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      In thirty-five minutes, I’ll be married to a man I’m scared of. I have no choice. I’ve said “I love you” a thousand times. I’ve promised him that I’ll be the one to bear his children. Despite the hell he’s put me through, I made a promise to stand by his side and I can’t break that promise. Not even now. Not ever.

      Even if I wanted to leave, he’d kill me if I tried. I’ve seen that look in his eye, the one that comes when he’s had too much to drink or when he’s dipped into the stash he’s supposed to be selling. He could kill me in a heartbeat. He still might someday. I don’t know what’s in store for me, but I know that Franco could kill me, whenever he chose.

      His twin sister, Ana walked into my dressing room, interrupting my few moments of silence before the ceremony.

      “Take this,” she said, handing me a small pale yellow pill and a glass of water.

      “What is it?”

      “Drink,” she said, “We don’t want you freaking out.”

      “I’m not freaking out. Where’s Franco?”

      Her large blue eyes widened. She patted me on the shoulder.

      “Don’t worry about Franco. He’s coming.”

      She didn't sound convinced.

      “I told him it was a bad idea to work today.”

      She took the water from me and set it on the table, folding her arms.

      “Don’t worry about Franco, he’ll be here.”

      “Where is he then?” I snapped.

      Ana’s face grew stern. She pursed her scarlet-stained lips and she muttered, “Careful, Dahlia.”

      I nodded.

      “Sorry.”

      “Once it’s over, you’ll be his wife,” she said, “It’ll be different.”

      “How? We’ve been together for five years and it’s only gotten worse.”

      “Nobody says no to my brother,” she replied, pursing her lips and then walking out of the room to avoid the guilt.

      Ana sent the hairstylist back to work on my hair. She braided my thick, waist length hair into a fishtail braid that she positioned over my shoulder before she started weaving baby’s breath into the length of it. My natural hair clung to the thin branches of the flowers and the sweet floral scent filled the room.

      We didn’t speak as she worked. I could sense a temerity in her from the moment we’d met. Women involved with the Italian biker gangs in this area usually carried that aura of intense fear.

      I was one of the few women around here who hadn’t fallen into this against my will. I’d chosen Franco, the good, the bad and the ugly.

      In 20 minutes, I would be married to him.

      Ana burst into the room and started pacing back and forth.

      “Dahlia, you need to call him. He’s not picking up, but Rico is already back.”

      “Rico’s back?” I parroted.

      This was not good. Franco rode out with the best man, Rico, at the crack of dawn and there was no good reason they’d return separately.

      Ana nodded. She handed me my cell phone.

      “I’m going to get a drink. This is bullshit.”

      Now that Ana was finally worried, my concerned intensified. Franco was a mess, but I didn't think he'd be this messy, not after spending so much money and not after inviting all of his family from Italy.

      He wouldn’t miss this day. He’d complained to me endlessly for months about the cost of the entire thing. There’s no way he would miss your wedding, I told myself.

      I had to keep telling myself that.

      Rico entered shortly after Ana, combing his hands through his hair.

      “Hey Dahlia, Buon Giorno.”

      He leaned in and kissed me on my right cheek and then my left. He betrayed no emotion behind his gaze. He ogled me as if I were a science experiment gone wrong and he was figuring out how to put me back together.

      “What’s going on, Rico? Where’s Franco.”

      Rico cleared his throat, “I dunno.”

      “You’re going to have to do better than that. You’re the best man and you were just with him,” I hissed.

      Franco was never late. Rico was a bad liar too and his cheeks flushed a deep burgundy color as he spoke to me.

      “Don’t worry,” Rico replied, “Everything will be fine.”

      “Don’t give me that, Rico,” I huffed, “Tell me where he is.”

      Seeing that he wasn't going to respond, I glowered and picked up my phone. Franco had made me promise not to call and interrupt his job, but screw it. I'd deal with the consequences later.

      I called Franco as I glared at Rico, urging him to stay still with a killer death stare. Franco didn’t pick up. I called again. No answer.

      “Rico…Talk…” I said through grit teeth.

      “Franco loves you, Dahlia," he said weakly.

      I rolled my eyes, “Yeah. Whatever.”

      When Rico didn’t leave the room after five minutes of uncomfortable silence, my heart raced in my chest. I thought he could hear my heart beat because he looked over at me with a confused look in his eye.

      “What?”

      “You’re staring,” he said.

      “I’m supposed to get married in ten minutes and Franco isn’t here. I'm freaking out.”

      If Ana's pills were supposed to stop me from freaking out, they weren't working. Sweat beaded at my browbone and my hair weighed heavily on my back, straining my spine.

      Rico approached me and took his hand in mine.

      “Dahlia, you are a beautiful woman. No man in his right mind would leave you on your wedding day.”

      He let go of my hand and I pursed my lips, thankful that he’d tried to calm me down. Ana burst back into the room and dismissed Rico. I got the distinct sense they were guarding me, watching my every movement as if I was a flight risk.

      I was here, wasn’t I?

      I sat cinched up in an itchy wedding dress that forced me to clench in my stomach so tight that I could barely breathe. I'd been shuddering all day. I wore white heels so tall I could barely walk in them and enough makeup on my face to recycle into a floor to ceiling masterpiece.

      “Ana, is he here yet?”

      “Not yet,” she said.

      “Shit,” I hissed under my breath.

      “Calm down, Dahlia.”

      “Don’t tell me to calm down! My family is here Ana. People expect a wedding today. What if he doesn’t come?"

      “He’ll come.”

      I fumed that she couldn't be more forthcoming.

      “Then where is he? Rico isn’t talking which makes me think something’s going on. Do you know? Are you not telling me something?”

      “Dahlia, calm down.”

      “Screw off!”

      She stared at me flabbergasted after my outburst.

      “Those pills were supposed to calm you down,” she huffed before walking off again.

      Rico reentered the room after she left.

      “Don’t worry. He’s on his way.”

      “From where? Where is he, Rico!” I asked again.

      My face was flushed and burning. I could feel the makeup slipping as beads of sweat dripped down my face, threatening my makeup's integrity.

      “Handkerchief?” Rico offered.

      I nodded and seated myself again, tilting my head back and allowing him to towel me off. The doors to the venue swung open. They were large oak doors that creaked and heaved as they were thrust open.

      I breathed a sigh of relief.

      “Is that him?”

      “Most likely.”

      “Can you go check?”

      Rico nodded and left me in the dressing room alone with his handkerchief. I closed my eyes. I heard footsteps and then voices. The voices were in Italian, which I didn’t speak. I didn’t recognize the voices either. Franco still wasn’t here.

      The moment I was supposed to be walking down the aisle, I pushed open the door to the dressing room, peering out into the hallway. There was nobody. I could hear voices in Italian growing louder and more rapid. I pushed the door shut and took my seat again. More boots.

      Then the door to my dressing room swung open.

      “I found her,” a man said, growling in a deep, terrifying voice.

      I stood up.

      “Who are you? What the hell are you doing here?”

      “Dahlia Cole,” he replied, his lips curling into a cruel smile.

      “RICO!” I screamed.

      My heart raced faster in my chest. I stood before this towering giant defenseless, imprisoned by my high heels and my wedding dress.

      “Rico isn’t coming to save your ass,” the man growled.

      “Stay away from me! My fiancé is Franco Beronicensi!”

      “Franco? The bastard who set you all up today. That’s rich.”

      He lunged forward, so I grabbed my phone and threw it at him.

      “Back off!”

      He laughed.

      I took my heels off and threw those too. They only bounced off his chest and landed on the floor. They were pitiful weapons against someone of that size.

      “Quit it,” he grunted, “That won’t make this any easier.”

      “Stay away from me.”

      “You’re in no position to make requests.”

      “STAY AWAY FROM ME!” I screamed.

      By then, he’d reached me and he picked me up off the ground effortlessly, swinging me over his shoulders.

      “Put me down,” I yelled.

      “Shut up,” he grumbled, “I don’t want to have to hurt you.”

      He lumbered out of the room, ducking just enough so that my head only grazed the arch. He stalked down the hallway as I continued to scream and pound my fists against him. He turned into the room where we were to be wed.

      “Kill them,” he ordered.

      “NO! PLEASE! NO!”

      I blubbered and wailed as he held me, unmoved by my pounding against his back. I couldn’t wriggle free. I couldn’t move. I screamed as I heard a gunshot. I screamed again when I heard another one.

      There were only two.

      “That’s for what happened in Pompeii. When that sick fuck Franco shows up, tell him what I said.”

      Then he walked out, whistling for his men to follow him, still carrying me over his shoulder. My voice was hoarse from screaming and I could do nothing but cry and pound my fists weakly against his back, accepting the futility.

      When we walked out of the room, I saw the two people he’d shot. Paolo law slumped over in his chair, blood soaking through his white button-down shirt. Then Ana. I cried out again when I saw her blue eyes staring back at me, wide and glassy, and permanently transfixed with a haunting gaze.

      She blinked, just once, and I screamed so loud that I knocked myself unconscious for a few seconds.

      When I came to, the man who had slung me over his shoulder strapped me into the backseat of his SUV. All the biker gangs in the region kept a few vehicles like this one for "business". "Business" entailed anything they didn't want a cop to catch wind of.

      Disposing of their kills was high up on that list. I shivered.

      Clear zip ties bound my hands together in front of me. The ties dug into my skin, leaving dark purple bruising already. To my left, sat a tall deeply tanned man with a cut through his eyebrow from a healed scar and thick dreadlocks. Unlike dreadlocks in Afro hair, his were matted and knotted with no particular pattern to them. A golden hoop linked through one that fell across his eye.

      He leaned over and whispered something to me in Italian.

      I didn’t respond.

      “You don’t speak?” He asked in English.

      I shook my head, trembling in fear as he leaned in again.

      “That’s okay princess,” he whispered, “My name is Raimondo. You don’t have to be afraid.”

      I continued to shake, trying to calm myself down enough to make sense of the situation. They’d killed Ana. I didn’t even know who they were. My body stopped shaking just enough to get out that one question.

      “Who are you?”

      “We are the Sicilian Brotherhood.”

      “No,” I whispered.

      I didn't mean to whisper it out loud but my stomach flipped when I heard who they were. Whatever they wanted from me, I was as good as dead. Franco had screwed with the Sicilians every summer for the past five years in a row.

      Revenge had been a long time coming.

      Raimondo laughed.

      “Scared?” He asked, bursting into laughter again.

      I rested my head against the window. The cars started moving away from our wedding venue. A lump formed in my throat as I realized they were probably going to kill me if not now, once they’d had their way with me. I tried to stop myself from crying so I could think clearly, but my maid of honor had just been killed, I’d been kidnapped and Franco was still nowhere to be seen.

      I was in shock from what I'd seen and my brain too foggy to think much.

      I didn’t doubt for a second Franco was capable of setting us up. I knew what I’d signed up for by getting involved with a man like him. He’d killed before and I knew that. I just thought that I could make things different. Holding out hope he would change kept me bound to him.

      He'd promised to retire. He'd promised I wouldn't get caught up in his life.

      Hell, he'd fought tooth and nail to hold onto me. I never expected for him to let me go.

      He probably thought they'd kill me, I mused to myself. The realization depressed me.

      Franco must have known who they were looking for, that we could be hurt, that Ana could be killed. He must have known all of that.

      I drove down the highway in silence for two hours. I peered through the thick, black tinted windows at the highway signs. We went west until sunset and then veered south. After those long two hours, the shock wore off enough for me to think of my options.

      I could die if I tried to escape but if I didn’t try, I’d definitely die. The Sardinians were nothing like the Sicilians. Franco would always say to me, “There’s something in the water over there. The men are more aggressive… more dangerous…”

      Franco had said many other things. He’d made many promises that were now broken.

      “Where are we going?” I asked, breaking my silence again.

      Raimondo laughed, “Did you hear that, Giac?”

      I looked up and saw the driver, my kidnapper, grinning in the rearview mirror.

      “You’ll find out where we’re going when we get there.”

      Raimondo laughed again and shook his head so his dreadlocks framed his face. His eyebrow wasn’t the only scarred part of his face. He had three slices in his cheek and a few on his arms. The lump in my throat expanded like a wet sponge.

      How the hell was I going to escape a guy like that? He could choke me to death with one hand. He’d clearly been in many fights before, not to mention, all the men were armed. I had nothing. Franco never allowed me to carry weapons.

      We pulled off the highway after dark. I didn’t recognize where we were going. I must have dozed off once or twice. There were cornfields, so many that I got twisted and turned around too much to regain my bearings.

      I wasn’t even sure which state we were in on account of having crossed too many borders, and on account of the exhaustion, hunger, and thirst. I was sure that the tight wedding dress squeezing my stomach would suffocate me eventually.

      The SUV started off the main road onto bumpy backroads and the houses grew fewer and farther between. We were in farm country, but I couldn’t determine what that meant. How far was I from my people?

      I had to stay focused, ignore the digging into my ribcage, ignore hunger twisting my stomach into knots and ignore the dry thirst parching my mouth until I thought my lips would crack.

      “Where are we?” I asked.

      “Quiet,” Raimondo growled back.

      So much for getting my bearings.

      He got out of the back of the car. The driver, Giac, came around to the other side and opened the door.

      “Get out.”

      “Giacomo,” Raimondo started, “Don’t you think she’ll run?”

      He chuckled, “Where’s she going to go?”

      My kidnapper, Giacomo, chuckled and reached for the knife in his belt pocket and cut the zip ties loose. The marks didn’t show up clearly on my mahogany skin, but the indents had cut deep. My arms were stiff and my wrists ached.

      “Thank you,” I muttered.

      Giac chuckled, “No need for manners around here. Come. Don’t try anything.”

      I nodded. I didn’t want to give him reason to worry. I could tell he’d underestimated me. He thought I was some stupid tramp. You didn’t have a relationship with Franco Beronicensi for five years and not pick up a few useful skills.

      Franco... He could rot.

      The moment he’d left me vulnerable enough to get picked up by the Sicilian Brotherhood was the moment our relationship ended. As I stood there rubbing my wrists, my heart filled with rage for him.

      I'd fought so hard to believe he loved me. He never had.

      We walked up to a large white farmhouse, cold and stark as if it hadn’t been lived in for years. Giacomo opened the door and the dust settling on every surface told me that I was right. This had to be one of their safe houses, one of the places they’d lay low from the law or take thugs who had screwed them over and end them.

      Thugs like Franco. He was the one who should have been here. I didn’t know how he’d screwed over these guys, but he had to have. Messes like this were typical of him. Back in 2010, he'd been kidnapped for a week by an Albanian biker gang for attempting to kidnap one of their women.

      I exhaled sharply. I wasn't Franco, so maybe if I led them to what they wanted, I'd have a chance at survival.

      I'd do anything.

      Once inside, Giac gestured to Raimondo to go get firewood for the fireplace.

      “Thirsty?” He asked me.

      “Yes.”

      His arctic blue eyes pierced right through me, like a wolf. He was gruff and spoke in a low voice with a thick, Southern Italian accent.

      He walked over to the sink, his boots heavy on the hardwood. He turned on the sink which sputtered before ejecting a clear stream of water.

      He brought me a metal cup filled with water.

      “Drink.”

      I took the water and greedily spilled it down my lips. I got water all over my face and on the front of my dress. My lipstick stained the cup and when I set it down, I exhaled a sigh of relief.

      “You’ll need to get out of that thing,” Giacomo said, watching me struggle with the water.

      “Nice try, bastard. I’m keeping this on.”

      He smirked, bemused.

      “There are clothes for you upstairs.”

      I stood up. I wanted to fight him more. I didn’t want to defer to him just because he’d decided he was in charge around here. But if I managed to escape at all, I wouldn’t be able to escape in this wedding dress or these heels. My feet had swelled up like bratwursts and my toes throbbed.

      “I don’t want you following me.”

      “I must,” he said, “But I promise I won’t look.”

      “Okay,” I nodded, “I’ll change.”

      I'd been handed a possible ticket out, and I'd do what I could, choosing my battles carefully until I saw an opening to escape.

      “Upstairs then.”

      We walked upstairs and down a hallway across creaking floorboards to a small bedroom with a bay window. He drew the shutters and then turned on a lamp.

      “I’m facing the window,” he said, “The clothes are under the pillow.”

      We stood there, facing away from each other for a few seconds. This was the first time he’d taken my eyes off me. I breathed in slowly, sucking in my stomach and reaching my hand back for the zipper. My fingers brushed against the zipper and it rattled against the jewels on my dress.

      I grunted and reached again, stretching back more.

      “I need help,” I muttered, defeated.

      He turned around and for a moment he seemed… awkward.

      “Help?”

      “Just unzip this, please. I can’t breathe.”

      He approached me. I could hear his boots across the floor and feel him getting closer to me but I never turned around to face him. His warm hand pressed against my shoulder. I shuddered.

      “Warm…”

      “Mhm,” he muttered.

      He held the zipper taut at the base of my spine and then moved the zip down the full length of my back.

      “There,” he said.

      “Thank you.”

      I turned around, but by the time I had, he was facing the window again. I stepped out of the wedding dress and reached under the pillow. I slipped into the large white t-shirt and the black sweatpants. Not exactly my best look. My face was rubbery and slick with the makeup still caked on.

      “May I wash my face?”

      He cleared his throat, “Are you decent?”

      “Yes,” I replied.

      He turned around and stared at me with a deep scowl.

      “Good. No, you may not wash your face. Get downstairs.”

      Right. I didn’t get to ask for things around here. That was his job. He followed me out the room and downstairs. Raimondo was there already and he lit a fire with wood he'd been collecting outside.

      He grinned when he saw us walking downstairs.

      “Did you give her a test drive?” He asked, chuckling at his own joke.

      “Shut up,” Giacomo spat.

      I sat on the couch and curled up, hugging my knees to my chest. That night, Raimondo ordered pizza and they allowed me one slice and another glass of water before bed. When Giacomo sent me off to sleep, he locked me in my room — my prison. I was just relieved to be alone. When he turned the key, I breathed a sigh of relief and started searching for an escape route.

      I couldn’t stay here.

      If I had to escape, I’d have to wait for them to go to bed. I could still hear their boots in the hallway and the occasional hushed Italian voices. I had my regrets about never picking up the language well enough to get by. Their Sicilian dialect had words I was totally unfamiliar with.

      I had no idea where I’d go if my escape plans worked. I wouldn't go back to Franco after what he'd done.

      Maybe I’d lay low with Lynn and Elise for a while. If I could make it back to Rhode Island where Franco and I had lived for a time, maybe Skye could help me out.

      She had a kid, so she’d likely want nothing to do with what I got into, but maybe I could convince her to give me a place to rest my head for a week. All I’d need was a week.

      I heard Giacomo say in English, “I need to sleep. Get some rest.”

      Giacomo retired and for a while, there were no sounds of boots in the hallway. The house was quiet. Dead silent. I breathed in and out as quietly as I could, watching my chest heave up and down beneath the oversized clothing they’d given me. At least I wasn’t trapped anymore.

      I got up out of bed, careful not to step on any floorboards that creaked. I approached the door and nearly screamed when I heard a fist banging against it. I clapped my hands over my mouth to avoid screaming and stood still.

      I heard Raimondo’s voice coming on the other side of the door.

      “Dahliaaaaa,” he whispered as if he was singing.

      “Dahliaaa,” he repeated when I didn’t answer.

      I swallowed and tried to breathe out slowly. My body trembled.

      “Open the door,” he growled, “Let me in.”

      He reached for the handle and rattled it. I pressed my hand to my mouth even tighter. Please don’t come in…

      He had to know that I couldn’t let him in. Giacomo had locked the door and there was no way for me to get out from the inside without picking the lock.

      “Let me in, my love.”

      He rattled the handle again.

      “Are you wet thinking about me?”

      I started crying then. When I didn’t respond, he seemed to get angry.

      “I know you can hear me you bitch,” he growled.

      I remained frozen, sweat pouring down my forehead as I tried to control my breath, still terrified that he could hear me.

      “You stupid dirty whore, I know you can hear me…”

      I whimpered and muffled the sound with my hand.

      He rattled the door handle again, but after I didn’t respond again, he dropped it and I heard his boots stomp down the hallway until he entered his room and locked the door. He had to have the room next to mine because knocking came from the wall against my headboard. He knocked in a slow rhythm for what felt like an hour.

      He stopped hitting the wall as suddenly as he'd started.

      I walked to the bay window and waited for two hours on the window seat. I didn’t hear another noise and I knew both men were asleep. I peered out the window. No other cars arrived; it was just the three of us.

      I had to act fast. If I stayed here another night… I couldn’t bear to think about what Raimondo would do if we were ever alone.

      Screw that. I had to get out of here.

      The locked door had never been a huge obstacle for me. I needed quiet to work on it, but I had the talent to pick the lock. Like I said, dating Franco I’d picked up a few skills. I took my engagement ring off my finger and slipped it into my pocket.

      I could pawn that at the first shop I came across. I'd have at least $5,000 which could carry me for a while.

      I pulled a hairpin out of my braid and approached the door. The flowers that remained in my hair were crumpled and brown. I pulled them out and crunched them beneath my feet as I approached the door.

      The floorboards didn’t betray me and I quietly worked the lock, wiping my sweaty hands off on my pants every few minutes until I’d jimmied the lock open and I was free…

      I tiptoed down the hallway without making a sound. The stairs would be a bigger challenge. Using the railing, I descended step by step, trying to make my body as weightless as possible and testing each board before I got to the bottom. I rushed to the back door that I’d noticed past the kitchen. The door was wide open with only a screen door closed. I pushed the handle down slowly and it opened.

      This had been too easy. I stepped one barefoot outside, recoiling as my feet froze against the concrete.

      It was cold enough that we had to be far north. Probably Pennsylvania by the looks of the farmhouses. I stepped outside and started running towards the main road. I ran across the backyard but before I could reach the main road, I felt a firm grip on my arm.

      “Ow!” I screamed, but my assailant held me tighter and yanked me backward.

      “Where the hell do you think you’re going?” Giacomo growled.

      “Let go of me!” I yelled.

      He grabbed me closer to him now and pressed his hand over my mouth.

      “Stop screaming,” he growled, “And give me one good reason why I should let you live.”

      He removed his hand from my mouth but continued to hold me. I trembled and he kept me pinned to him with one arm while he reached for the gun in his holster.

      “I’m serious…” he growled.
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          Giacomo

        

      

    

    
      She trembled in my grasp, afraid that I’d actually pull the trigger. I’d had men in her position before who’d reacted less bravely. Sure, she was terrified, any normal person would be, but she kept a cool head.

      “I know the location of something you want,” she said.

      I dropped her to the ground, keeping my gun out in case she tried to run.

      “Now we’re getting somewhere.”

      “If I run, you’ll really shoot?”

      “Don’t try me.”

      She scoffed, “You’ll probably kill me anyway.”

      “Enough talking. What do you know.”

      I replaced the gun in the holster on my jeans. I’d expected her to make a run for it but the truth was if I hadn’t stepped out for a smoke and a late night think, she would have gotten away with it.

      “It’s cold,” she mumbled.

      I smirked, “You thought you could run away barefoot?”

      She glowered and I chuckled.

      “Fine,” I replied, “Let’s head inside.”

      I phrased it as if she had a choice. She didn't.

      We stepped inside and she glanced furtively up the stairs.

      “Is Raimondo asleep?” She asked.

      I wrinkled my nose.

      “Yes,” I replied, “Why?”

      “Nothing.”

      She looked away from me and I pointed to the worn plaid couch.

      “Sit,” I commanded.

      The fire crackled in the background and she rubbed her arms with her hands as she sank into the couch. I tossed her a fleece blanket. What the hell was she thinking running out into the cold in only that? She wouldn't make it ten miles without freezing to death.

      She obliged, wrapping the blanket around her skinny walnut colored shoulders. She squeezed her thighs together, fiddling with her thumbs nervously in her lap. I watched her, squirming like a trapped animal.

      “Stop fidgeting,” I commanded.

      “If you didn’t have that gun on your waist maybe I could.”

      “I’m not going to hurt you —”

      “If I talk,” she interrupted.

      “Yes,” I replied, clearing my throat, “If you talk.”

      She didn't hesitate as much as I'd expected before blurting it out.

      “I know where Franco stashed your Pink Star diamond.”

      I’d questioned enough thugs and gangsters and civilians to know when someone was lying. Dahlia wasn’t, but I had to make sure that she knew, just in case. She'd been too forthcoming with the information.

      Perhaps that wasn't too surprising considering the man she'd ended up with.

      “Tell me where it is," I growled, sinking into the chair across from her and staring at her intently, hunting for signs of deception.

      She scoffed, “So you can kill me right here?”

      “I won’t kill you.”

      She was smart. Too smart. For a woman who’d spent so much time around an idiot like Franco, I was surprised.

      “Good,” she said.

      I cleared my throat, “I’m not going to let you go either.”

      She stared back at me, still terrified.

      “Don’t worry,” I replied, “I won’t let anything happen to you. We’ll meet up with the rest of my men and we’ll get the diamond.”

      She nodded.

      “You still look frightened.”

      “Can you blame me?”

      I grunted in response. I didn’t have time to worry about her. That douche bag of an ex of hers had something that belonged to me. As usual, his girl sung like a canary the second she was under threat.

      That’s why you couldn’t trust women — any of them. I’d never had a woman come so close to the brotherhood and give her a chance to screw us.

      “You need to get to bed.”

      “I’m already up.”

      I scowled, “It’s not up for debate. Get some rest. I’ll get you at sunrise.”

      “Just make sure you lock the door,” she urged.

      Strange request.

      “Come on then,” I replied, “And don’t try to run again. If you do… I promise you, I’ll kill you.”

      Gooseflesh prickled across the arm I was holding as I said it. Good. She should be scared. Franco might have been a little punk, but I wasn’t. I made good on my threats and if she was as involved with the Sardinians as she claimed, she should have known that.

      Once she was upstairs, I locked her bedroom door. Dahlia had been right about one thing, it was too close to sunrise for me to sleep. If I had to be awake, Raimondo would have to awaken as well. I lumbered to his room and banged on the door gruffly.

      “Up. Call the rest of them over.”

      I heard a shuffling behind the door and Raimondo grunted curses under his breath in Italian. Good enough for me. We had plenty of work to do and what I’d been searching for had just fallen into my lap.

      She was a pretty thing, sure enough, and a part of me would have never wanted to treat a woman that way voluntarily. But at the end of the day, she was a Sardinian, if not genetically by allegiance and very nearly by marriage.

      Considering her precious fiancé had abandoned her and left her to be killed, and considering how she’d betrayed him the second I held a gun to her head, I got the sense that relationship was over.

      Raimondo ambled downstairs, his dreadlocks tied in a knot behind his head.

      “They’re coming,” he grumbled.

      “Good. I have coffee.”

      “Shouldn’t you be making her do that?” He asked, gesturing upstairs.

      I snorted, “She tried to run you know.”

      Raimondo smiled, “You should have let me punish her for that.”

      “I handled it.”

      “Good.”

      “She has info on the star.”

      He raised his eyebrows, the one with the scar in it struggling to match the height of the other one.

      “Is she lying?”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “You should get it out of her, that way we can be rid of her.”

      “I’m not getting rid of her,” I replied flatly.

      Raimondo scowled.

      “Why not?”

      “Because,” I replied, “I don’t want to.”

      “She’s a liability,” he protested.

      “That’s what you think.”

      “You said it yourself, she tried to run.”

      “She’s scared. Of course, she tried to run.”

      Raimondo scoffed, “Scared? She runs deep in the Sardinian mob. She’s not afraid of anyone. I don’t believe it.”

      “I held a gun to her head.”

      Raimondo shrugged, “She’s involved with gangsters, she should expect things to be rough once in a while.”

      “We’ll get her to open up.”

      “And then we’ll get rid of her?”

      I pursed my lips. I understood Raimondo wanted her gone and I understood that having a flight risk with a big mouth hanging around could only spell trouble. I had enough of a moral compass to not want to kill her.

      “She could be useful to us.”

      “How?” Raimondo snorted.

      I shrugged. He kept staring at me, his lips curling up into a devilish smile.

      “I see what you mean. A little bit of this, huh?” He thrust his hips suggestively as he spoke.

      “That’s not what I’m talking about.”

      “Sure it isn’t boss,” he laughed, smacking me on the back.

      “It isn’t. She knows the Sardinians. She probably knows more than where the diamond is.”

      “And she’ll tell you about it?” He grunted.

      “Maybe.”

      “Doubtful. Use her for what she’s good for and let her go.”

      “It’s not your call,” I snapped, frustrated with Raimondo’s inability to see how Dahlia would be of better use to us alive and off her back.

      “Do you think Santo will agree with you then?” He taunted.

      I grunted.

      “Right,” Raimondo said, “We’ll see when he gets here.”

      Santo arrived in the morning and he brought Pietro and Elena with him. Elena whipped up breakfast while Santo tuned up the bikes. We had a long way to travel and we might have to abandon our long-made plans if Dahlia gave us any new information.

      Over breakfast, I announced what I had to.

      “She knows where the Pink Star is.”

      “From the heist?” Elena asked.

      “Silence, Elena,” Pietro growled, “It’s not for a woman to ask questions like that.”

      Elena glowered, but she fell silent, shaking her waist-length auburn hair out of her face and blowing her bangs away as she pouted.

      “We still cannot allow her to stay with us,” Santo insisted.

      “So what? We leave her here?”

      Pietro glanced over at Elena and seeing her fixated on her toast, he mimed what he thought should happen to Dahlia, dragging his index finger along his neck.

      “Agreed,” Raimondo growled.

      The more they pressed the matter, the more furious I grew.

      I slammed my glass onto the table.

      “I don’t want to kill her. She’ll take us to the Pink Star and that’s final.”

      “It’s not your decision alone,” Santo mumbled.

      “It is my decision. The diamond is mine. Franco is the one who stole it from me. Now I’ve stolen something he wants and I’m going to keep her.”

      Elena grinned, “Possessive, no?”

      Pietro glared at her for speaking out of turn.

      “He is possessive. It’s like he wants to screw her or something,” Raimondo growled.

      “Quiet,” I hissed, “She’s staying with us whether any of you idiots approve of it or not.”

      Elena shrugged, eager to do things my way. She was more reliable than my boys on occasion. Pietro, Santo, and Raimondo exchanged glances as if to say that I’d won the battle, but they’d continue to fight this.

      “We don’t have time to argue,” I continued, “We need to get on the bikes and head towards the star.”

      “Who says the diamond is on this continent?”

      “She hasn’t said where yet.”

      “What if it’s in Italy?” Santo asked.

      I pursed my lips. None of us wanted that. I hadn’t been to Italy in over a decade and I had no desire to return.

      “It won’t be there.”

      “How are you so sure?” Pietro asked.

      “Franco would have to be a fool to bring it all the way over there while he’s running on American soil.”

      They exchanged glances again.

      “When has Franco been known for his intelligence?”

      They had a point, but I didn’t have the time to debate them. The sun had crested over the horizon. I had to wake Dahlia so we could question her more and get real answers about the diamond.

      I got her up, rousing her from her sleep despite her initial protests and bringing her downstairs. We didn’t bother with introductions and went straight to questioning her.

      When did the Sardinians take the diamond?

      We knew this of course, but if she was telling the truth, so should she.

      — Last March.

      Correct.

      Where did they take the diamond from?

      — The private vault on Grand Cayman.

      Also correct.

      Where is it now?

      She shook her head and refused to answer anyone but me. My men were furious, but she wouldn’t budge. I sent her back upstairs, locking the door behind her again.

      “So, do you believe her now?”

      Pietro nodded, “She knows where it is. We may have to use extreme force to get it out of her.”

      I furrowed my brow.

      “Force isn’t necessary.”

      “Why not?” Santo questioned, “If she were anyone else, she’d be dead right now.”

      “I said we aren’t hurting her. She could be useful. I intend to keep her around until I find said use.”

      The men exchanged glances.

      “I’ve got to head out this morning. There’s more to worry about than the diamond.”

      “You had a man’s sister killed,” Pietro replied, “Watch yourself out there.”

      “I’m not afraid of Franco.”

      “He’s not the one you need to be afraid of.”

      I pursed my lips. Pietro was right. Franco was a problem, but he was the least of my worries. I had more Italians itching to take me out than a plate of fettuccini pasta. It was the East Coast that was the problem.

      “Get gas in the bikes. We’ll leave once I get back.”

      “Where are you going?” Elena asked.

      Pietro glowered at her and she averted her eyes bashfully.

      “I’m paying my men from yesterday. Don’t cause trouble while I’m gone.”

      “What about the girl?” Santo snapped, his skin reddening to nearly match his strawberry blond hair.

      “Leave her be until I get back,” I replied.

      Santo shrugged. Pietro nodded. Raimondo said nothing, sitting in brooding silence. I grunted goodbye and left. If they knew what was good for them, they’d leave Dahlia alone.
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      Dahlia

      I watched out my window as Giacomo mounted his bike. He never noticed me watching him. I couldn’t help but stare.

      I’d never been so close to anyone so terrifying in my life. Franco was one thing, but he was weak-willed and sensitive. His rages didn't scare me once I saw how much they masked his crippling insecurities. Franco was dangerous but he wasn't as terrifying as Giacomo.

      Giac Valducci dripped in pure strength and fearlessness.

      He’d caught me in his arms like I was easy prey. As he left the house, he raked his fingers through his chestnut hair, zipped his brown leather jacket and put on his helmet. He was always armed, always gruff, always unapproachable. He’d had plenty of chance to hurt me and he hadn’t. I couldn’t help but respect that.

      As he revved his bike into action and zoomed down the dirt road, I couldn’t help but worry. There were other bikes outside which meant I wasn’t alone, but without Giacomo, I worried.

      Raimondo had made his intentions clear and while I was certain Giacomo would stop him from acting on those intentions, I wasn’t sure about the others. I didn’t know all their names, but I could draw their faces from memory.

      I'd used my moments downstairs to burn pictures of them into my memory. There was the woman. She was a classic Italian beauty with red hair, large brown eyes, and an effortlessly thin figure. I’d gathered her name was Elena, but I still didn’t know the boyfriend’s name.

      The boyfriend was scary and glared at her whenever she spoke out of turn. I could sense she was afraid of him, the same way I’d been terrified of Franco. Her boyfriend had short brown hair, tattoos all over his right arm, demarcating the men he’d killed and the jobs he’d pulled off around the country. The mark of the Sicilian Brotherhood sat proudly on his shoulder, the Latin motto weaving through the open mouth of a black and grey etched skull.

      The other new face was a tall, red-headed man with a spitfire temper to match the hair. He didn’t speak much but when he spoke, he was usually disagreeable. He had fewer scars than any of the others, but I didn’t mistake that for him not being dangerous.

      In the light, I got a better look at Raimondo. He was scarier than any of the others. He was as tough as Giacomo but colder. His eyes glowed like hot charcoals in his sockets. He towered at about Giacomo’s height but he was larger and more threatening. His matted dreadlocks carried the faint smell of dried blood as if he’d worn them into a medieval battle.

      His terrifying frame and his threats from the night before sent chills down my spine. I heard creaking up the stairs and feared the worst — Raimondo, coming for me, coming to take me now that Giacomo was away for goodness knows how long.

      I didn't know what would happen to me or when he'd return.

      As far as these men (and woman) were concerned, I was Sardinian. I knew little of the Sardinian’s movements in America and of the biker gang’s activities. I knew only what Franco told me, which was little, for my own protection he claimed. There was one thing he’d let slip since we’d started planning our wedding — my only bargaining chip with the murderous Sicilians that had taken me captive.

      Each one of the Sicilians was suspicious of me, but they had nothing to worry about. My loyalty to Franco had died the moment he’d jilted me at the altar and betrayed his sister to be slaughtered like a pig. Poor Ana. A knot tightened in my chest as I thought of her.

      She’d never deserved betrayal of that sort.

      Boots creaking across the hardwood sent my heart racing. It was him, I was sure of it.

      When the door opened, I breathed a sigh of relief as the beautiful auburn haired woman opened the door.

      “I am Elena, may I come in?”

      I didn’t nod or respond. Her politeness was only a cover. Whether she entered the room or not had nothing to do with what I said.

      “You are Dahlia, no?”

      I nodded.

      She smiled, “Good, good. Are you okay? Do you need water?”

      “No,” I snapped, “I need to be left alone.”

      She appeared taken aback and in turn, I mumbled an apology under my breath.

      “Do not worry,” she said, “I won’t hurt you.”

      “You won’t, but perhaps someone else will.”

      “Giacomo promised you would not come to harm,” she said, approaching me and pressing her arm to my shoulder.

      I recoiled and she snapped her hand back. My revulsion didn't stop her from smiling.

      “You do not have to be afraid. If you are not loyal to the Sardinians, Giacomo may have work for you.”

      “Work for him or get killed, now those sound like good options,” I said dryly.

      The sarcasm was either lost on her or she was ignoring my smart-aleck remarks on purpose.

      “When you get to know him, you will see.”

      “So what’s your angle here, Elena? Be nice to me to get me to talk? I’m not stupid. I know that women in this world can be just as bad as the men.”

      She smiled, “I could say the same to you. You could be lying, no? About what you know?”

      “Yeah, well I’m not lying. And if they kill me now, they’ll never find out.”

      She winked, “Smart. Play your cards close to the chest.”

      “Please,” I huffed, “Just leave me alone.”

      She shrugged, “Okay. I only wanted to warn you to be careful. Not everybody is happy with what Giacomo has done.”

      I sniffed and ignored her as she left my room, turning the key in the lock on the other side. I sighed and flopped back on the bed again. I had nothing in the room but my own thoughts and they were starting to tear away at me again. I couldn’t imagine when I’d get another chance to escape, but I knew I’d have to find one.

      Another pair of boots walking up the stairs sent my heart racing again. This time, the steps were heavier and slower — so not Elena. When the door opened, I knew who to expect. He thrust it open slowly, with a grin on my face as if to say, “Aha, I’ve finally got you.”

      “Good morning, Dahlia.”

      I didn’t look at him and kept staring out the window.

      “I said good morning,” he repeated.

      He walked across the room, right up to my bed where I sat, clutching my knees close and staring out the window.

      “Dahlia, answer me,” he growled.

      Raimondo pressed his finger under my chin and turned my gaze towards his. I stared him dead in the eyes, unflinching as he attempted to threaten me into showing him respect. It would never work. I was done cowering to men like him, men like my ex, Franco.

      “I said, answer me,” he growled.

      “Good morning,” I mumbled, continuing to stare at him.

      “That’s all you can muster up?”

      He dragged his finger along the length of a deep scar on his cheek.

      “Giacomo is out,” he said.

      I didn’t respond again.

      He chuckled.

      “Aren’t you afraid?”

      “Afraid of what?”

      “Locked up alone in a house like this with three Sicilian men.”

      “And one woman,” I added, emphasizing how little I feared him.

      He snickered.

      “You think Elena can save you?”

      “Save me from what?”

      I snapped my chin away from his grasp, which set him off. He grabbed my jaw, squeezing it between his fingers as I struggled to get away.

      “I don’t like your attitude.”

      I formed a wad of spit in my mouth and launched it at him.

      Ptttht!

      He groaned and wiped the spit from his chest where it landed.

      “You’ve made a huge mistake,” he growled, throwing the wad of spit onto the floor.

      At least he’d let go of my chin. I turned away again.

      “Apologize to me,” he demanded.

      I could feel him getting angrier the less compliant I was.

      “No,” I said, testing fate once again.

      If they were going to kill me anyway, I’d rather they get it over with, not on their terms, but mine. I knew how to poke a bear like Raimondo. Upsetting him was almost too easy.

      “You bitch,” he growled, raising his palm and smacking me across the face.

      I cried out. He laughed.

      “None of them will come up here,” Raimondo said, “You’re not the first dirty mafia slut to walk through these doors.”

      He grabbed me by the throat, squeezing hard with one hand so that I could hardly breathe. My hands rushed to his and I tried to pry him off. He laughed again and reached down for his belt.

      “I know just how to make you lose that attitude.”

      He thrust me head down, slamming it into the pillow and he worked his belt off quickly. He threw me down so hard I was disoriented for a moment, too terrified to scream and too shaken to think of a way to fight back. Before I could come to my senses, his pants were off and the weight of his body pressed me into the bed.

      I had only one urge: fight, fight back until I die or he does.

      I screamed and clawed at him. He laughed and reached his hand down between my legs.

      “Does this make you wet?” I asked.

      “GET OFF OF ME!” I screamed.

      He reached for my pants, forcing me out of them as I screamed and launching my fists at him. He was too big, too powerful, weighing me down with so much force that I couldn’t resist.

      “GET OFF ME!” I cried again, praying that someone downstairs would hear me and take mercy on me.

      He leaned in close to me and dragged his tongue along the length of my neck, whispering into my ear, “That’ll teach you, you little slut.”

      I could feel him now, his hardness out of his pants and ready to attack the apex of my thighs. I squirmed and kicked and he used one hand to spread my legs wide, readying himself to rip my underwear off and enter me.

      I shook and I cried as I felt his throbbing snake moving closer to me, but I never stopped fighting. Just as he pressed up against my entrance but before he could move inside me and complete his rape, the door to the room burst open.

      “WHAT ARE YOU DOING? GET OFF HER OR I’LL SHOOT.”

      Giacomo. I never thought hearing his voice would bring me relief. Embarrassed, but not afraid, Raimondo moved off of me and shoved his cock — which had quickly lost its hardness — into his pants.

      Raimondo shrugged, “She came onto me, boss.”

      “She was screaming you bastard,” Giacomo growled.

      Raimondo glowered, “She’s a dirty little slut. I was just giving her what she wants.”

      “Get out,” Giacomo said, low and dangerous, “Get out of here before I’m forced to put a bullet in your brains.”

      Raimondo protested again, “She’s a slut, boss, get your head out of your ass.”

      Giacomo roared, “I SAID LEAVE.”

      Raimondo slipped back into his pants and slunk away without a second word, purposefully bumping into Giacomo on his way out. Once he was out of the room, Giac closed the door. I yelped and scrambled to the corner of the bed, pulling a pillow up against my body to cover myself from him.

      I was nearly naked and exposed, and maybe he’d just chased Raimondo off so he could have a taste of me himself. He took a step closer to me and I sobbed again.

      He raised his palms up in surrender.

      “I’m not going to hurt you, Dahlia.”

      I let out another sob and buried my face in the pillow.

      “I promise, I’m not going to hurt you.”

      He moved closer to me but then sat on the foot of the bed, facing away from me.

      “Did he hurt you?”

      “What does it look like?!”

      “I mean… Did he get…”

      “No,” I whimpered, “He didn’t... Not yet.”

      “I’m sorry,” Giac growled.

      “Oh, like you care,” I snapped.

      “I do care. I took you prisoner but you’re not here for that purpose.”

      “Not here to be raped?”

      He winced as I said the words out loud. I didn’t care. He should suffer. He should feel uncomfortable.

      “Yes,” he replied, “You’re not here to be raped.”

      He paused for a while, contemplating what to do next in the silence.

      “I want you dressed,” he said, “You and I are getting out of here… alone.”

      “To go where?”

      “To get my diamond. The rest of the Brotherhood has screwed up too much to come along. So get dressed.”

      “Where are we going?”

      “That’s for you to tell me. Truce?”

      He extended his hand and I noticed how large and firm his hands were. But he hadn’t hurt me. He’d kept his promise and he’d made sure no harm had come to me. A truce? With a guy like him? It was risky, but nothing could be riskier than spending another night alone in this house with Raimondo sniffing around.

      “Truce,” I whispered, reaching my hand out to Giacomo for him to shake it.

      He took my palm in his firm grasp and shook it hard. When we let go, I had a rush surge through me. This could be a huge mistake.
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          Chapter Three

          Giacomo

        

      

    

    
      “Come,” I grunted at her.

      She followed me towards the door, still gazing at me with a timid look as if by now she hadn’t figured out that I didn’t want to hurt her.

      “We’re leaving now?”

      “Yes,” I replied, “But first I need to teach him a lesson.”

      “A lesson? What do you mean by that?”

      I took firm, determined steps downstairs and she followed, hurrying behind me and grabbing my arm.

      “Giacomo, what do you mean?”

      I shook her arm off me. How dare she touch me like that?

      “Back off,” I growled, “How I handle things with my men is my business.”

      I took my last step down the stairs and caught the faces looking back at me. Pietro and Elena intertwined on the couch, both visibly perturbed by the look on my face. They’d seen that look before. I reached for my gun before anyone could have time to react and pointed it right at Raimondo.

      He raised his palms up and Pietro scowled at me.

      “Giac, what the hell are you doing.”

      “Quiet,” I growled, “Or you’ll be next. Neither of you is irreplaceable.”

      That shut Pietro up. Elena nestled her way deeper into his arms. Good. If that woman could keep him hanging onto life, he’d keep quiet.

      “Boss, what are you doing? We need to get the information out of her and get out of here.”

      “Quiet,” I growled, “Don’t speak. You don’t get another chance to speak. I want all of you here to watch and learn that this is what happens when you touch a woman without her permission.”

      I pulled the trigger. Dahlia screamed. Pietro flinched and Elena let out a loud wail as the bullet went through Raimondo’s skull. My stomach churned as it always did when I had to take a shot like that — and so close at that.

      “Pietro, Santo, get him out of here. Call Vinnie to take care of this. Elena, take her upstairs and get her dressed. We’re getting out of here.”

      Dahlia was still shaking as Elena led her upstairs. Poor Elena’s face was as white as a sheet. Too bad. If that could teach Pietro, Santo and the rest of them to stay out of trouble, it would be worth it.

      Raimondo knew our rules. He knew the punishments. He thought being my right-hand man made him immune to consequences. Guess again.

      “You didn’t have to waste him like that,” Santo grumbled as he moved Raimondo’s large body off the couch.

      “Rape is unacceptable. We all know that.”

      Santo whined, “How do you know she didn’t come onto him? Sounds like you were a bit jealous, boss.”

      “Quiet,” I growled, “Or it’ll be you next.”

      They wrapped Raimondo up in a white blanket and then we waited for Vinnie. Elena left the room for that part. Cleaning up that sort of mess isn't a woman's job.

      Vinne showed up just after dusk when the streets were too dark to make out what we were up to. He was the sort of the guy who could handle messes like this without them popping up again to haunt me. Santo and Pietro hoisted their buddy up into the back of Vinnie’s truck. I counted out $1,000 in cash and handed it to him as he sped off.

      “Are you going to tell Britt what you did?”

      I grunted, “Only if I get to tell her that it was because her man forced himself on another woman.”

      Pietro cleared his throat, “Probably best not to tell her then boss.”

      “Exactly.”

      We reentered the house and I turned to the two men.

      “I’m leaving,” I announced, “I don’t want any more trouble. We need to get the diamond back from wherever that bastard has it. Then I’ll decide what to do with Franco’s chick.”

      “And this isn’t just an excuse to screw her?”

      “No,” I replied, “She’s… not Sicilian.”

      “That never seemed to be a problem for you before,” Santo pointed out.

      “I just want my diamond, that’s all.”

      I was growing tired of the insinuations. Maybe if the gang wasn't so focused on sex, we would have had the diamond in our possession already.

      “Ya sure? You seem a bit pent up,” Pietro teased, pointing his gun at Santo’s head and mimicking me firing.

      “Raimondo had it coming.”

      “Do you have to be so cold, Giac?”

      Only with rapists. Only with men who harmed women and children.

      “Where are you going then?”

      “Can’t tell you. If the Sardinians know I have her, they’ll want her back.”

      “You could always get the information out of her faster. She’s seen you kill a man. She’s a civilian. She must be terrified.”

      “She’s tougher than she looks,” I replied.

      Santo and Pietro nudged each other. I was getting tired of the crush talk like I was some kind of teenage girl. I had bigger problems to worry about like my diamond and getting it back before I attracted the wrath of bastards far tougher than Franco.

      “Fine, leave. We’ll stay here.”

      “I may need you.”

      “We’ll be on call.”

      “Move all the kilos in Nashville before next week.”

      “Got it, boss.”

      I called upstairs, “Elena! Bring her down.”

      She came downstairs beside Elena, her eyes widened in terror. I hated that she looked at me that way. She was the first person in a long time I’d met who hadn’t seen what I could do up close. Most of my men knew I was ruthless but it shocked her as if I’d somehow burst her bubble about how pristine the world was.

      Maybe Franco had sheltered her from the reality of his life. I couldn’t. I refused to water myself down for any chick on the planet. I was a biker — that meant getting drunk and high, driving across the country miles above the speed limit, selling drugs and wasting any bastards too stupid to get out of my way.

      “Good. She’s dressed. Do you have her passport from the ceremony?”

      “Yes,” Elena nodded.

      I’d had Raimondo rob the honeymooners luggage before we’d left with her. Elena held up the passport and I took it from her.

      “Good. Now come,” I gestured to her.

      She followed and stood at my side, coming up to only about my shoulder.

      “We’re off.”

      “To where?” Elena asked.

      “I already told you to be quiet Elena!” Pietro huffed at her. She flinched and then bustled away to the kitchen.

      I grabbed Dahlia’s hand and walked her out of the house.

      “Those Elena’s sneakers?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Good. Take this helmet.”

      She put it on her head.

      “Ever been on the backs of one of these?”

      She eyed my Deus Grievous Angel with hesitation.

      “All you have to do is hold on tight.”

      “Where are we going?”

      “That’s for you to tell me.”

      She flipped up the lid on her helmet, peering back at me with those large, dark brown eyes. They reflected the full moonlight onto them, shining back with an intense beauty that stopped me cold in my tracks and caused me to lose my train of thought.

      “What do you mean?” She asked, breaking my silence.

      “Where would you go if you had to hide from Franco? Who would you stay with? We need a safe house.”

      “Don’t you have any?”

      “I need somewhere that neither the Sicilians or the Sardinians will know.”

      “Why?”

      “You ask too many questions.”

      “Tell me why, or I’ll keep my mouth shut.”

      She folded her arms as if somehow she had the upper hand here. But I wasn’t in the mood for any more delays. It was already getting late and I wanted out of this safe location.

      “I have a friend, Skye.”

      “Is she involved with any of this?”

      “She knows some of the Sardinians, but she’s not involved.”

      “Are you sure?” I asked, scrutinizing her to see if this was another trap.

      “Yes.”

      I grabbed her arm, squeezing it and pulling her closer to me so she could look into my icy blue eyes and know without a shadow of a doubt, I wouldn’t tolerate her lying to me.

      “If you’re lying to me, you know what happens, right?”

      She nodded, trembling slightly as I relaxed my grip on her.

      “Good,” I growled, “I want to know that you have nothing to do with Franco anymore.”

      “I don’t!” She whined, “He left me at the altar! He had his own sister killed!”

      I clenched my jaw. And I’d killed a man that had been close enough to be considered my brother. She spoke about Franco with so much vitriol and disgust. She felt the same way about me, I could be sure of that. I was far worse than Franco and she’d watched me pull the trigger up close.

      I felt sick again.

      But we had our rules. The punishment for rape was execution. Raimondo knew that. I wouldn’t let any of those bastards get away with something like that. I’m nothing like my father.

      I smirked, “Well we’ll see how much you’re telling the truth.”

      I mounted the bike.

      “Get on.”

      She obeyed my command without resistance and hopped onto the back of the bike, wrapping her arms around me.

      “Hold tight.”

      She squeezed on tighter.

      “Where are we headed?” I asked.

      “Where are we now?”

      Since we were leaving, she might as well know.

      “Connecticut.”

      “My friend Skye is in Brooklyn.”

      “Not too far then.”

      She didn’t reply, but she hung on tight. I could feel her warm body pressing into my back, holding onto me for protection but always anxiously frittering with fear. It was like she couldn’t relax around me. To be honest, I could hardly relax around her.

      Dahlia held a mirror up to my life and from the moment I’d met her, I saw myself through different eyes. I saw myself through the eyes of a woman who isn’t a gangster, who got dragged down a dark path but wants nothing more than to claw her way out.

      Too bad, I’d have to drag her deeper. That asshole ex of hers took something that belonged to him so it was only fitting that I had his girl with her beautiful walnut skin and her tight ass straddling me on the back of a bike.

      The drive was long, slow and boring. We had no stops and I stared intently at the road, focusing on our next move. One night was all we’d need to plan. Sleep could wait for when I had the diamond between my fingers. I couldn’t stop thinking of Raimondo, of the time that I’d suspected him of such a thing in Milan last summer and how he’d denied it. I clenched my teeth in rage. If there was one liar in our ranks and if he had been my right-hand man, who else would betray me?

      Dahlia shifted on the back of the bike and it occurred to me that she’d betray me the fastest, faster than any of them. She was quiet, but I knew not to underestimate a woman like her. Despite her lithe figure and the doe-like features that gave her the appearance of innocence, she’d seen unspeakable things.

      I could tell she hated gangsters. One of them had broken her heart, after all. You know what they say. Hell hath no fury, and all that.

      When we veered off into Brooklyn, I had her guide the bike, moving her body where she wanted me to go. She wasn’t a bad riding partner. Most chicks on the back of a bike can’t hang or stay paralyzed with fear the entire time. Dahlia was fearless, moving her body effortlessly with the beaut between our legs.

      We approached a small brownstone with a light on upstairs. I sputtered my bike to a stop.

      “Can we park on the street?”

      “Yes.”

      “Will she let me in here?”

      Dahlia scoffed, “Will she feel like she has a choice.”

      I scowled at her, but she made a good point.

      “Lead the way.”

      She walked up to the front door and then I heard footsteps across the floor.

      “Mommy! Mommy! I think Aunty Dahlia’s here.”

      “She has a kid!?” I hissed.

      Dahlia nodded, “Yeah, she has a kid.”

      I shoved my gun deeper into my pants. Guns and kids didn’t mix. Kids and I didn’t mix. I stood behind Dahlia, trying not to betray my concern about whether coming here was the right choice.
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        * * *

      

      Dahlia

      Skye opened the door and her eyes widened when she saw the man standing behind me. She didn’t have to know who Giacomo was to be afraid of him.

      “Good night,” she said, “Millie, you go up to your room.”

      Her ten-year-old daughter turned tail and scampered up to her room, braids with beads fastened at the ends bouncing on her back.

      “Um… Dahlia, what are you doing here?”

      “We need somewhere safe to stay for the night Skye, please.”

      “Right…”

      She folded her arms.

      “Who exactly is this we?” She jutted her twin towards Giacomo, towering over me.

      “He’s a
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