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Italian Words used

 

Amore mio – My love

Capisci?! – Do you understand, or Got it

Cazzo – Fuck

Cazzo, sì – Fuck yeah or fuck yes

Che cazzo – What the fuck

Ciao – Hello or Goodbye

Fanculo – Fuck it or Fuck you

Fottimi – Fuck me

Fanculo a questo tizio! – Fuck this guy

Fottuto puttana – Fucking bitch

Fottuto stronzo – Fucking asshole

Mio Dio – My God

Mio Dio, sei bellissima – My God, you’re beautiful

Mio Dio, è bellissima – My God, she’s beautiful

Perfetto/perfetta – Perfect

Salute – Cheers

Sciallo – Calm, Relax, Chill

Sei mio – You are mine

Stronzo – Asshole

Tigrotta – Little Tiger

Vaffanculo – Go fuck yourself

Ventata di aria fresca – Breath of fresh air

 

Russian Words Used:

 

Кисонька (Kisonka) – Little kitty

Cyka (Suka) – Bitch

Блять (Blyat) – Fuck or shit

нет (Nyet) – No
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“Roman…please!” Lucky, who is the unluckiest motherfucker I know, pleads as I escort him into Jacko’s office. Jacopo ‘Jacko’ Bernardi, my best friend and heir to the Bernardi Empire, is one of the biggest bookies around the Kentucky area.

“Shut the fuck up, Lucky,” I say, pushing him into Jacko’s office. Stumbling, he catches himself before dropping to his knees when he sees Jacko sitting behind the desk.

“Jacko,” he begs from his knees. “You know I’m good for it. I…I’m just down, right at the moment,” he stutters.

Jacko leans forward, resting his elbows on the table, entwining his fingers. “Lucky. I’ve given you three…” He holds up three fingers. “Three extensions.”

Lucky whines, “I’ll do anything. Please, just give me some more time. Please.”

Jacko looks at me standing behind Lucky and raises his brow, asking me silently what I think. Since I’m the one who will have to chase him down, that is, if he doesn’t ante up, I give him a nod.

Lucky knows better than to look over at me while waiting for Jacko to decide his fate.

“Well, Lucky. I guess today’s your lucky day,” Jacko says, sitting back in his chair, watching Lucky’s face light up. “As of today, you will start working for me until your debt is paid in full.

“Anything, Jacko,” Lucky rushes out. “Anything. You know that.”

“Well, for starters, you’ll shovel horse shit for the rest of the week. One of our stable boys quit.”

“Of course. Anything. Thank you, Jacko,” Lucky jabbers, kissing his ass, as I grab his arm and pull him to his feet.

“You’ll get your orders from Roman. Don’t make me regret giving you this chance, Lucky. You know I don’t go past the three strikes,” Jacko says, waving him off.

Lucky bends down like he’s praying to him. “I won’t let you down. Anything you need.”

Once Lucky and I are out of the office, I tell him where to go and who to talk to. When he’s gone, I text Luis, our stable manager, to let him know Lucky’s on his way.

Luis is used to us giving him men who are in debt. He works them even harder, knowing they owe us.

Jacko’s office is located inside the Empire Track & Gaming facility, where all the horse racing events are held. There are three floors in this building. The bottom floor is a bar, a food area, and all the betting stations. The second floor is filled with suites for big-time gamblers, owners, and pretty much anyone who can afford to rent them. The third floor is where all the offices are located, including Jacko’s office, along with the Three Wise Men. Every floor has windows, or it opens onto a balcony facing the racetrack.

Once I’m back in the office, I sit down across from my best friend. I’ve known Jacko since birth. Our families go back for generations. Our fathers are best friends.

The Wise Men consist of Jacko’s father, Riccardo ‘Don’ Bernardi, who is the head of the Bernardi Empire, my father, Tommaso Barone, his underboss and second-in-command, and Santini Donatelli, the Consigliere to the Don. The three families lead the Bernardi Empire.

Empire Track & Gaming Resort is our legacy. It’s the part of our business that is completely legitimate. We have three buildings: a racetrack facility, a casino, and a nearby hotel.

I’m Jacko’s right-hand man, his enforcer slash bodyguard. I’ve always protected him and his family, even before they gave me my position. Saving the Don’s daughter kind of pushes you to the front of the line really fast. Whatever the family needs, I do.

My father has a chain of restaurants. Three, to be exact. It started with my ma’s restaurant, Angela’s Ristorante. My two sisters drove her up the wall, wanting to run it their own way. My father was tired of them fighting all the time, so he gave each of them their own. Life is good now in the Barone family.

“So, what do you think?” Jacko says, sitting back in his chair.

“I think he’ll be good for us. After we have him doing some labor work, he’ll be more than willing to spy for us.”

I’ve known Lucky for a few years now. He’s a good guy, from what I know of him. He just loves gambling. Horses are his weakness.

“Can we trust him to be our eyes and ears?” Jacko asks.

“Lucky’s vice is horses. I’ll keep an eye on him, but I think if we put him next door in the casino, he’ll do his job. Anything to keep him from shoveling shit, or the alternative, me killing him. Plus, he might even win some of his debt back.”

Jacko’s phone starts vibrating on his desk. He looks down, and his face lights up instantly, and my heart drops. No one gets that kind of smile out of him but the one woman who is the bane of my existence.

“Vee!” Jacko’s voice changes from lethal to almost kid-like.

Veronica Bernardi. Jacko’s younger sister.

The sister who I saved all those years ago.

The sister who used to make my life hell with her affection.

“Two more days,” he continues.

The sister who stole my heart years ago.

The sister who is off limits.

The same sister I denied, crushing our dreams of us ever being together.

I ignore their conversation and think about that night. A night I think about too often.

“I don’t understand why you won’t be with me. I see how you look at me!” Veronica exclaims, getting up from the island chair in the kitchen.

I stand on the other side of the island, looking at the woman I fantasize about but can’t have. She’s my forbidden fruit.

“Nica…” I warn. She stops when I use her nickname, which only I use. “You know we can’t be together, no matter what.”

Frustration fills her face, and I see the Italian rage build inside her. Ah, there’s my Tigress, or like her father calls her, Tigrotta, which means little tiger. She’s so goddamn gorgeous, and when she gets mad, I want to crack and give in to her, but instead, I stand there emotionless with my arms across my chest.

When she starts to move toward me, I explain, “You know, after the Wise Men fought over Nick marrying Marie instead of Madonna, they banned any of our family members from marrying each other again. To keep the peace.”

Veronica throws her hands up, moving close to me. “Fuck that! Fuck them! I want you!” she demands, taking a breath before saying in a calmer voice, “And…you want me.”

I don’t say anything, keeping my stance with my arms tight and secure over my chest. I hold myself back from grabbing Vee and giving in to the temptation.

I need to do it. Just do it, I tell myself.

“I don’t want you,” I say without emotion.

Veronica’s eyes fill with tears as she places her petite hands on each of my biceps.

“Please don’t do this. You don’t mean that.”

“You don’t fucking know what I want. I don’t want you,” I say angrily.

Veronica’s lips start to quiver as tears run down her face.

Stay strong. Don’t fucking move. This has to be done. I have to let her go.

“Ro, please…” Veronica pleads, using my nickname.

I stand to my fullest height, knocking her hands away. I bite out, “I. Don’t. Want. You. Get that through your head. Now leave me the fuck alone.”

Before she can say anything, I stomp out of the room, killing any hopes of a future with the only woman I’ve ever really cared for.

“Rome?”

Shaking the memory away, I turn my attention back to my friend.

“Yeah?”

“It’s set. Friday night family dinner, welcoming Vee home,” he says like it’s nothing.

I nod. “Okay.” I try to hide my feelings about her returning.

Jacko’s baby sister has always had a thing for me. At first, it was cute. Then, when she started developing earlier than she should have, I started noticing her in the wrong way. She noticed I noticed her too, which set our course in the wrong direction. She was off limits, but that didn’t bother her. She made it her mission to be around me, pushing me. Flaunting that goddamn body in front of me.

“When will Sal be here with the collections?” Jacko asks.

Salvator Vendi is my brother-in-law and my right-hand man. He runs my crew. They handle most collections and round up anyone who owes us.

I look at the clock on the wall. “He should be here any minute.”

Just as I finish, there’s a knock at the door.

Jacko smiles.

“Damn, Rome, you know your man. Come in.”

Sal is a medium-sized guy, but he’s lethal. I wouldn’t have let him marry my older sister, Madonna, if he weren’t. He stood up for my sister and fought for her hand in marriage. I couldn’t think of a better man by my side.

Sal gives us a nod and a hello, placing his envelope on the desk. I also like that Sal doesn’t talk much, just like me. I’m a man of minimal words. Jacko is the face of this organization. I’m always in the background watching. It’s why we’ve been inseparable. Jacko does the talking, and I listen.

“Is it all there?” Jacko asks, grabbing the envelope.

“Missing two, but I’ve got the JJ Brothers on it. They’ll have it by the end of the day, one way or another.” Sal stands next to me with his hands clasped in front of him, waiting for orders.

Jacko points to the chair on the other side of me. “Sit, Sal.”

Sal does as instructed.

“Vee’s coming home and we’re having a family dinner at the house,” he says while fumbling through the cash and slips.

“You know the Barone females won’t be happy.” Sal chuckles.

Jacko looks up. “Exactly. But I’d rather they be upset than deal with them fighting over which restaurant we choose? It’s such a competition with those women.”

I know damn well the women in my family are crazy, loud, and dramatic. Being the only male, it’s no wonder I’m quiet. They ruled our household. I moved out as soon as I graduated high school.

I glance over to Sal and ask, “Did you find Bruno and Antonio?”

Sal hesitates, looking from me to Jacko and back to me. “Yeah, they were at Tres’ in VIP.”

Tres’ is the nightclub that the Wise Men own.

Jacko looks up from what he’s doing and snaps, “My little brother shouldn’t even be in the fucking club, he’s only twenty.”

Antonio is Jacko’s little brother and wants to become a professional boxer. Bruno is Nick Donatelli’s younger brother, but he’s a few years older than Antonio.

Sal laughs. “Good luck keeping those two apart. They’re becoming thick as thieves. Plus, Antonio can handle himself.”

Jacko rubs his face in frustration. “I know he can. When he’s with us, it’s not a problem. It’s when he’s not with us that’s the problem. He’s the one who gets into fights. Cops come, and I have to pay them off because my shit-for-brain brother isn’t old enough to be in the club.”

I think about how much trouble Jacko and I got into at that age. I tease, “Just like we were at his age.”

“Fuck it. He’s almost twenty-one,” Jacko says, getting up and walking over to the hidden safe in the office where he deposits all the day’s collections.

“All right. Let’s get outta here. I’m ready for a drink and some fuckin’ pussy,” Jacko announces, shutting the safe.

Sal jumps up. “I’ll let Roman know when the other collections have been made.”

Jacko waves him off.

I stand and face my friend.

He flashes his shit-eating grin, letting me know we’re going to get into trouble. “First, let’s go check up on those stronzos, yeah?”

I smile back.

Fanculo.

“Yeah, fuck it, let’s go,” I say, heading toward the door.
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“Ma!” Jacko hollers as he walks through the front door of his family’s estate.

Shutting the door behind me, I look around, hoping I don’t see the guest of honor. Veronica’s been home for two days, and I’ve managed not to run into her. That’s pretty impressive since Jacko lives at my house.

I moved out right after high school, and Jacko pretty much lived with me. So, when I bought my house, he moved in permanently. We both still have rooms at our parents’ estates, but we’re never there.

“Jacopo!” Mrs. Bernardi announces as she comes down one side of the wide stairwell. “My sweet boy.”

Their front entryway has two wide staircases on each side, curving up to a balcony at the top. My parents have the same concept, but their staircase is just one wide staircase in the middle of the room with two landings at the top.

“Ma!” Jacko waits for her to come down to embrace her, kissing her on each cheek.

Once she’s done with her son, she beams at me. “Romano!”

“Nina,” I say, kissing her on each cheek as well. It’s a family tradition that we’ve tried to get out of, but these Italian women won’t have it.

“You boys look hungry.” She grabs both of our arms. “You two need to eat more. When are you going to find a good Italian woman and settle down?”

Every time we see her, she asks the same damn thing. I stay quiet, but Jacko likes to push her buttons and rile her up.

“Ma, I’m not getting married.” He gives me a head lift, egging me to jump in on the teasing.

“Jacopo! Do not say that. I want a grandbaby soon,” Nina exclaims, completely serious.

“Ma, Maria is about to pop. You’ll have grandbabies. Just not from me,” he jokes, kissing her cheek again.

Both Maria and my sister Madona are about ready to have their first babies. Those two are besties from birth and don’t do anything without the other.

“Nina, leave the boys alone!” Riccardo Bernardi, our Don, yells from his office down the hall. “Boys, come here.”

Jacko and I hate it when everyone calls us boys, but we can’t really say anything.

As we enter his office, the room is full of men, which explains the extra cars out front.

“You’re late,” Riccardo booms from behind his desk.

My father is to his right, and Santini Donatelli, with his oldest son, Nick, standing behind him, is to Riccardo’s left. Then, sitting in front of Riccardo’s desk, are their Capos: Victor Vendi, Sal’s father, Jimmy Rossi, and Frank Bellini, along with his son, Frank Jr.

“We’re not late. I didn’t know we were having a meeting,” Jacko announces once he sees the room full.

Riccardo sits back in his massive chair. “It’s not a meeting. We’re just chatting. I asked a few other families to join us tonight to celebrate Veronica’s graduation.”

Jacko is surprised. “I thought it was a family dinner.”

Family dinner usually consists of just the Three Wise Men and their families.

Riccardo beams. “We decided to extend it and ask everyone to join.”

I just stand behind Jacko, observing the room. It didn’t look like just chatting, and the look on Nick’s face is anything but happy. What’s off to me is that only one of the Capos’ sons is here. Frank Jr. That again makes me think they were having some sort of meeting.

So, the question is, why didn’t they include Jacko and me? Or any of the other sons.

The room is silent for a beat.

Jacko stays just inside the doorway with me at his side, slipping his hands into his front pockets. “I spoke with Vee this morning, and she didn’t say anything about it being a party.”

The Don sits back in his chair with a big smile on his face. “It’s a surprise. She graduated from Stanford with honors. It’s a big fucking deal, yeah?”

All the men nod, giving their approval.

I feel it in my gut that something’s going on, but I keep quiet and watch.

“Where is Vee?” Jacko asks his father.

Riccardo stands up, pushing his chair back. “She went to the salon with the girls. Maria had a full spa day planned for them. Didn’t she tell you that when you spoke with her this morning?” he says sarcastically, turning to walk away.

I feel Jacko tense. He and his father have a love-hate relationship. Jacko hates that his father won’t take him seriously. He treats us like we’re still little boys rather than the men we’ve become.

All our fathers have trained us to become as deadly as they are but won’t let up on the reins.

When Jacko doesn’t reply, Riccardo says to the room, “Gentlemen, let’s move this party to the backyard, where I’m sure everything will be set up and ready for this party to begin.”

I move to stand outside the office door and let all the men filter out, with Nick and Jacko being the last. We stand side by side and watch our fathers chatter as they head toward the back of the house.

Once our fathers are out of earshot, Jacko turns to face us.

“What the fuck was that all about?” he demands.

Nick, who doesn’t look happy, rushes out, “People are making a play for Vee.”

Hearing her name gets my attention.

“What the fuck do you mean by making a play?” I growl.

Jacko looks over at me, probably in surprise because I’m usually not the one who bursts out in reaction. It’s him.

Nick runs his hands through his hair, looking stressed. “I guess the Don has been talking to people, saying she’ll learn the family business and be a great asset if married to the right family.”

My blood boils. I fist my hands trying to rein in my rage. It’s Jacko who flips out his time.

“He will not marry my sister off to any other fucking family. She won’t allow it, and I sure as fuck won’t,” he says, pissed off.

Nick nods and says, “After the shit I went through with the girls and Sal, I thought Don was done arranging marriages.”

Jacko fires right back, “Yeah, he did. We’ve all been told no arranged marriages.”

Nick shakes his head. “This won’t end well. Especially if Jr. gets his way.”

I snap my head to Nick. “What the fuck do you mean Jr.?”

“Fuck. No!” Jacko shouts. “That motherfucker is not marrying Vee.”

“That’s why Jr. was in there. Frank was saying that his son would like to be considered.”

Jacko snorts. “Vee’d fuckin’ kill’em in his sleep. It ain’t gonna happen.”

I’m so pissed off. I’ve stayed away from Vee all these years because she was off limits. If any motherfucker is going to have her, it’ll be me.

“I need a motherfucking drink,” I say, irritated.

I don’t even wait for Jacko. I just head out toward the backyard where the party’s happening. I know Jacko notices because I’m always behind him watching, but I don’t give a fuck. I need a drink. I haven’t seen Vee face to face for almost two years, but I’ve always had eyes on her, even in California, with people watching her and reporting back to me. I’ve stayed away since that night before she took off to college. I’ve only seen her a handful of times from afar.

“Have fun and be good,” I say to Veronica.

“What the fuck do you care?” Veronica snaps angrily at me.

“Oh! What the fuck? You don’t talk to Rome like that.” Jacko smacks Veronica’s shoulder lightly.

It’s her going-away party. I’ve stayed away from her the best I can. I see her sadness. It’s like the light’s been burned out. Every time she looks at me, all I see is heartache. I want to pull her into my arms and make her mine, but I know I can’t.

“What!? He doesn’t care!” Veronica yells and walks off with tears in her eyes.

“What the fuck! She must be on her period. Fuckin’ women.” Jacko he watches his sister rush off.

But I know.

I know why Vee’s crying. I pushed her away, and now she’s going across the fucking country to get away from me. But, again, this is why I did what I did. I knew Vee had gotten into Stanford, and she wasn’t going to go so she could be with me. I couldn’t allow that. She will be better off without me. And if she comes back to me, there will be no stopping me from making her mine.

“Fucking women.” I laugh like I’m not dying inside from hurting her.

It’s been an hour, and I’ve had two glasses of whiskey, and still no sign of Veronica. I’m sitting in the backyard with the men, just listening to them talk about horse racing.

I stand up to let Jacko know I’m going to use the restroom. He nods, turning his attention back to Nick and Sal.

More people are roaming around, and I give a head nod to them as I walk by. I hear my family before I even enter the house. All three Barone ladies are rambling about how to make some fucking dish. I don’t pay them any attention. I slip by them and head to the front of the house. When I turn to walk across the front entry, I catch a glimpse of something coming from upstairs.

I stop in my tracks when I see Veronica coming down the stairs.

“Mio Dio,” I breathe. My God.

Fuck, she’s gotten even more beautiful. She’s in a tailored black pantsuit that fits her like a glove. Under her blazer, she’s wearing a white satin shirt, open enough that I guarantee I’ll be able to see her bra.

Christ, she’s filled out all over and in the best ways you could only imagine.

Veronica flips her long, dark brown hair back, and when she looks up, she notices me at the bottom of the stairs. Instantly, she stops, and in that second, we lock eyes.

My Nica.

She shakes her head, closing those beautiful green eyes, and when she opens them, they narrow on me.

Cazzo. My Nica’s still mad.

I wait for her to descend the stairs until she’s two steps away from the bottom, making her the same height as me, and sure as fuck I can see her black lace bralette.

My mouth waters seeing those tight mounds just asking me to lick them.

Cazzo!

She grins, but it’s guarded.

“Roman, it’s good to see you,” she says slowly, like she knows what she’s doing to me.

God, her voice is even more seductive. She left as a girl and came back a fucking woman.

“Cat got your tongue?” She chuckles, holding the rail to move past me, but I grab her wrist, stopping her.

A jolt shoots through me, and I know she feels it too when she sucks in a breath.

“Yes, Nica. It’s good to see you. I’m glad you’re back,” I say softly.

She fires right back, “I doubt that.” She tries to pull away, but I keep her close.

We stand there for what feels like minutes, but it’s only seconds before she snaps out of it and tries to pull away again.

“Really, Roman,” she says, looking at my hand holding hers.

“You keep talking to me like that, and I may need to silence that smart little mouth of yours,” I say with a devilish smirk.

Releasing her, I head for the bathroom, leaving her standing there, watching me. I don’t look back because if I do, I’ll pull her with me and show her how much I’ve missed her.

It isn’t until I close the door that I hear her heels clicking down the hall.

My little Nica’s a woman now. Everything is different now. I’ll make her mine before I let anyone else have her. All limits are off.

Veronica Bernardi is mine.


[image: ]

[image: ]

 

“Well, that just happened,” I mutter under my breath as Ro walks away.

Dammit! Roman. Not Ro.

I can’t fucking go soft just because he teases me a little. He’s a fucking coward.

But Christ, his deep, sultry voice has my body coming alive.

Why did he have to look like a goddamn wet dream? It’s like he stepped out of some hot romance novel—all six feet two inches, wrapped in thick muscles and draped in black.

Shaking my head, I murmur to myself, “Get it together.”

Thankfully, the last few days at home kept my family busy. I’m praised and pampered not only for graduating from Stanford but also for officially joining the family business.

I watch him saunter off toward the bathroom and don’t move until the door shuts. I take a deep breath, trying to calm my nervous system. A slight trembling in my hands is the only indicator of just how anxious I was to see him. I can still feel that steely grip burn on my wrist and wish that heat was on other parts of my body too.

I fidget with my hair and straighten my black blazer, getting myself together. I need to be a boss bitch, not this dick-whipped bitch. Roman made his decision long ago.

There was also no way my mom, Nina Bernardi, would let me enter this world officially without my beauteous armor. She knew the power of her beauty and played the trophy wife like a game of chess.

She almost had a stroke when she picked me up from the airport. There she was in her red Armani three-piece suit. Makeup and hair done to perfection, with a look of horror on her face as she finally noticed me when I exited the plane.

She made a show of looking at me from the top of my ratted hair to the tips of my Converse-covered feet and started reciting the Lord’s prayer in Latin. Her own bodyguard had to reach out to steady her.

To my defense, finals took it out of me, and I had let myself go. Like, way bad. Split ends and nails bitten down and ragged. Skin so dry, I was probably mistaken for a desert habitat. Thankfully, I didn’t have to wait long before being thrown to the wolves of Maria Donatelli’s salon today, who is also my very pregnant older sister.

Four hours later, my hair was gleaming mahogany. My nails were perfectly almond-shaped and just a tad bit sharp. Bet I could do some damage with these beauties. My whole body was exfoliated, waxed, and moisturized. I walked out feeling like a whole new woman. Probably because they removed layers of freaking skin from me.

I had to remind myself all day that I worked hard for this moment. I knew that Roman and I would run into each other at this family dinner, but I was determined not to let some childhood infatuation take that from me.

A childhood infatuation that ruined any relationship I’ve ever tried to have. I compared every man to Roman.

My family is proud of me, and on all that is holy, I am proud of myself. I freaking did it!

At least that’s what I am going to focus on, and not the way Romano’s eyes roamed over my curves, or how his gaze lingered on the mounds of my breasts. Like he could already taste the supple flesh. A quick flash of teeth biting my nipple flitted through my mind as I remembered the dream I had of him just last night.

The dreams started when I left for school, but they were infrequent and startling. Don’t get me wrong. Growing up surrounded by rough-and-tumble kind of men, I heard just about everything you could know about sex. That and I was a prolific smut reader. I would almost consider myself an expert, in theory, that is.

I had spent all my youth until leaving for college, believing with every fiber of my being that I belonged to Roman and that he belonged to me. There was no room for anyone else. He was all-consuming, and I was much too naive to believe he would ever choose me.

I’ve spent so much of my life in love with him that I knew I wanted all my firsts to be with him. So many years of wanting only to
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