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THE PRICE OF ANYTHING is the amount of life you exchange for it...

Mia. 

Mia Romano. 

A name I can’t get out of my head - even though I know I need to.
She’s the daughter of Vincenzo Romano, my boss and one of the most powerful men in the city. No man has ever gotten close to her, but, as the family’s head of security, I’m tasked with keeping her safe.
Except her father now has plans for her I can’t agree with. I’ve vowed to protect her from anything the world dares throw at her. When a violent attack forces us closer than we’ve ever been, I’m not sure I can contain the secrets I’ve been tasked with keeping from her...

In the dark, the monsters hide...
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IF SOMEONE ELSE HAD looked in on this night, they might have taken it for a movie premiere. A new hotel opening. Something like that. 

Glamorous people surrounded by security, all of them drifting in and out of one another’s orbit and making brief, tight conversations, as though they were trying to feel one another out. Everyone was dressed up and holding a glass of something that couldn’t have cost less than twenty bucks a pop, and everyone looked as though they were trying to find some way to navigate what was going on in front of them without getting kicked to the curb. Or something way fucking worse. 

I held back, my eyes scanning the room, searching for whatever it was that had the hairs on the back of my neck standing on end. I wasn’t sure what had set me on edge, but I was damn sure that there was something throwing me off my game, and I was going to figure out what it was.

Vincenzo Romano, after a brief conversation with one of his right-hand men, rose up to the center of the room. He didn’t even have to raise his voice to get the attention of everyone in that place, he just commanded it right away, no questions asked.

“Thank you for coming here tonight,” he announced, and there was a dead silence over the hotel lobby as everyone turned to look at him. 

“And I want to raise a toast to the continuation of the syndicate,” he continued, raising his glass and offering everyone around him a shark-like smile. They echoed his sentiments, lifting their glasses, and I wondered how many were wishing that they could get out of there already, back to their real lives. Because being in a room with all of these people—this had to be one of the most dangerous corners of the city tonight, and everyone there knew it. To get this close to the beating heart of the syndicate, you had to know what you were getting yourself into. 

I knew that I sure as hell did. I had worked for them my entire life, and I would keep working for them as long as they would have me—well, as long as I lasted, which wasn’t likely to be much past thirty-five. Working as a bodyguard was what I had been made for, and Vincenzo had seen that the first time he had laid eyes on me. Ever since then, I had been covering his ass and making sure that nobody in the Romano family came to any harm. And that those who intended to bring it to them weren’t quite so lucky. 

Vincenzo was quick to bring up the dissolution of the Hebraisas, a rival syndicate who had finally been crushed after almost a year of a deadlock between the two parties. Vincenzo had tried to convince me that it had been a friendly agreement, but I doubted that anything he did in his line of work was friendly if it threatened his place in this city. He had worked his entire life to make sure that he got everything he felt like he was owed, and nobody was going to take that from him now that he had it in his grasp.

I scanned the room as Vincenzo talked, trying to identify the location of the bad feeling that had been creeping up my neck from the very moment that I had walked into this place. There was something—or someone—off, but I couldn’t figure out what. I didn’t like gatherings like this one, because they basically gave space for anyone with a bad intention to come and try to take a chunk out of the man who I worked for. I preferred smaller gatherings. Where I could make sure that I got in early, and showed anyone with any intention that they would have to get through me before they could get close to the man I worked for. 

The speech was brief, concise, the way it always was when Vincenzo got the syndicate together. He didn’t want to give away anything other than what he specifically had to, in case there were cops or reporters trying to get their hands on something that they could use to expose us. Vincenzo had been doing this long enough to know just what he had to say to keep the other families in the loop, without giving away anything more than he strictly had to. 

There was a smattering of applause once he was done, and the room seemed to let out a sigh of relief as soon as he was finished. Then a moment later, the women and other less-than family members, who had been shut out of proceedings, were allowed to come join the rest of the group, and I scanned them as they came in. I knew that a lot of men wouldn’t have glanced twice at them, but people relied on going under the radar to get what they wanted. I wasn’t going to let that happen. 

“Hey, Gabe,” a familiar voice called for my attention. I looked around, and saw Vinny Junior, Vincenzo’s son, as he headed over to join me. He already looked a little drunk, and I didn’t blame him. I knew that he hated these things more than anyone, found them boring as hell, and I doubted that he would have stuck around here a moment longer than he had to if he could avoid it.

“Hey, Vinny,” I replied, glancing over his shoulder to make sure that nobody was getting too close to his father.

“You know you can come and be with us when we’re doing these things, you know,” he pointed out, taking a sip of the champagne that he was carrying. “You don’t have to hang back here like you’re trying not to be noticed.”

“I prefer being somewhere I can see the whole room,” I replied, and he chuckled.

“Yeah, I know,” he agreed, and I paused in my reply as I noticed Damien Langford approaching Vincenzo. Vinny glanced over my shoulder to see what I was looking at, and he cocked an eyebrow when he located the source of my attention.

“What do you think of that Damien guy?” he asked me with interest, and I lowered my voice to make sure that nobody else would hear what was about to come out of my mouth. 

“I think he’s getting too big for his boots,” I replied, keeping my voice totally calm. If I changed my tone, someone might click into the conversation, and the last thing I wanted was for someone to overhear me in the middle of this. “I wouldn’t be surprised if he’s talked about trying to shift your father from his position at the head of the syndicate.” 

Vinny snorted with amusement. “You think a little piss-stain like him could pull that off?” he asked, louder than he should have been talking. 

“No, but some of the people he works with might,” I replied. I watched as Vincenzo offered him a tight smile. He could sense what I could, I was sure of it—sense that there was something off about this. I felt a tension in my gut, and I promised myself that I would pounce if I needed to. I didn’t want to cause a seen here, of all places, but if I had to make the move, I would.

“You need to relax,” Vinny told me. “Get a drink or two in you. I’m sure there are a few daughters or sisters or whatevers here who would be willing to enjoy your company, if you just let them.”

“I’m not here for that,” I reminded him. 

“Guess I’ll have to handle them for the both of us then,” he replied with a wink. 

I managed a brief smile. Vinny was one of the only members of this syndicate who had a sense of humor, and sometimes, it was actually pleasant to have someone to share a laugh with.

“Guess you will,” I agreed, and I checked behind me to see if there was anyone else still waiting to come into the main area of the party ... and that was when I saw her.

Anna-Maria Romano. Mia. The one woman that I knew every man in this place would be trying to get a piece of. The daughter of Vincenzo, and freshly adult, she was about the hottest woman I had ever laid eyes on in real life. Long, dark hair, those perfect curves, olive skin, brown eyes, a sharp smile that seemed to pierce everyone she laid it on. Tonight, she was wearing this figure-hugging black dress, which clung to the shape of her, and I couldn’t help but trace it with my gaze. 

“Hey, my father is paying you for protection, not to check out his daughter,” Vinny teased me. 

I pulled my eyes from her as she started toward the party, and I focused back on my job once more. “She shouldn’t even be here in the first place,” I pointed out. 

“Yeah, well, true as that may be,” he agreed, “you know that my father doesn’t bring anyone to these things that he doesn’t have to.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I asked.

“Look,” he replied and nodded to Mia, walking into the room, and the way that the heads around her seemed to turn to take her in as she went by them. Wives were glaring, husbands were staring, but she was the center of attention, and that was for sure.

“What?” I asked again. 

“She’s here to make sure that someone keeps his attention off my father,” he replied, nudging me in the ribs. “You really think that you’re the first person to have questions about Damien?”

I couldn’t help but chuckle. Of course. Mia never came to these things if she could avoid it, but her father wasn’t stupid enough not to know just how much every man in this city wanted her. And he was going to use that to the very best of his ability, to make sure that the slimy little asshole that Damien was kept himself busy all night long. 

“Yeah, fair point,” I agreed, and Vinny took another sip of his champagne.

“Well, if you’re not going to have fun tonight, then I’m going to find someone who will,” he replied good-naturedly. I knew that he didn’t mean it as a jibe. Sometimes I was fairly sure that he forgot what I had actually been hired to do here. He saw me as more of a friend than an employee, but I was never going to let anything happen to the Romano family on my watch. 

“Have a good night,” I replied, and I watched as he turned to head away from me and back into the throng of people once more.

And my eyes were drawn to Mia once again. She looked gorgeous. I couldn’t remember the last time I had seen her at one of these events. Hell if I had ever seen her at one in the first place. There was something strange about her presence here, that much, I was sure of. 

But it wasn’t my job to question the motives that had led Vincenzo to bring his daughter here. It was my job to make sure that they stayed safe, no matter what, and I was going to make sure of that. I had a bad feeling about Damien, and if that was who she was here to entertain, then it couldn’t hurt to keep a little extra eye on her to make certain that she didn’t come to any harm. 

Or maybe I was just looking for any excuse I could find to keep my gaze pinned to her all night long.
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I TOOK A SIP ON THE glass of red in my hand, and then inhaled a long, deep breath. Okay. I could do this. I could totally do this.

I wasn’t going to blow the very first chance that my father had given me to come along to one of his business meetings like this. I knew that I had an important job, and I just had to follow through with it and prove that bringing me here had been the right choice. I knew that my father didn’t like me to be involved with this stuff if he could help it, so I was going to have to work double time to make sure that I stayed focused on what mattered here. Getting the job done and picking up on anything and everything I could about my target for the night.

Damien Langford. He was leaning over by the bar, and he looked as though he wanted nothing more in the world than to be left the hell alone. Well, if he thought he was going to get away with it that easily, he had another thing coming. I bit my lip, ran my fingers through my hair, and sidled up to him carefully, taking my time, keeping that broad smile on my face as I made my way toward him and hoping that he was going to be in the mood to talk to me.

I leaned on the bar a few inches down from him, waiting for him to look up and notice me. Everyone else in this place had—I could have kidded myself that it was the dress and the heels, but I knew most of them were just giving me a double take because I was never invited to these events in the first place. 

“Hey,” I finally greeted him, waiting for Damien to look up from the whiskey that he was glaring into. He didn’t reply.

“Hi,” I repeated myself, and finally, he looked up, noticing that I was standing there right beside him.

“Oh, hi,” he replied, and he returned his gaze to his drink. 

“Why the long face?” I asked playfully, taking another sip of my wine. I was pacing myself, didn’t want to get sloppy. Had to keep my wits about me right now. 

“No reason.”

“I thought that you guys would be all happy now that the business part of the evening is over,” I remarked. He didn’t reply.

“Or were you enjoying cutting deals and talking business?” I continued. He was really giving me nothing here. I had to push to keep his attention on me, and I shifted a little closer, hoping that proximity would do the job. 

“I’m not interested,” he snapped to me finally, and I jerked my head back in surprise.

“What are you talking about?”

“I’m not interested in spending this evening entertaining Vincenzo’s trophy daughter,” he replied. “Now, go talk to someone else. I’m sure there are plenty of people here who’d like to spend the night with you.”

I opened my mouth to protest, but then shut it again. He had a point. That was how most of the people in this room saw me, as nothing more than a trophy that my father could tout around, could offer to other people to get them to believe that they had a chance in hell of getting what they wanted. But that was going to change tonight. He had asked me to come along so that I could get some information out of Damien, and I was going to do that, come hell or high water. I was going to walk out of this evening feeling like they were actually starting to take me as seriously as Vinny. Who, no doubt, was probably already over chatting up some nineteen-year-old newbie, drunk off his ass. It was a miracle he had ever been able to get on my father’s good side. But then, that was what came with being the son, I supposed. You didn’t have to work hard to get what you wanted. You just had to roll up and hope for the best. 

“No,” I replied bluntly, and he looked over at me.

“What do you mean, no?”

“I mean, this is my party,” I replied, and I took another sip of my wine. “And this is where I’m sitting. If you don’t like it, you can go.”

He stared at me for a moment, and then a small smile of amusement cracked his face. Okay, I was getting somewhere. Now that we were up close, I noticed his good looks—he was kind of cheesy-looking, but I knew plenty of girls who would have gone for a type like him if they had been given half the chance. The Langford family were solid, and he was a part of them, and anyone would have been glad to get their foot in the door with people of his influence. 

But I didn’t have to worry about that. I just had to worry about getting what I wanted out of him, and then I could move on with my night, and try to forget the way that he was looking at me as though he wanted to take a bite out of me. And not in a good way. 

“Fine,” he replied, and he took a sip of his drink and turned to face me properly. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to offend you.”

“Don’t tell a girl to fuck off,” I suggested bluntly. “That’s usually the first place to start.”

“Yeah, point taken,” he agreed. “But you know how it is. With your father...”

“What about him?” I asked. This was what I had been sent to collect, the truth on what he and his family thought about the Romano syndicate. There had to be something that he was hiding. The way he had been acting, there was something wrong, we were all sure of it. And it was up to me to shake it loose.

“That he’d kill me for looking at you the wrong way,” he replied. 

“He wouldn’t do that,” I assured him. “I wouldn’t let him. You have nothing to worry about.”

“It’s cute that you think you have any power over him at all,” he replied with a small chuckle. I felt a flare of anger rush up the back of my spine. Why did nobody in this place take me seriously? Why did they all brush me off like I was nothing? It was starting to drive me crazy. 

“Or maybe it’s me you should be worried about,” I snapped back, and he cocked an eyebrow, seemingly amused by my reaction.

“Maybe it is,” he replied, and he waved over the bartender so that he could get himself another drink. 

“So, you going to tell me what’s on your mind?” I asked. He paused for a moment, as though he was actually considering telling me, and then he looked over at me and shook his head.

“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” he replied.

“Why not?”

“Because you’re his daughter,” he shot back. “I don’t want to put you in the middle of it. It’s not fair to you.”

“Or maybe I get to decide what’s fair for me and what’s not,” I replied, matching his sharp tone, but then, I remembered that I was trying to get the truth out of him here, and that wasn’t going to happen if I kept trying to jibe him like that. I might have been pissed at the way that he was talking to me, but that didn’t mean that I had to make this harder for myself than I already had. 

“Maybe,” he replied. 

I took a deep breath and cast my mind back to the conversation that I’d had with my father in the car on the way over to this place.

“You need to talk to him, baby,” he had explained, sounding distracted, as Vinny had sipped on a beer right there in the back seat with us. I knew that he preferred to be drunk off his ass for these things, given that he found them so boring, but I didn’t know how he could get away with being so reckless when I had to be picture-perfect or else get told off by our father again. 

“And what do you want me to talk to him about?” I asked. 

He shrugged. “I know that there’s something he’s not telling me,” he replied. “Something about me. And the syndicate in general. The Langfords have been good people for the most part, but there’s something about that kid ... he’s trouble. I just need to find out what flavor of trouble he actually might be.”

“Of course,” I agreed, and I smoothed down my dress and crossed my legs, trying to fill myself with all the confidence I would need to pull this off. My father looked me over, up and down, and he offered me a smile.

“You look lovely, baby,” he told me, and he leaned over to plant a kiss on my cheek. I knew that he was only saying that because he was sure that I would be able to give him something he wanted. Well, I sure as hell wasn’t going to go letting him down. I was going to deliver what he needed, and that was the end of it. I was as much a part of this family as Vinny was, and just because I was a girl didn’t mean I was going to allow myself to get shut out of it for good.

So, I reached over and stroked Damien’s hand lightly. It was just a soft touch, but it was enough to make his whole body start with surprise. I knew that this little gesture would be the very talk of the night, but I didn’t care. Let them say what they wanted about me. I knew I was doing what mattered for my father, for the family. For the syndicate. 

“I know that you wouldn’t be the first person to have doubts over all of this,” I told him gently. “Really. And my father knows that the Langfords have been a loyal family for a long time now.”

Shit. He was looking at me like he was waiting for me to go on, but there was nothing else that I had ready to drop at his feet. I wished that I could have come out with something more useful, but I hadn’t gotten much from my father before he had sent me out on this mission, and now Damien was looking at me as though he wanted nothing more than for me to keep talking. 

I stroked his hand a little more, hoping that it would be enough to cover my tracks, and then reached over to grab the drink that I had been working on and took another sip. Damien hadn’t taken his eyes off me, and he looked as though there was something else entirely on his mind.

“You think?” he asked, and I nodded.

“I know,” I replied. “I know my father, Damien, he’s a more reasonable man than most people give him credit for. If you have something you need to talk to him about, then do it. I know he’d much rather keep it within the syndicate than to let you take your doubts elsewhere.”

“Right,” he replied, and his eyes traced down the dress that I was wearing. Something about his gaze made me shift in my seat, a little uncomfortable, but as long as his attention was on me, then I had everything that I needed.

“You want to get some air?” he suggested. “I’d love to talk some more. Just don’t want to do it where anyone might be listening.”

“Of course,” I agreed, and my heart bounced up in my chest. I was doing this. I was totally doing this. I was going to get everything that we needed out of Damien. And prove to my father, once and for all, that I belonged here just like everyone else did. 
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I STOOD THERE, IN THE corner of the room, and let the atmosphere wash around me.

Okay. Maybe I actually had nothing to worry about tonight. Maybe, for once, I could actually just detach all the stress that was running through my head and have a good time for a change. 

Or maybe I was going to stand here and do my job just like I always did, because there wasn’t a chance in hell that I was going to let something slip through my fingers when I had been on guard all night long already. 

It was at times like this that it was easiest to let focus slip, if you were so inclined. Not that I ever had been. No, I was always the guy who stayed focused, even when everyone else was distracted by the party around them. It was what had made me the best bodyguard in the business for as long as I had been, and I wasn’t about to let that reputation go to waste now, just because things seemed to be calm. 

Vincenzo was holding court like he always did. Honestly, it was pretty impressive to watch the way that he dealt with everyone around him. He could talk business as easily as he could ask about grandchildren, and he never seemed to have an issue sliding between the personal and the professional, sometimes digging out details about the latter by going in for the former first. There was a reason that he was head of the most powerful syndicate in Chicago, and I knew that it was never going to change. This was a man who knew himself first, and just let everyone else catch up on that after him. 

Vinny was chatting up some girl over by the bar. She was probably laughing at one of his terrible jokes, and he seemed to be pretty safe and sound. He never struggled at events like this one. Girls were always coming on to him, in the hopes that they might be able to secure themselves a place in the Romano family. Little did they know, of course, that Vinny wasn’t the guy who settled after one night. No, he was likely to be after someone entirely new the next time I saw him at one of these things, and that was the way that he liked it. 

But it was Mia who I was keeping the closest eye on, given that this was one of her first times at an event like this. I knew that she had to be figuring out the ropes right now, which wouldn’t have been too much of an issue if the ropes hadn’t revolved around Damien Langford. There was something about that guy that put my back up, and I knew that I should have been cooler about how close they were getting. But it was hard, when he was looking at her as though she were a deer in the forest, and he was a hunter with a rifle cocked and pointed at her head. 

I had known there was something off about him since the moment I had walked into this place. Call it intuition, call it something else—call it years working in this field that made it impossible to turn off that gut feeling that told me something was wrong. But the way he had moved, it was like he was trying to hide something. Jerky, robotic. I knew there was something seriously wrong with him. 

He was planning something. I didn’t know what it was yet, and it was going to take a lot to shake loose the truth of what was happening in his head, but he was planning something. And putting Mia on the case seemed like a strange choice for her father to make. Normally he liked to keep her as far from this world as possible, and I couldn’t say that I blamed him. So often, women turned into pawns in this arena, pieces for the men around them to play with, and there was no way that Mia would be guaranteed to avoid that, even if she was the daughter of one of the most powerful men in the city. 

I had been keeping an eye on them since the moment that she had gone over to him and started chatting him up. He had seemed pretty dismissive at first, but then she had touched his hand and it was like he had just opened up to the thought of her all at once. Now, they were talking, smiling at each other, and whatever she was trying to get out of him, I was sure that she was on the brink of cracking the case. 

And then, much to my chagrin, he took her arm and led her to a pair of doors that took them outside, out of my line of sight. I grimaced. If I moved to go after them, people would notice, but there was no way in hell that I was going to just back off and let them get away from me. I didn’t trust Damien, and leaving him alone with one of the Romano family, especially one as vulnerable as Mia ... yeah, that wasn’t going to happen. Not on my watch. 

I pushed through the crowd, trying to attract as little attention as possible as I closed the gap between her and me. The doors that led outside were glass, allowing me to glance out without being too obvious about it. 

The two of them were still talking out there, in the dim light that was cast from the lanterns that surrounded them, and it would have been romantic, if he wasn’t still looking at her like a piece of meat. Okay, yes, she was gorgeous, but there was more to her than that, but I knew that Damien didn’t care about a moment of it. All he cared about was that he had managed to move Mia into a vulnerable position, away from her father, and anything that he did to her would be his word against hers. And she would hardly be likely to win that competition. 

I moved back into the crowd, making sure that I could see the two of them as they talked. There was something seriously off about this. I could feel my guts stirring, telling me that I should go outside and intervene, but I wasn’t going to do that quite yet, not until I had a damn good reason to. I held back, not letting the people buffeting past me move me an inch, not taking my eyes off the woman in front of me.

Damien moved toward her, and she seemed to tense up for an instant. I found my body echoing hers. His hand slid up to her face, grasping her chin, not a tender touch, but one that was meant to establish that he was the one in charge there, and that nothing was going to change that. I took another step toward the door, watching to see if she would be able to push him off. But then, his hand came to her mouth to quiet her, and he turned her around and pulled her roughly against him. His hand was under her dress in an instant, and, even as she tried to pull away from him, I could tell that she was trapped. 

I moved quickly, my instincts kicking in, sweeping out of the door and past all the people who were blocking me as I made my way toward her. Damien turned as soon as he heard the footsteps coming toward him, and, when he saw that it was me, he let go of her, as though he didn’t want any trouble. 

“Hey, man, I was just—” He tried to protest, but I wasn’t there to listen to a word of what he had to say. Instead, I grabbed his arm and pushed it up his back, and he tried to reach out for her once more, as though searching for the support he so keenly needed to keep him upright.

“Don’t touch her.” I snarled to him, and I pushed him to the ground, holding him in place so that he couldn’t move. A guy like that, he might have acted like he had nerve when he was getting handsy with a girl who didn’t want him, but when it came to standing up for his own damn self, he knew that he didn’t have a leg to stand on. He was struggling, and I applied a little more pressure to his arm, letting him know that I would be quick to break it if he dared try to fight for another moment. Or pretend that he hadn’t just assaulted Mia right in front of me. 

There was a flurry of activity inside the building, and, I noticed, a moment later, Damien was passed out at my feet. Or, at least, he was pretending to be. I didn’t know whether he was actually out of the count or if he was just trying to avoid facing up to the consequences of what he had just done. I didn’t care. As long as Mia was safe, that was all that mattered to me.

I looked up at the woman before me. She was trembling, and she looked as though she was about to start crying. I rose to my feet at once, and pulled off my jacket, draping it around her shoulders without another word. She stared down at Damien on the ground in front of her, and I noticed her lip shaking, the tears that were threatening. 

And I looked down at Damien on the ground in front of me, and I felt such a swell of hatred that it caught even me off-guard. I had hated plenty of people in the past, but more because of what they had done to Vincenzo than anything they had done to me. And it had felt that way, as though it had been translated through another man’s anger, translated through what he felt for them.

But seeing Damien there in front of me, sprawled out, after what he had just done to Mia ... yeah, that anger was entirely mine. I reached down to drag him out of the way of the door, so that nobody inside could see what had happened. I was sure that a few of them might have noticed, but I didn’t care about that right now. All that mattered was getting Mia to safety and making sure that she had nothing to fear for another instant. 

I looked over at her, as she stood there, her feet frozen to the ground, her entire body still trembling from what had just happened. And I knew that Damien should have been the very last thing on my mind in that moment. Mia needed me. And I was going to make sure that she got everything that she could have needed right then. That pig might have tried to get his hands on her, but I wasn’t going to let him ruin her night. Not a chance in hell.
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​​Mia

––––––––
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GABE CAME OVER TO ME, and put an arm around my shoulders, and even though I knew that it would get people talking, I pressed myself against him, so grateful to have someone there to take care of me that I didn’t give a damn what people might have said.

“You’re all right,” he murmured to me, as he tugged me in close. It wasn’t just that I was cold out there, though I was shaking like crazy. I could still feel the adrenalin from that moment pulsing through my system, and nothing I was doing seemed to be enough to switch it off. 

I was reliving the moment in my head, over and over again, until it made some sort of sense. I had thought we were just coming outside to talk a little more, that was all. I could handle that. I could handle him. Damien was just some guy who had gotten a little too big for his breeches, and I was going to find out just how that manifested itself, and make sure that he understood his place in all of this. Right?

But then, he had grabbed for me, and it had been clear he didn’t think I was the one in control, and I had hated myself more than I thought was possible for believing for an instant that I was in charge of that situation. I had believed that my name would be enough to grant me the power I needed to control that, but I had been fucking wrong. 

I could still feel his hands all over me, and it made me feel disgusting. The way he had grabbed at me, like he thought that I owed him my body, it was just a reminder of how the people there saw me. A trophy. A thing for them to take. I might have belonged to my father before this, but now that someone else had decided to take a go at me, I would belong to him, instead, and I hated it. Hated myself even more for thinking that I could run this show. That there was a chance in hell for me to do what I needed to do. 

“You’re all right,” Gabe murmured to me once more, his deep voice reverberating through my body, and I let out a long, shaky breath and started to believe him. If there was one person on the planet that I knew I would be safe with, it was Gabe. There was a reason that my father had kept him around as long as he had, and that was because he was damn good at his job. He would never let anything happen to any of us, and I was so grateful that he had been there to save me when Damien had tried to make his move.

“Shit, I’m so stupid,” I muttered, and I wiped away the tears that had started to form at the corners of my eyes. “I should never have come out here with him.”

I couldn’t help but think about what my father had said earlier. He knew that there was something wrong with Damien, and yet, he had put me in his line of fire because he thought that I was the only one who could get what he needed out of him. He had put me in danger, because he was sure that I would be enough of a reward to get Damien to share the truth of his intentions. Had he known something like this was going to happen? Surely not. Surely he would never have put me in harm’s way like that. Would he?

“It’s not your fault,” Gabe told me, firmly, before I could go any further. “You didn’t do anything wrong. Guy like that, he’s going to act out as soon as he gets a pretty girl in front of him. Nothing to do with you.”

“You saying I’m pretty?” I replied and managed a slight smile. Gabe had been around for pretty much as long as I could remember, and I knew that he would have had my back no matter what. No matter what crazy shit went down, as long as he was there to cover for us, I knew that it would be okay. He cared for us, he always had, and that was all that really mattered.

“Sure,” he agreed, tightening his grip around me. “Now, come on, I think we should get you out of here. Get you home before something else happens, huh?”

“I promised my father that I would—”

“Well, I promised your father that I would keep you safe. And I’m sure that supersedes anything that he asked from you. Come on, this way.”

He led me around the back of the hotel, and toward the car that we had arrived in. I climbed into the back, and he slipped into the front seat and pulled us away from the building. I turned to watch the lights recede behind me, cursing myself that I hadn’t been able to do something more useful with any of this.

“I was meant to do something real tonight,” I murmured, as I looked out of the window. I was mostly talking to myself, and I didn’t know why I felt the urge to spill my guts to him about all of this, but it was just ... it was just that I had hoped that tonight was going to go so much better than it had, and now I had made a mess of everything, and I didn’t know what I was going to do to fix it. 

“What do you mean?” he asked, and I shook my head and sighed.

“I was meant to help my father out with Damien,” I explained, as I traced my finger over the condensation on the glass, drawing random shapes, enjoying the way that they seemed to fill in the space in front of me.

“Yeah, so I hear,” he replied, and he didn’t sound overly impressed with the idea. I glanced at him.

“You knew?”

“Your brother mentioned it to me,” he replied. I rolled my eyes. Vinny had never been the picture of self-containment, but still, I would have hoped that he would have gone to the effort to keep that under wraps, at least.

“Is that why you were watching us?” I asked, and he nodded.

“I knew that he was up to something tonight,” he replied. “Seemed to make sense to be sure that he wasn’t going to try and hurt you.”

“Yeah, well, you seemed to be the only one who could see it,” I replied with a long sigh. I couldn’t believe how stupid I had been to go out there with him all by myself. I should have been able to see through his bullshit at once, but instead, I had let my sureness that I was in control run the show, and had paid for it as a result.

And now, with a creeping dread, it began to sink in. I wasn’t going to be the only one who paid for this. Not a chance in hell. Not when he had just done something so unforgivable to me. 

I peered at Gabe in the mirror, his dark eyes meeting mine for a moment as we came to a red light. 

“What’s wrong?” he asked, and I bit my lip.

“You’re going to tell my father about it, aren’t you?” I asked, though I was already quite sure that I knew the answer to that question.

“About what happened with Damien?”

“Yeah.”

“Well, yes,” Gabe replied. I closed my eyes for a moment, then leaned forward so that I could implore him properly.

“I know he’s a shitbag,” I pleaded with him, “but please, don’t tell my dad what happened. I know what he’ll do to him if he thinks that he got anywhere close to me, and I don’t want to have to live with that.”

“You know that’s not a choice that I get to make,” Gabe replied, his voice measured. I shook my head.

“You can decide whether to tell him or not,” I pointed out. “Just ... just don’t tell him, okay? Really, I’ll do anything.”

“He’s going to want to know what happened with you,” he replied carefully. “And I wouldn’t be surprised if he already knew. Damien didn’t exactly go out of his way to hide it.”

“Yeah, but that doesn’t mean you have to make sure he knows,” I pleaded with him. “You can just ... pretend that you didn’t see anything.”

My eyes traveled to the blood on his knuckles. I didn’t know when he had managed to get that, but it had come in protecting me. I chewed my lip. I wished that I could have done something to make this better, but I wasn’t sure that there was anything I could do to wipe the memory of what had happened from Gabe’s mind.

“I have to tell him,” he replied calmly. 

I couldn’t believe he could talk about this as though it was just that easy. He knew what would happen if he spoke to my father about what Damien had done to me. But then, he couldn’t have worked for us for so long if he wasn’t willing to do what was needed when it came to the people who surrounded us. I tried not to think about that part, but now that I was going to be directly responsible for them, it was hard to keep them at the back of my mind.

I slumped back into my seat, chewing my lip, and stared out the window. It had started to rain, as though the weather had sensed my mood and tried to offer some reflection. I was going to be the one at the center of this. If I had just been smart enough not to go outside with Damien, then none of this would have been happening at all.

We pulled into the driveway, and the guard at the gate waved us up and inside. The rest of the ride was tense as hell, and, by the time that we circled the water feature outside the house and Gabe pulled the car to a halt, I had resigned myself to what was going to happen when he returned to that party.

“You’re going to tell my father, aren’t you?” I asked him, and Gabe got out of the car, opened the door, and offered me a hand to help me to my feet. Once I was upright, he replied.

“Yes, I am.”

“And my father is going to ... he’s going to get rid of him, isn’t he?”

“I would imagine so,” he replied. 

“Are you going to kill him?” I asked, the words catching in my throat even as I tried to speak them aloud.

“I’m going to do whatever your father tells me to do,” he replied. 

His voice was so calm that it almost sounded strange to me. I couldn’t work out how he could be so unbothered about all of this. His line of work might have called for it, but it still felt ... it still felt as though there was something wrong.

“Good night, Gabe,” I murmured to him, and I turned to walk up and into the house. I couldn’t be there any longer. I didn’t want to be. I needed to get as far from all of this as I could; otherwise, the weight of what I had done was going to start weighing down heavy on top of me, and I didn’t know that I could handle that.

And, as I crunched up the gravel path toward the house, trying not to let my heels get caught in any gaps in the stone, I could have sworn that I heard him behind me, offering the same good night in return, that deep voice cutting through the soft evening air. 

But by the time I reached the doorway, and looked around to see if he was still there, he had climbed back into the car, pulled away from the house, and returned to his duties for the night. But this time, I knew just what duties he would be returning to. And it was with a heavy heart that I made my way inside the house, pulled off my shoes, and climbed the stairs to my room. I knew that I had made a mistake tonight. And that someone was going to be paying for that mistake with what remained of their life. 
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​Chapter Five
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​​Gabriel

––––––––
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EVEN AS I TRIED TO control myself, I could feel myself fuming with rage. 

I was surprised that it didn’t spill over and out of me as I headed back to the party. Vincenzo would be wondering where I was, but when I explained to him what had happened, he would understand.

I spied him as soon as I walked through the doors, and I strode straight toward him, not pausing to take a breath. I couldn’t believe that I had allowed Damien to get that close to her. He didn’t even deserve to be in the same room as her, let alone lay hands on her—let alone—scare her as badly as he did. And, though I felt more than a little guilty for what I was about to do on her regard, I knew that it had to be taken care of. No question in my mind. This had to be dealt with, and that meant I had to take it to her father and make sure that it was wrapped up for good. 

The crowd parted before me as I drew closer. Most of them were smart enough to know that you didn’t want to fuck with me, not least when I was in the mood that I happened to be in at that moment. I would have taken a chunk out of anyone who got in my way, and everyone must have been able to see it. Those who were too drunk or too stupid seemed to at least follow the leads of those around them who weren’t, until I found myself face-to-face with Vincenzo once more.

He had been talking something over with Gregory Halloway, one of the other heads of the syndicate, but as soon as he saw me getting close, he dropped that conversation to pay attention to me. I was the only person I knew that he would do that for, but I had never exploited that attitude from him. If I came to him with a grim look on my face, then he knew it was going to be something serious, no questions asked. 

“What is it?” he demanded, and he scanned my face for an explanation.

Shooting a look to his companion, I made it clear that this wasn’t for the ears of Gregory, and he ducked his head and backed off. I watched as he walked away, and then glanced around to make sure that there was nobody else here to listen to us. 

“It’s Mia,” I replied, and his face paled.

“What are you talking about?” he demanded. “Is she all right? What happened to her?”

“She’s fine, sir,” I assured him. “I took her back to the house, she’s there now. She’s okay.”

“But what happened?”

“It was Damien,” I explained. “He took her outside and was getting handsy with her.”

“Shit,” Vincenzo muttered, his face darkening once more with a rage I knew was reserved for the men who screwed with his family. “What did he do?”

“Enough that she couldn’t get away,” I replied. “I managed to get between them and take him out before anything too serious happened, but she was shaken up.”

“That bastard.” He growled. “I should never have let her get near him. What did you do to him? Don’t tell me that he’s still walking out of here.”

“I wanted to get your word on what I should do next,” I replied.

“You know what you need to do,” he told me and locked eyes with me. 

We had worked together for long enough that I knew what was going through his mind at once. He didn’t need to say it out loud, that was for sure. 

“Of course, sir,” I replied. 

He put a hand on my shoulder, then hit me with a serious look. “Just try to make it as quick as possible. Make sure that nobody finds out about it, at least not tonight. I don’t want to have to deal with his father right now, all right?”

“All right,” I agreed, and I felt my resolve stir once more. I could do this. This was what I was good at. This was what he had hired me for all those years ago. Because I could do what needed to be done, and I could do it quickly, and I could make sure that nobody else knew what was happening for a moment.

“Thank you, Gabriel,” he replied, and he turned back to the conversation he’d been having with Gregory. 

It always surprised me how easily he could just hand off a man’s life like that. Other people would have been more squeamish about it, I was sure, but he didn’t let it bother him for an instant. I guessed that he wouldn’t have gotten as far as he had without being sure that he could take care of what needed to be taken care of, but still.

I circled the party, trying to locate Damien once more, but he was already gone. No doubt trying to escape before he got what he deserved for what he had done to Mia. He must have known that he would get in some serious shit for daring to lay hands on the woman whose father ran this city. Maybe he didn’t care. Maybe there was some part of him that had a death wish, enough that he was willing to get into this sort of trouble just to prove to himself that this was what he deserved. 

I had no idea, and frankly, I didn’t much care to find out. I just wanted to make sure that he was never able to hurt any women the way he had hurt Mia, and that meant taking him out. For good.

Luckily, he hadn’t made it out of the parking lot by the time that I found him. He must have been pretty drunk, because he was struggling with the key to his car. Maybe drinking to take the edge off the subduing that I had given him before, or to try and blur the knowledge of what was to come next if he didn’t get out of there soon enough.

I paused for a moment, just watching him as he tried to open the door to his car, and Mia’s words flooded back into my brain. She had asked me not to do this. She had told me that she didn’t want to have to live with the guilt of knowing that she had been responsible for a man’s death, and I knew that she wouldn’t forgive herself for what had happened, not for a moment. 

But this wasn’t about her right now. This was about Damien. And the fact that a man like that couldn’t be allowed to go free after what he had done. I worked for Mia’s father, not for Mia, and I knew that he would have protected his daughter with his life if he had to. Sacrificing Damien’s to make sure that she was safe, well, that was hardly going to be a problem for him, was it?

I moved toward him quickly and quietly, making sure that he couldn’t hear me coming, not that I was sure he would have been able to make me out even if I had been banging a wooden spoon against a pot. He was drunk enough that he was having trouble standing, which was going to make my job easier, that was for sure.

But this part was never easy. I hoped that it never would. Snuffing out someone’s life like this, even if they deserved it—even if I believed with every part of me that it was the right thing to do—it never came easy to me. I knew people who claimed that it did with them, but I was pretty sure that they were just lying for clout, trying to prove that they were bigger and better than me. I didn’t buy it. Never had. And I wasn’t going to start now. 

I arrived next to his car, and saw a gun lying in the back seat—how desperate was he to land himself in trouble tonight? I would bet he didn’t have a license for that thing, and the cops would be keeping a close eye to try and catch all of us. 

But it was going to make my job easier. I moved behind him, waiting until he had opened the car door, and then moved in to extract the gun. He flailed around at me, his legs almost giving out from under him, and I put a hand over his mouth and pushed him down on to the seat in front of us. To anyone else walking by, it might have looked as though I was just dealing with a friend who had gotten a little too drunk, helping them into their car at the end of a long night. But this was more than the end of the night for Damien.

I pulled a handkerchief from my pocket, then wrapped it around the handle of the gun before I picked it up, keeping one arm on Damien to make sure that he couldn’t get out from underneath me. He was struggling wildly, and, as soon as he saw the gun, his eyes widened and the panic really began to set in. He was protesting as best he could, but I wasn’t listening to a word of it. I didn’t care. I looked down into his eyes, and remembered the way they had looked when he’d had his hands all over Mia, grabbing her, touching her, groping her as if she were his to use as he saw fit.

I forced his hand around the handle of the gun, his finger into the trigger, and turned it so that it was pressed against his temple. He was shaking now, shaking the same way that Mia had been when I had come in to save her, and there was some small, twisted, sick satisfaction in knowing that he felt some of the fear that she had.

And then, I pressed down on his hand, forcing him to pull the trigger. The bang was loud enough to leave a ringing in my
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