stood and Roberto jumped about a foot in
the air. “I want this business deal to work, Roberto. Right now,
you’re worth more to me alive than dead. But don’t think for one
fucking moment I won’t make an example of you. Understood?”

When Roberto only nodded, Matteo pushed the
barrel of the suppressor against the man’s forehead. The smell of
urine permeated the air. Matteo wrinkled his nose and stepped back,
unscrewing the suppressor so he could slide his piece back into the
shoulder holster under his suit jacket. Rocco joined him and
together they made their way to the door. A splash of color caught
Matteo’s eye and he looked in the shattered case—an aquamarine
stone, hanging at the end of a delicate gold chain, and it flashed
through his head that it was the exact hue of Macy’s eyes. Without
thinking too deeply about it, he took the necklace.

“I’m taking this as a downpayment,” he
called out. “See you at the end of the week, Roberto.”

Out the door they went.

“What’s with the necklace?” Rocco asked.

“No reason. I just like the color.”

“Uh huh. Sure.”

They reached Matteo’s bulletproofed Bentley
sportscar, and a few seconds later they were on their way. With
Macy on his mind, Matteo decided to take the longer way back,
driving in front of the coffee shop. He slowed down, looking out
his side window, hoping to get a glimpse of brown hair and eyes the
color of the Mediterranean Sea.


Chapter Two

 


Macy spent the rest of the day looking for
the handsome stranger to come back. Every time the bell rang, it
was like Pavlov’s dogs, salivating as her heartrate sped up with
excitement. Only to lead to disappointment when it wasn’t him.

Matteo.

He said he’d see her the next day, and she
could only hope so. There was a sophistication about him that wowed
her. Sure, plenty of businessmen came in for their daily caffeine
fix, but none of them could hold a candle to Matteo’s
magnetism.

When closing time came around, she locked
the doors and flipped the “closed” sign. The coffee shop was only
available from 6:00 AM to 3:00 PM. She put together the bank
deposit and placed it in the safe before cleaning up. She mopped
the floor, wiped the machinery, and restocked. Right before she was
ready to leave, her boss Amanda arrived, huffing and puffing.

“I’m sorry! Thanks for covering the day. I
hope it wasn’t too much for you.”

Macy shook her head. “No, it was okay. Lunch
was the only busy part of the day, but I got through it. How is
your cat?”

“Whiskers will be fine. Missing half his
tail, but he’ll make a full recovery.”

Her boss had called her first thing in the
morning to tell her that her cat had been in an accident and it
needed to go to the vet. Macy had assured her that she could handle
the shop.

“Poor thing,” she said. “What happened?”

“Somehow, and I have no idea how this was
possible, he got his tail stuck in the garbage disposal when he
clicked it on.”

Macy’s eyes widened. “Oh no! That’s
horrible.”

“The blood was everywhere.” She shivered
with remembered either horror or grossness. “Anyway, thanks,
Macy.”

“No problem.” She smiled. “I’ll see you
tomorrow morning.”

“Yes!”

Amanda beamed at her, and escorted her out,
locking the door after she left. Macy glanced at her phone and saw
it was almost 4:00. She had enough time to make it home, eat an
early dinner, and then head to her second job.

Hurrying home, she ran up the two stories to
her small apartment. Living in the city was expensive, and she
desperately wanted to leave—move to a small town so her asthma
wasn’t triggered so much. Find a man to love and settle down with.
Start a family. It might not be a grandiose plan, but it was her
dream, and like all dreams, it required money, A cash flow she
currently didn’t have, hence the two jobs.

Macy showered, changed into her uniform, and
took her medication before grabbing a quick bite to eat before she
headed back out. Macy hopped on the bus that would take her into
the downtown area of the city, getting off at her stop. When she
walked into the arcade, Tommy Reynard waved at her. Tommy had
already been working at the arcade when she’d been hired. From the
first moment they met, they knew they were destined to be
besties.

“I’ll be right out,” she told him and he
nodded.

She went to clock in and put her keys in her
cubby before slipping on her name badge and heading out to the
arcade floor. Kids of all ages ran around, tapping their keycards
against the machines to play the game. It was loud, bright, and
over the top, but a part of her liked all that. She was all alone
in the world, so being in the presence of so much chaos pushed that
loneliness aside.

“Hey,” Tommy greeted.

She lifted her chin up in a what’s up
gesture. “Did I miss anything cool?”

“A clean-up in the men’s bathroom.”

Macy laughed. “Glad I missed it.”

She moved off to start her shift behind the
rewards counter. With each win, the tickets won got uploaded to
their key card, making her job a little easier than if they were
using paper tickets. Because it was only a Tuesday, it wasn’t quite
that busy like it would be on the weekend. Tonight, since it was a
school night, was mostly young adults.

The night dragged by. Tommy was at the
front, loading cards with cash and greeting customers as they
entered. During his break, he hung out with her, munching on
licorice.

“So, there was this guy today,” she said,
and took a deep puff of her inhaler, holding the medicine in for a
moment before releasing her breath.

“Good looking guy?”

“So incredibly good looking,” she admitted,
slipping her inhaler back into her pocket. “Tall. Handsome.
Gorgeous brown eyes. I’m going to dream about him tonight.”

“Sounds yummy. At least you have something
for your spank bank.”

Her jaw dropped and she giggled.
“Tommy!”

“What?” he asked, grinning. “We all do it,
darling.”

She rolled her eyes.

“Uh oh, heads up,” Tommy muttered.

Macy followed his line of sight, giving a
little groan as she spotted three gang members entering the arcade.
Actually, she had no idea if they were in a real gang or not, but
they certainly acted like they were tough little shits.
Unfortunately, she’d somehow gotten on their radar, so they came in
several times a week to harass her.

“Chica!” said one of the thugs, a Hispanic
boy who thought he was a man. A bandana wrapped around his forehead
and his pants hung on his waist with a lick and a prayer.

“Mm, mm, mm,” said the second boy, looking
her up and down in a disgusting leer. She refused to think of them
as men. This one was a white kid with hair so dirty and matted it
grossed her out. “How about we go outside and I can show you how
much your body rocks.”

The third punk raised his fingers in a V
shape to his lips, flickering his tongue between them, the meaning
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