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        I’m the new KING of London, but it’s her body I crave to CONQUER.

        Her enemies have become my own. Her body is my favorite toy.

      

        

      
        We were never supposed to meet, but then there she was across the bar sitting beside my cousin’s newest obsession. A small little beauty with a grin on her sweet lips and a low-cut top meant to tease—to destroy a man’s self-control. She didn’t see me, but I took in every sensual inch while placing a target on her head.

      

        

      
        Our paths will cross, and she’ll fight, but I’m a man of my convictions. My vow is unbreakable.

      

        

      
        I’ll be back for you, my Venus.
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      “DISPOSE OF THE two separately.”

      “The two?” the man on his knees asks. These whimpered words slip through busted lips, the sound is amusing—a little whimsical—and I smile down at him. This is someone I’ve known my entire life, I grew up with the bloke, but greed is a dangerous disease and he let it consume him.

      You don’t steal from a Jameson.

      You don’t run from one either.

      My family has a certain code we live by, and Jonathan Bryce broke every commandment.

      Outside of his connection to me, he’s no one of real importance, a normal man working a boring desk job with a wife who’s pregnant and a dog who bares his teeth at him each time he walks through the door. The animal is a good judge of character. Can smell the bollocks that reek from this man’s pores while he lies to his wife about where he’s been and with whom.

      He’s useless, yet many overlook the shortcoming; the flat he lives in belongs to her, while the car he drives was a gift from me on his last birthday. His employment is another gift he didn’t deserve then, and much less now as the family business isn’t worth shit under his care.

      Three simple responsibilities he couldn’t provide for himself, and it stems from a gambling problem he refuses to accept.

      Bryce loves football yet chooses the wrong team each bloody time, and as a mate, I’ve bailed him out more than a handful of times. Killed so he would be spared. I gave my protection because I felt bad for those he’d leave behind if a bookmaker took back a failed payment in blood.

      He shared meals with the Jamesons.

      He was allowed perks that weren’t his to imbibe in.

      And yet, he bit the hand that feeds.

      Jonathan Bryce stole from me, and all for a night of basic sex with a whore’s used pussy.

      At the sight of my smirk, John pisses himself once again. Disgusting. “Please, Callum. It doesn’t have to end like this, brother. Let me work this off. Or better yet, let me just call Mum. My family’s good for it, and she’ll wire you—”

      His mouth snaps shut after kissing the two large rings on my fingers, the skin further tearing from the blow. “This is your mess, mate. Not theirs.”

      “Please.” It’s low. A cry. “It’s not that big of a deal. Ezra was in on it. He—”

      “No.” Another plea sits heavily on his bloodied tongue, but I shake my head. He’s afraid and has every reason to be. My friendship was an honest one, no strings attached on my end, but he abused the power it came with. I let him live in my shadow, and now I’ll take away his right to breathe just the same. “You knew the consequences and took the risk anyway. Did you think someone loyal to the family, a hacker of all fucking things, wouldn’t protect himself? I’ve seen the video. I heard every word that came out of your mouth.”

      His eyes drop to the ground, expression contrite. Too late. “I’m sorry.”

      “Lying to me will only make this worse.”

      “I don’t want to die.”

      “And yet you’ve failed to give me a single reason why I should take pity, Jonathan.”

      “My unborn daughter.” Bloody spittle lands on my trousers while I finger the edge of the blade in my hand. It slices the pad of my thumb, a few drops dripping down the metal and onto the handle while he watches, unmoving. Paralyzed. “She will need me.”

      “How sure are you about this?” I scratch my jaw. “What are you willing to bet?”

      From the corner of my eye, I see one of the cleaners with me stop a few steps to my right with a familiar briefcase in hand. I’m not the only one who notices his presence, and I chuckle at the sight of Jonathan moving closer to me. An idiot move. I’m the reaper. His executioner. Jonathan’s bloodied face tips up, his hands gripping my pant leg while tears roll down each cheek.

      A true disappointment.

      “She will need me.”

      “You can do better than that, arsehole.”

      For every action, there is an equal consequence you must accept and confront with pride. In my world, to hide, beg, or cry is a disrespect. More so than the offense that led you to your sentencing.

      “I’m their sole provider. Neither would survive—”

      Pursing my lips, I tilt my head to the side and give him a small sense of hope. As if I’m considering his idiocy—pretending for those few seconds that I don’t know the kind of pathetic wanker he grew up to be. He’s mistaken my friendship for something it’s not, and even if he were family, I’d slit his throat just the same after a betrayal of any kind.

      There’s nothing above loyalty. Not even familial ties.

      “Liar,” I spit out through clenched teeth, and he stumbles back on his haunches, trying to crawl away but the stomp of my boot on his left knee stops him. Four times, and a scream rends the air; he’s quick to grab the injured leg but stops when the tip of the knife in my right hand presses against his forehead, digging in just enough to bring blood to the surface of the small incision. “You’re not worthy of the family you had, Jonathan. Melissa deserves better than you, and I’ll make sure they’re both taken care of. She’ll never work two jobs again, nor will she continue to pay for your mistakes.”

      “If I don’t return home, she’ll call the cops. There’s a file—” He trails off when the briefcase is opened and a second later a manila folder is tossed at his feet. He makes no move to grab it, but tears do fall when a few seconds later a dial tone fills the warm building I own a few hours outside of London. The area is all private farmland, almost two hundred acres of untouched property with a few buildings at the center that I use for personal storage. There’s one road in and one out with security around the clock to take care of my cars, a few small planes, and my private collection of war memorabilia—weapons used throughout history to be exact, including a tank used during the Gulf War.

      “That file?” The knife’s tip digs in a little deeper.

      His expression is one of disbelief—betrayal—but that soon turns to abject horror when his pregnant wife’s voice comes through the line. “Is it done, Callum?”

      “Not yet,” I say before slicing down from forehead to cheek while puncturing his eyeball.

      “Fuck!” His scream, full of anguish, makes pleasurable goose bumps rise across my flesh. The darkness within my soul is feeding off the echoes that surround us in the large, open space. The cut isn’t deep enough to cause blindness, not that he’ll be alive to enjoy the sights and sounds of life outside these walls, but enough to make him hiss in pain and tear up—each track down his cheek turns a reddish-brown as the dirt on his face mixes with his blood. “No more. I’ve learned my lesson.”

      “We have a request I must oblige.” Maybe it’s because of the cut or the realization that he’s truly dispensable, but Jonathan’s face drops and his shoulders slump. He’s the poster child for someone who’s disingenuously ashamed, yet either way, I pat his head like one would a dog and wag the knife in his face as one would a finger. “Someone needs to hear the verbal confirmation of your blessing.”

      “Are you taking the piss?” Her laugh is sardonic, completely ignoring his pain-filled yell, but I can still make out her tears. The anguish Jonathan has caused. “Do my words really matter?”

      “Yes.” Yet I’m not the one she’s asking. Her question is directed to the piece of shit on his knees crying like a git. “Give me your vote.”

      She takes a deep breath, and I plunge the blade of my knife from one cheek to the other and leave it there while her husband whimpers. Paints the ground red with his blood one drop at a time, the sprinkling reminding me of one of those designs made by a macabre artist I admire from Seattle. “I’ve been a widow since the day after we said I do. It’s time to recoup my full freedom.”

      “No!” Jonathan yells out without thinking, ripping the flesh on each cheek apart. His mouth fills with blood, it rolls down his neck and onto the dirty collar of the light pink polo he’s wearing. “Love, please. Please don’t abandon me. You’re my—”

      “I’m tired of bailing you out,” she says lowly, the words full of so much hurt, and for the first time, I see true repentance on his face. Too late. “Your family’s legacy is gone because of your selfishness, you bloody bastard. The dealerships are under insolvency proceedings, the houses are being sold to pay back the money you stole, and all while your mum had a heart attack at the care home after finding out what you did. While you were busy shagging...” She chokes on a sob, the pain raw, and if I had a better conscience, I’d forgive him for her. But I don’t. I won’t. “She’s been in a coma while you were busy bending over a woman that isn’t the one you promised to love and cherish.”

      “I’m sorry.” His split lip wobbles, his entire frame shaking. “I’m so fucking sorry.”

      “No. You’re not.”

      “Melissa, I know I’ve hurt you. That I’ve—”

      “Wasted enough years of my life.” The woman on the other end takes in a deep breath, the silence looming from the line before a painful sigh escapes her. “I can’t do this anymore, and neither can your mum. You can go in peace knowing we’ll be better off.”

      “I’ll make this right. Just please—”

      “You’re only sorry you were caught, Jonathan. Goodbye.” The dial tone follows, and the sorrowful scream that leaves him shakes his entire frame. And I’m humanitarian enough to give him a second to come to terms with his reality. His death sentence was handed out by the same person to whom he tied his life to, and then proceeded to hurt by breaking each of those sacred vows.

      And while I’m not a man who believes in love or spending my life with one woman, I respect those who do. I respect those vows. I’ve seen in my life what a good woman can do for a man in my aunt and uncle’s relationship, my own parents not being the best example, but those two made it work. She was his true right hand before he stepped down and Casper took over as the head of our family.

      Classy and poised—nothing like the women that cross my path.

      They want an easy fuck with the hopes of taming my cock and bank account. To become a Jameson.

      I fuck and leave. No strings attached. No commitment.

      Pussy doesn’t rule my life. I scratch the itch when the need arises and that’s as far as it goes.

      “Call her back.” It’s no more than a whisper, but I hear, and I also don’t respond. “Call her!”

      My hand extends out, palm side up while my eyes hold his. His anger is rising, and I find the false bravado amusing to an extent. It also doesn’t last long as a second later my favorite toy is placed in my hand by the cleaner just slightly behind me.

      The heavy leather feels good in my palm, centers me, and I breathe in deeply while letting its coiled length fall to the ground. The slapping sound isn’t muted, and the subtle hint of a clink makes Jonathan’s ire lose all strength, going from hot to a shivering form sitting atop his own mess.

      He knows what this is. He was with me when I acquired the specially made whip.

      “Vest off.”

      “I’ll leave the country. I’ll disappear.”

      “Shirt. Off,” I spit out from between clenched teeth, and the guard who’s been standing at the ready to help dispose of Jonathan comes forward. Within seconds, he rips the bloody garment from Jonathan’s body, the fabric digging into his skin and my old friend hisses, feebly attempting to push my employee’s hands away. But then again, he’s always been a weak man. Once done, the guard looks at me, and I nod in appreciation. “Stand back.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      My thumb rubs against the handle, feeling the small button there, but I refrain from pressing it.

      Instead, I take two steps back while dragging the thick leather against the harsh concrete, my eyes on the man I once called family. There are cuts and bruises, the holes on his cheek are a nasty color already, and his chest bears the brunt of an earlier kick to his sternum.

      “Don’t. Come on, mate...not—” He doesn’t get to finish as my wrist flicks forward and the first lash lands across his upper torso, the skin there welting and in some spots ripping. And this was a soft strike. No real force was applied. The second and third are much the same, but now his abused body crawls away from me—he drags himself toward a door to the left he’ll never make it to.

      I follow at a leisurely pace.

      For each step forward, I bring down the whip with precise strikes across his slim build: back, legs, and even the pads of his feet, all while ignoring his sad attempts at swaying my emotions. His tears and pleas mean jack shit to me; it’s his blood I am after.

      “No more. I’ve learned my lesson.”

      Each slash slowly releases his life’s essence. Each pays one drop at a time for each pound he stole.

      “You held a gun to the head of a Jameson employee.” Another direct hit, this one down over the center of his spine, and he arches, a silent scream catching in his throat a second before losing control of his bodily function, once more. Jonathan throws up, the bile liquid escaping from both his mouth and the tear on each cheek. Disgusting. “You threatened his mum and twelve-year-old sister. You told him you’d put a bullet between the eyes of a minor if he didn’t transfer half a million pounds into an offshore account in the Cayman Islands. Am I lying?”

      “No.” Jonathan’s trembling, arms giving up as he falls forward. He’s face down and mumbling, fingernails digging into the concrete, and that only serves to break each to the flesh. The meaty stumps leave tracks across the floor as he fails to escape.

      His words—the low mutterings—reach my ears, and I know what they are. What they represent.

      I let him pray.

      Honor the one thing he grew up with; what his mum wouldn’t forgive me for if I interrupted. They are devout Catholics, and I’m granting him mercy by letting him speak to his maker one final time.

      After a few minutes, a shuddering breath escapes him. “Will you forgive me?”

      “Already did.”

      “Will you end me, then?”

      “Almost.” Bending my knees, I lower my body beside his and place a hand on his shoulder, squeezing it, something I’ve done over a million times. “But before I do, I need you to answer one thing.” His barely perceptible nod is agreement enough. “Why?”

      Jonathan swallows hard, fat tears rolling down the corner of his untouched eye. “The truth?”

      “Anything but, and I’ll make your last breath excruciating.”

      His response is quick and just as bloody idiotic as I thought it’d be.

      “Because I never thought you’d kill someone who’s been like a brother to you.”

      “And that was your biggest mistake.” My hand grips the back of his neck and I pull him up, forcing him into a painful kneeling position at my feet. Then I take a step back and the whip falls over Jonathan’s left shoulder. Just lies there as I walk around him and say my own silent goodbye. I’ll see you again someday. Stopping behind him, I bend and put my mouth near his ear while gripping the leather end hanging against his body. One end in each hand. “Your cockiness landed you here; I’d kill my own father if he betrayed the family.”

      His mouth opens, lips beginning to move but then snapping shut as I press the button on the handle. At once, two-inch blades—surgically sharp pieces of steel—pop out, and I pull them tight to his neck.

      “No!” Bryce thrashes and tries to pull the whip away, but my grip is unmoving. Instead, I embed them deeper—each blade piercing his skin and cutting through as if it were butter. “Have mercy. Don’t kill me like this!”

      “All debt will be erased and your family protected.” Those are my last words before I give one hard pull across his flesh and the blades slides through, sawing down to the bone without pause. His head falls back, and horrified vacant eyes stare back at me.

      One second, you’re here.

      The next you’re not.

      A reality for those who let greed overtake their common sense.

      A Jameson always collects.
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      THE BLOOD ON my hands is beginning to dry—cracking between my fingers with each flex of my hand on the steering wheel. The flakes, these minuscule fragments of what used to be Jonathan, are almost undetectable to the eye, but I see them fall onto my trousers and then the carpet of my Mercedes AMG G63 as I rush through nighttime traffic on my way to the family’s pub.

      Casper’s waiting on me while the two men disposing of Jonathan’s head and body take a more scenic route. That was his final penance. No funeral. No recognition. What remains of him is being disposed of in two pieces and in separate locations.

      Stepping on the gas, I hit ninety miles an hour while my body thrums with endorphins. Killing is my high. The moment a person takes their last breath is unforgettable—feels almost as good as a warm cunt choking my cock.

      It’s a beautiful sensation that both calms and winds you up. My muscles are tense, yet my reactions are languid and fluid—almost serene as everything around me blurs into colorful lights and sounds. Picking up the lit cigarette laced with cannabis from my ashtray, I bring it to my lips and take in a deep inhale. I hold the smoke in my lungs and for a moment, I close my eyes and exhale slowly while the car maintains its course, opening only when the car gives a small beep alerting me to an object being too close to my right.

      The vehicle is an older model BMW from the early nineties and has two arseholes revving up beside me unlike the rest of the calm traffic around us. Not these two, though. They’re shouting while nearly hanging out the vehicle, waving hands to draw my attention, and I take in another deep drag instead. The wrapping paper burns quickly, the reddish glow almost touching my lips before I lower my window and toss it in their direction.

      “You fucking wanker!” the driver shouts while his mate’s mouth is open, yet no words come out. Especially after I flick on the lights so he can see me. His reaction is instantaneous: fear. The heady reaction brings a grin to my lips.

      My mug is known. My reputation is all true.

      However, the arsehole behind the wheel is slower, and it takes the backseat passenger forcing his face to stop moving for it to click. Then he pales while I simply stare, unmoving, not giving a flying fuck about ramming my car into anything or anyone.

      They wanted my attention, and now they have it.

      His eyes widen and the car swerves; a harsh yank to the right, away from me, causes two other cars to slam on the brakes. There’s a lot of honking as I pass them while the idiots car stops in the middle of the road. Pussies.

      From there, it takes me another ten minutes to reach the semi-empty parking lot, and I pull into my private spot. At this time of night, the place is closed to the public, but not those in our business. At night is when the dark souls roam and degenerate deals are made while someone does a line or two and a pretty girl entertains their boss.

      The latter is always part of the visiting party’s group. A mistress.

      Never one of ours. We don’t traffic or whore out.

      We also don’t touch.

      It’s the two rules my aunt demanded from her husband while he was the head of our family, and we’ve followed the same path out of respect.

      When I walk in, though, the place is quiet except for the low riffs of a guitar playing—an old rock song—filling the space. Two tables are occupied with men that work for the family, and at the very back, a transporter from Ukraine is nursing an amber-colored drink. Just him. No associates and I raise a brow in question at our head guard, Jeffrey, while tossing him the keys to my car.

      They know to clean and erase every trace of Bryce.

      The shrug of his shoulders is barely perceptible, but I’ve known him long enough to read every subtle change or twitch. I flick my eyes to the visitor once more and then meet his eyes, and he nods at the silent command. Watch him.

      I don’t bother to acknowledge anyone else and walk through the clean, empty kitchen. The private door to Casper’s office is open, and filtering through is the sound of music and chatter that sounds American. And I’m right as I stop at the entrance and my eyes focus on the screen.

      We don’t acknowledge each other. His eyes and mine are watching—struck by the same scene.

      Two women, but it’s one that stands out. Motherfuck, I can’t look away.

      My heart rate spikes up and a lick of heat flows through my veins, igniting every molecule in my over six-foot frame. I’m hard—furiously throbbing. Who the fuck is she?

      The brunette is sitting with another woman, one I recognize as Casper’s newest obsession and what’s keeping him focused after the death of his mum. It was a senseless assassination that burns, and had he not found her—his end goal—London would be bathed in blood.

      My own hands twitch to end her murderer’s life.

      The women are similar in height and hair color, but that’s where the similarities die. No. Aurora Conte would never measure up to the reincarnation of Venus sitting at what looks like an American sports bar and sipping a pink drink with a sexy smile on her lips.

      “Who?” This leaves me on a low growl, a rumbling that builds deep in my chest, and my cousin’s eyes flick to mine for a brief second. In them, I find mirth and a bit of cockiness, a better demeanor than the pain-filled eyes of the last month. Moreover, whatever he sees in my face is enough to pull a low chuckle from him, and had he not been family, I would’ve given him a bunch of fives. Arse. “Answer me.”

      “Aren’t you hostile tonight?”

      “It’s been a testy evening,” I hear myself answer, but my attention is on the beauty on his screen. She’s laughing now, head thrown back, while her tits shake in a low-cut top meant to tease—to destroy a man’s self-control. “Name, and who’s following?”

      “Her name is Aliana Rubens—” If he said anything after, it doesn’t matter. Not when said beauty stands from her chair and raises both hands, shaking her hips to the Latin beat playing in the background. Moreover, everything in my world stops. Nothing moves but her. Nothing exists but her gyrating form with arms up high, fingering her soft, long waves before dipping low.

      Then back up again.

      And I enjoy it, eyes traversing her short stature while taking in the flair of her hips in a pair of distressed jeans that seem to have been tailored for each sinuous curve. They sit low. Almost dangerously so, and I take account of every face in the background glancing her way. Some women, some men, and it doesn’t matter if it’s out of lust or envy; my hand itches to put a bullet between each pair of eyes.

      Is this what jealousy feels like? Not that it makes much sense.

      I don’t know her. I’m a danger to her.

      The sound of wood splintering registers a second later. I feel a few pieces of the now broken door trim embedded into my skin and then the few drops of blood that follow, and yet, I’m struck by her.

      Watching her dance is foreplay.

      Decadent. Sinful.

      Another harsh jerk of my cock, and I feel the beads of pre-come at the tip roll down my engorged head. It’s been a while for me since I’ve wanted a woman, and this one has my attention with a ferocity I’ve never experienced before. Never like this.

      Another drop rolls down my length and it feels like a caress, like the tip of a soft tongue laving my heated flesh, and I bite down on my bottom lip to keep in the hiss fighting to slip through. Not that my cousin is paying attention to me—his eyes are on the woman he’s claimed as his.

      “Sit.” His voice catches me off guard a minute later, a bottle of whiskey now on the table with two tumblers sitting atop his desk. When he got them, I have no idea, nor do I give a bloody fuck. I take the offered seat and drink, pouring him one as well before refocusing on the screen. Both women are standing and shimmying, laughing over God knows what, while my mind runs through different scenarios.

      Because I will meet her.

      Tomorrow. A few days from now.

      She doesn’t know I’m watching, but I’m taking in every sensual inch while placing a target on her head.

      We have a meeting with Malcolm soon. I could...Aliana Rubens?

      “Rubens?”

      “Yeah.” Casper nods, scratching his jaw covered with two days’ worth of stubble. “Oldest out of three and the only girl.”

      “Who is she related to? The name is familiar.”

      “Why?”

      My eyes snap to his, and my glare only makes the arse smirk. “That doesn’t concern you, mate. Don’t cross that line.”

      “Oi. Just giving you the same shit you give me.”

      “And yet you tell me to piss off just the same.” Bringing the glass to my lips, I knock back its contents and pour another three fingers’ worth. “Am I lying?”

      “Negative.”

      “Then answer my questions. Who is she related to? Who’s watching them?”

      He clicks something on his mobile and the screen freezes, both girls’ glasses mid-clink. Eyes on mine, Casper levels me with a serious look, and I meet his stare. We know each other, and the only time I back off is on business matters, but only if I agree. If he’s wrong, he’s wrong, and I don’t hold back.

      “She’s not an easy lay.”

      “Answer me.”

      “Governor Rubens.”

      “Huh.” I don’t say anything more. That piece of shit isn’t what he tells the American public, and I find it amusing. Always have. He’s dirtier than some of the men he swears to prosecute and fails to each term. “Aren’t we a few weeks from election season in the States?”

      “They might be.”

      “Interesting.”

      “How so?”

      “Because there’s nothing a monster fears more than the devil pulling his strings.” If he wants to ask, he doesn’t. He has his secrets and I have mine; things that don’t involve our business, and this is one of those instances.

      He’s crooked. Very dirty.

      “And Alexander is there. He’s my eyes.”

      “Good. He’s loyal.” Standing, I pull out my mobile and send a message to a good acquaintance of mine overseas. He’ll have what I need. “Keep him there.”

      “I am.” Pressing the play button, Casper’s eyes turn back to Aurora. “Did you finish what you needed to tonight? Everything cleaned?”

      “Yes.” Aliana decides at that moment to press a quick kiss to Aurora’s lips, and my groan isn’t quiet. Neither is Casper’s and I choose to leave, but not before drinking up the gorgeous doll on the screen a final time. I want to bite her. Fucking mark her skin. “Do we have anything pending stateside? I’ll volunteer to attend.”

      I should be asking about the compromised wire. How Malcolm plans to make amends.

      If we’ve had news on the cockroach hiding from us after killing my aunt—his mum.

      Once again, I’m too struck by her to do anything but watch. My cock is hard for her—throbbing—while the coquettish little thing is ignorant of the dangerous web she’s been caught in.

      “Unless things change, two weeks. Malcolm’s dealing with his family now.”

      Motherfuck, the tits on this goddess. “I’ll be taking a few days off right after.”

      “Is that a request?”

      “No.” At my chuckle, he raises a brow, but I’m not deterred. He may be my boss, but I’m not afraid. I’m just as much of an arsehole. A Jameson. “That’s a notice of intent without guilt.”

      “Aye. Are you staying or coming back for that time off?”

      “Undecided.” A lie, yet it’s the answer I give before stepping out of the office and heading toward Jeffrey to collect my car. I don’t care if they’ve had enough time to clean or not, there’s something more important than a few drops of blood on a rug.

      Our paths will cross and she’ll fight, but I’m a man of my convictions.

      My vow is unbreakable.

      I’ll be back for you, my Venus.

      “Your allure is a mystery I will taste.”
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      LEAVING MY BEST friend with her father shouldn’t be something to worry about, and yet it nags at me because they aren’t the norm when it comes to paternal figures. With them, there were never any kissed scraped knees or congratulations for winning a spelling bee. Nada. Nothing but an icy indifference and a demand you give even if it breaks a piece of you each time.

      Because we are commodities. Useful once at a certain age.

      Mr. Cancio wants her to take over for him as the head of their dynasty, while mine wants total control of my life, my future, and the set of skills I acquired to survive in his world.

      My best friend might not understand to what degree I sympathize with her dilemma, but I do. Better than she even knows herself, because being the child of a powerful man is a nightmare even if you don’t carry his last name. That’s her blessing, and one I wish were mine as well.

      I am her in a lot of ways while privately worse off, because what I’ve done makes me everything she’s not:

      Dirty. A criminal.

      Shaking off the negative thoughts, I walk past a man who looks at me from head to toe with a gleam in his eyes I’m all too familiar with. There’s a seediness to his persona. The greed-fueled aura of a man ruled by darkness, and this isn’t the first time I bump into him.

      He works for Aurora’s father. No one important, just a guard, and he’s doing a poor job of watching this door while her father’s right hand talks on the phone farther down the sidewalk.

      “Evening, Miss Rubens,” the guard says while giving me a half bow, eyes on my body the entire time. Not my face, but chest and then lower, causing me to shudder in disgust. I don’t address him, and this causes the jerk to chuckle. “Did your parents teach you not to speak to strangers? Or did a cat catch your tongue?”

      “You work for Cancio.” My response is cold and flat. That of a woman who finds him beneath her standing, and one I’ve perfected over the years. The governor’s daughter always conducts herself differently:

      I can never entertain a man like him or anyone that isn’t approved of by my parents.

      The authoritative head of the house and his silent, submissive wife.

      She does what he says, and I’m forced to do the same.

      My sole reprieve from under his thumb is working at the Conte House, and it’s because to the public, I’m the perfect daughter. Charitable. Humble. Hardworking. Between running the public relations part of the women’s home and then teaching the computer literacy program three days a week, it doesn’t leave much time to get into trouble. Add to that my college classes and breathing, some days are hard.

      Not that anyone in my family cares. I’m a pawn the governor moves at his will.

      “I know who your father is, sweetheart.”

      “Everyone does.” Just as Aurora’s father promised, a car pulls up to take me home then, and I’m thankful. “If you’ll excuse me...”

      He moves as if to open my door but pauses with his hand on the handle. His face is close to mine, breath on my cheek, and I cringe. “Does he know she’s taking over?”

      “Please move.”

      “How will it look to his constituents to have his daughter running around the city with a future mob boss?”

      My eyes narrow, I meet his cocky grin with an icy glare. “My life is none of your business, and trust me, Cancio would agree that neither is his daughter’s. Don’t threaten me again.”

      “Will he hurt you?” he asks instead, his stare focused on my mouth now. “I could protect—”

      Pig. But he isn’t the first, nor will he be the last, to flirt or be pushy. Not in our world.

      “And are you going to be there for me?” I’m watching him now from beneath long lashes, relaxing my previously stiff form. Men like him like that. To see a woman back down, but little does he know that they’re nothing more than puppets against a quick smile or the thought of an easy lay. Pathetic, really. “Will you defend me?”

      The guard licks his lips. “Yes.”

      “Should I bring that up while my father and your employer play a round of golf before Mr. Cancio heads back to Boston? Or what about at dinner tomorrow night over the first course?” This time, my sarcasm isn’t missed and his eyes narrow, hand shooting out to grip my arm. I step out of reach, though, just as Cancio’s right hand begins to walk our way. Another man that makes me feel uncomfortable. Something just isn’t right about him. “Please move.”

      “You’ll learn your—”

      “Is there a problem, Santis?”

      “No, Dominic. Just getting the door for Miss Rubens.” There’s no missing the hard grip he has on the handle nor the tightness in Santis’s jaw, but he follows through and opens it for me before stepping aside. I don’t wait and slip inside, closing the door before either tries to engage me again.

      And yet, I don’t miss the angry scowl on both their faces.

      One looking toward the Town Car. The other watching him.

      “Your parents’ house or your apartment, Miss Rubens?” a voice I know asks, and at once, I let out the breath I didn’t realize I’d been holding, my body semi-sinking back into the seat. Pierro has worked for the Cancio family for a long time—if Aurora’s father is in town, so is he—and is the only person that my best friend will hug without a second thought. He’s old, charming, and always respectful. He also engages the locks immediately. “Are you okay? Did they say something—”

      “I’m fine, and my house, please.” My smile is genuine, but I can’t entirely remove the stiffness in my body. There’s no hiding it, but thankfully he just nods while looking at me through the rearview mirror. “It’s late, and I have an early morning tomorrow.”

      “As you wish.” Pierro pulls off from the curb, but I can still feel Santis’s eyes on me. Something about him puts me on edge more than Mr. Cancio or his right-hand man. “There are some chocolates back there, by the way. Your and Miss Conte’s favorite.”

      “Have I ever told you that you’re my favorite person, Pierro?”

      “A time or two, and each involves chocolates.”

      “Just speaking the truth,” I sing off-key, making the man chuckle while I find the offered treats near the opposite door. Come to Momma. They’re from a shop back in Boston that does the best sweets in my opinion, and this box, their signature collection, is to die for. Grabbing a piece of dark chocolate with hazelnuts and a hint of orange, I pop it in my mouth and groan. Everything—all the stress I tend to carry—evaporates. My eyes close and the city becomes quiet; nothing matters. “I needed this.”

      “There’s also a bottle of water in the pocket behind my seat.”

      Opening my eyes, I find the offered and reach for it. It’s a little cooler than room temperature and I twist the cap, taking a small sip before grabbing another treat from the box. “You are a lifesaver and the best man to ever live.”

      “If only the missus thought so...”

      I laugh at his reply, ignoring the vibrations coming from my wristlet. “Trust me, she does. It’s just smarter to keep you humble.”

      “Women,” he mutters, but his shoulders shake with amusement. “There’s not much traffic tonight so we should reach your home soon. Do you need to stop somewhere before we do?”

      “No. All I want right now is my bed.” Pierro doesn’t say anything else, taking the left turn at the light and then driving straight toward the area I live in. Just like Aurora, my home is in the Lincoln Park area and just a few blocks away from hers in a townhome community that my parents approve of solely because a few stuck-up acquaintances have children that live in the area.

      My phone vibrates but I don’t bother to look. There’s only one person who’d contact me right now, and I’m sure he’ll do so again once I’m safely inside. I’m going to leave Chicago one day soon. A throat clears then and I snap into focus, not having realized I’d zoned out. We’re parked outside my place, the dark green door lit up while a large box from my favorite chip company sits atop the mat.

      “Are you sure you’re okay, Aliana?”

      “I’m sure.” My eyes meet his through the rearview, and while I can see he doesn’t believe me, Pierro doesn’t pry. Instead, he gets out and opens my door while offering a hand to help me out, which I take, gripping it while grabbing his gift with my empty one. Once outside, I give him a smile and place a chaste kiss on his cheek. “Thank you.”

      “I’ll be in town until Mr. Cancio leaves. If you need anything, please let me know.”

      “Tell your wife that if I were older, I’d steal you away.”

      At my words, his grin widens and a small touch of pink stretches across his cheeks. “I’m the lucky one, Miss Rubens.”

      “And we’ll agree to disagree.” With one last smile, I leave him at the curb and take the small set of stairs that lead to my front door, pausing only long enough to grab the box and input my code before ducking inside. I’m smiling as I drop my wristlet, snack package, and my thin sweater before reaching for another small morsel of delight while my home phone begins to ring.

      The generic landline’s ringtone blares through my quiet home four times before the red light of the recorder signals my doom. Only two people have this number, and both reside in the same house while carrying the same last name: one as a control mechanism and the other because she follows his orders. Even if it means hurting her child.

      They’re both selfish; how they communicate with me when it’s not a social call.

      I know what it means. I dread what they’ll ask of me.

      Dropping the box of chocolates on the entry table, I toe off my shoes and then put my hair up in a high ponytail. Not yet. My kitchen is just to the left of the townhome’s entrance past an arched entryway, and I walk to my fridge, grabbing the opened bottle of wine in there. It’s still three-quarters full, and after popping the topper, I begin to pour myself what’s left inside a huge glass Aurora gave me as a gag gift last year.

      Am I taking my time in answering? Yes.

      Will I get crap for it? Another yes.

      “Screw it,” I whisper before chugging the contents of the glass, not stopping to breathe until the last sweet drops sit on my tongue. The crisp note of fruit is refreshing, and so is the added warmth that sweeps my short frame as it mixes with my earlier drinks create a quick buzz that makes me smile. “Liquid courage for the win.”

      And no sooner had the last words passed my lips than there’s a sudden pounding on my door. It’s a firm knock, harder than needed, and I walk over, opening it without looking through the peephole.

      “Why the fuck aren’t you answering your phone, Aliana?”

      “I just got home. Literally.”

      “Not good enough.”

      “Hello to you too, Father,” I say, not that he acknowledges or even gives me a smile. Instead, he walks past me and looks at the empty glass with disdain. He also doesn’t comment on the hint of annoyance in my tone. “Please, take a seat. Would you like anything?”

      He does sit, crossing one leg at the knee while watching me, expression blank. “You know why I’m here.”

      “Couldn’t this have waited until tomorrow’s dinner?”

      “No.” It’s hard—so hard—but I nod and take the chair opposite. I mimic him. “The buyer is waiting, and I need this resolved before the campaign for re-election kicks off at the end of the month. You’ll be leaving soon.”

      “I have a job and my schooling. Getting up and disappearing on a whim isn’t responsible.”

      “Neither is a political figure’s daughter being best friends with a mafia princess and soon-to-be mafia boss.”

      “What?” My voice comes out shaky, my palms becoming sweaty. “Why would you say something like—”

      “Do you really think of me as an idiot?” That’s rhetorical, and I keep my lips shut because truthfully, I want to call him so much worse. My father is the kind of criminal that considers himself above others—untouchable. It’s what all the men in my family believe, from the youngest adult to the oldest—it’s a man’s world, while it’s the woman’s place to dirty her hands for them. A life where public image is more important than the love or well-being of your child. “Cancio is in town and came to see me earlier today. He’s donating a hefty sum to my re-election fund, so I turn a blind eye to his daughter’s future endeavors...” Dad scratches his jaw, a dark gleam in his eyes “...and I agreed, with a catch.”

      A sinking feeling hits me, my earlier dinner threatening to make a reappearance. “A catch?”

      “There are two things I need from him.”

      “Money?”

      “Very astute of you.” He uncrosses his leg and switches to the other. “I will get a monthly cut of all his illegal activity taking place in the state of Illinois.”

      “And?”

      “I’m interested in doing business with someone he knows but has a dislike for me.”

      “Interested how?” Something isn’t right. God help me.

      “As a suitable husband for you.”

      “Husband.” The word is thick on my tongue. Makes my skin crawl. “No. I’ll refuse.”

      “Mateo hasn’t agreed to that stipulation yet, but he will,” my father says as if I hadn’t spoken. “It’ll be beneficial for us all. Someone to keep you in place.”

      “You can’t do this. I’ll never accept whoever this ass—” My face snaps to the side, the hard sting burning my cheek while he simply sits back. I taste blood in my mouth while heat scorches, throbs in time with my heart, and I swallow back my cry of pain. That would only make it worse. Te odio. Hate you with every fiber of my being.

      “Watch your mouth, mi hija. You know the consequences of going against me.”

      Cradling my cheek, I bite back my retort because it’s always the same. He threatens me with hurting my mother and younger siblings, and even though she deserves no pity from me, Diego Jr. and Sebastian will always have my protection. “Understood.”

      “Good,” he says, softer this time, and I don’t trust the tone. “You will do as you’re told and go where I send you. No more arguing.”

      “Okay.”

      “Tell Aurora you’re needed for a family emergency and plan to be gone for a few days.”

      “Anything else?” I want him gone. Loathe him.

      “The information on the artifact will be sent to you via courier in a few days. Study it and prepare, Aliana; I won’t allow a fuck-up on your behalf. That small statue is worth half a billion on the black market, and my buyer is desperate.”

      “So much so that you’d put my freedom in jeopardy?”

      “So much so that I’d sell you if the offer had enough zeroes attached.” With that, he stands and takes the few steps separating us, and before I can escape, his fingers grip my chin hard and tilt my face up. “You will not fail me, Daughter. Don’t force me to hurt you.”

      Without waiting for a reply, my father walks out, and I finally let the tears fall. This is the shame I carry—the burden that no one knows about. And my biggest fear of all is that someday I’ll be caught and live the rest of my life behind bars because no one will believe me.
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        Aliana Camila Rubens...

      

      

      

      HER NAME IS the first thing I see after waking up.

      It’s on the screen of my mobile forty-eight hours after my eyes landed on her, causing my cock to swell and my stomach to clench. There’s something about the little beauty that piques my interest, makes my body thrum with a heated excitement I’ve never encountered before…

      Hunter versus prey.

      Swiping a finger across the screen, I open the folder with a grin. I feel no shame while reading each line slowly, memorizing every detail about a slip of a woman I’ve yet to meet face to face. And yet, that doesn’t diminish my interest in the little goddess.

      Instead, it makes the yearning to see her again burn just a little brighter. Hotter.

      Then again, it’s her face that’s accompanied me the last two days without pause. No matter where I’ve been and how much blood is on my hands, it’s her I think about and what I’ll do once she’s in my grasp.

      I want to hear her moans.

      Watch her fall apart.

      Feel her walls clench and milk my cock.

      “What is it about you, Miss Rubens?” I ask myself before turning the page, but then pause and close my eyes while gripping my hard dick lazily with my unoccupied hand. I don’t wank, just close my fist tight as I replay the way she danced while the people with her egged her on. Coquettish with the right hint of mischief that I find utterly sexy.

      The mobile vibrates in my hand and my eyes snap open, Casper’s name flashing across the top. We’re meeting in a few hours, and I think I know what he’ll ask of me. I know the chess-like moves he’s starting to make within the organization. I can almost understand him, too, but is it enough?

      Refocusing on the picture at the top, I’m starting to think his reasoning is indeed enough. It’s one of Aliana with two other women at a beach, dressed in nothing but a pair of extremely distressed cutoffs and a bikini top, smiling at the camera. Her skin is sun-kissed, no makeup on her sweet face, and hair wavy from the salt water.

      “Motherfuck,” I hiss out from clenched teeth, stroking down once and then twisting my wrist—tightening my hold further on the upward motion, and pausing. One. Two. Three. Then again, each piece of her I take in is a pump of my hand—my balls tighten, and I throb. Hurt.

      Then stop.

      I let myself twitch, a bead of pre-come rolling from the tip and onto my fingers as I bite my bottom lip.

      There’s an innocence to her that I find attractive, but it’s the heat hidden underneath that draws me in. Even here, in a picture showing a relaxing outing with her mates, I see that more.

      It’s there. It calls to my own darkness.

      My eyes take in the supple hips, how the button at her waistband is undone and exposing a hint of light green that matches the color of her swim top. The two minuscule triangles hold in enough to be decent, but not enough to calm the sudden lick of jealousy that snaps through me.

      Each swell spills out at the sides and center; she’s a lot more than a handful. Another harsh jerk forces my hips to pump. I fuck my hand as I make out the two beaded tips through the thin fabric, vowing to find out who was with her that day and kill any man who was present.

      Kray was astute enough to send his female cousin out on this outing; they sent me separate emails pertaining to what they found. She took these photos—sent one where she’s faking a selfie and Aliana can be seen in the background—while he pulled the background information.

      Because for her I find myself being a possessive arsehole. It’s sexist, and I have no shame.

      No excuse. Not embarrassed over the fact either.

      I want to be the only one that sees her like this. To enjoy her beauty.

      My eyes roam lower, and I groan as a tiny jewel catches the sun’s rays right at her belly button. It’s small, highlighting her flat, toned stomach and the skin I want to mark. My teeth ache
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