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To Rob, my Italian connection xx


Chapter One

Mia

‘Mia, one of Vittorio Rocco’s security guys is coming our way…and he’s looking directly at you.’

When my kid sister Evie whisper-shouted that in my ear, the neglected spot in my panties throbbed in time with the dance music and the strobe lighting and my palpitating heartbeat on the superyacht we’d boarded two hours ago. The superyacht owned by Rocco, which had looked more like a small cruise ship when we’d arrived at the dock in Naples with Evie’s best friends, Jessie and Becca.

After two days in the city, doing all the touristy things we could fit in around eating as much pizza as was humanly possible, the four of us had spent all day today shopping for the perfect frock, then getting mani-pedis and our hair done at a tiny salon near our budget hotel. But nothing could have prepared me for an event, or a location, this glamorous and exclusive.

This was the first foreign holiday Evie and I had ever been able to afford. I’d maxed out my credit card buying our dresses this afternoon at a boutique on the Via Toledo. Evie and I had been surviving on our own since we were teenagers, and our mum had skipped out on us, so this wasn’t a regular experience.

We’d rubbed shoulders for two hours—like, literally—with a string of European celebrities, A-list film stars, supermodels and social media influencers, and those were just the people I recognised. But I still felt as if I were floating in a weird alternative reality—an exhilarating, breathtaking dream which made me feel like a total imposter.

‘Oh. My. God! Mia, Evie’s not wrong. He must be coming to get you for his boss after “the look”,’ Becca supplied with additional air quotes. Becca was the one who had somehow finagled an invite to this event for us all through her work. ‘We should make ourselves scarce, so he knows you’re available.’

‘Don’t you dare disappear!’ I whisper-shouted back while grabbing Evie’s arm to keep my sister by my side.

The sultry spring evening scented with sea salt and expensive perfume was almost as breathtaking as the spectacular view across the bay, gilded by moonlight, from the open deck of the yacht, where a world-famous DJ was performing.

Nothing, though, had been as breathtaking as the man I’d first seen standing alone on the top deck of the yacht while we were having our IDs checked and photographed by the phalanx of security personnel before being allowed on board.

We’d figured out from the whispers in the line of guests the man was our host, Vittorio Rocco. Becca, who worked for a brand marketing consortium in the City of London—hence the invite—said no one knew much about him, except that he was an immensely rich local businessman.

But then, twenty minutes ago, he’d strode through the crowd with a couple of bodyguards—greeting a few of the guests but ignoring the rest—before I got ‘the look’ I was still struggling to decipher. Was he into me, or was he aware I was a total imposter?

As he passed our group, his gaze had locked on mine for what felt like an eternity… Good thing it wasn’t an eternity, because I had stopped breathing, my heart slowing to pound between my thighs.

Up close, he was the hottest man I’d ever seen… His gaze was like a heat-seeking missile, scorching everything it touched.

At six-foot-three or-four, with a cut body perfectly displayed in an expertly tailored designer suit, and the sort of tanned, chiselled features which wouldn’t look out of place on a catwalk, he had literally oozed sex and dominance. After that heart-stopping eye clash, the four of us had been dissecting and analysing ‘the look’ in exhaustive detail while the DJ kicked off his set…

But—even though I was wearing my first thong, a mini-dress I’d spent a month’s salary on, a push-up bra which made my boobs look like a work of art and killer heels I could barely walk in—I had never expected ‘the look’ to lead to anything.

Why would this man notice me when there were so many other, more stunning and sophisticated women here?

Supposedly, I was here to cut loose, live a little after spending the last seven years being a stand-in mum to Evie, and finally shake off the shackles of a three-year relationship which had ended in humiliation and heartbreak six months ago…and hopefully finally get laid by someone who knew where a clitoris was, so I could forget about my cheating ex-fiancé Dave and our vanilla sex life.

Or rather, that’s what Evie had talked me into when we’d agreed to come on this girl trip together with her friends and make the most of Becca’s invite.

But what if ‘the look’ had been real—and not just something we’d embellished with our fertile imaginations? What if the billionaire owner of this superyacht had really been checking me out?

Evie was the hopeless romantic. Not me.

I sucked in several deep breaths to build up the courage to glance over my shoulder.

‘Is he still headed our way?’ I whispered to Evie.

‘Yes,’ she hissed back. ‘And it’s definitely you he’s headed for. He has to be here on Rocco’s orders. We told you he was checking you out. You look spectacular in that dress, Mia. Why are you even surprised?’

A bubble of laughter eased past the tightness in my ribs.

Evie had been trying to rebuild my confidence ever since I’d kicked Dave to the curb, so she was definitely exaggerating.

In a super casual move, I swept my hair behind my ear and inched my head around.

Then all the air sucked out of my lungs. Because one of the bodyguards Rocco had walked through the crowd with earlier was standing right in front of me, wearing a sharp suit and a frown.

‘Will you come upstairs with me, Signorina Taylor. Signor Rocco would like to meet you,’ the man said in heavily accented English.

I blinked, feeling light-headed. Was this actually happening? Had my vanilla life finally located some much-needed spice? Or was this all just an illusion caused by oxygen deprivation?

Then Evie woke me up by squealing right in my ear. ‘He was checking you out. I told you so. The dress totally worked.’

‘Umm,’ I replied, trembling now with a mix of exhilaration and panic, still struggling to breathe and wanting to kick Evie, because—subtle much, little sis? ‘That… Okay, if you’re sure it’s me he wants to see.’

‘Si, it is you,’ the messenger replied, then held out his arm, directing me towards the spiral staircase which led up to the top deck where his boss had disappeared ten minutes ago. ‘Follow me, per favore.’

I grasped Evie’s hand, intimidated now as well as dazed. ‘Can I bring my sister?’

He glanced at Evie, but before he could make a decision, Evie said, ‘Rocco doesn’t want to see me.’

‘No way am I going up there on my own. This was your idea,’ I murmured as I tightened my grip on Evie’s hand.

But then the bodyguard spoke. ‘Don Vito has not asked to see her, only you.’

Evie eased her hand out of my grasp. ‘You don’t need me with you, Mia. This is your moment. Enjoy it.’

Then Becca weighed in. ‘Don’t overthink this, Mia. You should totally go for it.’

‘But…’

‘No buts, Mia. We’ll be here waiting to hear all the dirty deets when you get back.’ Jessie grinned while wriggling her eyebrows at me.

I breathed out a heavy sigh.

‘Don Vito does not like to be kept waiting,’ the bodyguard said impatiently.

Don Vito sounded super arrogant, I decided. But even so, I forced myself to turn to the guard and nod. ‘Okay, I’m coming.’

After all, the guy was our host, and he was the hottest man I’d ever seen. So, there was that.

Becca and Jessie and Evie were hooting in triumph and toasting me with their champagne flutes as I followed the guard, which would have been embarrassing in front of this crowd of uber-sophisticated people, but I was too busy struggling to breathe and not trip over my killer heels.

He led me up a spiral staircase behind the DJ booth, to the top deck, where a small group of men in suits was gathered around an opulent bar area. Some of them appeared to be bodyguards. I could see wires coming from their earpieces.

The view of the bay was even more spectacular from this level, the lights of Naples sprinkled over the hills in the distance, while Capri and the Amalfi Coast sparkled like diamonds in the darkness. Inquisitive stares followed us as the guard and I walked past the bar and along a walkway to an isolated area at the back of the yacht, cut off from the rest of the party. A floodlit hot tub stood at the far end—steam rising from the open top—but there was no one in it.

Vittorio Rocco sat alone on one of the leather bench seats which circled the deck, tapping out something on his phone, but as soon as I stepped into the space, he put the phone down and watched me approach. My breath clogged in my lungs, but having his eyes on me added a seductive sway to my hips they’d never had before…or maybe it was just the heels, which required a balancing act to walk in I must have finally mastered.

Too soon I found myself in front of him. He made no move to get up. Instead, he inclined his head towards the bodyguard. ‘Vai via, Lorenzo.’

‘Si, padrone,’ the man replied. And suddenly we were alone on the secluded deck.

A soft breeze brushed my nape, making the tendrils hanging from my chignon dance across my neck. I shivered, but I wasn’t cold.

Even from his position on the couch, our host looked overwhelming—sleek, muscular and devastating. He’d lost the suit jacket and wore a pec-hugging black T-shirt, making the array of tattoos on his arms and around his neck visible. With his face lit by the lights from the yacht’s wheelhouse above us, I could also see a couple of scars, one cutting into the stubble on his chin, the other slicing through his eyebrow. The silver cross he wore around his neck seemed incongruous, because he looked like a panther…an extremely hot panther, ready to pounce.

The intense cerulean blue of his irises glittered as he dipped his head to do a roll-call of my entire body.

‘Ciao, Mia,’ he murmured. That he knew my name didn’t really surprise me. After all, the guard had addressed me personally downstairs. But on his lips, it sounded impossibly intimate.

‘Hello, Mr Rocco,’ I replied, deciding I probably shouldn’t address him as Vittorio if I didn’t want to start hyperventilating.

Maybe this was too much excitement for a teaching assistant from West London, because I was becoming light-headed.

He tilted his head to one side. ‘How do you know my name?’ he asked, confusing me even more.

‘S-some of the other guests mentioned it,’ I murmured. I knew his name hadn’t been on the invitation, because even Becca hadn’t known who was throwing the party until we’d arrived. But was his identity supposed to be a secret?

‘And how did you get an invitation to this event?’ he asked, his gruff tone cutting through the hum of sound from the DJ set below us…and my chaotic heartbeat.

The question threw me again. Probably because I was still struggling to draw air into my lungs. But then the significance of it hit me…and what that ‘look’ had really been about. My chaotic heartbeat sank into my killer heels, humiliation washing over me.

He had spotted me in the crowd and realised I didn’t belong.

‘B-becca. I—I mean Rebecca…’ I hesitated, racking my brains to recall Becca’s surname, even though I’d known her and Jessie since Evie was in primary school. ‘Garner.’ Thank god. ‘My friend Rebecca Garner got an invite. She’s here representing her brand marketing firm in London.’ Whose company name I could not have remembered right now if he paid me a billion quid.

One eyebrow arched. Then he leaned forward and placed his forearms on his knees, making his biceps and triceps bulge distractingly under his T-shirt. ‘And who are you here representing, Mia?’

The heat in my thong surged into my cheeks. And the humiliation which had been incinerated with everything else at the sight of those inked forearms came surging back.

‘My-myself,’ I said, because there was no point in pretending I knew anything about brand marketing. Or that I really had any right to be at his very exclusive party.

His lips quirked. ‘I see,’ he said, but I couldn’t tell whether he was amused or astonished by my gall.

I forced myself to maintain eye contact even though I was dying inside.

Was he about to kick me off the yacht?

I was crestfallen but also determined not to show it as my silly hopes and dreams for the night crashed and burned into a bonfire of embarrassment under that inscrutable gaze.

‘And what of the other women with you?’ he asked.

‘One of them is my sister Evie, the other a friend of ours,’ I murmured.

God, he was going to kick us all out. While I was resigned to leaving myself, I felt sick for Evie and Jessie, who were having so much fun…and Becca. What if she lost her job? For bringing us along on her invite? From what she’d told us, this man was extremely powerful.

‘It’s okay, Mr Rocco. We’ll leave,’ I said, suddenly desperate to get us all out of here before this got any worse.

I turned, keen to get off the yacht. But before I could take a single step, a strong hand captured my wrist.

I swung back round, and my nose connected with a slab of muscle covered in black cotton. Rocco was no longer sitting on the couch but standing close enough to make the air back up in my lungs.

The panther has pounced.

He touched a knuckle under my chin to lift my gaze to his, then leaned in. I sucked in a lungful of his intoxicating scent—woodsy cologne, clean laundry detergent and a hint of orange from the negroni he must have been drinking.

‘And how will you leave, Mia?’ he whispered, so close to my ear lobe that sensation streaked down my spine and turned my thong into a vibrator. ‘Will you swim back to Naples?’

I drew my head back and saw his amusement at my expense. Had he been baiting me all along? That he had humiliated me intentionally had irritation replacing my embarrassment.

‘If I have to, yes!’ I announced, tugging my wrist free of his grasp. ‘I won’t stay where I’m not wanted. And I’m not here to be the butt of your jokes.’

Something flashed in his eyes which looked like admiration. ‘Who said you are not wanted here, Mia?’ he murmured.

My indignation increased at the mocking tone, even as the throbbing in my panties became catastrophic from the sparkle of approval in his gaze. ‘You did…or you implied it.’

He chuckled, the sound full of masculine arrogance. ‘You have spirit. I like this in a woman.’

Heat swelled in my abdomen. Embarrassing me. How could I be turned on—when he was making fun of me?

He murmured, ‘You are also molto bella, Mia.’ The compliment came so far out of left field, it stunned me into silence. ‘I like this, too, in a woman.’

‘If you like me so much, why did you ask me to leave?’ I managed, even as I could feel my resistance losing ground fast.

His scarred eyebrow quirked, but the sensual smile oozed confidence. ‘This I did not do, Mia, when I want to touch you very much.’

My indignation dissolved in a heartbeat as I stood under that startlingly intense gaze, mesmerised by his compliment. And the glitter of approval in his eyes. The surge of validation—that feeling of being seen and wanted by this man, the way I’d never really been wanted by Dave—was so intoxicating, I felt as if I had just chugged five tequila slammers in a row.

‘Do you want to be touched, Mia?’ The question was delivered with mocking arrogance, because he already knew the answer.

But even so, I couldn’t prevent myself from giving him the permission he sought as my answer popped out in a heady rush of breath. ‘Y-yes…’

His smile turned feral, but it only made him look hotter as he lifted his hand to glide his thumb over the thundering pulse in my neck.

I gasped and trembled, his touch like a lightning rod to senses too long denied.

‘Brava ragazza,’ he murmured as he caressed my collarbone—watching my reaction, intently—then slid his thumb under the strap of my mini-dress. My nipples swelled into tight peaks, and I sucked in a shallow breath, already yearning for him to move his roaming thumb lower, the shockingly possessive touch intoxicating.

‘I am returning to my estate in Naples. Would you like to come with me for tonight?’

Wh-what?

Was he saying what I thought he was saying? And how did I feel about it? Shouldn’t I be insulted? He’d made me feel like nothing a moment ago.

But the truth was, I was too shocked by his bold invitation and my live wire reaction to his touch to focus.

I blinked, stalling for time, until I could regain the power of speech—and critical thinking. Not easy when the hottest guy I had ever laid eyes on had just propositioned me. My usual caution was struggling to play catch up with my over-stimulated libido.

This wasn’t me… I’d never been reckless. I didn’t like anything to be out of my control. I was a micro-manager, a planner, a plotter, an over-thinker, someone who always had to be sure of her next move before taking it. All thanks to my mum—a nineties wild child with daughters by two different deadbeats—whose philosophy of life had been, ‘Everything will work out in the end if you don’t take responsibility for anything.’

Newsflash: It won’t.

If you don’t pay your rent, the bailiffs will turn up at your door. And you and your daughters will end up climbing out the window in the middle of the night.

I had never wanted to return to the endless chaos of my and Evie’s childhood, but this trip…and the Dave debacle…had forced me to realise I might have over-compensated.

Because hadn’t my play-it-safe strategy led to a long, boring relationship with the first boy to ever ask me out? And all my over-planning and never making a move before I was one hundred percent sure of a positive outcome had not prevented me ending up engaged to a man who had not only turned out to be a rat but had never come close to satisfying me in bed.

Sometimes life threw you curveballs, which you couldn’t plan your way out of.

Evie was right. It was time I kicked myself out of my comfort zone. Time to take a risk and have the wild night I had been aiming for when I’d agreed to come on this trip and spent a fortune on this dress, so my life never got so boring again. Then maybe I’d be better prepared for the next curveball.

I was just debating, though, whether it would be fair to jettison Evie and her friends for the evening, when he placed his hand on my hip and drew me close enough to press my breasts against his chest. My nipples hardened even more and my frantic heartbeat slowed to throb painfully between my thighs as he clasped my neck and pressed his forehead to mine.

‘You are fierce, Mia,’ he said. ‘Taming you will make this night all the sweeter. But first I must kiss you.’

Heat charged through my body. His confidence as hot as his demand.

The fact he had found my attitude a turn-on was addictive—and surprisingly validating.

I’d never been able to let my badass side loose before, but it had always been there, seething beneath the surface, every time my mum made another selfish decision, or Evie did something reckless, or Dave left me unsatisfied…

‘You are the most arrogant man on the planet,’ I murmured.

He let out another gruff chuckle. ‘Si, naturalmente,’ he announced without an ounce of shame.

Then, without waiting for an invitation, he slanted his lips across mine—taking my mouth in a demanding kiss as if it were his right. His lips were firm and warm, his tongue coaxing but insistent. I opened for him instinctively, and he thrust deep as his other hand slid under the hem of my mini-dress.

I gasped, clinging to him now, my whole body vibrating with want, the desire to feel his hands on me as intoxicating as his kiss.

He explored the naked flesh with scalding entitlement, his thumb hooking under the string of my thong. He gave it a sharp tug, rubbing the lace against my aching clitoris. I rose on tiptoe, desperate to ease the pressure, even as his tongue continued to command my mouth, demanding my surrender.

I was panting, groaning, already close to orgasm and struggling to control the sensations powering through my body when he dragged his mouth away abruptly.

I stood gasping for more, caught between the need to come and the need to exert control over what was happening, too fast. I grasped his forearms to steady myself. The inked flesh bunched beneath my fingers, the surprise at how quickly he had got me worked up almost as shocking as the raw ache in my sex still tormenting me.

He released the thong string with a sharp snap, then tugged down the hem of my dress.

‘Now you must tell me, Mia,’ he said, his tone raw as he continued to caress my shoulders. ‘Yes, or no?’

I swallowed, not quite able to speak, the shock of sensations he had conjured and controlled so effortlessly still playing havoc with my common sense.

But while I couldn’t resist leaning into his touch, I couldn’t banish my usual caution completely. Maybe it was the tats, or the scars, or just the aura of power and wealth which clung to him, and which I had never encountered before…but I didn’t want to throw myself into the arms of an actual panther.

‘How do I know I’ll be safe with you?’ I asked.

His eyes flashed with something fierce, his scarred eyebrow lifting. Then he laughed. The deep, appreciative rumble reverberated in my abdomen.

‘Safe?’ He let out another rusty chuckle. ‘If you want safe, I am the wrong man.’

Why did that sound like a promise rather than a problem?

His caressing hand slid over my shoulder and trailed down my spine to flatten against the small of my back, setting off a firework display en route. Then my belly connected with the prominent ridge in his trousers.

He brushed his lips across my ear, giving me another intoxicating lungful of pine and orange and laundry soap.

‘But you will not be hurt…’ he murmured. ‘You have my word.’ The gravitas in his tone was contradicted by the feral heat in his eyes as his gaze met mine—and the liberties he had already taken—but I believed him.

Then it occurred to me that I wasn’t sure I wanted to be safe tonight.

‘What about my sister and her friends?’ I asked, not quite able to let go of the responsibility that had defined my life for so long. ‘I should let Evie know where I’m going…’

He nodded. ‘Of course.’ His lips quirked in another dangerous smile. ‘As long as you do not take too long.’

I let out a breathless laugh. My mind—or rather, what was left of it after that incredible kiss—was made up.

Tonight, I wanted to be wild. And free. And listen to my instincts instead of my insecurities. Because my body was telling me—no, screaming at me—that however dangerous this man was, this could be the most exciting night of my life.

‘Okay, then, I’d like to accept your invitation,’ I said.



Chapter Two

Mia

I was still struggling not to hyperventilate five minutes later, after saying goodbye to Evie and her friends and collecting my clutch bag from them, when Vito folded his large hand around my trembling fingers and led me to the lower deck.

A gleaming black speedboat was moored to a platform at the back of the superyacht, its engine purring. A driver wearing a peaked cap and uniform shirt stood at the helm, while another collection of Vito’s ubiquitous bodyguards waited for us to board.

Vito stepped onto the gently swaying boat, then held out his hand. I hesitated, concerned about the heels.

Before I could overthink it, I kicked them off, picked them up, then took his hand to hop onto the boat.

He chuckled, his eyes alight with amusement, before taking the shoes and my purse to hand to the bodyguard who had followed us onto the boat.

‘I didn’t want to fall on my bum,’ I said by way of explanation.

‘You are unconventional, Mia. I like this also,’ he said, making me stupidly happy when he laughed again.

I had no idea why, but I had the strangest feeling he didn’t laugh very often.

‘And it would be a shame for you to fall on your bum,’ he said, mimicking my London accent as his strong, callused fingers wrapped around my palm and he led me to the seat just behind the driver. His gaze roamed down, making me aware of the sea breeze on my bare legs. ‘When you have such a perfect one.’

‘True,’ I said, feeling bold and beautiful when he chuckled again.

The bodyguard untied the guide rope as we settled on the seat together.

Suddenly we were speeding across the bay, the pounding bass beat from the DJ set fading. Vito’s arm stretched casually across the seat behind me, cocooning me from the misty spray with his strong body. I was pressed back into the seat as the powerful boat lifted into the surf and we charged across the dark water towards Naples.

My heartbeat continued to pummel my ribs, my insane bravado making me almost as dizzy as my first speedboat ride.

Conversation was impossible above the noise of the engine and the shallow waves whipping against the boat’s hull. But it seemed to take only seconds to arrive at the private dock where we had boarded the yacht earlier in the evening.

Vito took my hand again to help me out of the boat. He spoke briefly to a couple more bodyguards waiting on the quay, and the guard on the boat handed me back my shoes. I slipped on the high heels. Then Vito grasped my hand again to lead me up the wooden walkway, followed by the security detail.

‘You have a lot of bodyguards,’ I said.

He glanced at me, surprise flickering in his eyes before he replied. ‘It is necessary for our protection.’

Protection from what? I wondered, but the thought got lost when we reached the dock’s main concourse, and I spotted an enormous black helicopter—its blades already rotating.

When Vito headed towards it, my hand still gripped in his, I found myself pulling back. He turned to stare at me inquisitively.

‘Where is your estate?’ I asked, starting to feel overwhelmed.

‘In the hills above the city,’ he said, but then, probably sensing my panic, he lifted my hand to his lips and brushed a kiss across the knuckles. The gallant gesture was belied by the hot look in his eyes. ‘You are afraid to fly?’

‘No… It’s just… I’ve never flown in a helicopter before,’ I said, trying to swallow the lump of overwhelm threatening to cut off my air supply.

He nodded, a sensual smile spreading over his lips and making my pulse accelerate even more. He really was devastatingly handsome when he smiled, even if the joke was on me when he replied. ‘Do not concern yourself,’ he said, having to raise his voice as the noise from the blades increased. ‘You will not have to pilot it.’

I choked out a laugh. ‘Good to know,’ I murmured.

‘And it is the fastest and safest way to travel through the city,’ he added.

‘Fair point,’ I said, starting to babble. ‘I’ve only been in Naples for two days, but I’ve already figured out the only rule drivers observe here is, “He who beeps loudest has right of way.”’

He grinned, the wind whipping his dark hair around his head and making my heart swell alongside my excitement. ‘You see, Mia, you are already a native.’

Exhilaration made my heart punch my ribs as we boarded the chopper together. Even though I knew his approval shouldn’t matter to me so much, somehow it did.

He strapped me in and handed me a pair of headphones before taking the seat beside me. I could hear him talking to the pilot in Italian, the deafening noise muffled by the headphones. Then we lifted into the night sky.

Tears stung my eyes and my heart rose to slam into my throat as I spotted the yacht in the distance, where Evie and her friends would probably be partying until dawn. The helicopter wheeled around to travel across the city, low enough for me to spot the faded neoclassical grandeur and labyrinthine alleyways of the Centro Storico we’d explored while searching for the perfect party outfits, the pavement cafes along the Via Francesco Caracciolo where we’d dined on pasta, and even Bagno Elena nestled between two headlands—the town beach where we had spent the day yesterday making the most of our fifteen-euro loungers.

The reminder of how far removed my world was from Vito’s as the chopper climbed over the hills of the elegant Chiaia neighbourhood had apprehension pressing against my throat again.

I crossed my legs and tried to tug down the hem of my mini-dress. Vito’s large palm settled on my bare knee, and sensation sprinted up my leg to settle in my sex.

‘Calmati, Mia,’ he said, and although I didn’t understand Italian, I realised he was trying to quell my anxiety.

I glanced at him, my heart throbbing.

Stop panicking, Mia, and enjoy this.

What exactly was I getting so anxious about? This was a one-night hookup, something I’d missed out on all through my teens because I’d had so many other responsibilities. And it promised to be a spectacular one at that.

And what was so scary about meeting a man who knew what he wanted—namely, me—and wasn’t afraid to go after it? His confidence and no-nonsense approach to hooking up ought to fill me with confidence, too. Why shouldn’t I be as bold as he was tonight, as badass as I’d always wanted to be? The only thing I had to lose was my vanilla sex life.

I’d spent my whole life denying my own needs to please other people and always do the sensible thing, but I’d made a promise to myself, and Evie, after I’d told Dave to take a hike. I was going to stop being so cautious.

No regrets Mia, not tonight. You’ve already had too many of those.

My heart danced and my clit throbbed harder as my needy senses went into a tailspin, almost as fast and giddy as the chopper’s blades.

Tonight, I planned to party with a panther, escape into his fantasy world, get my money’s worth out of this ridiculously expensive dress, and finally allow myself to be young and wild and impulsive for the first time in my life.



Chapter Three

Vito

She does not know who I am…the boss of the most powerful Mafia syndicate in Campania.

The thought was like a shot of adrenaline, mainlining through my bloodstream as I felt Mia Taylor’s toned thigh tremble beneath my palm. The helicopter climbed towards the villa, the city laid out below us, so much of which I now owned.

This stunning creature had no idea of the things I had done to survive, and then to prosper. She had no reason to fear me or appease me. Excitement pulsed in my groin at the memory of her quick wit, and her innocent fury at my teasing—and the way her breath had gushed against my neck in staggered gasps. Then her lips had moulded to mine while I devoured that provocative mouth and explored her curves.

I’d had my consigliere, Gattuso, do a background check on Mia as soon as I had spotted her amongst the other guests lining up on the dock, to ensure her appearance was not a honey trap set by the authorities or my half brother, Dante. It would be just like that bastard to use a woman to get to me.

But once Gattuso had confirmed she was a tourist from London, and a schoolteacher no less, the hunger to see those bright green eyes daze with lust, to inhale the scent of her arousal and feel her thighs wrap around my waist while I thrust into her willing body, had become impossible to ignore.

I had been patient for months, denied the pleasures I had once taken for granted, forced to focus on defeating Dante and his threat to the Rocco empire. But I had been on the hunt for a woman tonight, as living like a monk had only increased my frustration.

Gattuso, of course, had advised against a hookup with a hot tourist. But then, Gattuso had always been a killjoy—a man who had never understood the main upside of this life was to take what you wanted, whenever you wanted it. So what if we were in a turf war with my half brother? We were winning. And there was no purpose to fighting a war if you could not enjoy the spoils.

A heavy sigh echoed in my headphones, the staggered awe of the girl beside me like a vindication of all I had suffered and survived to get to this moment in time. In charge of my own destiny. Able to destroy any bastard who dared take it from me.

This night would be a reward for all the battles fought and won in the last six months. Dante had sensed a weakness and tried to exploit it. But he had soon discovered his mistake—that the power vacuum he had anticipated after our father’s death two years ago had never existed.

A price had been paid in good men and money while he challenged my authority. But we had victory within our grasp now. And I was ready to celebrate. But I was bored with women who threw themselves at me, drawn to the danger and power of my position.

Mia Taylor—with her spectacular breasts, the shocked awe in her eyes when our gazes had first connected tonight and her innocent awareness—was the perfect way to ease the throbbing in my cock caused by being too long without a woman. She had also been a delightful surprise. Provocative and seductive but also unconventional and unaware of her charms.

When was the last time I had taken a woman who saw me as a man instead of the head of a criminal empire? Never, certainly not since I had hit puberty and been declared the rightful heir and then the underboss of the Rocco Syndicate.

Tonight, I couldn’t imagine anything hotter than tasting this woman, tormenting her, taming her—as nothing more than a man.

We would part ways as soon as dawn broke. I was not in the market for anything permanent. I trusted no one entirely, not even Gattuso. But I intended to ensure, when I did let Mia go, she would never forget me.

As the helicopter circled the estate in Naples, I heard Mia’s sharp intake of breath as she absorbed the sight of the city below. The blanket of lights which covered the headland, the terracotta rooftops and terraces stacked on the hillside, the dark lump of Capri in the distance—and a few miles to the west, Isla Donna, the island fortress I had called home ever since my father had rescued me from my stepfather at my mother’s graveside.

‘The city’s so beautiful,’ she whispered.

‘It is certainly something.’ I let out a raw laugh at her naïveté and inhaled her scent—sultry spice and fresh blooms—as the helicopter settled on the front lawn. The heat in my groin surged.

Naples and my life here hadn’t been beautiful, it had been dangerous and terrifying—the scrabble for survival harder than elsewhere because violence and death lurked around every corner when you knew where to look. And if you didn’t have power, you had nothing.

I had once been powerless, which was why I would stop at nothing to ensure I was never powerless again.

But nothing could make you feel more alive than winning that fight. Except maybe the moment of climax inside a woman, which the French called la petite mort.

I was too hard, too volatile, too dominant to want more than sex from a woman like her—who for all her courage was gullible and naive—but I knew how to make her come until she screamed.

She had taken a risk tonight, not knowing who I was. A man who commanded an empire and could have any woman he wanted with the snap of his fingers. But tonight, I wanted her, with a fever that surprised me.

It wasn’t about this girl. However stunning and unusual she was, she wasn’t special. How could she be, when she wasn’t even Italian—and knew nothing of my world? But the thought of seducing her, a sweet, ordinary schoolteacher—when I had been the worst student imaginable—added a layer of irony that only made me want her more.

I had seen the naked hunger she couldn’t disguise—felt the attraction spark between us when our gazes had locked—and enjoyed immensely her attempts to hold her own against me. And the way she responded to me—without holding anything back—only added more potential to a night which was already as hot as it was intriguing.

Mia would be my gift to myself for six months of frustration and provocation. One long, hot night of pleasure, while I made my stunning little English schoolteacher beg for release.



Chapter Four

Mia

I watched, open-mouthed, as the helicopter touched down inside the grounds of a magnificent walled estate perched above the city.

From the bus tour I had done with Evie and our friends on our first evening in the city, I knew Naples had a history of occupation, and its architecture reflected that—from elaborately decorated Baroque churches to the Renaissance finery and Mediterranean practicality of the city’s historic homes—but as Vito escorted me down the steps of the helicopter, and I got my first look at the house, I’d never seen a building here as elaborate or well maintained.

Four stories of ornate plaster were lit by torches and covered in bougainvillea, a selection of wrought-iron balconies and tall, mullioned windows adding to its imposing grandeur. He had referred to his home as a villa, but the building’s neoclassical splendour made it look more like a palace.

Becca had said Vito was phenomenally rich, but I hadn’t expected anything this elegant or awe-inspiring.

We walked up the marble staircase at the front of the house, which led to an arched entrance flanked by Doric columns and two stone lions, almost as striking as their owner.

Three men appeared from inside the house.

Vito spoke to them in Italian. All three of them bowed while one replied, his tone low with deference, ‘Si, Don Vito, mio padrino…’

Vito exuded power and arrogance, but as he led me past his staff, their subservience was a little unnerving…not to mention weirdly hot. Who knew I had a thing for powerful men?

‘Why did he call you padrino?’ I asked, recalling how Lorenzo, the bodyguard on the boat, had addressed him the same way.

Vito headed through the main entrance. ‘It is from respect,’ he said as I rushed to keep up with him.

Okay, what?

Was Vito some kind of prince? I knew Italy had become a republic in the forties and the state no longer recognised the titles of the aristocracy—but according to our bus tour, there were still aristocratic families that owned estates in the region.

Two people appeared in the mansion’s cavernous entrance hall to greet us. An older woman dressed in black and a man in a linen suit. I recognised him from the men surrounding Vito when he’d given me ‘the look’.

Again, they both bowed and addressed him as Don Vito. After a brief exchange in Italian with the woman, Vito turned to me.

Tugging me close, he lifted my hand to his lips and pressed a kiss to my knuckles, his eyes dark with the same hunger that had been burning inside me since ‘the look’.

‘Do you wish to eat?’ he asked.

I shook my head, surprised he had offered—almost as if this were a date instead of a booty call—but knowing I was way too hyper to eat anything.

‘No, I’m not hungry,’ I said.

His gaze raked over me, the fierce approval in those pure blue eyes making me dizzy.

‘Bene,’ he said. ‘There is only one thing I am hungry for too, and it is not food.’

The intense expression made his meaning clear and a wave of adrenaline hurtled through my system. He turned back to his staff and dismissed them both.

But while the woman disappeared again, the man spoke—his voice low with what sounded like concern or even disapproval as his gaze flicked to me.

Although Vito didn’t raise his voice, I could hear the sharp reprimand in the tone when he replied in Italian. The man had obviously heard it too, because his colour heightened, but instead of arguing the point, he only nodded, bowed again, then left us, too.

‘Is there… Is there a problem with me being here?’ I asked.

‘The only problem is that you are not naked yet,’ he said, his voice rough with amusement.

‘You’re not very subtle,’ I murmured, suddenly needing to slow him down just a little. I knew tonight was about hunger, passion, getting off, and I was more than okay with that. But I didn’t want this to be over too soon. And me to be left feeling unsatisfied, or worse, used. Because I’d already had enough of that feeling to last me a lifetime.

But instead of taking the hint, he chuckled. ‘Subtlety is not one of my virtues,’ he declared. ‘But when I make you come until you scream my name, you will not be complaining,’ he finished, marching down the entrance hall and then taking the wide, sweeping staircase to the next floor.

Giddy excitement raced through me as I was dragged along in his wake. ‘And super arrogant to boot,’ I added, trying to sound as if I wasn’t already melting into a puddle of pheromones at his demanding tone.

When had I ever met a man who took what he wanted without bothering to wait for an invitation? On the one hand, it ought to be a turn-off. I wasn’t used to being told what to do. On the other, this was already the hottest night of my life. Bar none.

He pushed open a door at the end of the landing and tugged me into a huge room, with a balcony at the far end which looked out over the gardens and the city below. The view was breathtaking, but that wasn’t why I was struggling to breathe when he let go of my hand, strolled across the expanse of silk carpet and opened the terrace doors onto the night.

A scented breeze brushed over my exposed skin, which, thanks to my mini-dress, was a lot.

Instead of returning to me, he sat in an upholstered chair that looked antique, crossed his ankle over the other knee, and smiled at me, the feral light in his eyes as tempting as it was intimidating.

‘My arrogance is part of my charm, Mia,’ he said before flicking his index finger to indicate my dress. ‘It is time for you to show me everything that is under that dress.’

‘But… I’m…’ The words seized in my throat as I stalled. I’d never done a striptease before, and as bold as I’d felt up to now, I was suddenly struggling with a serious case of performance anxiety. ‘Really?’ I managed. ‘That’s not very seductive…’

‘And yet you are already wet for me,’ he replied.

My thighs quivered as the evening breeze chose that precise moment to make me aware of how damp I was. For him.

‘How do you know that?’ I blurted out, challenging him to cover my mortification.

He crooked his finger at me. ‘Come.’

I walked towards him, aware of the swollen spot between my thighs every step of the way. He unfolded his legs and spread his knees. Placing a hand on my hip, he positioned me between his muscular thighs.

Every part of me trembled as he tucked a knuckle under my chin and forced my gaze to his. ‘If I find that you are wet, Mia, I will have to punish you for lying.’

My eyes widened as the need pulsed and throbbed between my legs. His hand trailed under the hem of my dress. He cupped me to run his finger along the seam of my sex.

I sobbed and grabbed hold of his shoulders in a desperate attempt not to collapse into a heap, his dominating caress so sure, so entitled it was electrifying. His knuckle brushed my clitoris, and I bucked against his hold, shocked by the brutal sensations radiating outwards. Already.

But just as I felt myself shooting towards orgasm, he denied me the touch I needed and gave my bare buttock a stinging slap.

I jolted upright. ‘You bastard,’ I managed, my throat dry.

‘I said you would be punished,’ he said, his eyes dark with hunger and bright with satisfaction.

‘I never said I wasn’t aroused…specifically,’ I said, trying to justify myself but losing ground fast. I wanted what he was offering, his power and dominance pushing me out of my comfort zone in the most delicious way possible. I’d never been so close to orgasm before so quickly.

‘Then do as I demand,’ he said.

‘I don’t like being ordered about.’

‘Yes, you do…’ He brought his finger to his lips, my juices glistening in the moonlight and calling me a liar, then sucked his fingertip. ‘Delicious,’ he murmured, the gruff approval making need grip me again. ‘Take off the dress so I can feast on you, Mia.’

I shuddered as heat poured through me—his dictatorial tone as hot as that sure, entitled caress.

A part of me knew I really ought to tell him no. I was a feminist, which meant I shouldn’t be turned on by his bossy tone, or that stinging slap. But in that moment, my poor neglected libido
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