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      To ensure his freedom, his last mission is to protect the mobster’s daughter until her arranged marriage—without falling for her first…

      

      Matteo

      After ten years, I’ve finally paid off my father’s debt and can retire as Antonio’s head of security.

      My last assignment is to protect his daughter before she is married off.

      I can’t wait.

      Money, I have plenty.

      What I need is freedom.

      Except a sexy brunette has different plans…

      

      Sienna

      My father has arranged for me to marry a convicted criminal.

      He thinks I’m on board, but to avenge all the years I’ve been locked away in a strict boarding school, I’m thwarting his plans.

      I want to show my father I’m not one of his employees… even if it could cost me everything.

      My inheritance. Family ties. Maybe even my life.

      And my hot bodyguard is just the guy to help me—whether he wants to or not.
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      Matteo

      

      “Mr. Mancini wants to talk to you,” Vito says with a cock of his head toward the elevator.

      I know what that means.

      Antonio Mancini, my boss and a well-known mobster in Chicago's modern-day mafia, is waiting for me in his office. We’re in a dimly lit warehouse on the outskirts of town, where he conducts most of his business. By business, I mean hardcore money-laundering operations, illegal drugs and guns.

      I smooth my hand over my suit and click on the elevator button.

      I’m his head of security. Started as a simple security guard, watching the premises of his warehouse. With time, I gained his trust, got promoted, and became one of his bodyguards. Professional climbing isn’t the worst thing, given I never applied for any of these jobs. Never wanted them. But refusing them would jeopardize my mother’s life.

      Now, we’re finally coming to a close. One more month, and I’ll leave all this behind me. That was the deal when Antonio found his wife in bed with my father. He shot and killed my father on the spot and told my mom I’d work for him for ten years—otherwise, he’d kill her too. Why ten years? Because that was double the amount of time my father and his wife got cozy behind his back. Antonio has always been a big fan of doubling his investments.

      I was twenty-five then and would have done anything to help my mom.

      At first, I took the job with the wish to kill Antonio. In his sleep. Then, as days turned into weeks and I got to know more about him and his operations, the idea lost steam. There is no escaping. If I had killed him, my mother and I would be dead next.

      I’ve often wondered why he recruited me to work for him. Did he want to take something from our family besides my father’s life? Did he want to instill more pain in me, the male representative of our little family? Did he want to make sure I never told a soul about him killing my father, and this was good insurance?

      The elevator pings as it opens its doors.

      So, I’ve been working for him. Biding my time.

      My hands have seen more blood than an ER doctor.

      I’ve done plenty of things I’m not proud of.

      In one month, this madness ends. I’m leaving Chicago, taking the money I’ve saved from brokering drug deals and bribes—a hefty amount when you become the head of security—moving overseas with my mom and starting a new life. Away from this mess.

      I exit the elevator and touch my collar.

      I march through the hallway until I see the bronze statue of a lion.

      Antonio’s tastes are questionable at best, but that’s the least of my worries. Anxiety creeps under my skin, and I have to remind myself to take it easy. It’ll all pay off. My mother will have a nice, retired life with safety.

      I knock on the door.

      “Come in,” says the raspy voice from the other side.

      I open the door and enter his office. The large space occupies most of this floor, with golden accents scattered through the area and statues of predatory animals—more lions, pumas, and tigers. Antonio has always been obsessed with the top of the food chain.

      “You wanted to see me?” I ask.

      The medium-built man sitting in an oversized chair that almost dwarfs him gestures with his head for me to sit.

      I choose a chair across from him, facing the smooth concrete industrial-style desk. After my father was murdered in cold blood, I dreamed of having alone time with Antonio. Many times.

      Still today, that darkness lurks inside me. He killed my father, but he killed me too. I am not the same man I was ten years ago. No amount of freedom will change it. But I’ve become better at masking my flaws.

      Also, I knew if I killed him and ended up in jail or dead, my mom’s life would be over. I promised I’d never let anything happen to her.

      “Francesco is leaving prison soon. I just talked to his family, and if all goes well, he should be back in a few weeks.”

      I nod. Francesco is the fifty-something son of another fucked-up mafia family. He took the fall on a deal busted by the FBI and has been in jail for racketeering and other counts for five years. I’ve always wondered why that family didn’t hurt Antonio when it all went down. They could have.

      I doubt the prosecutor would have offered Francesco an out-of-jail deal, not with his rap sheet. But at least they could have reduced his sentence. Not that five years is that bad—in a strange way, I’ve been a prisoner of Antonio’s for much longer.

      “Is his leaving the prison good or bad for us?”

      “In this case, good. I’ve talked to his father. We’ve come to an agreement.”

      If he’s saying that now, he probably means they made that agreement years ago. No self-respecting mobster would let a betrayal slide for so long. I usually take part in most of Antonio’s conversations, but I wasn’t present at that one. And he never mentioned it afterward.

      “What agreement?”

      “Francesco is going to marry Sienna. The union will bring both families together. There will be no stopping us.”

      Acid spreads in my stomach. “Francesco is well over fifty. Isn’t Sienna⁠—”

      “Twenty-one. Yes.”

      Memories of Sienna populate in my mind. I’ve only seen her in person a few times. Even for Christmas, Antonio visits her at her college in New York. A girls-only college she’s attended ever since she finished boarding school. He never wanted her to spend much time in Chicago, and I wondered if he was overprotective of her. Now, it all makes sense.

      He was keeping his daughter a novelty. Out of the public eye. A virginal shining object that’ll be a gift to the man who did five years in prison for Antonio.

      “Is she on board?” I ask.

      He shrugs. “She will be. You know, being my daughter is a blessing and a curse. She’ll have access to great wealth, but if she doesn’t marry into the right family, she’ll be a huge liability. Marrying Francesco is a good way to protect her. She’ll be taken care of.”

      “Okay.” Even though having his daughter marry for business doesn’t sit well with me, I remember this isn’t my concern. “I still don’t see how I can help. Is she visiting?”

      “I want you to pick her up in New York and bring her home. Travel tonight. Since Francesco is due to be free within a few weeks, I want her here to organize the wedding and get all that shit in order, so when he’s back in the free world, they can marry quickly. He’s waited long enough.”

      Oh, great. Babysitting a twenty-one-year-old. “Doesn’t she have someone local who keeps an eye on her?”

      He waves me off impatiently, like the question annoys him. Antonio has never been one to enjoy explaining himself—so far, that’s served him well in life. “Yes, but this is different. Bringing her here will require some… convincing. I trust you to do it. Not some kid from New York I barely met and gets paid to watch her from a distance.”

      “Fair enough. I guess I can do it since this is my last month under your employ,” I say, as a way to remind him that we’ve had a deal. Most people don’t leave this occupation alive. They know too much. But he knows I’ve been compensated well for many of my crimes, which is the only way I can leave. By also having committed sins. By having blood on my hands.

      “I’ve always hoped you’d reconsider. You are the best security I’ve had since…”

      I inhale a long breath. My father used to be his head of security—while he was fucking Antonio’s wife.

      “It’s been an honor,” I lie, in a voice that leaves no room for negotiation.

      He looks at me, tilting his head as if to read my thoughts. “All right. Make sure my daughter is at the altar to marry Francesco, and before she leaves for honeymoon, you’ll be released from working for me.”

      “Deal.”

      Sienna and Francesco’s wedding will be the happiest day of my life. Sadly, I can’t say the same for her—and thankfully, that’s not my problem.
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      Sienna

      

      “Are you sure you don’t want to come for happy hour?” my roommate Lisa asks, twisting the door handle of our dorm room.

      “Yes.”

      She shakes her head. “There will be cute guys at the bar. And half-off margaritas.”

      I roll my eyes. Not even an entire pitcher of margaritas would fix my problems right now. “I’ll pass.”

      “Suit yourself,” she says in a singsong voice, then closes the door behind her and leaves.

      I look around my spacious, clean dorm room. I haven’t told Lisa that my father called me hours ago to inform me I’ll marry some sleazeball asshole to keep him happy. I’ve learned to say very little about my family to anyone I know. It’s safer for them.

      It’s already embarrassing whenever I leave the college grounds and have a short, bald, muscular man follow me in a black car. He’s been doing that for the last four years, ever since I left boarding school. He’s like a shadow. A way for my father to keep an eye on me at all times; he says it’s for safety since he’s high profile. I know the truth, though.

      What am I going to do?

      I can run. But where would I go?

      I have no work experience, haven’t finished my college degree in business, and the most important thing—my father and his cronies will find me wherever I go. I learned that lesson after I tried to run away when I was eleven, right after my mom died. My father’s henchmen found me in half a day, and as punishment, he shipped me off to an old-fashioned, high-security boarding school in New York.

      And now, it continues.

      A marriage!

      I blow out some air, looking at the ceiling.

      He told me he’d send someone to pick me up tomorrow as if I’m a five-year-old child who needs a nanny to go places. I won’t go—this person can’t make me, right? Certainly, others would see. That’s a good idea to buy some time—to be in public places only to ensure I’m safe.

      So many times, I’ve wished I had something on my father to make him pay for what he’s done.

      That’s why he’s sent me away—I’ve become too rebellious to live in Chicago and have access to all the information I could use against him. When I was in boarding school, he bribed the warden to keep a close eye on me.

      I didn’t need security, as I was barely allowed to go anywhere by myself.

      A knock on the door startles me. Did Lisa forget her key again? It’s happened twice this week.

      I open the door and see a large man in front of me.

      A shiver rolls down my spine.

      He’s tall and broad, with bronze skin and a big-dick attitude that drips from him. A few swirls of tattoos escape his black V-neck shirt and the leather jacket of the same color. Dark jeans complete his look. I’ve seen him before… Matteo Sartorre.

      His father used to work for my dad and passed away unexpectedly. I remember because that happened shortly before my mother committed suicide.

      “What do you want?” I ask. Of course, Dad told me he’d send someone tomorrow, and instead, he did it today. Another one of his so-called elements of surprise. He’s thrown a few of those in my day, and they’re never pleasant.

      “Ah. New York hospitality. How have you been?” He enters my dorm before I invite him, his presence alone enough for me to take a step back and close the door behind him. He watches me with curiosity, his brown eyes taking me in.

      How did he get into the building?

      This is an all-girls college with strict rules for visitors.

      Then again, my father’s people always find ways to break them. Whether he clocked off security or offered them money, who cares? Matteo is here… to take me to Chicago.

      “Better without you.”

      He touches his heart, and the ghost of a smile pulls at his lips. “Now I’m hurt.”

      I roll my eyes, wishing I could physically hurt him. Should I kick him in the crotch? “I’m not going with you, Matteo.” Best to lay it all out now, so he knows I’m not leaving without a fight. Though, how I can fight this beast of a man is beyond me.

      He looks around my dorm, glancing at the bookshelves, the rippled sheets in my unmade bed, and the amount of crap crowding my nightstand. “You’ve had a good run here. I like the place.”

      I cross my arms over my chest. Damn it, I should have taken those wrestling classes back in school. However, I doubt anything less than a black belt would give me a chance against Matteo. I heard he handled four men at once, all by himself. “Good run? What do you mean?”

      He perches his hands at his waistline, his fingers caressing his Italian leather belt. “I mean, you’re coming with me.”

      I snort. “And marry that old bastard? No. I told my dad I wouldn’t.”

      I’ve seen Francesco Caruso once before, when I was ten, at a family function. I doubt that time has been kind to him since he already looked like a sleazeball back then. And that’s only scratching the surface. Anyone who gets into business with my dad is beyond gross, despite what they look like.

      Even if they’re as hot as Matteo. I sigh.

      “Tell him in person.”

      Nothing short of the Pope talking to my father would make him change his mind. His word is his currency. Whatever he says goes. Everyone knows that. “What will change? He’ll still say no.”

      Matteo steps toward me, and I step back until I touch the wall. “Don’t underestimate yourself. I’m sure you’re persuasive.”

      I tilt my head to the side. “How’s it working with you?”

      He flashes me a smile that would surely melt most women’s underwear. It’s nearly working on me, even if I know better. “I’m only doing my job.”

      “Your job is gross. Aren’t you too old to be my dad’s lap dog?”

      “Apparently not, since he sent me over.”

      “I can’t go. I hate my father,” I say.

      He puts both hands on either side of me and flattens them on the wall. I’m cornered between them, and I know why he’s doing this—to intimidate me with his size. A shudder goes through me, and my nipples pucker under my shirt. I can’t believe my body is so weak, but then again, it’s not like it has built resistance to learn its way around a man.

      I’m a thirsty woman crawling in the harsh desert, and Matteo is a tall drink of water with plenty of crushed ice inside.

      “Join the club, sweetheart.” He lifts his eyebrow and then steps away from me. A dark expression crosses his ruggedly handsome face. “You don’t know who I am, do you?”

      I square my shoulders and lift my chin, hoping to act like I occupy more space in the room. “Of course I do. Your dad worked for mine. He died not long before my mom. I’m sorry about that, but if you think your sense of loyalty to my father⁠—”

      He gives me a once-over, a quizzical look on his face. His brown eyes gleam with a touch of intensity, and his lips purse into a sarcastic expression. “Loyalty? Your father killed mine while I was in the next room. And that wasn’t enough for him. He threatened to kill my mother if I didn’t work for him. So my loyalty isn’t, hmm, organic.”

      My knees feel weak, and my blood pressure lowers to a scary level. I plop down on the bed, digesting what he said. I’m not an idiot. I know my father has been responsible for people losing their lives, but why in the world would he hire the son of someone he murdered? I touch my chest. “What? Why did he kill your father?”

      “There’s a lot they don’t tell you.”

      A wave of sympathy washes over me. How hard must it have been for Matteo to work for my father? Why didn’t he go to the police? A small part of me wonders. Then I quickly remember my father has bought police before, but aside from that—if his mother’s life was in jeopardy, it makes sense that Matteo wouldn’t take the risk. “I’m sorry about your loss,” I say, though the words seem vain and ineffective.

      He gives me the
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