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      Dante

      I never planned on having a baby, but priorities changed when I became a single dad overnight.

      I must avenge the Santinis, who killed my baby daughter’s mom. But to do so, I need reliable childcare.

      Easier said than done.

      Because of my notoriety, nannies don’t last.

      Until the perfect candidate shows up at my doorstep.

      But I soon learn that the sexy nanny is a wolf in sheep’s clothing.

      Gia

      I’m a girl with a lot of problems.

      I’m on the run from my psycho, abusive husband.

      I’m broke, broken, and alone.

      So, when I hear about a nanny gig, I beg for the job.

      Being locked up in a mafia fortress is the perfect solution for my plan—I’ll save money and be out of sight.

      Even if that means dealing with my searing attraction to my hot boss.

      A boss who will destroy me if he discovers my true identity.

      

      TW: domestic violence, murder, mature content,  SA
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      Gia

      “Slow night, huh?” My coworker, Tara, says as she scrolls through her phone, leaning against the dark granite countertop.

      I met her three weeks ago when I started as a bottle service girl at an upscale strip club in Chicago. I scan the area. On the lower level, a tall, willowy dancer sways her hips around the pole on stage, wearing a sequined top and G-string, dancing to remixes of pop songs in front of the occupied tables. “Yeah.”

      I’ve had a couple of really good shifts, but tonight, a big sports event is happening on the other side of town, so our clientele hasn’t arrived yet. And because I work the VIP section on the upper level, I mainly serve one table—a couple of incredibly hot, tattooed, handsome men who make my job easy. I bet they’re good tippers, too.

      I stride to the walk-in stockroom fridge to grab the thousand-dollar Champagne they requested. I don’t like it here—an awfully cold, dark, and eerie area. But the tip will help me to get the fuck away from this job that I’ve taken since I fled New York.

      I’ve been living in a cheap motel for the past weeks. The kind where you need to shower wearing flip-flops because the bathtub is gross and hasn’t been through a deep clean since well before COVID. Even if it were cleaner, I still wouldn’t feel safe.

      I grab the bottle, scan it in the system using my ID tag, and add it to the bill. Then I leave the room and almost run into Chevy.

      Mr. Chevy, that is. My boss—and a gross human being. He’s of average height and build. The best mask he wears is the one of a good guy. That’s precisely the most dangerous of all—I should know, after what I endured with my husband.

      Chevy has a male water polo swimmer body—tall and lean but with the right amount of muscle to do some damage if he’s in the mood. I shiver, and the atmosphere is suddenly chillier than when I was inside the stockroom fridge.

      Chevy brings me back to the present, fondling my ass, asking, “What you got there, beautiful?”

      I recoil and clutch the bottle, wishing to swing it at his head. Memories from my fight with my stepfather flit through my brain. The way he slapped me across the face, then flung me on the bed and aggressively parted my legs with his. A lump of disgust floats up my throat, and I swallow it. I move away from Chevy discreetly, but he doesn’t let me go—he cups my ass harder.

      “I need to get to my table,” I say.

      I could leave this job, but I need the money. Assholes are everywhere, and I need to get as far from the East Coast as I can. Start over.

      At this club, they didn’t pay much attention to my lack of references or fake driver’s license—one I got through my husband’s nemesis, Clayton. Clayton hates Ciro for never paying him back some money he owed him, so he was all too happy to help me leave the bastard.

      Thankfully, Chevy needed new bottle girls, and that was it. They pay cash, too.

      So, I need enough money to buy a car and truly become a new person with a future who doesn’t have a past—my past, anyway.

      I touch the necklace my mom gave me, a white gold chain with a star pendant dangling from it. A small diamond shines at the center. Sorry, Mom. I hope wherever she is, she’ll forgive me for everything.

      I could sell this necklace for some fast cash—nothing crazy, just a little money. I have often considered it, but this is my last tangible connection with my mother. If I let go of it, then what will I have left?

      No. When I’m successful in my new life, I want to wear this necklace. If I do, I’ll take my mom with me to show her the small way that I made it.

      Chevy dips his head lower, the smell of cigarettes yanking me from my thoughts. “Maybe we can go out for drinks after your shift ends.”

      I’d rather get an STD. Though it’s obvious that I’d have the same fate if I slept with him. I bet he’s familiar with the clap, and I’m not talking about cheerful applause. “Hard pass, thanks.”

      “Why? Don’t you want to get the weekend shifts and make more money?”

      I slap his hand off my ass. “Not at this price. Excuse me, customers are waiting.”

      He pushes me against the wall, and I clutch the bottle even harder. He rubs his gross, mediocre erection against me. “Playing hard to get, are we? The girls who work the weekend don’t… they’re counting the dollar bills.”

      I use the bottle to push him away. The urge to knee him or break that bottle on his head stabs at me, but I’m on the run because I’ve already acted on impulse. I can’t afford that luxury again. “Excuse me.”

      He mumbles under his breath, but I ignore him and walk through the hallway. I forget about Chevy’s idiotic face when I get to the VIP area. I saunter to where I’ve seen the men chat. The two of them are gorgeous and are from the Gallo family. I heard that name several times—my stepfather is a cousin of Ross Santini, the patriarch of the family I hate. The Santinis are the scum of the Earth.

      If my husband Ciro catches me, he’ll kill me. Just like I killed his father, Aroldo—my stepdad.

      I swallow, and the chatter reminds me I must focus on what’s happening around me. I thought that by leaving New York for Chicago, I’d be safer, but from what I hear, the Santinis have their turf here in Chicago as well. But I can’t switch from city to city without resources. Without a car, without money, without a plan.

      I bring the bottle and show it to the Gallos. The one on the right nods, and I pour it into flutes, handing it to them as they continue to talk.

      “Why isn’t Dante here?” one of them asks. They’re both tall and broad, but this one has a beard.

      “Fuck, man, his nanny left yesterday. With Massimo and Amara out of town, he can’t get out that easy,” the other one, who has a cleft in his chin, says.

      “That sucks.”

      “Yeah. Dante needs a reliable nanny ASAP.”

      “He wants to focus on getting rid of Ross Santini, but hiring someone who wants to stay with the baby for as long as he needs is unrealistic. No one wants to be confined in his house, locked away from the world.”

      I almost over pour the drink before I give it to the last man. A glimmer of hope flows through me. A rich man needs a nanny—and seems desperate for one.

      What a perfect opportunity.

      I’d be in a mafia boss’s house, hidden from everyone. I’d save the money I’m paying for my roach-infested motel room. On top of that, I’d be helping my boss take down Ross Santini. A bonus fuck-you to my husband’s family. Of course, that would also be dangerous. My potential boss can’t discover my true identity until I know him better. What if he’s one of those people who kills instead of asking questions?

      Can I pull it off? “What’s the salary?” I blurt, clutching the tray against my chest after they each have a flute in their big, strong hands.

      Hot Beard tilts his head at me, surprised. As bottle girls, we’re supposed to be seen but not eavesdrop. We’re sexy women wearing sparkly minidresses who smile and joke without putting our noses where they don’t belong.

      “Why? You’re interested?” He cocks his head.

      I square my shoulders and look around to ensure no one can hear me. Thankfully, this section is almost empty. Chevy is out of sight, and so is Tara. “If it pays well, yes.”

      When Hot Beard ballparks the amount, I gasp. That’s way more than I’d ever imagine making—though I imagine that amount covers the downsides of not having a life and working for the mafia.

      “Do you have any child experience?”

      “Yes, I’ve babysat tons. I love babies.” I slap on a smile, without adding that I only watched babies a few times, mainly because Ciro made me—a coworker of his needed help, and he enlisted me without asking.

      Hot Beard scratches his chin. “Sounds like it’s too good to be true.”

      I chew on my lower lip. I need to grab this opportunity before it slips away. “I’m… new in town. I don’t have a place to live, so this arrangement would be perfect.”

      “Do you think Dante will go for it, Rocco? If we tell him we found the new nanny at a strip club,” the other one asks.

      Hot Beard, AKA Rocco, slides to the edge of the leather seat. “The truth can be… interpreted differently.”

      Flexible truths. I’ll take that. “I’m all for that, sir.”

      Rocco grabs a pen and jolts on a piece of napkin. “Okay. Here’s my brother’s address. Show up at eight tomorrow, and I’ll meet you up front, take you in, and introduce you. No promises.”
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      Dante

      I finish changing AJ’s wet diaper and throw it in the trash. She coos at me with a sweet smile on her chubby face. Her green eyes sparkle, and the frustration of being unable to do much work washes away.

      Then, a second later, my phone buzzes, and said frustration returns.

      She’s sitting now, so I place her beside me in my bed. I brought her crib to my room, but now this has to change. I’ve killed men, blackmailed politicians, and trafficked illegal guns—still do. But I can’t make a seven-month-old baby understand that she needs to sleep in her nursery at night.

      To make things worse, the last nanny left.

      I moved back home a month ago, and I thought I had found a perfect match—an older woman who was a widow with no grandkids and missed spending time with babies. She was great until a week ago when she broke her hip after she tripped over the diaper trashcan. It was an accident, but word got out, and other potential nannies don’t want to apply because they think I hurt the old broad.

      “Bro. Are you here?” Rocco asks, walking in before I reply. He’s one of the few people with the right to appear unannounced at my place—him, my other brothers, and my father.

      “Yeah.”

      “Well, guess what? I found a solution to your problems. A new nanny is waiting downstairs,” he says, then waves his hand like we’re in a campy game show, and he’s the host.

      “What?” I shake my head. Rocco loves to put his nose where it doesn’t fucking belong. The idiot has no boundaries.

      “A friend of a friend recommended Lucia to me. I met with her yesterday to review her experience and ensure she was a good candidate before bringing her in.”

      I rub my temple. I’m operating on too little sleep to deal with bullshit. “You mean you slept with her.”

      “No. I’m trying to help because Massimo is gone for a while, and you being super dad… we need help. She’s trustworthy.”

      Jesus. Massimo has been gone for a few days and will return in two weeks. Sure, it’s been crazy busy, but I can handle it. Although… I’m sure Rocco misses his business partner and his brother. We used to go out a lot together, along with Nico, the youngest. “Which friend?”

      He looks away. “She worked for a friend of Sara’s. That girl I dated.”

      “The server you fucked at an event,” I say, decoding his guy speak.

      Rocco, much like the rest of us, is addicted to living life in the fast line, and steady relationships aren’t our style. Our dad never had a good record, and dealing with the drama surrounding his love life when our mom was alive and after her death scarred us for life. Massimo is the only one who married but initially did so because of a business deal.

      Rocco waves me off. “Potato, po-tah-to.”

      I run my fingers through my face. It keeps getting better. “No.”

      “Give Lucia a shot. Listen, if you don’t like her, I’ll send her ass back. But she knows the drill. She loves babies, she doesn’t mind not having a personal life, and she knows you deal dangerous weapons.”

      I do need a nanny. Desperately. Even with Massimo returning, I can’t count on his wife, Amara, to help me. She has her own life. And my housekeeper, Zenovia, the Russian woman who comes a few days a week to clean and cook, is not a baby person—as she made it clear when I offered more money for her to help me out. “How old is she?”

      “She’s young, but at least she won’t break a hip like the last one.”

      Young. Young means inexperienced but also… energetic. Hopefully. “I’ll talk to her. But no guarantees.” I know that the perfect person to care for AJ is out there… even though my life is in shambles, I’d hate to hire just anyone off the street. Rocco doesn’t have children, so he doesn’t get any of that shit. He’s not known for being selfless.

      I follow him downstairs to the living room, my brother with his cocky walk like he’s cracked a nuclear code.

      A woman in her early twenties sits at one of the accent chairs facing the set of sofas. Streaks of blonde blend with brown, from what I can see. Her hair is in a ponytail, and she’s fresh-faced. Intriguing brown irises with rings of gold around them. She wears a black shirt, jeans, and sneakers. She’s slim and average height and squares her shoulders when she sees me.

      She smiles, but it doesn’t reach her eyes—as if she’s trying to be friendly, she’s trying to like me, but she isn’t too sure about this idea. Well, we’re in the same fucking boat.

      “Thank you for seeing me,” she says. “I’m Lucia Whitlock.”

      “Nice to meet you, Lucia,” I say without offering a hand. I sit across from her.

      “I’ll let you two chat,” Rocco says. “If you want to give Lucia a try, her suitcase is in the foyer. I thought I’d speed things up just in case.”

      Motherfucker. He had no right to bring her shit with her without even checking with me. I’ll have to set Rocco straight. I’ll teach him a lesson during our next kickboxing session—or maybe much sooner.

      When I’m alone with her, tension thickens in the room.

      She eyes the opposite side of the living room, and I wonder if she’s uncomfortable. My gaze takes stock of her. A strange sensation lurks around us, mainly around her. Not necessarily a bad thing. Chances are, she’s scared about being alone in a room with me. Though if that was the case, why did she come to this interview? And with her suitcase?

      Unless Rocco made her.

      “Talk,” I say.

      She looks at me square in the eye and lifts her chin. A beat later, she flashes that fake smile again. “Your brother told me you need a nanny. Well, I need a place to live. I’ve moved recently from New York City due to unexpected circumstances. Anyway. I love babies and can help you.”

      Unexpected circumstances… that’s vague. But I don’t care what brought her here. Not getting personally attached to a female employee makes things much easier—especially when she’s young and pretty. “Currently, I don’t have anyone else. Ideally, I’d have two nannies on rotation so you could relieve each other. But it’s been hard to keep one.”

      “I can imagine. Rich people always say good help is hard to find.”

      A small smile pulls at my lips. “Are you… good help?”

      “Yes.”

      “Tell me about you. Are you Italian?” She looks of the same descent as me, but her last name is English.

      “From my mother’s side, yes. Dad wasn’t. He’s not in my life,” she says, and I notice she’s careful with her words, not giving me much personal information freely. Is she hiding something or just shy?

      I drum my fingers on my leg. “Are you aware that if I hire you, you won’t have your own life until I find someone else? I don’t have a wife or a partner. You’ll be it, which means… no coming and going. This is a different job. I don’t want you to tell your friends or post on social media. My daughter is my main concern.”

      She crosses and uncrosses her legs. “I don’t have any friends in town, and I hate social media.”

      “You’d mostly be with my daughter, and if you ever leave for a doctor’s appointment, you’ll always have two bodyguards.”

      She claps her hands together, unfazed. “That sounds good to me.”

      I frown. I can recognize bullshitters when I see one, and this woman could be a used car salesperson. She’s giving me all the correct answers. “Does it? You’re young. Don’t you want to go hiking on weekends?” Or whatever it is that you do?

      She shrugs. “I’m not one for outdoor activities.”

      “How about a boyfriend? Do I have to worry about someone complaining about your hectic schedule?” I ask. Her position isn’t conducive to a loving relationship. I don’t need a stranger distracting her from her job or wanting to visit. No need for random people anywhere close to my home, particularly until Santini is caught and killed.

      “Not at all. I’m single as a pringle and kind of hate men right now.”

      Ah. So, she’s probably moving from New York because of a former relationship. Figures. “Why are you giving me all the answers I want?”

      “Am I?” She tilts her head, feigning innocence.

      I surge to my feet. She’s a smartass, which I usually appreciate, but she has a quality about her I can’t pinpoint. Her answers are rehearsed, and she may want to come across as confident in her abilities. I have a gut feeling that she’s in trouble. She’s not telling me the whole story, and I don’t have the time or energy to yank it out of her. “You can leave.”

      She stands up, and a flicker of anxiety crosses her eyes. “Mr. Gallo⁠—”

      I lift my hands in denial, warning her to stay away. “I can’t trust you. Go.”

      I gesture for her to leave, to move, and she takes a couple of steps, then turns around and looks at me. “I want to work for you because I didn’t do a good job planning my move… which I totally should have, at twenty-two.” She threads her fingers together, fidgeting, then takes a deep breath. “But here I am, desperate. I’ve been working as a bottle service at a strip club, and I hate every moment of it. Guys think they can grab my ass because they have money, and I wish my manager gave a shit, but he doesn’t because he does the same thing. I’ve been staying in a gross motel—the kind you see in horror movies. So yes, living in this kickass mansion and dealing with a cute baby instead of drunk grown-up men is the best opportunity I’ve had in forever,” she says, a current of contempt to her voice like she’s managing to sound calm, but rage burns underneath. “I really, really would love that opportunity and promise you to do my best.”

      I take a good look at her. Finally, some authenticity. “Lucia… what’s your last name again?”

      “Whitlock.”

      I exhale. I wanted her to be truthful. Well, there she is. She needs this job—and I need that kind of employee. “Lucia Whitlock, you’re hired. Don’t make me regret it.”
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      Gia

      A wailing startles me from my slumber.

      I sit up in bed, yawning, and grab my phone—2 a.m.

      Shit.

      It’s the middle of the night and my second as a nanny. I follow the protocol from my first night: descend the stairs to the kitchen, make AJ’s formula, pour it into the bottle, and rush back upstairs.

      To my boss’s room.

      The cute baby still sleeps in her dad’s room at night—he told me he’s having difficulty transitioning her to her nursery, located between my bedroom and his. I get it. If I had a hot-ass daddy like that, I’d want to be in his room too. A current of desire crosses my body.

      I mentally slap myself and leash my hormones.

      Not the right time, Gia. And not the right man.

      I can’t remember the last time I lusted over someone. When I married Ciro, I was attracted to him but not in a wet dream-type way. To be fair, I didn’t know that kind of sizzling attraction even existed. I mean, I felt it toward celebrities. But not people in real life.

      I married Ciro because, well, he seemed like a good guy. My mom had her share of disappointments after my father left, and when she met Aroldo, she thought she made the right choice. She didn’t know he was broke as a spoke and hid it well. Didn’t know he was quick to convince her to add his name to the assets she owned—our large home and the charming lake cabin, and then sell it without her consent. Two staples of my childhood were stolen from me.

      I will those memories away. Thinking about them only stirs anger inside me—and there’s nothing I can do. Not anymore.

      I arrive at Dante’s room and knock gently before twisting the door handle and entering. He’s a mobster, after all, so I don’t want him to shoot at me in the middle of the night, thinking I’m an intruder seeking revenge.

      Then, I pick up the baby from the crib and take her to her nursery, where all her stuff is.

      Her wailing decreases as I hold her in my arms, but it’s still there. I change her diaper, carry her to the rocking chair by the crib in her room, and sit there with her.

      I give her the bottle, and she gladly takes it, her big green eyes looking at me. She touches my necklace, her little fingers tugging at the star, but I quickly remove her tiny hand before she can tear it off.

      A warm glow travels through me, and my heart clutches. Poor baby. She doesn’t have a mom—at least I had mine for the first eighteen years. My mom didn’t always make the right decisions, but she was a good person. Too good. Most men took advantage of her.

      “Hey, we’re okay. You’ll be okay,” I whisper.

      It dawns on me that I haven’t talked to a soul in the past month, not since that night. Who would I confide in? I’m all alone.

      I spoke the bare minimum with coworkers, but that was it. For some odd reason, holding AJ makes me feel present and enjoy the moment. And think.

      I hate thinking.

      If I think, I’ll remember what I’ve done.

      My stepfather Aroldo is dead, and Ciro is missing an eye—probably looking for me like a madman, thirsty for revenge.

      I shouldn’t feel guilty. They both deserved what they got.

      She pushes the bottle away, and I take the cue to hold her upright and make her burp.

      I searched for suitable burping methods online yesterday, and they paid off. AJ lets out a big one. I pat her back one more time, and she does it again. Then I swaddle her and rock the chair. Thankfully, in a few minutes, she’s asleep.

      Weirdly, this moment with her is the most relaxed I’ve been in the past months. Even before I escaped, I didn’t know relaxation. Hell, especially then. Images of Ciro slamming me against the wall, shoving me until I hit the floor, and kicking me flood my brain. My throat feels thick and dry. I need to stop remembering. I need to… talk.

      “You’re a lucky girl, AJ,” I say, looking down at
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