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        “I am dead. Only vengeance can restore me! Only victory can return my life to me!”

        - Terry Goodkind, Stone of Tears

      

      

      

      
        
        “Being deeply loved by someone gives you strength, while loving someone deeply gives you courage.”

        - Lao Tzu
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      Desiree Garza looked down at the body of her lover. The man she had been with since she was ten years old. He was unrecognizable, but she knew it was him. Couldn’t be anyone else. His custom-made rhinestone encrusted cowboy boots were still on what was left of his feet. Even the spurs were intact. As though his killer knew the boots were his signature and put them back on the body after they finished butchering him.

      She dropped to her knees next to his broken corpse, reaching for him. Then she stopped. There was nothing much left to touch. It was all dried blood, broken bones, and carnage. Instead, she lifted her hand to her mouth, covering it, and moaned, her eyes moving from Nico’s body to the house. Not a house anymore. A shell that used to be her home.

      The same as her love.

      Mateo Gutierrez had burned it to the ground, then dumped Nico’s body in the ashes on the doorstep and walked away. The surrounding area was littered with the bodies of their cartel. Mateo had decimated the organization, razing it to the ground. She had been out of the country inspecting their shipment operations overseas, or she would also be dead. Mateo was probably hunting her at that very moment.

      He’d been hunting them for two years. Since their failed strike against the Sotza organization. If they’d succeeded, then Nico would still be here, and they would now have operations in Venezuela and Mexico.

      Nico had been bitter after their failure. He’d felt humiliated and had taken his rage out on Desi. She didn’t care. She was used to it, even expected it, and sometimes liked it. She wore her bruises proudly, as a sign of her resilience.

      From the day Nico had walked into her mother’s home and taken her away at the age of ten, he’d beaten her. At first, she’d hated him for it, had even tried to fight back. He’d laughed and beat her even harder. Later, when he deemed her old enough, he’d included sex in the beatings.

      After a few years of using her as his personal sex slave, he’d seen her potential as more than a release for his frustrations. He’d started teaching her self-defense, which had morphed into teaching her offensive moves, then weapons. When she was nineteen, he taught her the ins and outs of his cartel business. Then, a few years later, gifted her with the position of his second-in-command.

      Her loyalty was unquestionable. He’d ensured it by beating it into her, then healing her and giving her everything her heart could desire. She wasn’t stupid. She knew she loved him because he put himself in the position of being the only person she could depend on.

      He’d twisted her into his own personal devil, and she didn’t care. It was the only life she knew.

      She stood, took one last look at her home of twenty-five years, her dead lover, and then turned and walked away. Charred wood crunched beneath her boots and ash flew up into the air as she walked, swirling around her and clinging to her hair.

      She climbed into her jeep, a gift from Nico for her thirtieth birthday, turned the key, and left. Soon she would return, and when she did, she would have the resources to rebuild the Garza cartel from the ground up. She would wipe out her enemies and create new alliances. Powerful alliances.

      Her life was her own for the first time, and she was going to enjoy it.
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Six Months Later

        

      

    

    
      He cut her finger off.

      Mateo cut her fucking finger off.

      God, it hurt. It’d been everything she could do not to scream when he’d done it. She’d wanted to show him she could handle his gruesome brand of torture. But fuck, the pain was unbearable. She wished she could pass out, but Nico had forced her to become resilient. Years of beatings meant she could withstand almost any pain.

      On top of the severed finger, she was also suffering from two gunshot wounds, one in the shoulder and one in the fleshy part of her thigh. Possibly a concussion too. She’d hit her head hard while fighting with Mateo’s fiancé.

      She was bound to a chair, her neck strapped in place. She couldn’t check on her wounds or stem the flow of blood she felt dripping from her hand to the concrete floor.

      Her vision was blurry, so she almost missed the man as he walked into her cell. She blinked rapidly, trying to bring him into focus. He was a stranger.

      She’d been waiting for Mateo to come back and finish her.

      “What do you… want?” she demanded, silently cursing a voice gone tremulous from pain.

      Instead of answering, he stopped behind her.

      She tried to turn her head, to follow him with her eyes. She didn’t trust him. He was friends with Mateo and Raina, her targets. She’d seen him around the mansion, but had ignored him, as he wasn’t the one she was interested in. He looked relatively unscathed for living through the bomb blasts she’d set off in the house and on the grounds.

      She felt his fingers on the back of her neck, then the strap holding her head in place released. She swiveled her head, glaring at him, intent on biting him if he made the mistake of getting too close.

      He didn’t.

      She could see him now though, and up close he was far more intimidating than he’d been at a distance when she was surveilling the house. He wasn’t overtly powerful like Nico had been. This man was tall and slim with an air of deadly ruthlessness about him. His brown eyes were chips of granite, while the lines of his face were implacable. His lips were thin and cruel, his nose an arrogant blade, hawk-like. He had dark grey hair, curly, long enough to touch the collar of his shirt.

      He wore a white untucked dress shirt, now stained and ripped, probably from the bomb blasts. It was also wet, making his chest and arms visible through the thin fabric. Lean, wiry muscles roped his arms, and his belly was as solid as a man thirty years younger.

      She suspected he was in his fifties, though she wasn’t sure.

      Then it hit her. She did recognize him. Of course she did. How could she have not known the Godfather of Italy was staying with Mateo? Bent on her plans of vengeance, her tunnel vision had caused her to ignore the identity of their guest.

      A stupid mistake.

      A shiver of fear snaked its way down her spine.

      “I know you,” she croaked.

      Was he here to torture her some more before Mateo came in to finish her? Or maybe the Italian would be the one to put a bullet in her head. She knew Mateo hated killing women.

      She eyed a water bottle on the table behind him, licking her lips, thirst beating at her. Was that another torture method courtesy of the sadistic Mateo?

      “Who am I?” He pulled a key from his pocket and knelt next to her left side.

      “Giovanni Savino, head of the Italian Savino crime family.”

       He didn’t answer, but she knew she was correct. Everyone in the underworld knew of him.

      She jolted when he unlocked her wrist, then jerked it into her lap, wiggling feeling back into her hand.

      He watched her with a closed expression. The slight tightening of his muscles told her he was preparing for an attack if she launched one. She didn’t. She was in too much pain, and he was ready for anything she might throw at him.

      He walked to her other side and knelt next to her. “This is going to hurt.”

      She had to bite down hard on her lip as he fussed with the handcuffs. Every tiny jolt sent a wave of pain radiating from her finger… what was left of her finger… into her hand and spiking through the rest of her body. She wanted to scream at him to hurry, but the sane part of her mind realized he was helping her. At least temporarily. She didn’t know what his end game was, but it could only be to her advantage to have her hands freed. Even missing her finger, she could still kill a man.

      She tried to lift her hand and place it in her lap, but the pain was too much. She wanted to scream obscenities at the world. After she’d endured a lifetime of pain, why couldn’t she manage a severed piece of flesh?

      “Here.” His voice had a hard edge, but she sensed regret beneath it.

      What did he have to regret? He hadn’t mangled her hand, Mateo Gutierrez had. Besides, she was certain she would be dead shortly. At that point, losing a finger would no longer matter.

      Giovanni wrapped his fingers around her wrist, then put his other hand on her elbow, helping her bend the arm, then gently placing it on her lap. A whimper escaped her lips, and she bit down hard to stop any more from leaking out.

      She was tougher than this. She could withstand any amount of torture with her dignity intact.

      “Why are you helping me?” She switched to Spanish. It was too difficult to manage English translation while she was in such pain.

      He stood to his full height, well over six feet, towering next to her. He touched her face and then used his thumb to tilt her chin until she was looking at him.

      She wanted to fight him, to escape through the open door behind him, but in her condition, he would likely capture her in a matter of seconds. She remained still in his grip, allowing the gentle touch of his finger as it caressed her cheek.

      “I’ve made a deal for you,” he told her, switching to Spanish as well. He spoke well, with a slight accent. “You are to become my pet project.”

      “What do you mean ’pet’?” she asked in disgust. “I am no one’s pet.”

      “Nonetheless, you will be caged and leashed.”

      “For what reason?” she demanded.

      “For my pleasure.”

      “Slave,” she said flatly.

      “If that is what you wish to call it.”

      “You’ll never break me,” she snarled, jerking her face from his hold.

      “You’re naïve if you think that,” he said mildly, stepping away from her. “I’ve broken stronger men than you.”

      “I’m not a man,” she fired back.

      “No, you aren’t,” he agreed, moving to Mateo’s worktable, opening it, and rummaging through the contents.

      Desi glanced at the door. It was open and she could see the corridor beyond. No one was guarding it. There was probably someone near the entrance of the underground bunker, but she could get past them. She was desperate, and her desperation would lend her strength.

      She glanced at Giovanni as he continued to search. She should take him out before making her escape, ensure that he couldn’t follow, but there was something about the Italian that warned her off. She’d heard stories of his brutality. And though he looked more like an old-world European gentleman who spoke in mild, measured tones, she knew appearances could be deceiving. She’d often used her own appearance to lure prey before killing them. She would not underestimate the skills of a man such as Giovanni Savino.

      When he continued to keep his back to her, she decided to take advantage. She would have to hope that she could outrun him.

      She launched herself off the chair and toward the door.

      She didn’t make it.

      Giovanni took hold of the back of her shirt and slammed her face first into the wall next to the door.

      She shoved her hands against the wall, shouting at the agony that shot through her as the stub of her finger hit. She thrust herself backwards into him, hoping to push him off balance.

      He caught her with an arm around the waist, lifted her off the ground and slammed her into the wall again, bruising her forehead against the concrete. If she didn’t have a concussion before, she most definitely had one now.

      She tried to fling her head back into his, but he ducked it, took a fistful of her hair, and dragged her head back until her neck creaked in protest.

      She refused to allow a single sound to pass her lips as he held her immobile.

      He put something in his teeth and then spat it out.

      Desi rolled her eyes toward him, trying to see what he was doing, but it was impossible. He was holding her too tightly.

      She felt a pinch at her neck.

      “A shame to put such a creature down,” he muttered.

      Fear slammed through her, but she could already feel the drugging effects of whatever he’d given her.

      Put her down? What did that mean?

      Had he given her something deadly? Was this it?

      A whimper escaped from her as she felt herself floating. She realized she was being lifted.

      The last thing she saw before the drug took her entirely in its grip was Giovanni’s severe face.
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      Giovanni handed his package over to Vitto, a newer addition to Giovanni’s personal guard. Vitto was young and eager, always respectful, and he carried out Giovanni’s commands down to the letter.

      “Take her to the jet.” Giovanni said. “I will be along shortly. Must pay my respects to Raina and Gutierrez before we leave.”

      “Of course, Signore,” Vitto said.

      As he turned to leave, the woman cradled against his broad chest, Giovanni felt a jolt of something akin to jealousy. The feeling was so unique that he almost didn’t recognize it. What did he have to be jealous about? The woman wasn’t his yet. He barely knew her, and he certainly didn’t care enough about her to form any strong feelings. No, he must be mistaken. He simply wished to hold her curvy body against his and feel the resilience against him.

      He’d loved his wife, but she’d been a fragile woman, unable to cope with his world. This one could handle him and so much more. He just had to tame her first.

      “Vitto.”

      His man paused, looking back at Giovanni.

      “Be careful with that one. She is fragile but deadly. I don’t want her either lost or harmed.”

      “Of course, Signore.”

      Good enough.

      Giovanni turned and walked to the main house.

      He’d come to America under the guise of visiting his young friend, Raina Duncan, but his actual intent had been to inspect the American operations and the new boss in town, Mateo Gutierrez. Giovanni conducted business in the United States, and Miami was his gateway. If Miami wasn’t being properly taken care of, then he would’ve taken out the new boss and replaced with him someone Giovanni trusted, despite the friendship he’d developed with his host’s young fiancé.

      Giovanni had nothing to worry about. Mateo had ruthlessly brought the city under his control and trade was once again flourishing overseas.

      Giovanni had been staying in a guest suite at the request of Raina, though he was positive Mateo’d had a few choice words about her decision. Giovanni and Raina had formed an attachment when she’d needed his help in Italy. Having her spend a few days in his home reminded him of how much he enjoyed the life that youth could bring. Sometimes he thought he aged himself beyond his fifty-three years by closeting himself in his mausoleum of a house and mourning a woman who passed more than a decade earlier.

      No longer. Now he had a new toy to play with.

      The house security guard nodded and allowed Giovanni to pass.

      He let himself into the sitting room he’d been shown to on his first day in the mansion. It was lit, but no one was inside. As a servant ran past, he spoke.

      “Please let Ms. Duncan know that I’m waiting for her in the sitting room.”

      “Yes, sir,” came the swift response.

      From what he had observed over his time spent in Miami, the staff in the Gutierrez mansion were top-notch. He had no doubt Raina would be with him shortly.

      He sat on the leather sofa, ignoring the puff of drywall dust that went up into the air. Desi had done a number on the mansion in her attack on Mateo. She’d set up a few well-crafted pipe bombs in and around the house, causing chaos to rain down on all of them and driving them into her trap in the bunker.

      He touched the gunshot wound on the side of his head. Superficial, but it would leave a scar.

      A fire burned in him as he thought of the mark Desi’s rampage had left behind. If any other had done the same to him, he’d dissect them one piece at a time until he was certain they’d learned the error of fucking with him.

      There was something about Desi that stopped him. Maybe her rage, so close to the surface, mirrored his own, which was deeply buried. Or perhaps it was simply her beauty. She had a devastating, if vicious, charm. He looked forward to mining the truth from her.

      “Giovanni.” Raina rushed into the room and when he stood, she flung her arms around him, hugging him.

      Raina amused him. He was one of the most prolific and vicious killers in the Italian mafia, yet she treated him like a kindly father figure. He felt fondly toward the girl and allowed her familiarity. It was a bonus that her desire for their friendship irked the hell out of her notorious fiancé.

      “I’m so sorry you got caught up in our drama.” She pulled back to look into his face.

      The lenses of her glasses reflected the light of the chandelier.

      “This was nothing more to me than an evening’s amusement for me,” he assured her.

      She laughed. “Then I’d hate to see what you find truly entertaining.”

      He chuckled as well, but his thoughts were far grimmer. He was quite positive she would, in fact, despise the things he found amusing. Such as his new captive and all the ways he planned to break her.

      Raina didn’t mention Desi, which probably meant that Mateo hadn’t told her he’d gifted their enemy to Giovanni. He wondered if Mateo would eventually tell her. She wouldn’t be pleased. Though she hated Desi, Giovanni suspected she would hate even more that Desi had been given to him to do whatever he wanted with her.

      “As interesting as I’ve found my time here, I must take my leave of you,” he told her. “I fly back to Venice tonight.”

      “Please stay,” she rushed to counter him. “I don’t want you to feel chased away by what’s happened here. Of course, we want you to finish your vacation here with us.”

      He liked that she’d said ‘we’, though he was positive Mateo wanted him off the continent. So far as he knew, there were three bosses in Miami: Sotza, Raina’s stepfather and the Venezuelan cartel boss; Giovanni, the boss of Venice and surrounding areas; and Mateo, the new boss of Miami. Four, if he counted Raina’s mother. Elvira had once run Miami before her husband came in to remove her from her post.

      Too many bosses in one town made for a tense situation. He was better off heading home and leaving the other families to sort themselves out.

      “I’m sorry, but I am firm in my decision.”

      She stuck her lip out in a pout. “Alright, but I insist you come back for the wedding.”

      He smiled down at her. “I wouldn’t miss it.”

      “Good.”

      She hugged him again, wrapping her arms around his waist and squeezing. He kissed the top of her head, catching the narrow-eyed look of her fiancé, who stood in the doorway, his protective gaze on Raina. It was truly a pleasure to fuck with the new Miami boss. He pushed her back and reached a hand out to her dark, brooding fiancé.

      “A pleasure, Mateo,” he said as the younger man shook his hand. “Thank you for having me in your home.”

      “It was our pleasure,” said Mateo, though Giovanni heard the edge to his voice.

      Mateo’s tone told him several things. Mateo did not appreciate having to host his fiancé’s older, wealthy, and single friend. He also suspected Mateo was warning him to keep Desi under wraps.

      Much as Giovanni loved a good mob war, he wasn’t stupid. Age had given him perspective. He knew how to wait for his moments.

      He walked away from the mansion, assured of an ally in Mateo, if a slightly unwilling one. New connections were never a bad thing. He would look forward to furthering this acquaintance and seeing how much he could extend his influence into America now that he had a foothold.

      He climbed into the waiting vehicle and relaxed against the leather seat as he was driven to the airport.

      For the first time in a long time, he looked forward to seeing what the next day would bring.
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      Desi moaned, then bit her lips when she realized the sound had escaped involuntarily. She knew better than to make a sound when she was in the enemy’s camp.

      The agony in the stump of her finger radiated outward, sending shooting pain through the bones and muscle of her hand, her wrist, her arm, her whole body. Someone had wrapped the gunshot wound to her shoulder, as well as the one through her thigh. Though the thigh was less serious, the bullet a through and through, it hurt like a motherfucker. Too many sensitive nerve endings there.

      She wanted to moan, to scream, and to weep, but she had to keep it all in. She had to stay alert. Figure out where she was and how to get away from the people holding her.

      She deduced she was on an airplane by the loud drone of engines and the gentle vibrations beneath her. She was lying on something comfortable and there was a blanket thrown haphazardly across her.

      She could hear the gentle rise and fall of masculine voices. They sounded hushed but close. She tried to make out the words, then realized they were speaking in Italian. She knew a smattering of Italian, but not enough to catch the softly spoken conversation. Especially not while most of her concentration was on holding in her screams of agony.

      Then she remembered. The Italian. Mateo had given her to the Italian godfather.

      She racked her brains trying to remember anything she could about him. Not the things she’d seen in the bunker, but the things she’d heard about him in the course of her work as Nico’s second-in-command.

      Rumour had it that Giovanni Savino was a shrewd businessman who didn’t suffer fools. He was brutal, but fair. Nico had once reached out for a trade deal, but Giovanni had sent him packing. Word of Nico’s nefarious, underhanded dealings had reached overseas. Desi had been angry on Nico’s behalf, but a part of her had understood Giovanni’s reluctance. Nico had a well-documented history of doing business, creating alliances, then stealing the business and killing his contacts. It was what had gotten him killed in the end. He’d double-crossed Sotza and tried to steal the Venezuelan’s business.

      Desi slowly rolled her head to the side and opened her eyes. They landed on Giovanni and her heart sped up in fear. He was a handsome man. Polished, but with an underlying core of savageness that was intriguing to her. He’d gotten rid of his wet, blood-stained shirt and trousers, and replaced them with a tailored grey suit and charcoal dress shirt, the buttons open at the throat.

      If he hadn’t been her captor, she might find him interesting. Not physically. He was handsome enough, in a hawkish, brutal way, but she didn’t care about that. It was his other attributes that attracted her.

      Nico had fucked her up for men, had shown her that they were good for one thing only. The power they could give her. She wished it were different. Had often imagined how her life could have gone had she never met Nico. Would she have married a farmer? An accountant? Or a shopkeeper? Would she have helped in the shop? Raised her children to be strong contributing members of society?

      It didn’t matter. Because of Nico, she would never have a normal life. She should resent him, hate him, but she didn’t. She missed him. Every day, she missed him. He’d been her anchor, and he’d been torn away from her. She hadn’t even gotten her revenge.

      As if he could divine her thoughts, Giovanni turned his head, his dark gaze pinning her. He didn’t move at first, but sat looking at her. She couldn’t decipher his closed expression.

      Then he stood, drawing his men’s attention, but he ignored them as he made his way to her side. He knelt next to her, brushing her hair off her head. She tried to lift a hand to swat him away, but the pain jolted her, and she lay still.

      His eyes followed the movement and landed on her mangled hand.

      “Are you in pain?”

      She wanted to ask him if he would be in pain if she cut his finger off, but the sentence wasn’t worth saying. She had very little energy, and she needed information.

      “Where are you taking me?” she asked in Spanish. It was easier, and he’d already shown her he knew the language.

      “My home,” he told her.

      “Italy?”

      “Si.”

      She had no connections in Italy and very few in Europe if she managed to escape him. She would be on her own, travelling through enemy territory until she could get back to Mexico.

      “I ask again, are you in pain?” His voice took on a stern edge.

      “No,” she said immediately.

      Of course, she was lying, and they both knew it.

      “I don’t wish for you to suffer.” He reached into his pocket and withdrew a syringe.

      Desi recoiled against the narrow bed as far as she could, but there was nowhere to go and she was too weak to fight him.

      “Don’t touch me,” she said hoarsely, infusing venom into her tone.

      He shook his head and reached for her good arm.

      She tried to flinch away, but she didn’t have the strength to escape him. The needle slid into the muscle of her bicep.

      She remembered his words in the bunker. Slave. He wanted to make her his slave.

      “I will never be your slave.” As the drug took effect, her words slurred, and her vision became blurry. “I’ll kill you first.”

      She felt rather than saw his hand touch the side of her face.

      “Good,” he murmured. “Like you, I live for the fight.”

      “You… won’t… win.” Because she would die before allowing him to enslave her.

      He either didn’t respond or she passed out before she heard his answer because the next thing she knew, she was waking up as the plane was landing. The impact of the wheels hitting the runway jolted her and she would have tumbled off her bed, except someone had belted her in and tossed a jacket across her shoulders.

      She inhaled the scent and realized it belonged to Giovanni. An image of him pushing her against the wall in the bunker and pricking her with a needle flashed in her head. She’d inhaled his scent then, too. It was tobacco, mint, and wine. Or so she thought. Pleasant.

      She shoved the jacket away, pushing it onto the floor before struggling to sit up. She caught Giovanni’s eye as she pushed long, black strands of hair from her face. He was belted in across from her, wearing an unruffled expression as he watched her.

      When the plane came to a halt on the runway, he unbuckled his seatbelt and stood, approaching her. She sat motionless as he unbelted her, leaning over her. If she had a knife, she could stab him in the carotid artery.

      Her eyes darted down his slim torso, to the holster attached to his leather belt, then lifted to the men surrounding them. When she’d surveilled Mateo and his girlfriend, she hadn’t seen even a hint of this kind of firepower. She’d been single-minded in her desire for revenge, which was what landed her in this predicament.

      Stupid.

      She would have to be a hell of a lot smarter than she’d been so far.

      Giovanni finished with her seatbelt, slid his hands under her armpits, and helped her stand. She wanted to jerk away from him, but a rush of darkness hit her, obscuring her vision. Her head began pounding painfully and she couldn’t help the moan that escaped her.

      “Take a minute,” Giovanni said, his grip on her firm.

      She felt the movement of his men all around them as they grabbed their bags and departed the aircraft. None of them seemed overly concerned with protecting the boss from her. A mistake she was going to exploit at the first opportunity. It had been her experience over years of working and living in a cartel that the men she came into contact with almost always underestimated her.

      Nico hadn’t. He’d encouraged her deadlier attributes, giving her the tools she’d needed to survive life among the cartels.

      Italy couldn’t be much different from Mexico. She would exploit these men, and she would exploit Giovanni’s apparent disinterest in hurting her.

      She would escape.

      After… she wasn’t sure what she would do. Either disappear into obscurity or perhaps marry a shop owner somewhere. Or she would do what she was bred to do; rise up and run her own cartel.

      Her eyes met Giovanni’s.

      Yes, she would lay the foundation of her new empire in the blood of his broken body and the ashes of his organization. She would make him regret ever hearing her name or underestimating her.

      Before she could manage a single step on her own, she stumbled into his arms.

      He bent, picking her up and hefting her against his chest.

      She cried out as he jarred her injuries and he paused, giving her time to breathe through the pain.

      “Put me down,” she snarled.

      “No.”

      Without another word, he exited the airplane, her damaged hand cradled between them as he carried her.

      The drive to his home was less than an hour. They sat in the back of a black, tinted-window luxury car. She knew little about cars, but this one was roomy and comfortable. His men occupied several other vehicles, which surrounded theirs.

      “I thought you lived in Venice,” she said dully as their car wove through the Italian countryside. She’d never been to Venice, but knew the city was built on a series of canals. Not an easy place to plan an escape from.

      “I live outside of Venice on a country estate.”

      Ah, maybe more chances for escape?

      The vehicle came to a stop at the end of a long, tree-lined driveway and their driver rolled down the window to speak to someone in the guard station. The gates opened and they wound their way up a paved road toward a massive sprawling estate, which was surrounded by rolling countryside and vineyards.

      It all seemed so civilized compared to her home in the Sinaloa state of Mexico. The center of the Garza cartel had been in the wild bush country nestled in a mountain valley. It took all-terrain jeeps and helicopters to get them in and out of their home. The natural fortress had discouraged visitors but had also made Desi’s job more difficult. For her to connect with other cartels, she had to travel.

      The car pulled up outside of Giovanni’s house, coming to a gradual halt while Desi looked up, trying not to show her awe on her face. She’d lived in a mansion with Nico, but nothing like this huge gothic structure. It was dark and imposing against the lush green of the countryside. There were two main wings with turrets on either side and ivy crawling protectively up the stone slabs in a verdant carpet.

      “It was built in 1732 and occupied by my family since.”

      Desi cast him a look. She wanted to tell him she didn’t care about his family history, but that would be a lie. She felt strangely curious about her captor. And she would indulge that curiosity, learning everything she could about him until she found the opportunity to kill him.

      “Come.” He took her arm and led her inside, mindful to go slow as she favoured her gunshot leg.

      The doors opened before they reached them, and a woman clothed all in black and looking exactly like she’d stepped out of Victorian England met them.

      “Signore Savino,” she said in a low voice, her gaze malevolent as it landed on Desi.

      Without greeting her, Giovanni asked, “Have you arranged the guest quarters as I requested?”

      “Exactly as you outlined, Signore.”

      Guest quarters? That didn’t sound so bad.

      Desi revised her opinion as, instead of ascending the wide double staircase just off the entrance of the house, she was led into the bowels of the house. They entered a wine cellar where they passed row after row of wine. Some of the bottles were covered in dust and cobwebs, while others looked shiny and new. She knew very little of wine beyond what she liked to drink, but she suspected she was looking at the collection of a connoisseur.

      Giovanni led her down a set of stone stairs in the back of the cellar. The air grew noticeably more chill and damper. They were definitely underground now.

      Desi shivered and her finger throbbed in pain. She was nauseous and realized she’d been drugged twice on a stomach that hadn’t seen food in almost two days.

      By the time Giovanni opened a large door, reinforced with a metal plate, she was dizzy from hunger and pain. Together they walked through the door and into a room lushly decorated with a four-poster bed, a chest of drawers, a mirror, and a large oriental rug. A single barred window too high to reach leaked little light.

      It was a dungeon fit for a princess.

      “Welcome home,” Giovanni rasped in her ear.
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      As much as Giovanni wanted to go to bed and sleep for the next twenty-four hours, too much business needed his attention. Taking on a new project hadn’t been on his list of things to do when he’d flown to Miami to connect with Raina and her mobster fiancé.

      He exited the wine cellar, making his way back upstairs. The basement was originally built as a prison in the late Renaissance, but his ancestors had converted it into a wine cellar.

      Rumour had it, his great grandfather was the one to build the room where Desi was currently residing. He’d created it for a similar purpose to Giovanni’s. He’d fallen in love with a village girl who had eyes only for a local lad. She’d deemed the late Signore Savino too old and staid for her tastes. He’d had her kidnapped and brought to his cellar, where he’d closeted her away until she’d given in and finally loved him back. They’d eventually married and had several children.

      Of course, Giovanni wasn’t interested in the kind of success his great-grandfather had found with his captive. Giovanni had loved and lost already and neither expected nor wanted more from that quarter. Love was for fools, and his foolish days had passed.

      Regardless, he would still marry the woman once he’d assured her allegiance, and then he’d work on creating another heir. One much less disappointing than his current progeny.

      Mrs. Capelli met him as he crossed the hall to his study. A dour woman, dressed in all black, mourning her husband, dead for so long now that Giovanni was hard-pressed to remember the man’s name or what he had looked like. She’d been Giovanni’s wife’s close companion, and he hadn’t the heart to send her away, though he had very little use for her and found her presence oppressive.

      “Signore?” Her tone was tentative, but he knew better.

      “Si, what is it, Capelli?” He supposed she had a first name, but he no longer remembered it. She preferred the formality of Mrs. Capelli, and he didn’t care enough to find out what her given name was.

      “How was your time spent in Miami, Signore?”

      He had to shove his annoyance into the dark recesses of his mind. He despised small talk on a good day, and Mrs. Capelli rarely spoke without an ulterior motive.

      “It was fine,” he said shortly. “Is there something you want?”

      She looked offended but took advantage of his candor. “Will the young lady in the cellar be staying long with us?”

      Her look was disdainful, making clear her thoughts on Desi’s presence.

      “She will be with us indefinitely, so you’d better get used to having her around.”

      Again, she looked offended, but with an edge of pissed-off that he found mildly satisfying.

      Though Mrs. Capelli had no interest in him as a man and he for damn sure had no interest in her, she got territorial when other women entered the house. She’d been cold and taciturn when Raina had visited. He wondered how she would act when Desi was ready to move out of the basement and into the main part of the house. He wasn’t worried, Desi could hold her own. Perhaps he should be more worried about what Desi would do to his housekeeper.

      “Stay away from her for now,” he said, then added, “For your own safety. She’s unpredictable and in her current state, quite feral.”

      Mrs. Capelli looked taken aback, covering her throat with her hand.

      “Is there anything else?” he asked impatiently.

      She shook her head. “No, Signore. Your evening meal will be on the table at the regular time.”

      He thought about telling her he’d prefer a tray brought to his study, but she walked swiftly away. She was the one to impose mealtimes, saying it was unfair to expect the kitchen staff to create gourmet meals at all times of day. He personally didn’t care when he ate. He would eat a meal from the freezer if it came down to it, but this had been his habit for a long time.

      His thoughts drifted back to Desi and anticipation rose in his chest. He had an urge to check on her, though he’d just left her. Perhaps she would be the change his home needed.

      He settled down behind his desk and, ignoring the pile of correspondence addressed to him, lifted the phone, and dialed his personal physician, Dr. Danilo. The conversation was brief. He outlined Desi’s condition and secured the doctor’s services for that afternoon. The man had been with Giovanni for decades. He was dependable and discreet. Giovanni had no worries that he would take good care of Desi.

      He replaced the receiver and pulled the pile of letters and notes back toward him. There was no point in putting it off. Though his people could work independently, they relied on his judgment and guidance. He was a man who liked to have his finger on the pulse of his own organization.

      He was the head of the Savino mafia family. No one spoke or acted in his stead, least of all his fuck-up of a son. Rage still engulfed him when he thought of Antonio targeting Raina when she was holed up in Venice.

      It wasn’t his targeting of an innocent woman that Giovanni despised. Giovanni was no saint. He’d done the same and worse in his long and bloody career. No, it was the way Antonio went about things.

      Raina was a career forger, which meant she worked in the underworld. There were rules surrounding exchanges with people like her. A certain kind of honour system. A forger would fulfill their contract, creating the necessary documents. Once the forgeries passed hands, the forger would forget the work and the client. Bad forgers didn’t make it long in the business, but Raina was professional through and through. On the other side of the exchange was a tacit agreement that the person asking for forgeries did not harm their forger. Before or after the documents passed hands.

      When Antonio had gone after Raina, he’d damaged the Savino name in an underworld where Giovanni was elite. It hadn’t been the first time. The boy had proven himself uncontrolled, unfocused, and dangerous, while the disapproving eyes of the Cosa Nostra were on him. He was heading toward a crash, and Giovanni was helpless to stop it.

      Giovanni would have to do something. The time for burying himself in his work and ignoring the antics of his son was over. He needed to bring his house in order.

      The only reason he hadn’t made the decision years ago was he suspected the only solution to Antonio was a permanent one. As much as the boy showed no inclination to honour his father or the Savino name, he was the only blood link Giovanni had with his dead wife. The loss would hurt almost as much as Antonia’s death.

      His thoughts returned to the woman in his cellar. She would be fierce, but controllable. He knew of her history, knew of her loyalty to a dead man. If he could turn her allegiance to him, perhaps she would help him find a solution to Antonio.

      He laughed bitterly.

      Wishful thinking. At the moment, his son and Desi had more in common than not. They both hated him and would prefer to see him dead.

      Giovanni set his mind to business, working his way through several days’ worth of correspondence. It was a laborious and tedious task. Though he understood and could use technology, he rarely allowed it in his house. Computers and smart phones could be hacked. He wanted as few paper trails as possible to his illegal business dealings.

      Only his legal businesses, the winery, the clubs, restaurants, and tourist tours, were on paper and computerized, giving him the appearance of a legitimate businessman. If anyone were to question his elaborate lifestyle of private jets, vineyards, and estate upkeep, he would simply say he came from old money, which wasn’t untrue. In fact, he came from a long line of successful Savinos. Most worked in the underground, as he did, and were smart enough to keep legitimate business as well.

      Dr. Danilo arrived at the exact time he’d said he would. Prompt as always, which was part of the reason Giovanni liked the man. He didn’t have patience for tardiness.

      “This way,” he said after greeting the man, who was several years older.

      A short, round figure, Danilo gave the impression of a jovial, kindly man, with time to listen to and treat each of his patient’s ailments. Giovanni knew a different side to him. The side that worked for the mob and accepted hefty bribes as payment for quietly fixing wounds that might otherwise draw attention.

      Before they entered the cellar, Giovanni warned him, “My guest is volatile. I will hold her if she shows any inclination toward attack, but please be careful. I fear if given a chance she would kill us both and run.”

      The doctor gave no indication that hearing of an injured woman being held captive in Giovanni’s cellar was at all strange. Instead, he nodded and asked Giovanni to show him to his patient.

      The moment they walked through the door, Desi launched herself at them in a flurry of kicks and punches that Giovanni could only admire, given she’d been shot twice, had a finger cut off, and should still be heavily drugged. She was younger than both men and her combat skills were impeccable, so she got in a few good hits before they subdued her.

      Giovanni restrained her on the bed, his body covering hers. He held one of her wrists over her head in a twisting hold that could easily break the fine bones beneath her skin if she persisted. He used his body to pin her legs while the doctor examined her injured hand.

      Desi glared daggers at Giovanni, baring her teeth in a feral snarl while the doctor worked. She didn’t once flinch as the stump of her finger was exposed, cleaned, and re-bandaged.

      “The bullet is still in the shoulder,” Dr. Danilo said calmly as he reached for his bag, digging out forceps. “Hold her still, this is going to hurt.”

      As the doctor dug in her shoulder, Desi grunted once but otherwise didn’t make a peep. Giovanni’s face was inches from hers and he could tell by her erratic pulse when she was in pain and when she was feeling relief.

      Dr. Danilo pulled the bullet from her shoulder and set it aside, then cleaned and re-bandaged the wound. The two men shifted positions so the doctor could see to the wound on her thigh as well.

      When the doctor finished, he pulled a needle from his bag. Seeing it, Desi screamed obscenities at them in Spanish and thrashed so hard she nearly threw Giovanni off. Apparently, breaking her wrist was more important than taking the needle. Finally, he realized she feared being drugged again, more than her own safety.

      He gripped her by the chin and forced her to look at him. “It’s not a sedative. Calm down.”

      “Puta bitch!” she snarled, bucking underneath him.

      He could feel his patience slipping and, since he didn’t want to do anything he might come to regret with this woman, he simply held her down while the doctor administered a powerful shot of antibiotics.

      When they finished, Dr. Danilo stood first, releasing Desi’s arm. Heedless of her injury, she tried to strike Giovanni in the head. He ducked her fist and reached for his gun, placing the barrel against her forehead. He hadn’t wanted to talk to her this way, but she wasn’t making it easy.

      “Calm down, Desiree.”

      “Shoot me,” she growled, pressing her head hard into the barrel.

      He would have thought her words were bravado except for the flash of hope he saw in her dark velvet eyes. She wanted him to pull the trigger. She wanted to die.

      The knowledge was a punch to the gut, and Giovanni immediately climbed off her, rolling off the side of the bed. He’d known she was feral. That she would do her best to take him down, but he hadn’t suspected her of being suicidal. Would he have left her behind if he’d known? Probably. He’d wanted a woman of rare fire and a loyalty that he could twist to his purposes. This… wasn’t what he wanted. But he’d gone too far. She was under his roof and under his protection now. She belonged to him.

      He kept his gun trained on her for the doctor’s safety as he escorted the other man from the room.

      He closed and locked the door, and together they left the cellar.

      They spoke in front of the house, the warm Italian summer air caressing them.

      “She will heal,” Dr. Danilo said. “She’s strong and managing well despite losing a digit on her dominant hand. Her other injuries are mostly superficial and will heal. Make sure they stay clean.”

      Giovanni nodded grimly.

      “She will need new bandaging every few days, but otherwise, time will heal the worst of her wounds.” He handed Giovanni several packages of gauze and bandages as well as a tube of antibiotic ointment. A sharp look entered his faded gaze. “The psychological impact of losing her finger may last far longer than the physical injury. If you plan on keeping her, you may want to address the mental damage done to her.”

      As Giovanni watched the other man walk to his car and navigate the driveway, he thought about Desi’s psychological issues. They went far beyond the loss of a finger. In fact, he suspected the finger was the least of what had been done to her. Under the tutelage of Nicolas Garza, she had suffered more than most could survive.

      Now, the question was, did he pursue his original plan to exploit the damage a lifetime of brutal training had caused? Or did he grant her wish and put her in the ground.
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      Desi woke with a start.

      Fuck, had she been sleeping? She hadn’t meant to. The flight and the doctor’s visit had exhausted her. The drug Giovanni had given her hadn’t made her feel rested. Quite the opposite. She desperately needed sleep, and she had a slight headache.

      She couldn’t give into the urge to lie down though. She had to remain alert, watch for opportunities to escape.

      She rolled off the side of the bed, catching herself before she hit the floor, then climbing unsteadily to her feet. The stump of her finger hurt like a bitch, which took most of her attention away from her gunshot wounds. Though she felt the one in her leg when she tried to walk, nearly hitting the floor as she stumbled. Still, she persevered. Couldn’t escape if she couldn’t walk.

      She forced herself to walk the stiffness out of her limbs while cataloguing her prison.  

      It wasn’t huge. The room was big enough to contain the queen-size bed she’d been laying on, a privacy screen in the corner and a separate washroom at the back. There was a trunk at the end of the bed. When she bent to open it, she discovered it was empty. She supposed it was for clothes, but she had nothing except what she was wearing. A shirt and stretchy pants. Both were black, torn, bloody, and smelly. She was still wearing her running shoes, also splattered in blood.

      There was a large standing mirror, which she avoided. She didn’t want to look at herself. She’d never enjoyed the sensation of seeing herself in a mirror. It brought up feelings of anger, hate, and bitterness. She didn’t like that person, the woman who was so terrible she couldn’t even look at herself.

      Unfortunately, the mirror was starting to look like her only means of a weapon. She didn’t hesitate. She looked around for an object to break it with, and seeing nothing, went into the washroom. She pulled the ceramic lid from the toilet tank. It was heavy, and her finger ached unbearably when she hefted it up to her shoulder.

      It was too heavy and unwieldy to use as a weapon, but it would break glass.

      She strode into the bedroom and hurled it into the mirror. Broken glass shattered and fell to her feet. She dropped to her knees and reached for a chunk that would work as a weapon. Big enough to do some damage, small enough to fit in her palm.

      She wrapped the hand towel from the washroom around the bottom section and held it in the palm of her left hand. She would have preferred to use her right, but until she healed, she had no choice. Then she sat on the edge of her bed and waited.

      She had one goal. Get out.

      She didn’t care how it happened, didn’t care if the person who walked through the door lived or died, she only cared about escape.

      It took longer than she expected for someone to come to her. She debated whether she should stay on the bed or stand by the door. She stood and sat down multiple times, went over her training in her head as she prepared herself for combat.

      In her state, Giovanni could overpower her. He was strong, and had at least as much fighting skill as she had. No, she hoped for the woman. The housekeeper with the sour expression. Or the doctor. She could take either of them down, both at once if necessary.

      She was halfway between the bed and the door when she heard the scrape of the lock. She whirled around and watched wide-eyed as Giovanni strode through the door. He was holding his gun at the ready, prepared for an attack.

      Desi didn’t hesitate. She launched herself at him, swinging the piece of glass at his jugular.

      He was forced to jump back, blocking the door. 

      She leapt at him again, jabbing the glass toward his face.

      He swung his arm up protectively, and she took advantage, slicing the makeshift blade into his arm.

      He growled his annoyance and quickly switched to the offensive. As she attempted to stab him again, he grabbed her wrist in one hand and her hair in the other. He whirled her around and slammed her face first into the wall beside the door.

      “Drop it,” he snarled in her ear.

      She twisted and heaved herself back into him, trying to wriggle out of his grip long enough to slice him somewhere fatal. She flung her head back, intending to smash him in the nose, but he tightened his hand in her hair and dragged her away from the wall, flinging her forward into the room.

      Unable to catch herself, she landed on her hands and knees.

      Before she could get up, he kicked her in the stomach, sending her onto her side and winding her. She was helpless as she tried to drag air into her lungs while pain radiated through her middle.

      He took advantage of her temporary vulnerability, by kneeling on her forearm and knocking the glass shard from her palm. She felt a streak of pain as it sliced through the hand towel and cut her palm.

      She recovered enough to curl her other hand into a fist, gritting her teeth at the agony of her missing finger, and slammed her fist into his ribcage.

      He grunted but didn’t shift from his position, instead maneuvering himself until he was almost on top of her. It would be game over if he pinned her. He’d either kill her or confine her. She had to get out of there.

      For a split second, as he lifted a leg to straddle her prone body, he left himself vulnerable. She slammed her knee into his crotch, sending him sideways. As he hit the floor, she leapt to her feet, kicking him in the ribs before running for the door.

      A bullet smacked into the wooden frame as she was about to pass through. Instinct made her freeze. She suspected the Italian was a very good shot and hadn’t been aiming for her but sending a message. Stop running or die.

      She slowly turned on the spot.

      He was lying on his back on the ground, his arm extended, his gun pointed directly at her. Though fury flashed in his dark gaze, his expression gave away none of the pain she knew he must be feeling.

      Tough. She admired tough.

      “Maybe you’re not as suicidal as I thought,” he growled.

      She bared her teeth at him, spun on the spot, and ran out the door. If he shot her in the back, she was fine with it. She’d die a free woman.

      She heard another shot, but suspected it was temper more than anything. The Godfather wasn’t quite as calm and cool as he tried to portray. She’d certainly got under his skin. Of course, she’d tried to kick his balls into his throat so she couldn’t blame him for being grumpy.

      She flew through the wine cellar, retracing her steps to the front of the house. As she reached the door, she hesitated. When they’d driven up to the estate, she’d counted nine security personnel. There were probably a dozen more she hadn’t seen. She wouldn’t stand a chance of escaping through the front door.

      Cursing herself for losing precious seconds to indecision and blaming it on the drugs that were still coursing through her system, she whirled around and ran toward the back of the house, looking for the kitchen. Racing through door after door, hall after hall, she vaguely wondered how big this place was before she found what she was looking for.

      Unfortunately, the grouchy looking housekeeper was in the kitchen. She looked up from a pot on the stove, startled as Desi hurtled toward her, grabbing a knife from the knife block on the island.

      “Out,” she snarled at the woman, who needed no more encouragement, rushing from the room screaming.

      Desi frantically searched the cupboards, her frustration growing until she found cleaning supplies. She grabbed a mop bucket, slammed it down on the counter, emptied a jug of cleaner in it and picked up a bar of glycerin-based soap. Giovanni walked through the other door, looking grim and disheveled.

      “Don’t,” he said, holding his gun on her as she lifted the soap over the bucket.

      Desi dropped the soap, picked up the knife and ran for the back door.

      He was faster, reaching it before her and slamming her into the glass.

      She dropped the butcher knife and grunted at the impact. Damn it, she was getting tired of being squished by this man.

      “You want to die, Desiree?” he growled in her ear, sending an unexpected skitter of sparks down her neck.

      “We’ll both die if we don’t get out of the kitchen now,” she pointed out, speaking for the first time since she’d started her attack.

      “I’ve had a good life,” he said in an even tone. “Have you?”

      She flung her head to the side, peeking over his arm at the bucket. She could hear the contents sizzling and bubbling. They didn’t have much time.

      “Let me go!”

      “No.” His hold tightened, and she could feel the anger spilling from him and onto her.

      He stepped back, but before she could thrust the door open and run, he gripped her by the shoulder with the gunshot wound, turned her around, and slammed her back into the door.

      “Do you want to die today, Desi?”

       She stared at him, anger and hate warring within her. It took her a moment to realize what he was asking. That he was serious. He wanted to know if she wanted to die.

      The impact of the question deflated her. Did she want to die?

      Yes.

      No.

      Maybe…

      She couldn’t answer him.

      Her gaze strayed to the bucket, and she licked her lips.

      “I don’t know.”

      It was like the anger instantly melted away from him.

      “Good enough,” he told her.

      He hurled her through another doorway and into a dining room. When the explosion happened, Giovanni pushed her against the wall and covered her with his body. They waited several seconds as smoke poured through the doorway. Finally, Desi lifted her head to look at the man whose kitchen she just blew up.

      She eyed him with distrust, expecting retaliation, but his return gaze was… warm.

      Then, without warning, he shoved her against the wall at her back, tangled his fist in her hair and covered her lips with his. She gasped into his mouth, giving him instant access, which he took advantage of.

      It was like being hit by a hurricane. He pinned her to the wall while assaulting her mouth, but it took her only a few seconds to realize that he was a very skilled kisser. Zings of pleasure shot through her, throwing her into confusion.

      Desi let her arms dangle loosely at her sides. Her brain was too overwhelmed to respond properly.

      The Italian Godfather, Giovanni Savino, was kissing her.

      Desi hadn’t been properly kissed since Nico. Even then, he hadn’t had time for her in the months before his death. Desi had always had a healthy sex drive, but she’d forced it into remission when her life had taken a drastic and deadly turn.

      Before she could decide what to do, the kiss was over, and Giovanni was stepping away from her.

      Desi’s knees refused to hold, and she wilted against the wall, sliding to the floor. She hated the show of weakness but fighting with Giovanni and racing through the mansion in a desperate escape attempt had taken a lot out of her.

      She’d fallen far from where she’d once been. The powerful second-in-command to the Garza cartel. Now she was no more. She didn’t know if there was anything left of her former cartel, having fled from the area to exact her revenge on Nico’s killer. Nico’s top men were too greedy to share and were likely killing each other off as they picked over the carcass of a once great organization.

      “Come,” Giovanni said, straightening his shirt and reaching for her. Sliding an arm around her back, he helped her to stand. “You need more rest.”

      Desi wanted to shove him away, but she was too weak. She needed his help.

      She leaned heavily on him as they descended to the cellar. She blinked wearily; her eyes heavy as they passed the racks of wine. She was almost asleep in his arms by the time they arrived.

      “Why am I so tired?”

      She hadn’t realized she’d said it out loud until they were in the bedroom.

      “Your body needs time and energy to heal.” He helped her onto the mattress, sliding his arm from her back and resting a hand on her waist. “Have you never hurt yourself before? Been ill?”

      Yes, she’d been hurt many times. She remembered pain, but she didn’t remember recovery. Nico gave her narcotics to make her sleep through the worst of it. He may have been a narcissistic, brutal lover, but he still showed her flashes of humanity.

      She shoved Giovanni’s hand away. “Don’t ever kiss me again.”

      He tucked a lock of dark hair behind her ear. She batted at his hand, but he stood and moved away from the bed. Before he left, he spoke. “There will be many more kisses in our future, Desi. You can count on it.”

      She was asleep before he left the room.
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      “You will eat.” The words were flat and unconcerned, telling Desi the housekeeper didn’t give a shit whether or not she ate. Giovanni must be behind the housekeeper’s insistence on staying to watch her swallow the food.

      Desi was at first surprised the housekeeper was brave enough to enter the room alone, especially after the kitchen incident. Then she’d realized the woman wasn’t alone. There were two burly guards at her back, waiting just outside the door leading into Desi’s dungeon. For good measure, the woman also had a gun, which she kept trained on Desi.

      Desi glared at the food, though her stomach rumbled at the mouth-watering smell of fresh baked bread with butter, and a plate piled high with meat, olives, vegetables, and fruit. There was way more than she could possibly eat.  

      “You won’t leave until this food is gone?” Desi demanded.

      “Correct,” the other woman said coldly.

      “Fine.”

      Desi picked up the tray and threw it as hard as she could, satisfied when the woman ducked and wrapped her arms protectively around her head. The guards were in the room in an instant, but there was nothing for them to do. The carnage had already happened, and Desi wasn’t doing anything other than leaning back against the pillows on her bed.

      The woman straightened and flicked bits of food from her hair. “Signore Savino will hear about this.”

      Desi shot her a feral grin. “Signore Savino can go fuck himself. And you for all I care. In fact,” she turned her glare on the guards, who were helping to throw the now ruined food back onto the platter, “you can all go fuck each other.”

      The other woman looked scandalized. “You have a foul mouth.”

      Desi ignored her, waiting until the three had left the room, locking the door behind them before she pulled out the apple she’d grabbed before hurling the tray. Biting into the crisp fruit, she directed her mind to the problem of her captivity.

      She wasn’t a stupid woman, or at least, she rarely acted as stupidly as she had done since Nico’s death. It was time for her to think clearly again. Nico had trained her into a soldier with skills that could outmatch most men in her line of work. She wasn’t surprised that Giovanni was a good match in combat. One didn’t reach his placement within a prominent underworld organization without learning a few tricks.

      As the boss, his life would have been preyed upon many times over the years. He would be an excellent marksman as well as skilled in hand-to-hand combat. His grasp of strategy was likely to be phenomenal as well. The question was, could he out-strategize Desi?

      In her current mood, absolutely. If she cleared her head and worked on the problem, maybe not.

      So how did she put her anger and fear aside and use her brain?

      She pulled her legs into a cross-legged position, ignoring the pull of butterfly stitches in her thigh, and kept her eyes on the door as she thought. Word would have reached Giovanni of her behaviour. Throwing the platter hadn’t been a calculated move. Rather, she’d done it for the satisfaction of rattling his horrible little housekeeper. The woman annoyed her.

       But the act could work to her advantage. Giovanni would think that she couldn’t control herself. That she was acting on pure emotion, which she had been up to now. If she switched tactics and put more thought into her actions, she might be able to trick or confuse him.

      She was in a safe place for now. She didn’t think Giovanni planned on hurting her. She didn’t understand his motives in taking her, but she didn’t think he wanted her maimed or dead. He wouldn’t have gotten her a doctor if the plan was to make her suffer.

      Until she figured out what his motives were, her short-term plan would be to find weaknesses in his house and security. If she could get the hell out of there, then she would go as far as she could, as fast as she could, and figure out the rest later. Unfortunately, she suspected leaving would be difficult. Which meant she needed a second, more long-term plan.

      She would grudgingly accept Giovanni’s offer of forced accommodation. It was warm, comfortable, clean, and there was food. She would heal, she would watch, and she would learn. If given the opportunity, she would use any knowledge she gained against Giovanni. She would work to destabilize everything he’d built for himself. Then she would kill him and walk away with whatever assets she could get her hands on.

      After that, she didn’t know. Perhaps she would return to the Garza cartel, kill the usurpers, and take the top position. Or maybe she would leave. Go where no one knew who she was and start over. Truth be told, she was tired. She’d been shaped into a soldier from her early teens and treated as a weapon. Had she not earned a break?

      Before she could continue her thoughts, the door opened, and Giovanni stepped through. She was midway through eating her apple and when his eye caught her, he gave her a grim smile.

      “I see I don’t need to worry that you’ll starve yourself.”

      She shrugged and continued to eat, chewing belligerently.

      He watched her shrewdly before saying, “Your programming is a palpable part of your personality. Shame, really.”

      “What does that mean?” she demanded, offended, tossing her apple core toward a wastebin. It hit the edge, then dropped inside. If she was going to be forced to live in Giovanni’s dungeon, then she’d have to stop throwing food around. She didn’t want to share her space with mice.

      “Your former master did a number on you, didn’t he?”

      “He wasn’t my master,” she charged furiously, though a voice deep down inside the dark recesses of her brain laughed at her denial.

      Giovanni only raised an eyebrow.

      “What makes you think he had any control over me?”

      Giovanni looked at her with pity in his gaze and Desi wished she had a gun so she could shoot him dead. She hated pity more than any other emotion. She’d rather die than accept the pity of a man like Giovanni Savino, a man who was strength and power personified.

      “I know things about you, Desiree,” he told her.

      “You know nothing!” she snapped, crossing her arms protectively.

      He raised a brow, then moved to sit on the edge of her bed, facing her.

      “You were eleven, were you not, when Nicolas Garza took you as both his slave and his protege?”

      “Ten,” she corrected him, then realized her mistake by the flare of triumph in his gaze. Perhaps he already knew and perhaps he didn’t, but if his goal was to engage her in conversation, it was working.

      She wouldn’t give him what he wanted, so she fell silent, allowing her spine to fold into the pillows behind her.

      He continued, unperturbed. “Garza formed you into the woman you are today. Skilled, efficient, and brutal. All characteristics I would admire in anyone else.”

      She had to bite her lip to refrain from asking what he meant by ‘anyone else’.

      “The difference is, you’ve been brainwashed into doing the bidding of a dead man. When he was killed, you had no direction, so you targeted the person who killed him. An immature and ineffective strategy. What would you have felt had you succeeded in your vendetta against Mateo Gutierrez? What would you have done after he was dead? I doubt you can act without your master.”

      Anger suffused Desi, and without thought, she launched herself at Giovanni.

      He was expecting it and caught her easily, flipping her onto her back and covering her.

      As she fought him, he anticipated every move, blocking her and tangling her limbs with his. His skill astounded her. She’d worked every day on honing her combat skills, yet this man, easily fifteen years older than her, subdued her with little effort.

      She blamed her missing finger and the antibiotics for her weakness, but she suspected he was just better. Stronger.

      She subsided, turning her head away from him because his face was too close to hers. She could feel the heat of his body covering her. It was disturbing and exhilarating at the same time.

      She’d never sparred with anyone other than Nico. He hadn’t wanted his men touching her, yet he’d liked to let them watch. To show them what they were missing while he beat up and fucked his Latina beauty. Sometimes… not often… he would get drunk and allow them to fuck her, too. It had been humiliating, but she’d learned to cope.

      “Let me up,” she growled, baring her teeth at him.

      “When I’m ready,” he said, his grip on her wrists tightening. He lowered his head until he was speaking in her ear. “Always when I’m ready, Desiree.”

      She head-butted him, slamming her forehead into his face with a satisfying thunk.

      He might have been able to anticipate most of her moves, but not all. She was going to teach him the benefits of giving her space.

      He swore, his grip tightening until she felt the bones in her wrists grind together.

      She cried out in pain, unable to hold the sound in, but he didn’t release her. Rather, he looked down, a glow of triumph on his face, despite blood from his nose dripping down to his lips and chin.

      “You surprise me when I hadn’t thought it possible,” he admitted. “I’m going to enjoy our time together.”

      She glared at him but didn’t respond. He was already getting more from her than she’d intended to give.

      He stood, dragging her from the bed. “Once you’ve been reprogrammed, I anticipate a happy relationship between us.”

      “Fuck you,” she snarled, digging her nails into his arm.

      He swung her around and she flinched, thinking he was about to strike her, but he didn’t. Instead, his lips covered hers in a quick, harsh kiss that sent zings of sensation from her brain to her nipples and down further.

      She gasped and stiffened in anticipation of an attack.

      Instead of attempting further intimacy, he set her away from him and pulled his gun from his holster.

      For a second, she thought he was going to shoot her and flinched back. When he didn’t pull the trigger, she wiped her sleeve across her face to clean the blood he’d smeared on her with his kiss.

      “I apologize, but you are unpredictable, and I can only allow so much physical confrontation before it becomes tiresome. Now, I would like for you to accompany me upstairs for our evening meal. It has become clear that you won’t eat properly unless supervised by myself.”

      She stared at him. “You’re going to feed me at gunpoint?”

      He shrugged. “If I have to.”

      He waved the gun toward the door. “Now move. We’re going to walk up to the dining room where you will sit down and eat with impeccable manners and no complaint.”

      The man didn’t know her well if he thought she would comply with such a stupid scenario. Still, being on the upper floors of the house could only aid in her knowledge of the layout and present opportunities for escape.

      Desi stood and walked slowly to the door.

      Giovanni stepped aside and waved her through, then followed her through the wine cellar.

      As they passed the foyer of the mansion, heading back toward the dining room and kitchen, the front door flew open, impacting the wall with a bang.

      Desi jumped and reached for a weapon, then realized she had no holster or gun on her person. She hadn’t been weaponless for so long that the feeling of vulnerability it inspired left her confused and aggravated.

      The man who entered the mansion had Giovanni’s looks, though he was younger by at least two decades. He had the same eyes and colouring as Giovanni, but the younger man was stockier, shorter, and built more like a fighter.

      “Padre,” the younger man said, eyeing Desi without looking at Giovanni, though she was sure he was addressing the Godfather. “You didn’t tell me you’d be back from America so soon.”

      Giovanni turned to his son, annoyance etched on his features. “As we have previously established, my business is none of yours. Why are you here?”

      “Because I heard you came back with a woman,” the man said bluntly, holding out a hand to Desi. “And I see the rumours are true. I’m Antonio Savino.”

      Interesting. A son. One who seemed unwelcome if Giovanni’s reaction was anything to go by. Another facet of Giovanni that she could exploit.

      “Desiree Garza,” she told him coldly, ignoring his hand.

      Giovanni stood next to Desi, placing one hand on her back while pressing the barrel of his gun against her ribcage with the other. “Say hello to your soon-to-be stepmother.”
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      Desi knew Giovanni said it for shock, but still she gasped and tried to pull away from him.

      His hold on her waist tightened, but his watchful gaze remained on his son, whose face had become rigid with anger.

      Antonio’s eyes narrowed on her, then landed on the gun. “She seems uninterested in marriage.”

      “What interests her doesn’t matter,” Giovanni said coldly, then added, his tone giving away his reluctance as he issued the invitation, “Will you join us for supper?”

      Antonio grinned through his anger, showing a flash of teeth. “Of course. It’s been years since I was invited into the family dining room.”

      “The day your mother passed was the day this stopped being a family home. Perhaps if you wanted to visit, you might have conducted yourself more respectfully.”

      Antonio glanced at Desi, annoyance and embarrassment clear on his features. “I might show more respect if you acted like a father once in a while.”

      A gleam entered Desi’s eye. This was going to be an interesting meal.

      It appeared that there was a rather large rift in Casa del Savino, and she was going to do her absolute best to exploit it. She could already tell the younger Savino had a weaker mind, one that she could potentially bend to her bidding.

      Antonio’s avid gaze crawled up and down her body as though he had a right to look. She wondered what he would have done with her, had she become his slave rather than his father’s. It took little imagination. He would think to fuck her and then perhaps pass her around to his buddies. She could easily kill him and escape.

      Her glance landed on Giovanni. From what she’d seen of him so far, he was severe, but intelligent and thoughtful. A much more difficult prospect, stimulating even.

      They sat at a massive dining table that could have easily seated a dozen. The paintings and heavy atmosphere in the room gave it an old-fashioned gothic feeling, one that she could have appreciated had her circumstances been different. She loved architecture. Her travels around the globe securing trade for Nico Garza had given her a taste for culture. Especially in buildings much older than she was used to seeing in Mexico.

      She noted with some satisfaction a plastic sheet covering the doorway to the kitchen where repairs would be under way.

      Mrs. Capelli, the dour housekeeper, set salad plates in front of each of them, dropping Desi’s with a thump.

      “Where are you from, Desiree?” Antonio asked. He was sitting across from her, his sharp eyes on her face.

      Though she tried not to, she glanced at Giovanni before answering. The older man sat in his chair at the head of the table, his gaze hooded, his body deceptively relaxed. His gun had gone back into its holster, but she was sure he could have it out again in a matter of seconds.

      “San Ignacio de Piaxtla, Sinaloa, Mexico.” She deliberately threw out the town of her birth, knowing that Antonio couldn’t possibly know anything about it. Judging by his expression, she was correct.

      “Desiree has a mother still living there,” Giovanni added, his words for Antonio, but his eyes on Desi’s face, looking for a reaction. “But she hasn’t seen her in years.”

      “How do you know that?” Desi demanded sharply, then could have bitten her tongue. Of course he knew about her. He’d taken her from Mateo, from a certain death. He would want to know about his new slave before introducing her to his home.

      Then it hit her. Maybe she wasn’t the first. Had he had other slaves? She would have to find out. Especially the fate of any other women who’d lived under his roof.

      “I find you interesting, my dear,” Giovanni told her.

      “Not many people know of my origins.”

      “I’m not many people.”

      No, he certainly was not.

      In the world they inhabited, the underworld, revenge was rife. Desi had attacked the Venezuelan mob boss, Sotza, The Butcher, on orders from Nico. Then, after Nico was killed, she concocted her own revenge plan, attacking Mateo and blowing up his mansion. Giovanni had been inside at the time. He should be furious, want to see her dead. Yet, he acted opposite of everything she would expect. He piqued her curiosity.

      “So, you dug my future stepmother out of some Mexican hovel,” Antonio snorted, drawing their attention back to him. “A real step up from mi madre.”

      Desi opened her mouth to tell him she must be a step up if his mother taught him his manners, but Giovanni startled her by surging from his seat, knocking over his glass of wine. He flew from his chair and leapt at his son, gripping him by the collar, picking him up from his chair and throwing him into the wall behind him. The wall shuddered with the impact and before Antonio could recover, Giovanni buried his fist in his son’s stomach.

      Frozen, Desi watched, her mouth gaping.

      How could a father and son act so terribly towards each other? She’d never seen it before. She didn’t think they were actually fighting over her, but rather the way Antonio spoke to Giovanni. Disrespectful and purposely causing offense.

      Antonio swung his fist blindly at Giovanni, but his father easily countered the move and landed another punch, dropping Antonio to the floor.

      Desi watched with interest, sipping her wine. It was delicious. Rich, flavourful, with a hint of cherry.

      Giovanni spat on his son and snarled, “You will not speak of Desiree this way, nor will you speak of your mother again. She died of shame, and you are the cause.”

      From his position on the floor, Antonio twisted to look up at his father, his face red with pain and anger. “She died of a broken heart, pezzo di merda.” He picked himself up and lurched away from his father. “You killed her the day you married her.”

      “Perhaps,” Giovanni said, seeming to collect himself once more, straightening his collar and rolling his shoulders back. “But it was you who left this family to party your trust fund away as she lay dying. If she died of a broken heart, I am not the only one responsible.”

      A flash of guilt crossed Antonio’s face, which he quickly shuttered. “I have to live with that every day,” he said heatedly. “While you have to live with the destruction of your family.”

      Giovanni shook his head in disgust. “I didn’t destroy this family. It’s time for you to grow up and stop blaming me for your every frustration.”

      Antonio looked as though he would say something else, but he held it in. His gaze lingered momentarily on Desi before he turned to stalk from the room, slamming the front door hard enough that they felt it in the dining room.

      Giovanni took his seat again while Mrs. Capelli whisked Antonio’s salad plate away.

      He straightened the sleeves of his dress shirt, then his tie. Once more the calm and collected Italian Godfather, he turned his attention to Desi. “I trust you will forgive us for what you witnessed. We shouldn’t have played out our family drama in front of you.”

      Desi nodded. “An old argument?”

      Giovanni let a small sigh escape his lips. “One of many.”

      Desi remained silent, but she was curious. Luckily, Giovanni seemed in the mood to share.

      “He wants to take over the family business, but I refuse to give him the responsibility he craves. He’s angry and impetuous. If I allowed him any amount of power, he would quickly lose it and get himself killed.”

      She sipped her wine and pondered what he’d told her before asking, “He blames you for his mother’s death?”

      Giovanni’s gaze drifted, as though he were reliving a memory. “She died from pancreatic cancer. It was a rough way to go and nothing I did, no amount of money or doctors, could save her.”

      Despite herself, Desi felt a tug of compassion. She could feel his guilt over his wife’s death, though she didn’t understand why he would feel that way if the woman died of cancer. “I’m sorry,” she murmured. “Perhaps one day your son will come around.”

      When he looked at her, Giovanni’s expression had hardened once more. “I don’t think so. Antonio is stubborn, and though it grieves me, he’s incapable of managing the family business.” He studied her, then asked, “Did your master not want children to carry on his name?”

      Desi resented the word ‘master’, but let it go. What was the point in arguing when he’d made up his mind?

      “Yes, he wanted children.” Not mine, she added silently. “He wasn’t eager to settle down and thought he had enough time to marry and have a family.”

      “Don’t we all,” Giovanni murmured.

      He said nothing more, instead staring at her with his dark, enigmatic eyes until it was everything she could do not to squirm in her seat. Finally, she said, “I’m ready to go back to my room.”

      At first, she thought he would argue, but he only said, his voice mild, “Put the knife you took back on the table, and I will escort you down.”

      Desi stood and dropped the stolen knife on the table. True to his word, Giovanni escorted her back to her room and locked her in for the night.
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      “Clothes for you to wear.”

      Desi glanced at the clock next to her bed. It was 7 PM, an hour past the time the housekeeper normally showed up in her room with a tray. She rolled from her side onto her back and sat up to glare at the housekeeper.

      “Fuck off,” she snarled at the woman.

      Mrs. Capelli ignored Desi, setting a stack of clothing on the chair next to the door. She’d been dropping off clothing for Desi every day and every day Desi ignored them. She didn’t need handouts from her captor.

      She’d been in Italy for a week. Her days were becoming routine. She was given two meals per day, with more than enough left over on the trays for snacks. She’d dined upstairs with Giovanni three times out of seven days. She was never sure when he would come to escort her up, but it was a pleasant break in her day, and she was always on the lookout for escape opportunities.

      She was recovering quickly from her injuries. The gunshot wounds barely pained her, though the missing finger was difficult to get used to.

      She was feeling the strain of her captivity. Desi was a restless person and rarely sat still for long, which was made difficult when she was trapped in a cell with only a bedroom and a washroom. Still, she supposed this was a step up from a coffin.

      The door to the cell banged shut with unnecessary force, showing that she’d pissed off the housekeeper with her rude behaviour. Good. She despised the woman and gloried in setting her off. It was one of her few amusements.

      She rolled off the bed, stood, and made her way to the pile of clothes. She wouldn’t wear them, of course, but she was curious. The styles changed from day to day, and she wondered who was picking them out. Sometimes sweatpants, sometimes jeans, sometimes a dress. Always in her size.

      She lifted a red dress from the small pile and shook it out, holding it up. She raised an eyebrow. She’d seen sex workers wear more than this dress would cover. It was sleeveless with a vee that would drop almost to her belly button, and so short that it would barely cover the top part of her thighs.

      Was Giovanni ready to take their relationship to the next level?

      He was a strange man. Their brief meals together were the only times she saw him. Otherwise, he left her to her own devices in the cellar bedroom she now called home. He didn’t visit; he didn’t offer much for amusement. He just let her rot until he was ready to see her.

      During their last meal together, she’d forgotten a carefully concocted plan to seduce him into giving her more freedom and berated him for leaving her alone all day, every day, with nothing for stimulation. Lab rats were treated better than her.

      The next morning a sudoku puzzle book had shown up on her breakfast tray. She’d torn the pages into tiny pieces and flushed them down the toilet. The activity had provided a few minutes of entertainment.

      Desi dug through the pile and picked up a pair of strappy four-inch heels. The brand label was Louboutin. Nice. Someone had good taste in shoes. Her size, of course.

      The pile also included a waist length black leather jacket with buckles on each side. It would look incredible with the red dress and heels.

      “What the fuck are you up to?” she murmured.

      So far, all the clothing sent to her had been fairly conservative and designed for comfort. This was so… not. She loved the red dress and heels, would have picked them out for herself, which made her hate them all the more. She dropped the dress and moved back, turning around.

      Giovanni was standing just inside the doorway, his arms crossed over his chest, an amused light in his icy dark gaze as he watched her.

      She eyed the gun in the holster under his arm. With his arms crossed, he might not be able to stop her if she lunged for it. When their gazes met again, he lifted an eyebrow as if to say, try it, see what happens.

      So far, he’d managed to best her in hand-to-hand combat, but that didn’t mean he was better than her. She’d been attacking on pure instinct, without thought or plan. She was also injured, missing her right pointer finger, which she relied on in both combat and weapons training.

      “See anything you like?” he asked, nodding toward the pile of clothes.

      “No,” she snapped, narrowing her eyes at him.

      “Put them on anyway,” he said, his tone even.

      She didn’t bother answering but mimicked him, giving him her answer by crossing her arms over her chest.

      “You won’t leave this room unless you’re wearing that outfit.” His voice was still mild, but his gaze was sharp in anticipation of a battle.

      Still she didn’t move.

      He backed away from her, about to exit the room, and she felt regret that he was leaving. He was the only thing that broke up her days and she didn’t even get to see him every day. He was also her only opportunity for escape.

      “Do I still get to come up for supper?” She cursed herself for sounding so desperate, but she couldn’t help herself. She was desperate to get out of that room.

      “I’m not eating at home this evening,” he said regretfully, his dark eyes on her face as she worked out his meaning.

      “You mean… you were going to take me out?” She sounded incredulous, but he hadn’t so much as let her out the front door for a breath of fresh air in the week that she’d been there.

      He shook his head in mock regret. “I was going to, but not in what you’re wearing now.”

      She glanced down at herself and blushed. She’d been showering every day in the small bathroom, but since she’d been refusing his offer of clothes, she was still wearing the dirty, blood-stained outfit from when she attacked the Gutierrez mansion in Miami.

      She’d been washing her panties in the sink every night with a bar of soap and hanging them to dry while she slept, but the rest of her outfit was beyond filthy and beginning to really smell.

      “If I change, will you take me with you?” If he took her out of the mansion, to a public place, she might be able to escape.

      Up to this point, her thinking had been that her captivity could only end in two ways, escape or death. Playing along with his games might give him vital information that was best kept to herself. So, she’d refused to play along, barely speaking to him or his staff and refusing to take anything other than the necessities she needed to survive.

      “Of course,” he said, his voice showing indulgence.

      The thought of leaving the mansion, of going out somewhere made her salivate in anticipation. Giovanni couldn’t possibly control her if they were out in public. He was underestimating her if he thought she couldn’t or wouldn’t find a way to escape.

      “Get out so I can change,” she said dismissively, turning her back on him.

      She waited until she heard the door close, then pulled her shirt over her head. She wrinkled her nose at the smell of dried blood and perspiration, hesitating as she reached for the dress. Glancing at the door, she decided Giovanni could spare five more minutes for her to shower.

      She dropped her pants and headed for the washroom, rushing into the stream of water while it was still cold. She didn’t want to risk him coming in and interrupting her while she was naked.

      He walked into her suite ten minutes later as she was sitting on the edge of her bed, clumsily buckling the tiny strap on her heel. Things like this were made much more difficult without a pointer finger. He knelt at her feet, giving her a stern look when she reared back, and finished buckling her shoes. Though he was only touching her feet, his fingers against her skin sent awareness skittering through her. She held her breath until he was done.

      When he moved away, she stood, smoothing the dress down her thighs, then turned to look at Giovanni.

      It was amazing how powerful a sexy dress, a leather coat and a pair of heels made her feel after the many lows she’d experienced in the past few months. She felt like the old Desi. The woman she’d cultivated after years spent as a soldier in the Garza cartel. Her transformation from a woman of combat into a woman who could own a catwalk had been the tipping point in her relationship with Nico. He’d gone from seeing her as merely useful to his cause to seeing her as a potential companion and second-in-command.

      Which is what made Giovanni’s lack of admiration both baffling and somewhat painful. Though why she should experience any kind of emotional response to him was ridiculous. He was nothing to her. Less than nothing. He was a dead man walking when she finally got her hands on a weapon.

      “Let’s go.”

      She tried to walk past him, ignoring the hand he held out to her, but he gripped her by the upper arm and forced her to ascend the steps from the cellar to the main floor at his side.

      They stopped in front of Mrs. Capelli, who was waiting for them by the front door, her back stiff and her gaze distant.

      “You will apologize to Mrs. Capelli for swearing at her when she dropped off your clothes.”

      Desi pressed her lips together and refused to speak.

      They’d done this dance and it always ended with Desi screaming more insults at the dour housekeeper while Giovanni watched, his expression unamused.

      “You will apologize, or you will be returned to the cellar immediately.”

      Desi suspected he would use their outing against her. It’s what she would have done.

      She shrugged and glanced at the housekeeper. “Pardon, Mrs. Capelli,” she said shortly.

      The housekeeper nodded and extended her hand to Desi. She was holding a black satin evening clutch.

      Desi took it and glanced inside. Unable to help herself, she laughed. “You are a strange man,” she said, pulling a tube of lipstick, the only item, from the purse.

      She spotted a mirror, walked to it and opened the tube. She murmured her appreciation as she applied the blood red stain to her lips.

      When she turned to face Giovanni, her heart sped up. His eyes were glowing with the appreciation she’d wanted from him in the cellar. All it took was a pretty dress and a tube of lipstick, and she was the old Desi again. Ready to face the world and slaughter her enemies. Tonight was going to be a good night.

      “Let’s go.” Giovanni waited until she was by his side before exiting through the front door. Together they climbed the steps down to the waiting car, a black SUV with tinted windows.

      As Giovanni opened the door for her and she caught sight of their reflection in the glass, it struck her that they made an elegant couple. Giovanni in his Italian suit, silk tie and leather shoes, her in her tiny dress, high heels, and leather jacket.

      They looked beautiful, rich, powerful.

      She shook the thought away as he placed his hand against the small of her back and helped her into the car.

      He walked around to the other side and climbed in, instructing their driver to take them to a place called Banditos.

      “What is Banditos?” she asked, scanning the long driveway as the car made its way off the property. Eight men this time.

      “My club.”

      She looked at him.

      “I have three,” he admitted. “This is my Venice club.”

      “You run finances through it?” she asked, knowing exactly how the mob used legitimate businesses to clean the books. She hadn’t had to do it for the Garza cartel since they paid government officials to look away from their criminal activities, but she knew many organizations did.

      Giovanni nodded in answer to her question.

      “Do you go to this club often?”

      She couldn’t picture the elegant man as a club-goer. He was dark and broody, belonged behind a desk with a tumbler of scotch and a cigar.

      “I do some business in the club, meet contacts and such. I like to make the occasional appearance, so the locals do not forget who owns the city.”

      It surprised her that he was giving her information on his activities. He had to know that if she escaped, she’d use anything she learned against him. Then again, in his arrogance, he would imagine that she couldn’t escape him. He was wrong, of course, and she would be happy to show him the error of his ways. That very evening in fact, if she had anything to say about it.
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      The club was not what Desi was expecting. It was dark and broody like Giovanni, but it also had all the usual suspects. A bar with a lineup of glittery clients waiting for drinks, a dance floor, a DJ booth, and a crowd of people who looked like a mix of tourists, locals and mobsters.

      It was fascinating and exciting. Desi forgot her status as captive and asked Giovanni for a tour.

      He raised an eyebrow but accommodated her, showing her through a door behind the bar which led into a kitchen. Several people were running around, cooking, calling orders and rushing out with platters of food.

      Giovanni led her through the kitchen and down a hall where they entered an office.

      “Yours?” she asked, looking around.

      It felt… unused. It didn’t smell like him. No whisky, wine, or cigars. Just a desk and a filing cabinet.

      He nodded. “Only when I need it. I prefer the comfort of my home office.”

      When they finished the tour, Giovanni led her through another door and back into the chaos of a club in full swing.

      She was almost giddy with excitement. It would be easy to escape from Giovanni’s club. There were a ton of distractions she could use, doors she could leave from, and people she could use for protection.

      Apparently, Giovanni had the same thought, because before she knew what was happening, he was leading her through another door and into a private dining room. It was small, only a little bigger than a booth. The atmosphere was strangely claustrophobic. Especially when several men filed in after them and lined up against the four walls facing the table.

      Bodyguards.

      Desi raised an eyebrow as Giovanni pulled a chair out for her. Sitting, she said, “This is cozy. Do you always travel with so much heat?”

      He gave her a brief smile and smoothed his tie as he sat opposite her. “No.”

      “This is for me?” Her eyes glittered in pleasure.

      “All for you,” he admitted, lifting a bottle of water and pouring some into the glass in front of her. “You are my jewel for the evening, bella. I would never forgive myself if something happened to you.”

      The light in her eyes dimmed, and she glared at him. For her protection. He was lying, of course. The men were there to make sure she didn’t escape. She wanted to make him eat his words, to show him exactly why he’d brought in… she turned in her chair to count… seven armed bodyguards.

      Despite Giovanni’s men, the meal was intimate. A waitress attended them as unobtrusively as possible. Desi wasn’t given a menu, nor was she asked what she wanted. Instead, she was served a glass of red wine and fresh baked bread as an appetizer.

      She took a sip of the wine. “I’d prefer a glass of tequila.”

      He gave her a half smile and leaned back in his chair, sipping his wine. “When in Italy, you will do as the Italians do.”

      She scowled but sat back in her chair and sipped her wine, studying him. Her enemy. The man she would kill if given the opportunity.

      He was so elegant, so polished. He looked aristocratic, like he’d never done a day’s work in his life. She would be wrong though, if she made that assumption. His polish masked the monster that lurked beneath. She knew it was there because his monster called to hers, asking it to come out and play.

      She could tell he’d gotten his hands dirty on his way up the ladder to the top. Ice and steel tempered his elegance. She would have to step carefully around this man.

      “Is this a test?” she asked him bluntly. When he raised an eyebrow, she continued. “You lock me in the house for a week, without so much as allowing me to step out the front door to breathe the air.” She was surprised to note a slight frown at her comment, as though he regretted not giving her that small amount of freedom. “Yet you’re willing to bring me here. A place with many people and many avenues for escape. It can only be a test.”

      He tapped the side of his wineglass with a long, well-manicured finger. “Perhaps I wanted to show you my assets before we marry.”

      She ignored his reference to marriage. Despite what he’d told Antonio, she didn’t believe he actually intended to marry her. “You don’t strike me as a vain man.”

      He tilted his head and studied her before answering. “And if this is a test? What would the purpose be?”

      She shrugged and took a healthy gulp of her wine, made a face, and snatched the wrist of the waitress as she neared the table to refill the wine. Two of the bodyguards stepped forward, their hands on their weapons. Desi ignored them, focusing on the waitress, whose panicked face was far out of proportion to the situation unless she’d been warned about Desi. A shimmer of satisfaction had Desi’s lips turning up.

      “Tequila, por favor.” Desi released the woman’s arm.

      The waitress glanced at Giovanni, who nodded.

      She left to fetch Desi’s drink.

      Desi focused on Giovanni. “I don’t know the purpose of this test. You’re the one setting me up. Perhaps you wish to see exactly what I’m capable of.” She glanced at the surrounding men. “Or perhaps you wish to see what they’re capable of.”

      One of them scowled at her, and she stared back, promise in her glittering eyes. If he wanted to fight, she would bring it. Show him what twenty-five years of elite training looked like. She marked him as her first victim.

      The waitress brought in Desi’s tequila and set it on the table, stepping quickly back out of reach. Desi drank it in one shot, savouring the burn as the high-end liquor slid down her throat and into her belly where it created a pool of warmth.

      “Another,” she demanded.

      “No.” Giovanni slashed his hand toward the waitress. “No more.”

      Desi narrowed her eyes at him. “I can handle my alcohol.”

      “You will limit yourself,” he countered.

      “Why?”

      Nico had never set a limit on her alcohol intake. In fact, he thought it was hilarious that she could down a bottle of tequila before slaughtering a village full of rival cartel members.

      “It’s not good for you.”

      “And wine is?” Why the hell did he care what was good for her, anyway?

      He tipped his head in a half nod. “Si, there are health benefits to moderate amounts of wine.”

      “Are you a doctor now?” she asked sarcastically. “Because I only take medical advice from professionals.”

      He smiled at her and nodded. “I am, in fact.”

      “A doctor?” she asked blankly.

      “Si, I have a doctorate of International Relations with a specialty in diplomacy.”

      Desi didn’t know what to say. Giovanni was turning out to be far more multi-faceted than any other gangster she’d known. His appearance said one thing, his actions another and his words yet another. He was enigmatic, impossible to pin down, and despite herself, she was intrigued by him. She wanted the truth behind the Italian suits and the bloody reputation.

      Which wasn’t good. She couldn’t get attached to the ideas her captor was planting in her head.

      Desi was a realist. She knew the way she’d grown up in the Garza cartel was completely fucked up. She’d been brainwashed, gaslighted and had any other number of terrible psychological warfare directed at her. She had a weak mind. She must, to have been so willingly sucked into years of Nico’s torture. If she wasn’t careful, she could too easily fall prey to another. To Giovanni.

      “Your education must come in useful in your line of work,” she commented.

      He tipped his head back as he swallowed his wine, the notch in his throat bobbing with the action. His glittering eyes were watchful as they rested on her face. “Indeed. The skills I’ve cultivated have made it so I can look analytically at the world of trade and predict the market. It has made me a very rich man and influential across continents.”

      “Were you born into the mob?” she asked curiously.

      She knew little about the Italian mafia, but she understood enough to know that most Italians followed the family line of business when it came to working in the underworld.

      Giovanni shrugged. “Is anyone born into anything? Those around us can heavily influence our decisions, but ultimately, we choose our own path. Was my father part of the Cosa Nostra? Si, he was, as was his father before him. The Savino family has a long history in this region. But I chose my destiny and continue to do so. No man will tell me what to do with my life.”

      A shiver ran down Desi’s spine at the intensity of his words. They were directed at her, but the philosophy behind them was entrenched. He believed every word. Despite his family history, he was shaping his own future.

      Completely absorbed in the conversation, Desi barely noticed as plates of mouth-watering steak, baked potato and greens were set in front of them and a napkin smoothed across her lap.

      “So, you think you can shape destiny by force of will?” she asked, picking up the fork and steak knife from next to her plate. “What about nurture? You were raised surrounded by mafia. It would have influenced you as it did me. I was raised to eat, sleep, and breathe cartel life. No choice or force of will could change that.”

      His dark gaze held sympathy, and she knew what he would say before it came out of his mouth. “You were not nurtured, Desiree. You were tortured. Forced to play a role you didn’t get to choose. You were a victim.”

      She squeezed her steak knife in her fist as rage ripped through her, igniting a fire in her chest that threatened to explode if she didn’t release it. She knew better than to attack while angry, but rational thought flew out of her head as Giovanni’s words echoed through her.

      Victim. Victim. Victim.

      She was no victim!

      She made her own choices. She lived a free life, both before and after Nico’s death.

      “You don’t know me.” Her voice was harsh, her tone acidic as she snarled the words at Giovanni.

      He didn’t react, but the surrounding men tensed as the atmosphere in the room ratcheted up. A boiling cauldron of anger, hate and vengeance within Desi threatened to spill over.

      “This isn’t a test, Desi,” Giovanni said calmly. “You don’t have to do anything.”

      Ignoring his words, Desi stood abruptly, shoving her chair into the man behind her.

      He grunted but recovered quickly, reaching for Desi. The moment his hand landed on her arm, she gripped his fingers, twisted, slammed his hand down onto the table and rammed her steak knife through it.

      His knees gave out as he shouted in agony, and Desi whipped around behind him and reached for his gun holster. She growled in frustration when she realized it was empty and yanked the knife out of his hand. When she tried to slam it into his neck, another of the bodyguards punched her in the side of the head.

      Desi flew backwards into the wall behind them and fell to the floor. She could feel the shaking of the floor as the other men pounded toward her. She flung herself at the first man, gripping him around the knees and tripping him, sending him toppling into the two men behind him.

      Desi lunged toward the table, intent on using it as a shield, but another man gripped her around the waist, lifting her off the floor. She slammed her feet down onto the table as she was lifted and pushed herself up into a somersault, flipping over top of the man and gripping him around the neck.

      She checked his holster. Also empty.

      Fucking Giovanni had them disarm before entering the private room. It pleased her that he took her combat skills seriously, but it annoyed her to have to deal with seven men while unarmed, eight if Giovanni entered the fray.

      She squeezed her arm around the guy’s neck until he gurgled and tried to slam her into the wall behind them. The hit didn’t remotely faze Desi and when another man reached for her, she swung her free fist into his face and kicked him in the balls, dropping him.

      She tightened her arm against her captive’s jugular and was gratified to feel him weaken in her arms. He outweighed her by at least eighty pounds, but the weight didn’t matter if he couldn’t counter her move. He was obviously not trained in MMA style fighting.

      When the next guy came at her, she used her captive’s body as a shield, allowing him to get beat up as he slowly passed out from her chokehold. After a moment, his dead weight started to drag her to the floor, so she had no choice but to push him away.

      When another guy flung himself at her, she used the edge of her hand to knife him in the spot where the shoulder meets the neck. He went down like a ton of bricks, his eyes glazing over as he pissed himself.

      “Next,” she growled, beckoning the remaining men to come at her.

      “Well done, Desiree,” Giovanni said, standing. He straightened his cufflinks as he spoke. “There’s no way to leave this room without me though, so you can stand down.”

      “Then I’ll leave this room with you,” she snarled, edging away as he circled the table toward her.

      One of his men reached for her, but Giovanni waved him off. “You can try.”

      Desi flung herself over the table, launching herself at Giovanni and sending what was left of the food and drink to the floor. He sidestepped, gripped her by the throat as she passed him and flung her backwards, slamming her down on the table.

      As she lay stunned, trying to catch her breath, he pulled a gun from the holster under his jacket, proving that not everyone in the room had been unarmed.

      He pressed it to her forehead before leaning down until his lips were hovering over hers.

      “You’re just as good as I hoped,” he said, his voice deepening as he kissed her.

      Desi held perfectly still, her hammering heart pumping blood through her veins. Adrenaline slammed into desire as he shoved his tongue into her mouth and tasted her fight.

      He lifted his head and, with barely a sideways glance to take aim, shot two of his men. One had been the man who lay unconscious on the ground and the other was the man who’d punched her. Blood sprayed across them in the confined space as each bullet found a home in a skull.

      Giovanni’s other men took a quick step back, alarm on their faces as their boss straightened away from the table and helped Desi to her feet. She swayed, but he steadied her.

      The fight drained from her as she tried to figure out what had just happened. She’d been trying to escape, but Giovanni had stopped her without breaking a sweat, then had executed two of his own men. What the fuck?

      He answered her unspoken question by aiming his ire at the remaining men. “I told you this woman was not to be injured.”

      Desi stared at the dead men as she tried to figure out what they’d done to her to deserve a bullet in the head. One had backhanded her and the other had slammed her into a wall.

      An entire world of possibilities opened up as she realized what Giovanni’s edict meant for her. If he was unwilling to allow his men to harm her, then she could do anything to them without fear of retaliation.
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      They didn’t finish their meal. Most of it was on the floor, mixed with the blood and gore of the two dead men. Desi wasn’t interested in food anyway. She was interested in Giovanni.

      The magnetic power emanating from him made her feel like she was being sucked into a vortex. He was the darkness at the center, and she was helplessly spiraling into him. Perhaps it was her conditioning. Maybe she needed a master to feel complete. She didn’t know, and she didn’t care. She was becoming obsessed with her new owner.

      Until now, she’d fought him, planned his death, but now that she was seeing him in his element, she wanted more. She wanted to fuck him. She wanted to see into his brain, to penetrate his inner thoughts, because anyone who could casually assassinate two of his own men to protect his captive was a man she wanted to understand.

      She was so focused on her thoughts that she barely noticed when he re-holstered his gun, gripped the skirt of her red dress, which had been pushed up her hips in her fight for freedom, and dragged the material down her thighs. He took her hand and escorted her from the room.

      She was oblivious to the people crowding the dance floor of the club as they weaved their way through. She ignored the remaining bodyguards who surrounded them.

      Desi was so focused on the man at her side that she didn’t notice his son until she walked into him. As her head came up to glare at whoever dared to step into her path, his hands banded her arms, holding her in place.

      Before she could say anything, Giovanni stepped in front of her, breaking his son’s hold.

      “What are you doing here?” Giovanni asked coldly, his gaze straying past Antonio. “And who have you brought into my club?”

      Desi stepped to the side so she could watch the interaction. Antonio had three other men at his back. They looked uncomfortable, like they were going for a tough-guy image but struggling to maintain the facade in the face of the Italian Godfather and a club filled with his people.

      “These are my friends,” Antonio said belligerently.

      Giovanni took the men in at a glance. “They belong to the Malta DiGregorios, and they’re not welcome in my club, as you well know.”

      “They’re my friends, I invited them here.”

      “If they don’t leave on their own within the next two minutes, they’ll be leaving in body bags.”

      Antonio reacted in anger, shouting aggressively at his father and the unfairness of Giovanni’s edicts.

      Desi rolled her eyes at the family drama. The more time she spent with his son, the more she understood why Giovanni wanted to wash his hands of him. Antonio was defective. He was useless, vain, puffed up, and stupid. He would drive the Savino family business into the ground if he ever got a crack at it.

      Ignoring his son’s angry tirade, Giovanni turned to a bodyguard standing behind him. “Remove these men from my property,” he glanced at his son, whose face had gone tomato red, “And make sure none of them come back in. Let the staff know that Antonio is officially banned.”

      He took Desi’s arm in a firm grip and led her from the club.

      She followed willingly, her thoughts on the events at hand rather than focusing on escape.

      Giovanni had handled the situation adeptly and with minimal fuss. The energy and self-possession pouring from him was intoxicating. She wanted to roll in it, bask in its glow.

      He escorted her to the boat that would take them to their vehicle. Desi watched Giovanni as they sped through the canals. He looked handsome, sexy, in control. When the boat docked, he helped her onto the walkway and then ushered her to the car, opening the rear door and waiting for Desi to slide in. Rather than going around, he slid in behind her, his thigh pushing against hers. She moved to the opposite seat and turned to watch him.

      He seemed calm, as though the altercation in the club meant nothing to him.

      “What will you do with him?” she asked curiously.

      Giovanni looked at her without concern. “The situation will sort itself out.”

      “But he’s obviously plotting against you. I barely know either of you or the situation and even I can tell he’s up to something,” she pushed. “He wants your seat of power, Giovanni, and I don’t think he’s willing to wait until you’re dead, if his current attitude is any indication. You should be careful.”

      “It’s sweet that you care,” Giovanni said dryly. “I have the situation well under control.”

      She ignored his jab and asked, “What will you do about him?”

      His dark eyes gleamed in the shadows of the car as he watched her. “You’re not good at taking a hint, are you? This topic of conversation is closed.”

      She scowled. “I was second-in-command to a powerful cartel. I know how to plan, how to thwart takeover attempts. I can see this coming a mile away. Your loyalty to family will get you killed.”

      He barked a laugh, but the sound wasn’t pleasant or kind.

      A shiver ran down her spine.

      “You know nothing but vengeance and violence, and you think to tell me how to solve my problems?” He moved to the seat next to her and when she tried to slide away from him, he backed her into the corner, slid his hand into the hair at her nape, and took it in a firm grip. He dragged her head back slowly until she was bowed in her seat, her head pressed against the leather. He ignored her fight to remain upright and leaned in close, his breath fanning across her face as he spoke. “I don’t need your help, Desi. You’re here because I want a wife who is under my control. I want your fire and fight, but only when I demand it.”

      “I won’t marry you,” she snarled, flinging herself away from him as soon as he let go of her hair.

      “You will,” he said mildly, straightening his cufflinks.

      She hated how cool he was after everything they’d been through that evening. She felt disheveled and out of sorts. Her confidence knocked back a step at his demeaning words. She’d been an elite soldier in her cartel and now… now she couldn’t even fight off a single man fifteen or so years older than her.

      “How old are you?” she demanded.

      He chuckled. “Are you afraid I won’t be able to perform my husbandly duties?”

      Her face suffused with colour at his words. She wasn’t a shy person. It was hard to be shy when she’d grown up in one of the roughest cartels in Mexico. But the image of her and Giovanni in bed together was terrifying. He was hard, brutal, and polished. Like a diamond. And she was fiery and rough around the edges. Like fire. The two did not go together.

      “I won’t go along with your plan,” she growled, pulling self-consciously at the edge of her skirt.

      “Don’t be naïve,” he said calmly. “Your compliance isn’t necessary.”

      “You’re disgusting,” she spat angrily.

      “And you are the bitch who tried to recklessly bring down not one organization, but two. You have no rights. You were a dead woman until I took you. Now you’re mine and I have no intention of letting go unless I am the one to put you in the ground.”

      It was like having a bucket of ice water thrown on her. It succeeded in putting out the fire. Giovanni’s words were a slap in the face of her mortality. A wake-up call, she supposed she needed. Up to this point, survival hadn’t been high enough on her list.

      Now, the thought of dying at Giovanni’s hands felt… wrong.

      She had begun to admire him, even as she fought him. He had the potential to replace Nico in her life. To become the master that she needed to fill the void that was slowly spreading inside her each day she went without a family, an organization, a boss.

      “You would have me killed?” she asked, wanting to be crystal clear about the details of her captivity.

      “That depends on your level of compliance,” he said smoothly, watching her steadily. “If you’re too difficult, then I will have no use for you. If you become the perfect companion, a woman who can blend into the background, accept my edicts, and live quietly by my side, then I will consider extending your life.”

      His words were bleak. They were a punch to the chest, but they were also clear.

      “If I continue to fight you, then you kill me?” she asked, without inflection in her tone. “If I give you what you want, stay with you peacefully, agree to marry you, then I will be allowed to live? Is this correct?”

      “Si, bella, you seem to grasp my intent.”

      She ignored his sarcasm, settling into her seat and mulling over her options. If she continued to fight him, she could be injured, or worse, tied down, forced to marry him anyway, and possibly executed if the payoff to Giovanni wasn’t worth the effort. If she complied with him, then she would get to live in a mansion, the wife of a very rich man who exuded so much power she couldn’t help but be attracted. She would get to eat, sleep, breathe and shop.

      She knew what she had to do if she wanted to survive. It was a straightforward choice, really.

      “Alright,” she said. “I’ll stop fighting you.”

      She could feel Giovanni’s stillness from across the seat. He wasn’t expecting her to agree to his terms.

      “Forgive me when I say your capitulation feels false. Only minutes ago, you fought my men in an effort to escape. I find it difficult to believe you’ve changed your mind in such a short amount of time.”

      “You backed me into a corner by bringing me to Italy,” she defended herself. “How am I supposed to react? My instincts told me to run away from an unclear situation that can only end in my death. Now, you’ve given me clear parameters and a choice. One that allows me to continue living.”

      “You can live with the choices I’ve given you, even though one is essentially slavery and the other is death?” he asked, his tone disbelieving. “I have trouble believing you can agree to this.”

      She shrugged. “My whole life has been slavery. A life with you doesn’t sound so bad.”

      He fell silent, contemplating her words, then shook his head. “I don’t believe you. You’re hard-wired to run, to seek revenge.”

      “I won’t,” she promised. “You’ve given me an option I can live with, and I choose it.”

      “Why?” he demanded, an angry growl in his tone.

      She didn’t understand what he wanted from her, why he was angry at her for giving him exactly what he wanted. Shouldn’t he be rejoicing in her capitulation?

      “Because I can live with the choice that allows me to continue breathing.” When he still looked skeptical, she countered with a question, “Why did you take me from Miami? Why didn’t you let Mateo finish me when he had me under his knife?” She automatically cradled her hand with the missing finger in her lap. It was throbbing from her fight in the club.

      “You know the answer to this.” He sounded annoyed at her persistence, probably because he wasn’t used to someone else being the one in control, whether physically or in conversation.

      “You want a wife,” she answered her own question. “But why me? A woman you knew would be difficult. Why not choose a sweet little Italian bride who will fade quietly into the background?”

      He didn’t answer, but she could tell from the slight tightening of his muscles that she’d hit a nerve.

      “What is it you’re hoping to gain from this conversation?” His tone held a hint of anger, which told her to tread carefully. This was her time for negotiation, and she didn’t want to lose the opportunity by sparking his anger.

      “Freedom,” she said bluntly, and when he made a move to deny her, slashing his hand in the air, she stopped him. “Only slightly more than I have now. I wish to live upstairs, without the confines of my current situation. Freedom to walk outside for some fresh air, eat when I want to eat and seek entertainment beyond the four walls I currently have.”

      He laughed, a sharp bark of sound again. “For these small boons, you’re willing to become my wife? Come willingly to my bed? This is difficult to believe, Desiree.”

      The word ‘wife’ stole her voice for a few seconds. She’d acted as second-in-command and lover to Nico Garza, but never wife. He’d kept that position open for the woman who would eventually bear his children. But not for Desi. She wasn’t a virgin, though he’d been the one to take her virginity. She wasn’t pure enough for him. Her family life too dirty. She was good enough to fuck, but never to marry.

      She shook away the grim memory. It tarnished her love for Nico, and now that he was gone, she wanted to remember him with the love she’d once felt.

      “Yes, I’m willing,” she announced.

      “Then you will prove your compliance,” Giovanni said, a dark note in his voice. “Right now.”
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      Desi glanced toward the driver, who was studiously ignoring them as he kept his eyes on the road. There was no barrier between the front and back seats like there might have been in a limo. He would see and hear everything.

      She didn’t know why she was embarrassed. Nico had done much worse to her. He’d fucked her in front of his men on multiple occasions and sometimes allowed them to join. The experience had been painful and humiliating, but not her fault. She’d been young. She’d had no choice.

      This was different. She suspected she had a choice because this was some kind of test. At least right now. Later was a different matter. She didn’t know Giovanni well enough to know if he would force her compliance.  

      “What do you want me to do?” Desi asked in a low voice.

      Giovanni reached for her, sliding his hands across her shoulders, beneath her leather jacket. She held her breath at the skin-on-skin contact. It was the first time he’d touched her deliberately that wasn’t in the heat of the moment. As if allowing her an escape if she wanted to take it.

      She was tempted to bolt, to jerk away from him and deny whatever he was about to do, but she reminded herself it would be worse later. He could do whatever terrible things he wanted in the confines of her dungeon room, then decide she wasn’t worth keeping alive.

      A shimmer of freedom was better than no hope.

      He pushed the leather jacket off her shoulders and down her back. When she would have dragged her arms out of the sleeves, he stopped her, banding his hands over her wrists, and trapping her arms behind her back.

      Desi’s heart picked up speed. She hated being confined. The feeling was claustrophobic. It inhibited her ability to fight her way out of a situation.  

      She focused on him and forced herself to breathe through the discomfort. There was worse yet to come, she was sure of it.

      He released her wrists and reached up to grip the straps of her red dress, dragging them roughly down her arms and baring her breasts. The tearing of seams echoed through the car as a strap gave way.

      Giovanni studied her breasts in the dim interior of the car, his gaze cool and uninterested.

      Desi lifted her chin and stared past him. She had gorgeous tits and she knew it, D cups with dark brown aureoles and darker nipples.

       Without a word, Giovanni gripped her by the arms and forced her onto the floor. There wasn’t much room and she had to wiggle on her knees until she found space, wincing as a rock dug into her skin.

      The zip of Giovanni’s trousers was audible, and fire raced beneath the skin of Desi’s cheeks as she imagined what the driver must be thinking. Then she reminded herself that he wasn’t paid to think.

      Giovanni gripped Desi by the hair and dragged her between his legs, pulling her off-balance. Rather than giving her time to right herself, he held her up by the hair and forced her face-first into his groin.

      She gasped as pain tore through her scalp, giving him the opportunity to thrust himself into her mouth. He forced his entire penis into her throat, holding her still with a hand at the back of her head.

      Desi choked and gagged at the unexpected attack.

      He ignored her struggle and gripped her head in both hands, dragging her off his cock. He looked down at her, his eyes glittering with lust and triumph. Knowing what was coming, she took a deep breath before he hammered back into her, his helmet slamming ruthlessly into the back of her throat.

      The savagery of his actions surprised her. The genteel Italian was gone, replaced with a ruthless man who was willing to force her compliance. He was testing the resolve of her agreement. He was seeing how far she would go to please him, become a perfect slave. He didn’t know her well enough if he thought she would back down from a challenge.

      Desi tried her best to control her gag reflex, but it was impossible. He used her head to drive himself in and out of her mouth, over and over, and there was nothing she could do. Her arms were bound behind her back, loosely, but she couldn’t free them. Not only did she suspect he would take any fight from her as a denial of this sex act, but the space between the seats was too tight for her to maneuver.

      This wasn’t a blow job; it was a power move. He was showing her what her capitulation would mean. Perhaps she would gain more freedom, but she would still be his slave, to use in whatever way he wanted, when he wanted, how he wanted.

      She would never have imagined the elite, polished man hovering above her with having such dark proclivities. Forcing his cock into a woman’s mouth and face fucking her? A sizzle of heat skittered through Desi.

      She’d never particularly liked it rough before, but this was different.

      His raw strength flowed into her and fed her craving for power.

      The assault on her mouth went on and on.

      Desi gasped for breath and choked as tears coursed down her cheeks, forced out from pain and lack of oxygen.

      She hated what he was doing… and she loved it. It was disgusting, but also strangely beautiful.

      She could worship this man.

      She could forget about Nico in this man’s arms. Or with his cock stuffed down her throat, whichever he chose. She would become his willing slave. She would prove herself.

      And maybe he would keep her.

      She felt the telltale flare of his cock as he got close. He continued to choke her until his movements became jerky, then he slammed himself home, as deep as he could go, and gripped her head so tight she could feel the tearing of hair as he tore it from her scalp.

      “Fuck!” he grunted, shooting hot jets of semen into the back of her throat.

      He held her still, his velvet cock filling her mouth, until Desi thought she would pass out from lack of air.

      As she weakened, he released her, dragging her head off his still hard cock.

      Instead of allowing her up, he pushed her head onto his thigh and held her there, running his fingers through her hair.

      “Good,” he murmured, and she felt a glow of accomplishment.
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      Desi thought he would summon her to his room that night to continue what they started in the car, but he escorted her downstairs, kissed her absently on the head and locked her back in her basement room.

      She worried he would forget about their agreement, though she suspected he was a man of his word. So, she set about getting ready for bed. As she showered and changed into a loose T-shirt, she contemplated what had happened in the car.

      The experience wasn’t terrible.

      In fact, it was kind of hot.

      She wished he hadn’t done it with the driver to witness. She was disappointed that he didn’t care any more for her comfort than Nico had. Still, it was nothing in the big picture. In just a week of being with Giovanni, she’d gone from being pretty sure she was going to be killed at any moment to finding relative security and the potential of gaining privileges.

      If she played her cards right, soon she would have full access to Giovanni’s house and resources. She just had to be careful not to misstep and give Giovanni reason to turn on her.

      When Giovanni didn’t return, she slid beneath the covers of her bed and curled on her side with a pillow against her belly.

      She closed her eyes and took a deep breath, feeling safe for the first time in a long time. It might not last, but she would take what she could get. As she drifted off, she contemplated a potential future in Giovanni’s life.

      Several hours later, Desi was woken by Mrs. Capelli and told to dress. She was pacing her room when the housekeeper returned, two men on her heels.

      “Take her upstairs,” Mrs. Capelli told them.

      “What’s happening?” Desi demanded, jerking her arm from the guy who grabbed her. She narrowed her eyes at him. “Do you know what happened to the last guy who touched me?”

      He backed off.

      Mrs. Capelli looked at her with frost in her eyes; a frost that matched her voice when she spoke, “You’re being moved.”

      Triumph lit a glow inside Desi, and she smirked at the housekeeper, as if to say, I win, you old bat. Desi had no idea why the woman hated her, but she wasn’t one to pass up a vendetta. She would torture the housekeeper until she could get rid of the woman.

      “To where?”

      “You’re being moved to an upstairs room,” Mrs. Capelli replied coldly, bending to pick up the T-shirt Desi had worn to bed and folding it.

      Desi followed her guards out, thinking Giovanni definitely hadn’t learned his lesson with her if he thought giving her an escort of only two was a good idea. She laughed out loud when four more men joined the two as they traversed the steps from the cellar to the main floor of the house.

      Desi felt like a high-value prisoner as three men walked behind her and three in front. Her guards were a stoic, well-trained bunch. It was tempting to kick the shit out of them just to wake them up, but she didn’t want Giovanni to kill more of his people if they tried to defend themselves.

      Not that she cared about their lives, but so long as she was accepting Giovanni’s protection, she wanted to know the mansion was well protected. She’d made enemies in her career as Nico Garza’s second and she’d made even more enemies after his death. She was walking around with a target on her back, though Italy was as good a place as any for her to hole up. She wasn’t well known here, at least not by sight, even if her reputation preceded her.

      Desi glanced around when they reached the main floor, looking for Giovanni, but he was nowhere in sight.

      “Here, Signora.” One man waved toward the grand staircase leading to the top floor of the house.

      Desi didn’t correct the man. She had never been married and was not yet a Signora, but she would be soon. She would have to ask Giovanni when the wedding was supposed to take place. It was an odd thing to think about. She’d been with Nico for years, and the word ‘marriage’ had never entered their conversation. Yet, she’d known Giovanni less than two weeks and the man intended to marry her, with or without her consent. She felt disconnected from the idea of marriage. It was a step in the direction of survival, that was all.

      Giovanni was a powerful man, an intriguing man. She could do much worse.

      “Signora.” The same guard who had spoken before stepped forward and opened a door, gesturing inside. He bowed his head respectfully as Desi passed him.

      She tried to hide her jaw-dropping surprise as she entered bedroom paradise. Her suite of rooms in Nico’s Mexican hacienda had been lush, but this… this was beyond anything she could have imagined.

      Giovanni’s house had a gothic, unused feel to it. Though richly decorated and opulent, the mansion had a heavy atmosphere, but this room was different. A four-poster Queen Anne bed took up a portion of the room. It was raised up on some steps and had gold bed-hangings, a thick golden quilt and at least half a dozen pillows. A gold-coloured rug shot through with red weaving covered most of the hardwood floor.

      A makeup table with an ornamental mirror was against one wall, while a wardrobe and closet were against the other. She opened a door and checked the ensuite washroom. It was as beautifully decorated as the bedroom, with golden fixtures and a step-in shower as well as a large free-standing tub.

      A vase filled with red roses sat on the vanity giving the room a pleasant flowery fragrance.

      She left the washroom and headed for a set of French doors leading out onto the balcony. Through the panes of glass, she could see a spectacular view of fields, ocean, and vines.

      Assuming Giovanni owned the land his mansion stood on, he also owned a sprawling vineyard. She wondered if he produced the wine at the mansion or somewhere else. She would have to ask him for a tour.

      When she tried the doors, they refused to open. She rattled them, hoping they were stuck. They weren’t. She searched for the bolt but found only a slot for a key.

      She turned to her escort with a raised brow.

      He cleared his throat. “Signore Savino has the key to that door, Signora.”

      Desi could read between the lines. Being moved from the cellar to the top floor of the house did not mean she was trusted. She would have to earn it. Or manipulate her way into more freedom, whichever came first.

      She turned to look more closely at the bodyguard. She’d seen him before.

      “What’s your name?”

      “Vitto.” He lifted his eyes for a moment to meet hers before dropping them again.

      “You were at the club, weren’t you?” she asked curiously.

      “Si,” he admitted. “And my brother. You stabbed him through the hand.”

      “Sorry.” She wasn’t sorry, but thought it was the best thing to say in case this guy was looking for some familial vengeance.

      He shrugged. “Mani is an asshole.”

      Desi laughed. “Well, now he’s an asshole who’s going to have to work on his aim. I stabbed him through his dominant hand.”

      “How do you know?” Vitto asked curiously.

      “He grabbed me with that hand.”

      He seemed to contemplate her words as she continued to search the room, discovering a shelf with some books and a large walk-in closet full of clothing that looked to be her size.

      When she turned back, she was surprised to see Vitto still standing in her doorway. She’d assumed once he finished escorting her, he’d disappear with the other men.

      He glanced at her, then away and finally spoke, asking the question that had probably bothered him since she’d beaten up his brother. “How did you beat seven of Signore Savino’s best men?”

      “Those were his best?” Desi asked incredulously. She’d been hoping they were the B team, given how easily she’d dropped them. She might have to rethink how secure the mansion was.

      Vitto flashed her a sheepish smile. “Si, we have all been taught how to fight.”

      Desi sighed heavily. This wasn’t the first time she’d been questioned about her ability to fight. Men seemed shocked by her competency. She rarely found one who could best her.

      Though she was tempted to tell Vitto the truth of her training – that she’d had the skills beaten into her, that the consequences of losing a fight were so terrible, she made damn sure she always won – she didn’t think he would enjoy that answer. He seemed like a respectable young man, despite being in Giovanni’s employ. Instead, she gave him a watered-down version.

      “I’ve trained every day since I was ten-years-old. That was twenty-five years ago. I was encouraged to learn every kind of fighting style: mixed martial arts, Krav Maga, street-fighting, wrestling. I also learned how to use almost any kind of weapon, even things that don’t look like weapons at first glance.”

      It felt strange, but good to have his attention. When she’d competed with the men of the Garza cartel, they’d resented her success. They’d isolated and ignored her. They probably would have found a way to kill her if they hadn’t been so afraid of Nico’s wrath. But this man seemed fascinated by her rather than threatened. 

      “Can I give you some advice?” she asked, not sure why she was bothering. Why aid Giovanni’s men when her end goal wasn’t yet clear? Until she was positive that this was the place she would choose to stay, she should keep to herself, not make connections.

      Giovanni’s image flashed through her mind, and she had to admit that she was already making connections. She was drawn to the powerful mafioso. She loved his old-world appeal, combined with his ruthless brutality. It made her heart pump faster and her panties dampen with anticipation.

      “Si, per favore.”

      She approached him slowly, so she wouldn’t come across as threatening. She touched his left arm. “Learn to use your weaker side in a fight. If for any reason your right becomes disabled, you’ll still be able to fight.”

      “Like you,” he murmured, casting a glance at her still bandaged finger.

      She was getting used to the loss and barely noticed except for the ache in her hand and the occasional tickle of a phantom finger that was no longer there. She was used to loss, used to working at a lowered capacity. When she was beaten for some infraction or other, once the worst of her injuries had healed, she was expected to perform her duties once more.

      “Si, like me,” she admitted, holding up her hand. “This will be nothing to me. I don’t need this trigger finger.” She lifted her left hand and wiggled her index finger. “I can shoot just as well with this one.”

      Vitto nodded seriously. “Smart.”

      “Survival,” she countered, then tapped him on the chest. “You also need to loosen up, become more fluid. When you move, you project your intentions whether they’re climbing the stairs, opening a door or pulling your gun from its holster.”

      He nodded and assured her he would work on it.

      “Are you my guard?” she asked bluntly. “I’ve seen you more than the others.”

      “I believe that is the Signore’s intention,” he admitted. “Though it hasn’t been confirmed.”

      She liked Vitto. She would see if she could make him her permanent bodyguard, assuming Giovanni would have one follow her around, regardless of her status in the house.

      “Thank you, Vitto,” she said, “you may leave.”

      Vitto nodded and turned to leave.

      “Pardon.” She stopped him. “Where is the Signore?”

      “He has meetings throughout the day,” Vitto told her. “He’ll see you later.”

      “Thank you.”

      He left, closing the door behind him.

      She could hear the lock turning in the door. She supposed it would take more time before she could have the run of the mansion. It was fine. She was pleased with her new room and if she really wanted to, she could find a way out, either through the French balcony doors or into the hallway. But she wasn’t ready to leave. She wanted to play this out, find out how life was going to settle, because from her vantage point, things could be much worse.

      She flung herself back onto the bed, her hair fanning out around her head and enjoyed the basic pleasure of a gorgeous plush comforter to cushion her fall.
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      “Tell me about this woman.”

      Giovanni’s mind flashed to Desi upstairs, alone in her room. Waiting for him? Maybe. He hoped so. The day had been taken up in meetings and he hadn’t had time to check on her.

      “What about her?” he asked, drawing on his cigar.

      Tommaso, or Tomas, as his friends called him, was from an older generation, and when the two men were together, Giovanni respected the other man by providing familiarity and comfort. He presented cigars, beverage, leather chairs and a fire while they talked business.

      Tomas was his consigliere. The man closest to him. The only person in the Savino organization who could, and occasionally would, argue with the boss. Tomas was eighty-four, had no family and had worked for the Savino family since he was a thirteen-year-old boy living and working on the streets.

      Giovanni respected Tomas and valued the other man’s opinion, as Giovanni’s father had when he’d elevated the man to consigliere.

      “I’ve heard she’s Mexican?” Tomas asked, puffing on his cigar. In his other hand, he clutched a crystal glass filled with brandy. “Mrs. Capelli tells me she is a captive, yet Antonio has spread the word that she is to be your wife.”

      Giovanni smiled grimly. “There are some flapping tongues coming from my household.”

      “At least there is something coming from your household. You’ve been too quiet for too many years. Since the death of Antonia. You’ve mourned for too long; I’m pleased that you finally show interest in another.”

      Only the consigliere could get away with mentioning Giovanni’s dead wife.

      “I don’t mourn. I blame myself,” he admitted.

      “She died of cancer, correct? How do you blame yourself for this?” Tomas took a healthy drink of his brandy, his hand shaking slightly.

      Giovanni wondered when the last time was that the man saw a physician. Perhaps he should send his personal doctor around to check up on him. It would be a significant loss to his organization, and him personally, if Tomas were to pass.

      Giovanni rubbed his hand over his face. It had been a long week between getting Desi settled in, chasing after Antonio, and checking in with his underboss and capos. Tomas was his final meeting of the week. Giovanni had left it until last because he wanted to have a good handle on the organization before meeting with the man whose job it was to give him advice and to see things from another perspective. Plus, he truly enjoyed Tomas’s company. Having a drink and a smoke with the older man ended a hectic week on a high note.

      It would end on an even better note if he found his way into Desi’s bed at the end of the evening. The taste he’d had in his car was just that. A taste. He wanted so much more. He suspected she would become a dark addiction for him.

      Giovanni focused his mind back on Tomas’s question. How could he blame himself for Antonia’s death? Easy.

      “She died from a broken heart.” They were the same words Antonio had hurled at him. “She couldn’t stand my lifestyle, actively fought against it, and I ignored her concerns. I ran roughshod over her wants and desires. By the time she got her cancer diagnosis she was so broken down, she couldn’t fight.”

      Tomas shook his head. “She was born into the life. She knew what she was getting into. It was her weakness that dragged you down, not the other way around.”

      “Antonia was my wife,” Giovanni said sharply. “I was as responsible for her as I am for the Savino organization. We will speak of her with respect.”

      Tomas stared at him steadily, refusing to back down. It was an old argument, though not one they had often. It required speaking of Giovanni’s feelings, which wasn’t something he did.

      Tomas believed Antonia had been weak, that she’d willed herself to die to escape the life she could never reconcile herself to, despite being born into the mob. Her mood was always up and down, either anxious or sad. She’d tried to kill herself on two occasions and suffered from bouts of prolonged illness that had never been adequately diagnosed.

      Tomas also believed Antonio carried his mother’s weakness in his blood. Not her physical weakness, but her wild mood swings and her inability to settle into a happy life. Antonio wanted more, he always wanted more. He was never satisfied.

      Giovanni didn’t know if his son had inherited his mother’s genes, but he disliked the way Tomas spoke of her. Antonia had needed help and due to lack of information and the need to portray strength, Giovanni hadn’t gotten her what she needed. She’d died a lonely, broken woman and he would forever regret his part in her death.

      Which was why he’d chosen Desi as his next wife. She was strong, and she was a fighter. She would stand with him, protect him and his holdings and give as good as she got. Or she would once he trained her.

      She was already starting to surrender to the idea, though he was suspicious. He didn’t believe she would or could switch loyalties so easily. He would know once he’d observed her in the house for a few days.

      “My apologies,” Tomas said easily, ashing his cigar. “I mean no offence toward either you or Antonia’s memory. I’m no good where women are concerned. Probably why I never married.”

      Giovanni nodded his forgiveness. He suspected Tomas had never married because he was gay, something he would’ve spent a lifetime either hiding or denying to himself. Homosexuality was not accepted among their mafia circles, though things were changing. Times were changing. For the better, in Giovanni’s opinion. He never understood why a man like Tomas, a decent man, intelligent and firm in his convictions, couldn’t be happy with a partner of his choosing.

      It wasn’t something they’d ever discussed, nor would they. Tomas liked his private life to stay private. So did Giovanni, but he didn’t get that luxury. Not when an entire organization depended on what was going on behind the closed doors of his home.

      “Desi will make a good wife,” Giovanni assured his consigliere. “She’s tough. Motivated to prove herself.” Or she would be once Giovanni finished with her. “She’ll bear strong Savino sons.”

      “Ah, this is good.” Tomas was of the same opinion as Giovanni, that the current Savino heir was a fuckup.

      Giovanni changed the subject. “I talked to Dino yesterday. He said things in my territory went smoothly during my absence.”

      Dino was Giovanni’s underboss, a gruff man, good with a gun and little patience for bullshit. He made Giovanni’s job easy. 

      “Si,” Tomas agreed. He cleared his throat and paused before adding, “Though his job has been more difficult since you’ve stepped back from the day-to-day.”

      Giovanni knew what Tomas was about to say and took a healthy drink of his brandy before the topic of his son was introduced. Tomas was correct. A few months earlier, Giovanni had eased back from the grit of the streets. It was where he’d made his name, but he was in his 50s now and wanted to enjoy his fortune, not risk losing everything because some cocky kid took a potshot at him and struck lucky.

      “Antonio has been making noise about Dino,” Tomas informed him. “I believe he wants Dino’s job and is trying to undermine him in the eyes of your capos.”

      Giovanni wasn’t surprised. Antonio was power hungry, but he was too lazy to climb the ladder the old-fashioned way. Instead, he caused problems in his father’s organization with the hopes of getting his hands on the position he wanted. Giovanni would have been better off putting the kid in the ground after his mother died, but he hadn’t been able to bring himself to put a bullet in his only child.

      Tomas likened Antonio to a Pitbull. He was excitable, powerful in his own right, but he didn’t have the smarts to think things through. He was the dog who kept going at the porcupine over and over again, never learning his lesson. He relied on his father to bail him out, even though their relationship was contentious at best, and downright vicious at worst.

      “Is he succeeding?” Giovanni asked.

      “No, boss,” Tomas said. Giovanni had spent years unsuccessfully trying to get Tomas to call him by his given name. “The capos aren’t stupid enough to listen to Antonio.”

      “And how are my capos?” Giovanni had seven capos, one worked in Venice, two in Milan, two in Genoa, one in Turin and another who maintained connections in the smaller cities within the northern regions. Dino oversaw the capos and Giovanni’s international interests.

      “The capos have been doing well. Alain’s younger brother is eighteen now and looking for more clout in the family. I believe he’ll make a good capo someday.”

      “Alain’s family has been good to us. Have Dino bring the kid to the club, find a job for him. I want to see his work ethic before I put him on the streets with his brother.”

      Tomas nodded. “Having their familial loyalty will be good for us.”

      The two men continued to talk business for another hour, refreshing their drinks. As they wrapped up, Giovanni escorted Tomas to the door and the two men shook hands.

      “You will come for a meal with us next week? Meet Desi.”

      Tomas smiled a genuine smile. “It would be my pleasure. After your stunt at the club, I have heard rumors about this woman. I must admit I’m eager to meet her.”

      They made arrangements and Tomas left, climbing slowly down the steps to his car, where his man was holding the door open for him.

      Giovanni closed the door and took several steps toward his study, then stopped. Glancing at his watch, he decided to call it a night. His decision had everything to do with Desi and little to do with the actual time, which was 11:30 PM. Though he no longer handled street level business, he was still something of a workaholic. It wasn’t strenuous to work long hours when he enjoyed his job. Holding the reins of control over an entire region made for a satisfying career.

      He climbed the stairs and made his way to Desi’s room, contemplating his place in the world, what he wanted, where he was going. He wasn’t a young man, nor was he an old man. He had plenty of life left in him and, he had to admit, the past week had given him more exhilaration and excitement than he’d experienced in a long time, and he was eager for more.

      He nodded to the guard in the hallway and let himself into Desi’s room. He’d left a man stationed outside of Desi’s room to report on her movements, not to keep her contained. If she tried to escape the mansion, she could easily take out the single guard.

      The sound of Desi’s even, soft breaths drew him to the bed. She was asleep, and soundly so, if the twist of her body and the messed up covers were any sign.

      Sitting on the edge of the bed, he reached out and eased the hair back from her face, exposing lush lips and long sooty eyelashes fanning across the delicate skin beneath her eyes. Her dark, winged eyebrows were bold slashes, made gentle while she rested. The curve of her jaw was soft in sleep. She was stunning, one of the loveliest women he’d ever seen. He felt like a child in a candy store with this woman, had never imagined having someone like her at his disposal.

      Giovanni had come upstairs intending to take from Desi what she had freely offered; her body in exchange for her life, a position as his wife, and a peripheral seat to the power he wielded.

      Yet, as he looked at her, he couldn’t bring himself to do more than touch her the shiny black hair, streaming over her shoulder and neck. He didn’t want to disturb her. She looked peaceful, more peaceful than he’d yet seen her.

      Her hand caught his eye, the white bandage stark against her tanned skin. The doctor had visited her the day before. He’d informed Giovanni that Desi’s finger was healing well and wouldn’t need a bandage for much longer. Her bullet wounds were also healing quickly and no longer causing her much discomfort.

      She didn’t seem to miss the finger, though Giovanni was sure she did. Perhaps it was the abuse she’d received at the hands of her Mexican cartel boss, Nicolas Garza. She’d learned to accept the crippling beatings, the broken bones and debilitating bruises and keep moving toward the future.

      Though Giovanni was pleased to have such a tough woman under his command, a part of him felt pity for her. She’d never had the opportunity to be soft, to relax, to mourn the losses life kept throwing at her.

      He didn’t know why he cared, but he did. And now that he was in a position to make life better for this vicious, twisted up woman, he would. Or he would try. As much as she would allow, because he suspected she would fight tooth and nail against anyone who tried to soften her.

      He leaned toward her, hesitated, then kissed her temple. Her hair felt soft against his lips and smelled clean, like fruit scented shampoo.

      “Goodnight, Desiree.”

      He stood and walked to the door, opened it, and left without looking back.
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      “Goodnight, Giovanni,” Desi whispered, watching him leave her bedroom.

      She suspected he’d been there for sex. He certainly hadn’t come to watch her sleep. Yet, he hadn’t touched her, except to move the hair off her face and kiss her head.

      She’d held her breath, waiting to see what he’d do.

      He was a good-looking man. Very good-looking. The more she got to know him, got to experience the power that drove him, the sexier he became to her.

      She rolled onto her back and stared at the ceiling.

      Should she be fighting him? She didn’t want to fight him, yet she was his captive. If she allowed it, they would soon be married.

      Perhaps the fight had drained out of her, or maybe Nico had beaten it out of her. She didn’t have the desire to fight Giovanni or the life he was pressing on her. She was comfortable, warm, well-fed. Did she need more? Something felt like it was missing, but she didn’t know what.

      She closed her eyes on her thoughts and drifted into sleep.

      The next morning, she showered in the gorgeous glass-surrounded shower stall that could have easily fit six grown men. She rifled through the closet, surprised at how fashionable the clothes were. There were outfits in rich colours by high-end brands for every occasion and more shoes than she could possibly wear in a lifetime.

      She favoured dark dramatic clothing, and while there were a few outfits of the sort, most of the clothing was more modest than she was used to wearing. She supposed Giovanni needed his future wife to project a certain image.

      Desi was happy to play along. For now.

      She chose a pair of high-waisted denim leggings paired with a cherry red bustier that tied up the front with a red ribbon that ended in a bow between her cleavage. It was cute but also edgy.

      She wondered who’d chosen the clothing. She couldn’t imagine the big bad mafia boss poring over clothing choices, trying to choose the precise items he wanted his enslaved girlfriend to wear. She also couldn’t picture the staid housekeeper choosing something like the bustier.

      Desi decided it was a problem for another day and sat on the edge of her bed to pull on a pair of black calf boots with three-inch heels that she’d found among the racks of shoes.

      Standing, she tossed her long, dark hair over her shoulder and approached the door, placing her hand on the knob. She didn’t know if she was locked in. She held her breath as she turned the knob. It gave easily in her hand, and she pushed the door open.

      “Good morning, Signora Amada.”

      “Good…” Desi started to return his greeting but stopped when she realized what Vitto had said.

      He’d called her Amada. Her birth name. Her mother’s name.

      She’d been using Garza since she was brought into the cartel.

      “Where is he?” she asked sharply, her cheeks flushing. “Where is Signore Savino?”

      “He is in his study.”

      “Take me to him,” she demanded, striding past him and down the hall toward the staircase.

      “Of course.” Vitto hurried to catch up.

      Desi was surprised at how easily she got into Giovanni’s office. As the boss of a large, well-established organization, he had to be quite busy. Yet, Vitto knocked on the door, opened it, told Giovanni she wanted to see him, then stood back, allowing her to walk past.

      Giovanni must’ve given his men orders that if she asked for him, she should be taken to him straight away. She had free access to the boss. The ground felt like it was shifting beneath her feet. The knowledge that she could see Giovanni freely any time she wanted was heady. But by asking for him, was she also playing into his plans for her? Did she care?

      When faced with the man himself, sitting behind his desk in a large leather chair, one hand resting on the top, his ornate rings gleaming in the sun streaming through the French doors behind her, the reason she’d come to see him fled.

      It took her a moment to recover, but when she did, anger took hold once more. She turned to Vitto. “That will be all.”

      The younger man bowed his head and left the office.

      When she turned back to Giovanni, he raised an eyebrow.

      “Dismissing my staff, Desi? Don’t you think you should earn their respect before treating them rudely.”

      Giovanni’s comment sparked a tiny feeling of shame in her. Not something she experienced often. She’d been second-in-command to a powerful cartel in its own right. While nothing compared to Giovanni’s clout, the Garza cartel had been respected in their part of the world. She’d frequently had to make snap decisions and hadn’t the luxury to care for the feelings of others. She’d never been called out for rudeness before.

      She ignored his comment.

      “How do you know my birth name?” she demanded. “You told me before that you’d done some digging. How much? What did you learn?” She crossed her arms over her chest, feeling vulnerable. She was desperate to know more about her mother but frightened at the same time.

      A look of pity touched his features. He gestured toward a chair opposite his desk. “Sit down, Desi. Let’s talk.”

      Without waiting to see if she would do as he commanded, he picked up the receiver to his phone, an ornate piece of technology that looked like it had come straight out of the 70s. It was gold and silver, and the dial was rotary. He dialed a single number, held it to his ear, and waited for an answer. She realized it must be a phone connecting the house, and he’d called one of the other rooms.

      She watched in bemusement as he ordered a tray with two coffees, two orange juices, and an assortment of breakfast items. He thanked whoever was on the other end and hung up.

      His dark gaze landed on her once more. She held her breath as he perused her, taking in her outfit, the way she was sitting, everything about her. He was such a commanding, powerful presence that even a once-over felt like an interrogation.

      Desi felt ruffled, out of sorts, but also somewhat flattered. This man had chosen her, had saved her life. She didn’t know why or what his end game was. He wanted to marry her, she understood that much. But why her? There were literally millions of women more docile and obedient who would jump at the chance to marry the Italian Godfather. All he’d have to do was go down to his club, point at some young, beautiful woman and have her brought to him. She’d probably be thrilled.

      “You want to know where I got your name from?”

      She nodded, mesmerized by his gaze.

      “I know most of your background,” he told her. “My future wife cannot be a mystery to me.”

      “Yes, you said that before when we dined with your son. But how?” she asked, confused. “Nico buried every trace of my past.”

      Giovanni narrowed his eyes when she mentioned her late lover’s name. “When referring to your former boss, you will only call him Garza.”

      She frowned. What difference did it make what she called Nico? Was he jealous, or simply trying to control her by dictating her use of language? That was going to be a problem. Desi rarely held her tongue.

      “How did you find out I am an Amada?” she demanded.

      “I have connections, Desi,” he said impatiently, waving his hand in the air. “You must assume I know everything all the time. Very little passes by me unnoticed. I knew who you were before you even attacked the Gutierrez stronghold.”

      “But how?” she cried, agitated. She’d planned so carefully, had been a ghost in Miami until she was ready to reveal herself.

      “I have eyes and ears everywhere, including within the Gutierrez organization. I first became aware of you when you attacked Raina and shot her bodyguard.”

      Desi blinked at him. All the while she was planning and plotting against Mateo, the man who murdered Nico, Giovanni had been working in the background, digging up information about her. She didn’t know if she should be terrified or flattered.

      “Did Mateo know that you were aware of my presence in his city?” She slid her hands across the rough fabric of her denim leggings to dispel the dampness from her palms. The conversation was heading into waters out of her depth. Giovanni’s resources were far vaster than she’d suspected.

      “No.”

      His answer was simple, no embellishment. The ground shifted beneath her feet once more. She’d ignored him when he arrived in Miami. She had been too focused on her target. Meanwhile, this man had been in the background, planning… what?

      “Why did you come to Miami? What did you hope to accomplish?”

      “I wanted to protect a friend, feel out a potential ally in her soon-to-be husband, and…” he stood and came around the desk toward her. Desi gripped the arms of her chair. He stopped and looked down at her. “And I wanted to meet the woman who dared to attack a family who has the backing of both the Venezuelan and Bolivian cartels, the woman whose heart drove her to seek vengeance for her former master.”

      Desi’s throat was dry, and she had to swallow to speak. “And what do you see when you look at me?”

      He gripped her chin and tilted her face up. “I see a passion and loyalty that I want in my life, in my organization.”

      She moved her face out of his hold and shadowed her disappointment with her eyelashes. Why couldn’t someone just want her for herself? Was she so difficult, so unlovable?

      “Do you… do you know about my mother?” she asked, holding her breath as she waited for his answer.

      “Si, not only do I know about her, but I have spoken to Theresa Amada on the telephone.”

      She looked up sharply, shock etched on her features. “You talked to her?”

      Desi hadn’t spoken to her mother in 25 years. Not since she was taken. She’d had the opportunity once she was granted more freedom within the Garza cartel but hadn’t taken advantage of it. She hadn’t wanted to draw Nico’s attention to the little family she had left in case he used her mother against her when he went into one of his rages. She’d wanted him to think she’d forgotten her origins and was loyal only to him.

      She had so many questions, but she didn’t know what to ask, or how to ask. She didn’t want to give Giovanni a weapon to use against her any more than she’d wanted to give one to Nico. She couldn’t trust him.

      “How is she?” she asked, straightening her shoulders, and infusing coolness to her tone.

      He looked at her shrewdly, as if seeing through her. “Theresa is well,” he told her. “She’s living in the same home that you grew up in. She’s married now and has two children besides yourself.”

      It took everything in Desi not to react to the news. She had siblings. She wanted to know everything about them. She wanted to immediately fly back to Mexico and see her mother.

      She should have done it after Nico died and the Garzas fell. She should’ve abandoned her ill-conceived vendetta against Mateo and gone home. Her mother might have accepted her. She could be with her new siblings, meet her stepfather.

      But then she wouldn’t have met Giovanni, and looking up at him, tracing the outline of a firm jaw, cruel lips, sharp cheekbones, and a hawk-like nose, she had to admit, she wanted to see where they were going. If he would follow through on his words. Install her as his wife, use her passion and loyalty.

      “Why would you think I care about them?” she asked coldly.

      He chuckled. “You aren’t as heartless as you try to show the world. I know you care, Desiree.”

      They were interrupted before she had to respond by a knock on the door. Giovanni bid the servant to enter and waved them through the French doors, instructing them to place the meal tray on a small wrought-iron table.

      “Please, come,” Giovanni said to her, taking her by the arm and half-lifting her from the chair. She didn’t have any choice but to follow him.

      She sank onto one of the chairs and waited while Giovanni poured out two cups of coffee and added two heaping spoonfuls of sugar to hers and a dash of milk. She opened her mouth to ask him how he knew about her coffee preferences, but then closed it.

      It was time to accept that he knew everything about her. The clothing in her new closet fit her to perfection, right down to the size of her new underwear. He knew about her family; he knew what she liked to eat and what she didn’t. He’d done his homework.

      What she wanted to know was what he hoped to gain from his knowledge. Did he plan on using it to woo her or to trap her?

      “I have no heart, Giovanni,” she murmured, sipping her coffee, her gaze meeting his unrelenting one. “I hope you don’t expect love from me. Ours will be a marriage of convenience only.”

      He chuckled, then leaned toward her. The lines fanning his eyes crinkled and his lips turned upward, as though he didn’t have a care in the world, and they were having an amusing chat over a light breakfast. He took her chin in hand once more and leaned closer. So close that she could see tiny flecks of amber in his dark eyes.

      “You have a heart, Desi,” he said, his deep voice a purr of satisfaction. “It beats to the rhythm of its own drum at the moment, but soon it will be mine. You know what I will do with it once you give it to me?”

      Helplessly enthralled by his words and his gaze, she shook her head. 

      He placed his hand over her breast, just above her cleavage, drawing a gasp from her at the contact. His hand was warm, his long fingers burning as they made contact.

      “I intend to tear it from your chest and keep it for myself.” His voice dropped another octave, and his tone grew darker. “You will belong to me, heart, body and soul. I will accept nothing less from my wife.”
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      Desi couldn’t stop thinking about her morning with Giovanni.

      After he’d delivered his speech, promising to tear out her heart, he’d sat back in his chair and proceeded to eat a pleasant breakfast. Though he’d piled her own plate high with an assortment of fruit and pastries, she’d barely touched any of it.

      The image of him reaching into her chest and ripping out her beating heart played over and over in her head until she couldn’t focus on anything else. Why would he say that? Why would he want her heart? She couldn’t imagine loving him or any man but Nico and theirs had been dark and twisted. She was never sure the object of her affection returned her feelings. She’d been groomed as his lover and raised knowing she would live with him until death do them part. She suspected it wasn’t actual love but had no basis for comparison.

      Perhaps Giovanni wanted the same. He wanted her loving devotion; the sick obsession Nico had cultivated in her. Now that Nico was no longer alive, she saw her love for him for what it was. A prolonged form of Stockholm. She’d loved him because she’d had no choice; her survival had depended on it. And she’d be damned if she transferred those feelings to another.

      Besides, Giovanni had gotten off to a terrible start if that was his plan. He hadn’t beaten her once. Not really. He’d defended himself when attacked, but he hadn’t hurt her. Not deliberately or otherwise. He’d even defended her against his own men.

      He was showing her exactly how she could take advantage of him. She didn’t need to fall in love with the man.

      In fact, he’d treated her carefully, with respect, and even a little affection. Maybe that was his plan. Show her a softer side in the hopes that she might yield to him.

      Which she already was by marrying him, but that didn’t mean she would give up her independence. In fact, she saw marriage with the Italian Godfather as her ultimate ticket to freedom. He couldn’t keep his wife locked up forever. She just had to decide what she wanted to do with that freedom if she were to achieve it.

      “Through here, Signora.”

      Desi shook off her confused thoughts and focused on Vitto, who was showing her around the estate. They’d taken a tour of the house and were now about to enter the estate winery.

      She stepped through the door, squinting into the gloom until she could focus. Beams of natural light filtered through windows set into stone walls. Like the main house, this building had an old-fashioned gothic feel to it. Dust molecules danced in the air as she walked toward the first row of barrels.

      Desi wasn’t a wine connoisseur, though she liked the stuff. She preferred red wine over white, but she didn’t know the differences between regions and varieties.

      “Good morning.” A woman stepped through a nearby door, wiping her hands on a rag before tossing the cloth over her shoulder.

      She was beautiful with long dark hair, almond-shaped eyes, tan skin, and curves for miles. She was dressed in a pair of skin-tight jeans, heel-less knee boots, and a button up flannel shirt that was unbuttoned down to her cleavage. She wore no makeup or jewelry, and she gave off a naturally friendly vibe.

      Desi hated her on sight.

      The other woman was closer to Giovanni’s age than Desi was, maybe 50ish. Her natural beauty shone like a beacon and made Desi feel diminished in her designer clothes and makeup.

      “Who are you?” Desi demanded.

      The woman smiled and offered her hand. “Donada Laliberte. Head vintner for the Savino estate.”

      Desi took the woman’s hand and squeezed it hard enough to cause some discomfort but not hard enough to hurt. “Desiree….” She hesitated, then used her birth name. “Amada.” It seemed there was no point in hiding it and she was loath to use the name Garza, now synonymous with a fallen cartel. “Soon-to-be mistress of this place.”

      Donada’s smile remained firmly in place, and she slipped her hand from Desi’s. “This is exciting news that the master is soon to be married. He’s been alone for too many years.”

      Desi didn’t like Donada’s familiarity with Giovanni.

      “You know the master well?” she asked, an edge to her tone.

      Donada shrugged. “As well as anyone else on the estate, I suppose. I have been here for many years.”

      “Where do you come from originally?” Desi asked sharply. “Your accent isn’t Italian.”

      “Marseille, France. Come, sit down.” Donada led Desi further into the building, then out another door. Desi was surprised to find herself in a small, but gorgeous courtyard. Vines crawled up the stone walls surrounding the space, while tiny white jasmine flowers clung to the vines, perfuming the air in an intoxicating scent. Donada waved Desi to a table with two chairs. “Join me for my daily tasting.”

      “Daily tasting?” Desi was thrown off by the other woman. Where Desi was being rude, Donada was pushing so much friendliness at her, she didn’t know what to do. Did the woman not get that they were to be enemies? Nature declared it so. In Mexico, on the Garza compound, Desi had ruled the roost. Women came and went, but they were whores. No woman of consequence had stepped foot in the place until Elvira Sotza had arrived. The woman had not been a rival, though, as she was firmly under the power of the Venezuelan cartel boss, Isaac Sotza.

      “Si, yes, I must taste daily, so I will know when the barrels are ready for bottling. It’s a delicate but enjoyable process.”

      Desi snorted. “Sounds like a reason to get day drunk to me.”

      “Perhaps,” Donada said with a smile, placing a carafe and two glasses on the table.

      Desi eyed them. “You drink in the morning?”

      “Si, every day. Only a glass to start, then another in the evenings with my meal.”

      Donada had a healthy glow to her and a vitality that Desi envied. Perhaps she should drink more wine.

      Donada poured a small amount into each glass, then looked at Desi expectantly.

      Desi crossed her arms over her chest. “I’m not drinking until you drink.”

      “Ah, I see,” Donada said with a laugh. “Sometimes I forget who I work for.”

      Desi didn’t know how that was possible, but she liked the idea that Donada didn’t think about Giovanni.

      The other woman picked up her wineglass by the stem, swirled the rich red liquid, stuck her nose in the glass, inhaling deeply, then sipped. She looked thoughtful, then nodded her satisfaction and swallowed the rest.

      Desi uncrossed her arms, grudgingly picked up her glass and took a sip. It tasted like wine to her, but a good one. She wouldn’t have a problem drinking more. She drained her glass and set it down on the table. The warm sunshine filtering into the courtyard matched the warmth in her belly from the wine. Perhaps there was something to this drinking-in-the-morning business.

      Donada poured the wine, this time splashing enough in each glass to fill them halfway. That was more like it. Desi picked up her glass and took another swallow, enjoying the light buzz that was spreading through her.

      “You’re from Mexico?” Donada asked, leaning in her seat and draping her arm across the back. She crossed her legs and transferred her full attention to Desi.

      It felt strange sitting with this woman and conversing pleasantly. Desi had never had women friends. She hadn’t any use for the women who came to the compound to entertain the men and the people she’d worked with, both inside the Garza organization and out, were almost exclusively male.

      “Si, I am from Mexico, a small town in Sinaloa state.” She didn’t know why she disclosed more information than asked. Perhaps it was the wine loosening her tongue. It didn’t matter, anyway; Giovanni already knew these things about her.

      “Was your home near the ocean? I’ve heard of the beaches in Mexico and hope to visit one day.”

      “No. Mexico is a large country with a variety of regions. I lived in the mountains, which provided a natural fortress.” She shook her head. What was she doing, giving up all this information? The woman must be a witch.

      “Ah, yes, of course,” Donada said. “I’ve lived by the ocean my entire life and would miss it if I were to live anywhere else.”

      “How do you know?” Desi asked curiously. She didn’t think she had an emotional attachment to any geographic location, though she thought the ocean was gorgeous and enjoyed spending time near it.

      “I suppose it’s in my blood,” Donada said thoughtfully. “My mother was a painter. She would take me down to the beach on weekends and sketch the ocean, the rocks, the mountains. She was very good.”

      “Sounds boring.” Desi didn’t understand why this woman was telling her these things. Is this what women did? Or maybe it was what friends did. She didn’t know, and she didn’t understand. Maybe she felt compelled to tell Desi about herself because Desi had shared as well.

      Donada laughed and shook her head. “No, it was lovely. My brother and I would explore a nearby lighthouse while my mother worked. We could have spent days out there without getting bored.”

      “Is your mother still alive?” Desi asked. She hoped it wasn’t a rude question, but something compelled her to ask. As though she cared about the answer.

      Donada’s smile turned bittersweet, and Desi knew the answer before she spoke. “No, my mother passed away a few years ago. She had a stroke, never fully recovered, then passed in her sleep a few months later.”

      Desi didn’t know what to say, but she felt sorry for this woman. It was obvious that Donada felt a mix of pain and joy from speaking of her deceased mother. Desi thought of her own mother and understood. She could relate to that feeling because it was how she felt about the news of her mother; joy that she was alive and happy, but sad that Desi couldn’t see her.

      “Have you fucked Giovanni?” Desi asked abruptly.

      Donada burst out laughing, spitting her wine on herself and the table. She slapped a hand over her mouth and tried to control her mirth.

      Desi had wanted to know from the moment she met the woman.

      “Signora Amada!” Vitto exclaimed.

      Desi twisted around to scowl at him. “What?”

      He shook his head but didn’t speak again. Desi turned back to the table. She didn’t regret asking and raised an eyebrow at Donada to show her the question still stood.

      Donada used a white cloth napkin edged in lace, to delicately wipe away the ruby liquid that had run down her chin when she choked. “No, I have never had sex with Signore Savino.”

      “Why?” Desi narrowed her eyes at the woman, not sure if she believed her. “He’s handsome and very rich.”

      Donada shook her head. “It doesn’t matter how handsome he is, he’s not for me.”

      Desi didn’t understand, and she was getting that shifting sand feeling again. She hated not understanding. It made her want to start shooting people until they cleared things up for her.

      “Explain,” she demanded, glaring at Donada.

      “I’m a lesbian.” Donada continued to smile, though she looked at Desi with a new guardedness. “You are far more my type than the master.”

      “Oh.” Desi’s mind spun until she settled on a new possibility. “Is that why you’re being nice to me? You want to fuck me?”

      Donada sighed and gave Desi a chiding look that made her slightly regret her blunt language. She wasn’t completely bereft of social graces, though she was used to conversing with a rougher crowd. She was being antagonistic because that’s what she did when a situation felt out of her control.

      “I don’t know you,” Donada said, an edge to her voice. “Of course, I don’t want to fuck you. Even if I did, I have a girlfriend who I’m devoted to and would never consider cheating on. I’m being nice to you because you’re alone here, far from home and you’ve been injured.” She gestured at Desi’s bandaged hand.

      “I don’t need your pity.” Desi snapped, dropping her injured hand into her lap.

      Donada studied her, as though seeing right inside her, then she nodded. “I will be sure to never give you my pity.”

      “Deal,” Desi agreed.

      “Deal,” Donada said seriously.

      They finished their glasses of wine and Donada walked Desi and Vitto back through the winery, recommending that Vitto show Desi the vineyards. “If you take her to the southern vines, you’ll get a good view of the ocean beyond. It’s a clear day.”

      Vitto agreed, and he and Desi set off for the spot Donada had mentioned. They lapsed into silence as they walked. Desi was going over the exchange she’d had with Donada, trying to figure out how the other woman worked. How had she become a vintner? How had she come to live on Giovanni’s estate? Where did her girlfriend live?

      She supposed now that they were friendly with each other, she could ask the other woman these things.

      “You took me there on purpose to meet that woman, didn’t you?” Desi asked shrewdly, her gaze on Vitto. The young man wasn’t quite the meathead bodyguard he appeared to be.

      “Yes,” he admitted. “I thought you could use a friend in this place. The boss isn’t always easy to be around and Donada will make an excellent ally if you give her a chance.”

      His thinking was… sweet.

      Perhaps if she played her cards right, she could have two friends on the Savino estate. That would be two more than she’d ever had before she’d come to live there.
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      A few hours later, Desi found herself aimlessly wandering the house pondering her new life. A little over a week ago, she’d been sitting in a cell in Mateo’s bunker, tortured and convinced she would die. She had been ready to go with dignity, but then Giovanni had stepped in.

      At the time she hadn’t been grateful, had hated him for denying her a good death at the hands of her enemy. Now, here in Italy, everything was different. She had a future ahead of her if she wanted it.

      She was free.

      She wandered to a window, unlatched it, and pushed it open, allowing the breeze she was coming to love to sweep her in its embrace. She closed her eyes and inhaled.

      Everything was perfect, but she felt… unsettled and anxious and she didn’t know why.

      “This is one of my favourite spots to come to.” She opened her eyes and turned her head to find Giovanni striding toward her. “You can see everything from here.”

      As he stopped next to her, Desi looked back out. Indeed, from her vantage point, she could see the winery, the vineyards, the ocean in one direction, and the rolling hills in the other.

      “You met Donada.” It wasn’t a question, which meant Vitto had updated him on Desi’s day. She supposed she wasn’t surprised.

      “Si, she is gay.” She wanted him to know in case he didn’t, so he knew not to lust after the woman. Even if she wasn’t gay, he shouldn’t lust after her. He had a fiancé now or would if he sorted out this marriage he kept talking about.

      “She is,” he agreed.

      “Are we engaged?” she looked at him. “You said you will marry me. Does that make us engaged?”

      He tilted his head as he thought about it, and the sunlight glinted off the dark silver strands. “I suppose it does mean we’re engaged. Does that bother you?”

      “Does it matter if it bothers me?”

      He shook his head at her. “Don’t answer my question with a question. I won’t tolerate a lack of answers when I ask you something.”

      She flushed but bit her tongue. She was beginning to think she’d landed herself in a good situation and didn’t want to fuck it up by arguing with him.

      “No, it doesn’t bother me to be engaged.”

      “Then we will get you a ring and set a date,” he announced. “Make it official.”

      Her head spun at the thought of setting a date. They were really doing this; they were getting married. She supposed she didn’t have a choice, but as she’d told him, it didn’t bother her. She’d spent the past twenty-five years having her choices stripped of her. Why should now be any different?

      “When?” she asked quietly, averting her eyes so he wouldn’t see the confusion in them.

      “Tomorrow.”

      “Tomorrow?” she asked, her head snapping up and her voice rising. “We’re getting married tomorrow?”

      “No,” he chuckled. “You will get your ring tomorrow. We will be married in a month.”

      A month wasn’t very far away, and she didn’t like that he was telling her instead of discussing it. Even if she was to be his captive bride, the way he was speaking didn’t bode well for their future together. She’d once read in a magazine that communication was the key to a successful marriage.

      “Will you come with me to choose a ring?” she asked.

      “No, I have a business meeting in Rome tomorrow, which is why I came to find you. I’ll be leaving in a few hours.”

      “Oh.” She couldn’t hide her disappointment. She’d hoped he would come with her to choose a ring. Weren’t rings supposed to be symbolic of their relationship? She supposed they didn’t actually have a relationship yet. Maybe that was why he didn’t want to come with her.

      “Desi.” He tilted her chin until she was looking at him. “I want another taste of what I must miss out on tonight.”

      “Oh.” Her tone was much less disappointed.

      He kissed her, the touch of his lips against hers exploratory at first. He slid an arm along her back and pulled her up against his chest.

      She could feel the heat of him through his suit. She slid her hands up his chest and into his collar, losing herself in the kiss. It was a first for her, this slow seduction. She could feel her senses perk up, then come alive, sending showers of tingles through her body.

      She lost all sense of time as he explored her lips, then her neck and the shell of her ear. His harsh breathing was evidence of his desire as well as the press of his cock into the vee of her thighs.

      She’d never been so turned on before. Before Giovanni, she’d fucked as hard as she fought. She didn’t have a choice. She lived with rough men who took what they wanted. Nico had never been this sweet, this seductive, with her.

      Giovanni’s kiss was exquisite. 

      “Giovanni…” she moaned.

      “Call me Gio,” he said breathlessly against her as he pushed her into the wall and slid his hand into her shirt, cupping her breast and pinching her nipple.

      She gasped. “Gio!”

      “Si, I love when you call me that,” he groaned in her ear. “Say it again, bella.”

      “Gio.”

      He held her tight, too tight, but she didn’t mind the clasp. He wasn’t trying to hurt her. He was getting swept away in the moment, the same as her.

      “You are so fucking beautiful, Desi.” He gripped the ribbon on her bustier and yanked, tearing it and dragging the top open. He quickly replaced the material with his mouth, searing her with the heat of his tongue as he explored her cleavage. “You captured me from the first.”

      Desi wrapped her arms around his head and neck, holding him against her. He was taller by several inches, but since she was wearing heeled boots, he didn’t have to crouch as far.

      “Tell me,” she moaned, tilting her head back against the wall to give him better access.

      “Hired a private investigator to find out who was causing waves in Miami. He sent me your picture. It stunned me. So fucking beautiful.” He slid his hand into her hair, gripping it and forcing her to arch her neck even more as he explored. “You are even more so in person.”

      “If you knew…” she groaned as he sucked on her neck, biting down, and sending a pool of heat zinging straight through her to pool in her pussy. “Why didn’t you stop me?”

      “Wanted to know what you were capable of.”

      Desi tried to concentrate on his words. He’d known of her for months, had patiently waited for her to make a move. Did he not care that she could’ve hurt or killed his friend, Raina?

      “I could have killed someone you cared about.”

      His hand still knotted in her hair; he lifted his face until it was just above hers. “I care about you, not them.”

      “But… that doesn’t make sense.” Hadn’t he known Raina and Mateo before he knew about her existence? Had something as silly as seeing her picture caused him to go to Miami?

      “Why were you in Miami?” she asked breathlessly.

      “For you, only for you.”

      But why? she wanted to cry out, but his lips covered hers in a kiss that was much more demanding than the last. He demanded her attention, her capitulation, her wholehearted participation.

      Soon, Raina, Mateo and the whole Miami fiasco faded away. She didn’t know or care how he found her, she needed him to finish what he was starting.

      He seemed to read her thoughts, because, without breaking the kiss, he moved away just enough to reach between them and slide his hand to her waist.

      Desi felt light-headed. His mouth on hers was stopping her from drawing the air she needed as he pushed his hand into the front of her jeans, then into her panties. He groaned as he touched the evidence of her desire.

      He lifted his head from hers and growled, “You are so fucking wet, Desi.”

      She gasped for breath while he slowly sank his fingers into her, filling her, pressing against her inner walls.

      “Please!”

      “Please what, bella?” There was strain in his voice, but he held himself still with iron control.

      “Please, I want to come.” She’d never said those words out loud, never said anything dirty before, but it felt right to do it with Giovanni. He was so in control right then, the master of her body. She instinctively knew what he wanted from her. “Please, Gio!”

      He used the heel of his hand to press against her clit while curling his fingers into her g-spot. “Beg me again.” His voice dropped into a low growl. “Tell me how it feels.”

      “It feels… it feels…” she drifted off and a few seconds later he pulled his hand from her pants.

      She gripped his wrist to stop him. “It feels hot and tight, like a spring. I feel like I’m going to die if you don’t make me come.”

      He smiled at her, his eyes crinkling at the corners. “Good.”

      He plunged his fingers back into her and ground his hand against her clit, sending her higher and higher until she was gasping for breath and flinging her head from side to side.

      “Come for me, Desi.”

      She bucked her hips forward into his hand, grinding herself against him and keening as he thrust his fingers into her g-spot. She cried out as her orgasm washed over her, more intense than she’d ever experienced. She would have collapsed, but he pressed against her, holding her up against the wall.

      He spoke in her ear. Dirty things, sweet and sexy things. “So fucking gorgeous when you come. I want to fill you up, bella. Full of cock and cum. Everywhere, mouth, pussy, ass.”

      His words sent heat to her face and another wave of wetness into the hand still cupping her.

      He removed his hand and brought it up between them. She watched, mesmerized, as he licked his hand from top to bottom, then reached between them, unzipping his pants.

      “Take your pants off and bend over,” he ordered.

      Desi was about to do exactly as he wanted, but as she turned her head against the wall, her eyes caught on something. Not something, someone. Vitto, her bodyguard. He wasn’t looking at her, but it was clear from the strain on his face that he couldn’t help but listen.

      “Giovanni!” she gasped as embarrassment flooded through her.

      Not again. This wasn’t happening to her again!

      “Gio,” he reminded her, gripping her jeans and dragging them down her thighs.

      She turned her head and looked the other way down the hall, hoping to see an open door where they could take their tryst into privacy, but her eyes met the dark gaze of another bodyguard. Probably Giovanni’s personal bodyguard.

      “Gio!” she said his name sharply, her body rigid against his.

      He finally caught onto her distress and lifted his head to look at her. “What is it?”

      “Please, I don’t want an audience.”

      The blank look on his face soothed some of her hurt that he would engage in a sexual act with her in front of others. He hadn’t realized or was so used to having his men around that he didn’t notice.

      It finally sunk in what she was upset about and he shook his head. “They don’t care, Desi. They will ignore us.”

      “I care!” she cried, her heart sinking.

      As far as she was concerned, having his men watch them fuck was the same as allowing them to fuck her. She’d been there and done that, and she wouldn’t allow it again. Not so long as she had breath in her body to fight.

      “Send them away,” she demanded.

      He stiffened against her and the danger suddenly emanating from him became palpable. She almost regretted her words, but she wouldn’t take them back. She had to take a stand if they were to make a marriage work.

      “I think you misunderstand your place in my household,” he said coolly, all trace of desire now gone from his face and tone.

      She mourned the loss but refused to back down. “You told me we’re engaged, that I am your fiancé. Has that changed? Am I now your slave once more?”

      He laughed, the sound anything but mirthful. It sent a chill down her spine.

      “You are both, my love, never forget it.”

      His words felt like a physical blow to her chest, as though he’d taken a hammer to her heart. It was ridiculous. She wasn’t in love with him, couldn’t possibly be, so his words shouldn’t hurt so much.

      “Then put me back in the basement and throw away the key, because if you insist on treating me like your personal sex slave, I will find a way to leave and I will kill as many of your people as I can on my way out.”

      He moved so fast she didn’t have time to react. He gripped her by the throat and slammed her into the wall. Her head would’ve struck hard, except he’d slid his hand in behind to make sure he didn’t bruise her. He might be angry, but he didn’t want her hurt. An interesting thought to unpack later.

      His fingers tightened until she had to fight for breath. She was on familiar ground though and didn’t flinch, didn’t show any signs of weakness or pain. She never would. She would allow him to drain the life from her without a single flinch before she showed her pain.

      He leaned in close until she felt his breath against her cheek. “Your fight is intoxicating.”

      It wasn’t what she’d been expecting, and she didn’t know how to respond. She stared up at him.

      His dark gaze went from cold to hot and the hand at her throat eased, his fingers stroking the bruised flesh.

      Her heart hammered as she waited to find out what he would do next. Was he about to rape her in the hallway to prove a point? Would he give way to her demand and find a private room for them?

      He did neither.

      He eased back from her, watching to make sure she stayed upright before releasing his grip entirely. He straightened his tie, pulled his cuffs down, then brought his hand up to his face, inhaling.

      “It’s enough that I will carry your scent with me, bella.”

      She watched in shock as he strode down the hall.
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      Desi went shopping the next day with Vitto and an escort of three additional guards. Vitto had told her that Giovanni would’ve sent more of an escort, but he knew Desi could take care of herself.

      She eyed her four bodyguards and decided Giovanni was nuts. If she were attacked, they would only get in her way. She told them as much, ordering them to keep their distance.

      “What do you think?” Vitto asked Desi when they arrived in Venice.

      “It’s beautiful,” she admitted as he led her down a walkway to a motorboat bobbing in the water.

      Vitto helped her into the boat, then climbed in himself, followed by the bodyguards. He told her it would transport them through the canals to the area where she could go shopping.

      “Has Giovanni lived here his entire life?” she asked.

      Vitto admitted he didn’t know, since he’d only been part of the organization for the past five years.

      “The Savino family has held land in the area for centuries,” one of the other men spoke. Desi twisted around to look at him, trying to recall his name. Paulo maybe. He was older than the others, closer to Giovanni’s age. “The Signore has not lived here his entire life. He spent several of his formative years in Palermo, Sicily, where he worked for a business associate of his father’s.”

      “How old was he?” Desi asked curiously.

      The man took his sunglasses off so he could give Desi his full attention. His gaze was direct but respectful. “Twelve, Signora.”

      She nodded, her heart going out to the child who had been forced to leave his family at such a young age to learn the ropes of a brutal business. He was probably returned to his father a much tougher young man, but also scarred. It was like her own situation. Taken by the cartel at a young age and forced to grow up too fast.

      “By the time the Signore was old enough to take the reins of the Savino family business, his father was still very much in charge and had no intention of stepping down.”

      Desi nodded, deeply interested in the story. She wondered why Giovanni’s men were so comfortable gossiping about their boss. Perhaps Giovanni had told them to be free with information when she asked, desiring his future bride to be well-informed. If so, then she was going to take advantage of the opportunity. “What did he do then?”

      The other three men scanned the walkways and other boats as they motored through the canals. Desi ignored the new experience, which would normally have held her spellbound, but was now peripheral to Paulo’s story.

      The man was willing to accommodate the boss’s soon-to-be wife. “He spread his wings and set out to take over the world.”

      Desi laughed at the dramatic statement, but the man kept a straight face.

      “First Florence, where he took out the head boss and installed his own people to run the city’s underworld. Then Rome, then he crossed borders and went into Athens. After that, he looked to our Asian neighbors, spending time with a Serbian arms dealer who lived in Jakarta. He finished his twenties in Hong Kong where he worked closely with a Triad boss.”

      “Twenties?” she whispered, shocked. He’d done all that before he was thirty.

      Paulo nodded seriously. “Si, he came home to marry, then left again, coming back only to see his family. He didn’t move back permanently until he was almost forty and his father was on his deathbed. His wife died a few years later. Now, he has connections all over the world he can call on.”

      The depth and geographical spread of the Savino organization blew Desi’s mind. She’d been blinded by what she saw in front of her. Of course, she knew Giovanni was a big deal in Italy. He was called the Italian Godfather for a reason, but she hadn’t realized his influence went far beyond that.

      She wasn’t sure what to make of her new knowledge and lapsed into silent thought.

      By the time Vitto helped her from their boat, she had her mind back on the task at hand. Find the biggest, sparkliest engagement ring she could find and test both Giovanni’s supposedly limitless credit card, as well as his resolve to take a new wife. He was going to find out that she would be one very expensive acquisition.

      Somehow, she knew he wouldn’t care, which made her smile as she went into shop after shop, spending his money like it was endless.

      Desi had never really had an experience like that before. The shopkeepers catered to her every whim, fawned over her. Treated her like she deserved everything she wanted. It was novel and intoxicating. Of course, when she’d lived with Nico, he’d given her an allowance. It was expected that she conducted herself as befit his level of wealth, but he’d never given her free rein with his resources.

      Despite having a full wardrobe at the mansion, she purchased several new outfits and damn near bought out a leather boutique. Vitto looked on with amusement, trailing after her, carrying her bags, and checking change rooms before allowing her to enter. The rest of her guards waited on the street at each shop, two in the front and one behind if there was a rear exit.

      As she finished setting fire to Giovanni’s credit card in a nail and hair boutique, she turned to Vitto. “Where should we have lunch?”

      “The estate?” he suggested, a pleading tone in his voice.

      They’d been walking for hours, and it was clear he was ready to be finished with their shopping excursion. Too bad Desi wasn’t. She hadn’t gotten a ring yet, and she hadn’t seen all the city had to offer. She felt like a kid in a candy store. As Nico’s second-in-command, she had done some travelling while negotiating business, but she’d never spent much time in any single destination, nor had she ever done the tourist thing. It was… fun.

      “Nope,” she said with a wicked grin. “Let’s go to the club. To Banditos. Do they serve lunch?”

      Vitto looked skeptical, no doubt because Giovanni’s associates frequented his club and most were known criminals. Still, Vitto answered in the affirmative. “Si, there are meals at Banditos. The food is good.”

      “Perfect, let’s go,” Desi announced, setting off toward their boat.

      “Here, Signora.” Vitto handed her into the boat and waited for the rest of the bodyguards to pile in before nodding for the pilot to take them to the club. He turned to tell the rest of their men where they were going.

      “Problema,” one of them grumbled, shaking his head.

      Desi looked at him. “I will be on my best behaviour. No trouble this time.”

      The man flushed, but Desi didn’t blame him for his comment. She was trouble. Not always on purpose, but trouble followed her wherever she went. She blamed it on her curious spirit and her fearlessness. When a person feared nothing, they were willing to risk more.

      The club wasn’t busy at that time of day, which Desi was grateful for. She could look around this time without the anxiety that had washed over her when Giovanni had brought her a few days earlier.

      The building was nice; old, like most everything in Venice, but well maintained. One entire wall of windows led onto a balcony facing the canals. The interior was lit with a series of blue lights set into the ceiling and lamps hanging over each table and booth. The dance floor was empty, but music still pumped throughout the building.

      The place reminded her of Giovanni. Elegant and gorgeous, with an infusion of vitality.

      “Can I sit on the balcony?” she asked the hostess.

      “Si, right this way.” The woman, who wore a tight, knee-length black dress, led Desi to a table outside. One other couple was seated on the balcony, but the hostess showed Desi to a table far away from them, for which she was grateful.

      She sat, expecting Vitto to follow suit, but when she looked up, he was standing in the doorway leading to the balcony, his sunglasses firmly in place, his hands folded in front of him and his expression neutral. He looked like nothing else other than a mobster’s bodyguard. It made her lips twitch in amusement. The Italian mafia certainly had a type.

      “Please, join me, Vitto,” she called out, waving at the chair opposite her.

      “No, Signora, that would not be appropriate.” She nodded and subsided into her chair. She supposed Nico’s men hadn’t eaten with him, either. Except for Desi, of course. She’d been his girlfriend and his deadly secret. Most of his rivals underestimated her, writing her off as arm candy, which often led to easier takeovers.

      Desi crossed her legs and tilted her body to face the canal. The club wasn’t in the main thoroughfare, but somewhat off the tourist areas. She supposed it made sense, given the clientele Giovanni catered to.

      A sense of peace washed over her, not for the first time since arriving in Italy. The past year had been hectic. She’d gone into vengeance mode and hadn’t come out of it until the moment Mateo had cut off her finger.

      As if in response, the stub of her finger throbbed. Wincing, she looked down at it, experimentally wiggling it. She’d been slowly regaining more dexterity in that hand as it healed and the pain had receded. She was hopeful the bandage would soon come off. She didn’t care about the finger. It was a small price to pay to come out of the Miami fiasco with her life, but she hated the big, awkward white bandage that drew attention to her new weakness.

      Of course, it wouldn’t be a weakness for long. Desi would find a way to turn it into a strength. That was her superpower. Turning weaknesses into strength. When Nico beat her, she came back stronger, more ready to fight. Through repeated rapes, she learned how to wield her sexuality as a weapon, luring men, then laying them low, sometimes even killing them.

      Giovanni wanted her, she mused, sipping the lemon infused water the server placed in front of her. Yet she didn’t think she could hold sex over Giovanni. He was too sharp. He would see right through her.

      She admired his strength, and the more she saw of his empire, the man himself. He was a quietly authoritative man, but he was a king among peasants in his slice of the world and, if Paulo was to be believed, beyond. Which was why it had been such a shock to see him shoot his own men. He didn’t seem like a man who spilled blood with such little provocation.

      Regardless, Desi was coming to realize just how in control, how plotting Giovanni was. He’d killed those two men to make a point: both to his own men and to Desi. With those bullets, he announced to everyone the value he placed on his new fiancé. He’d probably mentally sacrificed them before the two even entered the club.

      A loud bang drew Desi’s gaze to the wide windows of the club.

      A commotion at the club entrance caught her attention. She saw two of her guards arguing with someone. Frowning, she stood to get a better look and realized they were talking to Antonio, Giovanni’s son. Damn it, she hadn’t even eaten yet.

      She pushed herself gracefully to her feet, smoothed her hands down her leather skirt and tugged her blouse into place. She ran a hand over her hair, ensuring every strand of the long, straight mass was in place. Striding toward the balcony entrance, she nodded at Vitto.

      “Let’s do this.”

      “Are you sure?” he asked quietly, even as he moved to the side to allow her to pass. “No one would blame you if you ignored him. In fact, the bouncers will happily remove him from the premises. He’s caused enough trouble in this place.”

      She smiled coolly. “One thing you should learn about me if you’re going to continue as my number one is I love a fight. And I suspect Savino Junior is spoiling for one. Let’s go make both of our days.”
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      Desi strode across the floor toward Antonio, ending his argument with her bodyguards as she approached. She knew what was holding his attention because she worked to project the exact image he was seeing.

      Long, sexy legs encased in a miniskirt and knee boots. A sleeveless red blouse left unbuttoned to her cleavage and open at the bottom, giving peeks of a smooth, tanned belly as she walked. Her long dark hair was flowing around her in a shiny cape and her makeup, though light, highlighted her dark eyes and full pouty lips.

      “Antonio,” she purred, stopping when her bodyguards surrounded her, blocking her from confronting Antonio. “Move,” she said to them, and when they obeyed, she took the last few steps, bringing her within arm’s reach of Antonio.

      “Stepmother,” he snarled, sarcasm and ill-humour rolling off him in waves.

       Desi raised an eyebrow and perused her soon-to-be stepson. Unlike his father, Antonio was stocky, bulky in the shoulders and belly and not much taller than Desi. He wore a suit, but it was cheap and fit badly. His dark hair was greased back and though he was clean-shaven, the patchy stubble on his chin told her he either didn’t spend enough time looking in a mirror or he needed a new razer.

      “I see my father let you out of the cage.” Antonio’s tone bordered on hatred. She supposed he had a reason. Her presence in his father’s household was an upset to an already volatile situation. She might be annoyed in a similar situation. Still, she wasn’t one to take rudeness lying down. In fact, she usually exchanged rude comments with bullets, but alas, Giovanni wasn’t quite ready to gift her with a weapon.

      “How old are you?” she asked, ignoring his comment.

      Antonio said nothing at first, clearly deciding if he should answer, then he spat out, “Twenty-seven. What about you, stepmother? How old are you?”

      Giovanni was fifty-three, so he’d had Antonio as a young man. Probably shortly after he’d married Antonia. Maybe during one of his visits back to Italy that Paulo had mentioned.

      “Thirty-five,” she said absently. “Why are you here? I thought your father banned you from this club?”

      “Heard you were in the city,” he admitted, his tone becoming more moderate. He’d clearly come for a confrontation but was finding himself off balance in her presence. “You’re younger than my father, you like em old?”

      She laughed coolly. “Your father isn’t old, but I suppose young people don’t see the experience and vitality involved in aging as an asset. You will one day.”

      She was purposely goading the younger man, making him sound young and inexperienced, unable to see the things an older person might see. She suspected it wasn’t his age causing his ignorance, but an inability to see past his own nose.

      “I’m not that much younger than you!” he hurled back, colouring.

      She raised a brow and said soothingly, as though to a young child, “Of course, Antonio, you are correct. Only a few years between us.”

      His face took on the hue of an overripe tomato, and Desi would have cackled in glee if she could.

      “Your plan won’t work,” he growled, pacing the small area in the club’s reception. He was hemmed in by one wall and four bodyguards. The club’s bouncers hovered nearby, ready to leap into the fray if necessary.

      “And what plan is that?” Desi asked calmly.

      “To marry my father, replace me with your child and take all his money.”

      Desi laughed, though her anger grew at his comments. Replace him with her child? What kind of monster did he think she was? To use a child to grow her fortune? Still, she would use his false suppositions to her advantage if it meant crawling under his skin. “I don’t believe any part of this ‘plan’ is a secret. I fully intend to marry Giovanni, maybe pop out a child or two, and enjoy the luxuries your father’s money can buy us. Sounds like a pretty good plan to me.”

      “I’ll stop you, you stupid bitch,” he snapped, taking a threatening step toward her.

      “How will you do that?” she asked, her tone bored.

      “I’ll find a way,” he snarled. “I’ll expose you to my father.”

      He shoved a hand through his hair, and she noticed two missing fingers, the pointer and middle fingers of his right hand. She narrowed her eyes, examining where the cuts had been made. Precise, almost surgical. The wounds were freshly healed, pink and puckered at the ends.

      She was sure there were many mobsters out there who liked to take fingers, but she knew one in particular who enjoyed that form of torture, and he’d been in Italy relatively recently. She took a step closer to Antonio, so the men wouldn’t hear her and so she could get a better look.

      “You don’t need to expose me,” she said silkily, seductively.

      He froze, his expression almost comical.

      “Because your father knows exactly who I am, same as he knows exactly who you are.” She unwound her bandage, then pulled it off her hand, exposing the angry-looking scar. She held her hand up for him to see. “It would appear we have both crossed the new king of Miami.”

      He looked taken aback. Same as she hadn’t noticed his missing fingers at their last meeting, he hadn’t noticed her bandage.

      “You know the difference between you and me?” she asked, infusing steel into her silken tone.

      “What’s that?” He tried to sound defiant, but she heard the curiosity in his tone. He was intrigued by her, exactly the way she wanted him. Lulling her prey into complacency before striking.

      “I didn’t cry like a little bitch when he cut my finger off.” She stared at him with contempt. “I would bet your father’s fortune you screamed like the puta pussy you are.”

      He lunged for her before any of the men could get between them. Desi was prepared for it, hoping for it. She hungered for the fight. It was all she’d known for twenty-five years, and she’d been going through withdrawal in the tranquility of Giovanni’s home. His son was a good enough sport to assuage her thirst, because by throwing the first punch, he gave her free rein. She was only defending herself.

      She moved with the punch, turning her head so it glanced off her chin. It hurt, would leave behind a bruise, but it didn’t break anything. She knew he wasn’t prepared for her retaliation, probably because he was used to his fist putting a woman on the floor. It was going to be a pleasure to hand his ass to him.

      She recovered instantly, faster than Giovanni’s men could get over their shock. She used the momentum of Antonio’s hit to swing back around, sending her fist into his face. His nose gave way with a satisfying crunch, and he hit his knees, screaming in agony and clutching his face. Desi spun around, aiming a kick with her heel at his ear, but her tight skirt hampered the movement and she got him in the ribs instead.

      “Dammit,” she complained as the muscle absorbed the blow.

      Still, if his bellow was anything to go by, he’d certainly felt the kick.

      Desi bent over, gripped his ear, and twisted viciously.

      He screamed and reached for her wrist, but the blood on his hands from his nose made her too slippery to hold on to.

      “Next time you come at me, you better bring some backup,” she purred in his ear. “I expect a better show than this… stepson.”

      She straightened and looked at Vitto who was holding his gun on Antonio. Vitto shook his head but said nothing. She looked around at the others, taking in their expressions of sheepishness for not kicking Antonio’s ass before she could, and impressed at the show she’d given them.

      “Signora.” The waitress who had served her on the balcony was hovering. She handed Desi a towel, which was wetted down with warm water. “For the blood.”

      Desi nodded and wiped the blood from her wrist, then dropped it on the floor next to Antonio. She stepped around him and walked toward the exit, her bodyguards falling into step behind her.

      She couldn’t help the grin that spread across her face despite the painful throbbing in her hand. She’d punched Antonio with her right hand, forgetting about the severed finger. From now on, she’d have to remember how to throw a punch with her left hand. It had been a while since she’d trained with that arm as her dominant. This wasn’t going to be the last she heard from Antonio.
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      Giovanni’s body was in Rome, but his mind was in Venice with Desi. He’d left her two days earlier, and the loss felt like a visceral tearing within. Like he was missing something vital, and his soul was shouting at him to find the missing piece.

      It felt glorious and terrible at the same time. They didn’t know each other, not well anyway, and he was obsessing over her like she was his first girlfriend. He lost all self-possession where she was concerned.

      He was standing on the balcony of his hotel room, enjoying a cigar while watching the nightlife bustle below. Laughter and shouts filtered up to him, a testament to the vitality of the city. The Colosseum was brightly lit in the distance, a large stone ruin surrounded by a modern society that would eventually crumble and fall around it.

      Giovanni was not one for introspection. He lived, worked, and breathed and had been doing it for so long it hadn’t been until recently that he realized that he’d been sleepwalking through life.

      Less than a year ago, he’d seen through Raina’s eyes. He’d taken solace in her youth and basked in the warmth of her joy in life. She’d been escaping an admirer, a man who eventually captured her, both body and heart. Raina’s story had turned out okay, but would Giovanni’s?

      He was falling under Desi’s spell. Had fallen under it the moment he first met her, when she shot him in the head, grazing him and knocking him unconscious for a few precious moments while she attacked Raina.

      A woman like that, all fire and fierce intention, was intoxicating, but she was also untrustworthy. Giovanni longed for her, for her body. Yes, who wouldn’t? But it was her spirit that ensnared him. Her mind was quick, and she followed up thought with action.

      Holding on to a woman like that would be difficult. Like caging a wild animal. It was why he gave her more freedom. Otherwise, she would have hurt herself by repeatedly trying to escape.

      Yet Giovanni felt that if he didn’t keep his eyes on her, she would disappear like smoke. Impossible to hold on to. She was fragile and strong, intelligent, and quick-minded. He had no doubt she could leave him if she wanted to. Of course, he would hunt her and recapture her. No question. But he didn’t want to risk harm befalling his beautiful captive while she was out of his control.

      Desi had enemies. More than she knew.

      Mateo Gutierrez, while supportive of Giovanni’s decision, wasn’t entirely convinced Desi should still be breathing. She’d attacked him, his woman, and his home. The only reason she was still alive was his distaste at killing women. Something Giovanni shared, though he was more than willing to do what was necessary to maintain his organization.

      Desi also had enemies that had once been allies. Men from the Garza cartel who were attempting to reclaim the territory lost when Gutierrez had taken out their leader. They considered Desi a threat and had put a hit out on her. If she stepped foot in Mexico again, she would be in grave danger.

      There were likely other enemies that Giovanni didn’t know about. Desi didn’t set out to make friends. In fact, she was opposite. She cultivated a prickly exterior that kept any potential friends or admirers at bay.

      “Boss, the car is ready for you.”

      Giovanni turned to nod at Dino. Though he’d been loath to leave his estate in less experienced hands, he’d invited Dino to accompany him to a neutral territory meeting of family heads. It would be good for Dino to be seen and heard by the powerful men and women who would be in attendance.

      Stubbing out his cigar on the railing, he tossed it in the marble ashtray provided and strode through his suite. He’d booked the entire floor for his men and instructed the hotel to keep their staff out. There weren’t enough men to fill the rooms, but he wanted the security of the entire floor where he could have men at all exits. Though the annual meeting was supposed to be neutral territory, there would still be some backstabbing and black market dealing.

      Giovanni took the elevator down to the main floor, surrounded by Dino and three others. All wore tailored suits, rings, shiny shoes, and had their hair and facial hair groomed to perfection. There would be no slouches in the Savino organization. The more put together they looked, the more others would assume their business was the same, which was accurate.

      Still, there was some irony in the small group of men who committed unspeakable acts on a regular basis getting dolled up for a meeting of the mobsters.

      Dino held the car door open for Giovanni who ducked to climb in. As his head dipped, a deafening crack shattered the night around them. Giovanni was shoved forward by Dino who landed on top of him with a grunt. Two more cracks split the night.

      “Get off me,” Giovanni snarled, trying to shove Dino so he could reach his gun.

      When he got no response, he twisted around and caught sight of Dino’s white face. A red stain was spreading outward from his chest. His collapsing body had shoved Giovanni into the car, saving his life.

      “Cazzo!” Giovanni pulled himself out from underneath Dino and slapped the man on the cheek. “Stay with me, amico.”

      “Takes more than a bullet to stop me,” Dino grunted, his words slurring.

      Another bullet slammed into the car on the opposite side.

      Giovanni leapt from the car, pulling his gun from its holster and crouching near the bumper. He looked around the side, trying to see who was shooting at them and where they were situated. A bullet hit the trunk next to his face, forcing him to retreat.

      His men were crouched behind the car as well, attempting to return fire without hitting any of the people screaming and running on the sidewalk.

      “Where is the fucker?” Giovanni snarled.

      “Looks like he’s on the fourth floor of the building across the street.”

      “Tiny, you go up, the rest of us will cover you.” Giovanni snapped out the order, knowing he was putting one of his best men at serious risk. They had to stop the shooter before he either hit one of them again or got away.

      “Tell me when, boss.” Tiny crouched near the front the bumper of the car, preparing to launch himself out. Tiny was literally tiny compared to the rest of Giovanni’s men. He’d give the shooter a smaller target as he darted across the street, and Tiny would climb the stairs faster than any of the rest of them.

      “Now!” Giovanni shouted.

      He and the other guards took shots at the fourth floor of the apartment complex opposite them, aiming at the open window where they believed the shots were coming from.

      Tiny made it across the street and hurtled directly toward the building, shooting out the glass door to ensure his entrance through what would have been a locked door. Giovanni winced. They were breaking the cardinal rule of the annual meeting; don’t draw attention to the Cosa Nostra while visiting the host city.

      Giovanni had little choice, though. He wasn’t going to die on a sidewalk without putting up a fight.

      An image of Desi flashed through his mind, sitting on the patio with him, sipping her coffee and watching him with those gorgeous, dark eyes. He couldn’t keep her safe if he wasn’t alive. She could be next to die if he succumbed and he wouldn’t allow that, not in this life or the next.

      He had no doubt whatsoever his idiot of a son had set this up. The boy wanted him out of the way before he had time to marry Desi. Vitto had called Giovanni after Desi’s shopping trip, giving him a word-for-word rundown of her confrontation with Antonio. Giovanni had been proud of her when he’d heard, but deeply ashamed of himself. Of the son he’d raised.

      Seconds later, they saw the flash of gunfire coming from within the room where the shooter had hidden. The flashes stopped and a moment later, Tiny leaned out the window and waved at them.

      Giovanni stood and leaned into the car, inspecting Dino. “Where’s the bullet?”

      “Shoulder,” Dino said with a grimace.

      Giovanni knelt in the car and reached for his second-in-command. He yanked Dino’s tie down, then quickly unbuttoned his crisp white shirt, now stained with blood, shoving it over the injured shoulder.

      Dino grunted in pain but remained still while Giovanni inspected the wound. “Lean forward.”

      Dino did as instructed.

      Giovanni looked at the exit wound, then helped Dino lay back down. “Good news. The shot went straight through and didn’t hit anything serious. Looks like the bleeding is slowing.” He reached for the white bar towel and turned to the man hovering behind him. “Use this to stem the bleeding.”

      He climbed out of the car and stood, straightening his suit. There was blood on his hands, in his rings and on his previously immaculate suit.

      “Move the car,” he instructed his other man. “We don’t want to be here when the polizia arrives.”

      His man nodded and closed the limo door before jogging around to the driver’s seat. The wailing of emergency vehicles could be heard in the distance. There was no help for it, he had to move quickly if he wanted to avoid them, but he needed to see the shooter. Confirm his suspicions.

      Antonio could have hired an unknown to take out his father, but Giovanni didn’t think so. Antonio was reactive. He would’ve talked to the people around him and hired within his circle, same as he’d done when he’d put out a hit on Raina.

      He strode across the street, his shoes crunching on the broken glass as he entered the building. A woman sat crouched next to a desk, her arms over her head, her eyes wide with terror.

      Giovanni shook his head at her. “It’s over now, you will come to no harm.”

      He didn’t wait to see if she picked herself up off the floor, but jerked open the door to the stairwell and climbed the stairs to the fourth floor. Looking down the hall, he saw a room facing the street with the door open.

      The lights were off, but there was a glow from the streetlights below. He saw them immediately. Tiny was crouched over a form on the floor that wasn’t much bigger than him. Giovanni was going to lose his shit if Antonio had hired a child.

      “Do you recognize him?” Giovanni asked, approaching.

      “Si, she is one of Antonio’s girlfriends.” Though he tried to keep his voice neutral, Giovanni could hear the disgust.

      A woman.

      Giovanni stepped up to her side and looked down. Her features were clearly visible in the streetlight filtering through the window. He recognized her long reddish-brown hair, winged eyebrows, and lovely bowed lips. A rifle lay on the floor several feet from her. Her eyes were wide and pained as she stared up at the father of the man who either hired her or coaxed her into the job with promises of wealth and position.

      There was blood everywhere, though he couldn’t tell where she’d been shot. The rise and fall of her chest was laboured and her breathing was harsh and erratic. Though she looked back at him, he didn’t think she saw him.

      Dumb bitch, getting herself killed over the likes of Antonio.

      “Good thing she’s a bad shot,” Tiny said, standing and stepping away from her with a shake of his head.

      He was right. The distance from the room they were in now to the limo wasn’t huge. It would take some amount of skill to hit a target on the street, but Giovanni suspected she’d been taking potshots, hoping to hit the boss.

      “Too bad.” Giovanni pulled his gun and aimed it at her head.

      She could have been Desi. Her beauty, her fierceness. While circumstances had saved one, they would kill the other.

      He put a bullet through her forehead and walked out of the room, Tiny trailing behind him. They left the hotel through the back exit while police rushed through the front doors.
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      “You good?” Giovanni asked Dino as their limo pulled up to the venue where his meeting would take place.

      “Si,” the other man replied shortly.

      They’d stopped at a pharmacy to pick up supplies. Once the blood had stopped flowing, they’d disinfected the wound, stapled it closed and taped a bandage to it, front and back. Dino had downed three shots of whiskey and, though he looked more pissed off than Giovanni had seen before, he was determined to attend the meeting.

      Together, Giovanni and his posse entered the club where the meeting was to be held. The building was nearly as old as the Colosseum but had been reinforced and restored to its original condition.

      Music bombarded them as they entered through the main doors. Giovanni held himself with the arrogance expected of the Italian Godfather, bold and ready to face the other family heads of the Cosa Nostra. An old family rival, Angelo Lombardi, immediately spotted him. As he approached, Giovanni’s men stiffened. Giovanni gave an almost imperceptible shake of his head.

      “We do not attack unless we’re forced,” he murmured, staring coldly at Angelo as he stopped in front of them.

      “You’re looking worse for wear,” Angelo pointed out, his amused gaze on the bloody front of Giovanni’s suit.

      “We work before we play,” Giovanni said coldly. “What do you want, Lombardi? I have a meeting to attend.”

      Angelo laughed as though sharing a joke with an old friend, but his gaze was careful. “You are a man who does not enjoy the simple pleasures in life, mi amico.”

      “I am not your friend, and I doubt your idea of life’s pleasures match mine.” Giovanni looked past Angelo to the two women behind him. They looked drugged, completely spaced out, as though they’d been on a bender and had yet to come out of it.

      Angelo turned to look at his companions. “Ah, yes, gifts for our host.”

      Giovanni held his expression of stony disinterest, but it took effort not to strike the other man. He’d guessed when he saw the women, but his suspicions were confirmed. Sex slaves.

      Giovanni wasn’t into the skin trade, never had been. Sure, he employed sex workers, but the system was fair. They chose their clients and kept half their earnings. In exchange for the other half, Giovanni offered them housing and easily accessible healthcare.

      Trafficking was different. He didn’t traffic in sex; never had, never would. Another argument he’d had with Antonio, who despised Giovanni’s humanity when it came to business.

      “You are making waves in Malta, si?” Angelo changed the topic. “I have business there you might be interested in.”

      “I have no interest in either you or your business,” Giovanni snapped, his irritation showing. “I work in the north, you know this.”

      Angelo laughed again, the sound brittle and almost as annoying as the playlist the DJ was working through. It was all noise to Giovanni who preferred opera and classical music.

      “If you insist, but I think you should check what your left hand is doing while the right is busy. The Savino name is on the lips of everyone who matters in Malta. If you want an intro, I’m happy to oblige.”

      Giovanni was done with the grinning drunken idiot in front of him. Without another word, he stepped around Angelo and strode through the throng of dancers. Some knew enough to get out of his way as he walked, others didn’t know him but recognized the natural arrogance of a mafia boss and were quick to move.

      Only one was stupid enough to remain in Giovanni’s path.

      Fucking hell, he was going to be late for his meeting.

      He stopped in the center of the dance floor, strobe lights flashing over and around him, the music thumping a distracting beat.

      “Antonio,” he acknowledged his son.

      “Padre.”

      Giovanni laughed, a chilling sound, then glared at his son. “You dare to call me father this night?”

      “Like it or not, you are my father.”

      Giovanni eyed the bandage across Antonio’s nose. “You touched what was mine and got your face slapped, didn’t you?”

      Antonio’s cheeks suffused with a satisfying red and his hand twitched as though it was everything he could do not to touch his shattered nose.

      “You have great taste in women, padre,” he said sarcastically.

      “I do,” Giovanni agreed, enjoying the image of Desi punching Antonio more than he probably should have. Then he changed the subject. “You tried to kill me.”

      Antonio attempted to look shocked but didn’t quite manage it. “Yet you are still here.”

      “As are you,” Giovanni mused. “Uninvited, I might add.”

      Antonio bowed his head. “To take your place in the Savino chair if you could not attend.”

      Anger rushed through Giovanni at the brazenness of his son’s betrayal. He supposed it had been years in the making. Antonio’s hatred for his father and disdain for the Savino name were out in the open. Giovanni preferred it that way. Now they knew where each man stood. Or they would once Giovanni was done explaining.

      He pulled his gun and held it to his son’s forehead. Several people gasped and one woman screamed, rushing from the scene. Giovanni ignored everyone except for his son. The child who had come from his loins.

      He would have to pay a fine for pulling a weapon on neutral territory, but it would be worth it to put the fear of God in his useless, selfish son.

      “Are you going to kill me, padre?” Antonio asked, his eyes gleaming with a maniacal energy, as if daring his father to pull the trigger.

      “I will kill you one day, mi figlio.” He handed his gun to Dino, then gripped Antonio’s head, pulling him forward and placing a kiss on his forehead before releasing him. “This is a promise.”

      Giovanni took his gun back and re-holstered it before striding from the dance floor. As he passed Antonio, his red-faced son snarled, “Not if I get you first.”

      Giovanni ignored him and continued through the club, passing through the back rooms until he arrived at the meeting venue, a wide stone balcony facing the blanket of lights that was Rome. A large table graced the center of the floor, surrounded by enough chairs for each head of the family. Security stood across the entire terrace, at every entrance, and down the stairs leading into a garden beside the building.

      As they entered the balcony area, Giovanni and his men checked their guns. There would be no weapons at the table, which didn’t necessarily mean there would be no death. Most of the attendants could defend themselves bare-handed. There had been more than one blood bath at neutral territory meetings.

      “Giovanni!”

      He turned at his name and smiled a genuine smile as his good friend and rival, Antony Leduc, made his way over.

      “Tony, I wasn’t expecting to see you here. Hasn’t anyone told you France and Italy are two different countries? Go back to your homeland and leave the big business to the real Italian men.”

      The other man chuckled. It was an old joke. Antony had been born in Italy to a French father and Italian mother. His mother’s father had been head of one of the oldest families in Sicily and Antony had taken over when the old man had died two decades earlier. Though many of his countryman had been skeptical, Giovanni had been smart enough to make an alliance.

      “I hear you are causing problems in Rome, old man.”

      “Not too old to make this city whisper my name in terror, am I?” Giovanni showed his teeth as he smiled and reached for a drink, rushed to him by a server whose job it was to know who was who, who preferred what, and keep all glasses filled at all times.

      Antony frowned, growing serious. “If you need help, I am always available. You took me under your wing at a time when I could have easily sunk under the weight of the other families.”

      Giovanni shook his head. “All is well, my friend.”

      Antony stepped closer and dropped his voice, glancing around to make sure no one was close enough to hear. “Your son is damaging your reputation. Some of the other families sense the blood in the water and are already circling like sharks. They will not hesitate to strike if they see a crack in the foundation of house Savino.”

      Giovanni nodded thoughtfully. “I take your words seriously, but there’s nothing for you to worry about. I will be here long into my old age, shaking the foundations of Rome and all of Italy.”

      Antony grinned and slapped Giovanni on the back. “Make sure of it, old man. I cannot fight off these sharks alone.”

      “And so you will not,” Giovanni assured him. “In fact, you may expect a wedding invitation soon. I hope you can attend on short notice?”

      “Of course!” the other man exclaimed but looked shocked. “You’re remarrying?”

      “Si, to an unparalleled beauty with teeth sharp enough to make a man jump. I consider myself lucky.”

      They talked until meeting was called to order. Dino stood respectfully behind his boss’s chair despite the injury he’d suffered only an hour earlier, and the meeting commenced.
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      Giovanni couldn’t help himself. He had to see her. The three days he’d spent in Rome were enough to make him realize he didn’t want to be parted from his captive fiancé for any amount of time, let alone seventy-two hours.

      It was a strange feeling. He’d always been an independent man. No woman, not even Antonia, had held his attention for long. Yet for weeks, Desi had battered at his brain and stolen too many of his thoughts.

      He sat on the bed next to her prone body and reached out to touch her back.

      She rolled over, long hair tangling about her, and sat up, the blankets falling to her waist. She held up a butcher knife, the lethal tip pointed toward his chest.

      He grabbed her wrist before she could stab him. “It’s me, Desi.”

      “I know,” she whispered.

      His eyes dropped down her body and he almost wished he hadn’t looked. She was wearing an extremely brief red silk nighty. It dipped low into her cleavage and one strap had dropped, catching the material against her peaked nipple. He could see the darkness of her areola peeking over the top.

      He took the knife from her and set it on the nightstand next to her bed.

      “Why did you take a knife, Desi?” he asked, turning back to her. “You’re safe in my home.”

      She licked her lips, her pupils dilating as she looked him over. “Old habits.”

      “You don’t need your old habits here.”

      She smiled slightly. “Give me time, Giovanni.”

      “Gio,” he reminded her, reaching out to trace the strap that had fallen. He slid it back onto her shoulder.

      “Gio,” she whispered, then said, “You smell like the Venice night.”

      He chuckled. “What does a Venice night smell like, bella?”

      She was sitting with her long, tanned legs bent on top of the covers, her nighty stopping at her thighs. She wasn’t wearing underwear and the idea of it sent the blood pumping faster through his veins, racing like fire and igniting everything in its path.

      “It smells like…” She buried her face in his shoulder, then looked up at him, her dark eyes velvet in the moonlight, “… flowers, ocean, wine… and you.”

      He hadn’t meant to touch her. He’d simply wanted to check on her. Make sure she wasn’t a figment of his imagination, but seeing her like this, awake, watching him with those gleaming black orbs, her seductive tone calling to him, he couldn’t help himself. He would die if he didn’t touch her, kiss her, take her.

      He gripped her by the shoulders and dragged her to him, covering her mouth with his in a fierce kiss. It took him a moment to realize she wasn’t struggling, wasn’t trying to push him away. She was pulling herself closer, opening herself up to him, wrapping her long legs around his waist as he deepened the kiss.

      Together they fell back on the bed, Giovanni over top of Desi, clutching her, while her arms wrapped around him, exploring his back, and shoving at his jacket, trying to yank it from his shoulders. He sat up, shrugged out of the jacket and tossed it away.

      She dragged him back down, her lips meeting his in a sizzling explosion of pheromones and heat. She moaned into his mouth and clawed at his shirt, yanking the collar against his throat until she was half strangling him. He gently moved her hands without breaking their kiss and unbuttoned it faster than he’d ever done, yanking it down his back.

      Free to explore, Desi ran her hands over his chest and back, sending showers of ecstasy through him. He hadn’t been touched like this in over a decade when he’d decided prostitutes were no replacement for real intimacy. Now he knew he had been waiting for this, for Desi.

      She tore her mouth from his and bit his chest, digging her sharp teeth into his flesh. A shock-wave coursed through him, the pain mixing with the sensual pleasure of her hands on his body. It was stunning, it was consuming.

      Desi reached between them, sliding her hand down his body until she was touching his cock through the fabric of his trousers. She explored lightly while he held his breath, waiting to find out what she would do next. She played lightly, running her fingers over him, exploring, then gripping him hard and leaning in to delve her tongue into his mouth.

      His head swam and he wanted nothing more than to fuck her into the mattress until they’d obliterated the bed and set fire to the world around them.

      But first, he needed to know that she knew exactly who she’d be fucking. She knew what she was doing, how to drive a man crazy, and she’d learned it somewhere. Jealousy tore through him, clashing with pleasure and igniting an angry fire. 

      He gripped her by the hair at the nape of her neck and dragged her head back. She moaned her disappointment and glared up at him like a child who’d had her favourite toy taken away.

      “Who am I, Desiree?” he demanded, his voice harsh.

      She blinked at him in confusion, the cloud of desire clearing. “I… Giovanni?” she asked his name like it was a question.

      He wanted more. More conviction, more loyalty, more of everything she was holding back.

      He shook her, tightening his grip on her hair until she winced.

      “Say my name like you mean it.”

      “Giovanni.”

      “Louder,” he growled, dragging her closer. “Tell me you’re fucking me and not him.”

      “Him?” she sounded confused.

      “Garza,” he snapped the name like a curse.

      She gasped, her gaze clearing completely of any desire she’d had, like a bucket of ice water had been thrown over her. He felt a momentary stab of regret.

      “Let me up,” she said coldly, moving her hand from his crotch to his chest and pushing. “I’m not fucking you or anyone else tonight.”

      “Wrong answer, Desi.” He held her tightly, refusing to let her go.

      “Wrong answer?” she repeated. Then, in an expert move he didn’t see coming, she shoved the heel of her hand up into his chin. When his head snapped backwards, he was forced to release his grip on the back of her head. She followed it up by plowing her fist into his stomach. It was a weak hit considering they were so close together and she’d used her right hand, which was still recovering from the loss of her finger.

      She leapt from the bed while he shook his head to clear it of both the fog of desire and her sudden attack. She pointed at him with the stub of her finger, her hand shaking, giving away the depths of her emotion.

      “You think I’m in the wrong here?” she shouted at him. “You’re the fucking idiot who brought up my former lover while trying to fuck me. What the fuck is wrong with you?”

      He winced at the volume she was reaching, which would definitely attract the attention of the bodyguard in the hallway. She punctuated each ‘fuck’ with even greater volume, emphasizing how pissed she really was. And she was right. What kind of fucking idiot brought up a former lover in bed? But he couldn’t help the jealousy that raged through him, demanding he imprint himself on her, claim her, erase all history of her ex.

      He pushed himself off the bed and stalked toward her.

      She backed away from him, bringing her fists up in a fighting stance and glaring at him like she had every intention of kicking his ass if she got the chance. One day he’d give her that chance, allow her to fully pit her skills against him, but not today.

      “Don’t you fucking touch me,” she snarled, her eyes spitting fire at him.

      “Lower your voice,” he said with a hard edge to his tone. “And I will touch you, Desi. Everywhere. Was going to wait until the wedding but this,” he waved his hand up her body, “is far too tempting.”

      “You had your chance and you fucked it up.”

      “I did, but I won’t apologize,” he said calmly. “You will know who you’re in bed with tonight.”

      “I already knew,” she spat, trying to circle away from him. He blocked her move, backing her further into the corner. “If you think you’re anything like Nico, you’re dead wrong.”

      Hearing the name of her former lover on her lips was enough to reignite his rage. He leapt at her, gripping her by the throat and pushing her into the wall. When she tried to punch him in the gut again, he lifted her off the ground, forcing her neck to hold the weight of her body. She choked and struggled, then quickly realized she couldn’t fight him in that position. She went slack, her hands gripping his wrist.

      He leaned in close while she gasped for breath. “You will not say his name again.”

      She stared at him, the depths of hell leaping from her black eyes, snapping fire and brimstone at him.

      “Nod if you understand.”

      She jerked her head in a nod, but before he released her, he leaned in and covered her lips in a kiss, stealing the last of her breath. She gripped his shoulders, her feet scrambling against the wall as she tried to hold herself up.

      He wrapped his arm around her waist, taking the brunt of her weight against him, then swung her around and fell onto the bed with her. Of course, Desi being Desi, she wasn’t about to let him get the upper hand.

      She took a fistful of his hair and dragged his head back, sinking her teeth into his throat, this time in earnest. She was out for blood.

      He gripped her jaw and forced her mouth open, releasing him. He would have one hell of a love bite in the morning.

      He flipped her onto her stomach and came down on top of her, pinning her. She tried to rear up, but he was heavy enough that she could do little more than wiggle her ass against his crotch.

      “Fuck, Desi,” he groaned, reaching down to unbuckle his belt and unzip himself. His cock was harder than he remembered it ever being.

      “Don’t you fucking dare!” she screamed at him over her shoulder as she heard his zipper.

      He leaned down, sweeping the hair off the back of her neck. “Thank you for not wearing panties.”

      He guided himself to her, swiping his fingers through her wetness, making sure she was ready for him before slamming himself home. He bit down on the back of her neck, giving her a mark that equaled the one she gave him. He cut through flesh until the taste of blood hit his tongue, making the pleasure of his entry more intense.

      She was so tight it felt like she was strangling his cock. She let out a shout of discomfort as he forced his way deep into her pussy.

      “Gio!” she screamed.

      A bolt of pleasure slammed through him as she said his name. Not just his name, but the shortened version, the name only she could use.

      “You can take it, bella,” he growled, basking in the tight squeeze of her pussy before he began fucking her, slowly at first, savouring each sensation, then faster.

      Fuck, she was so good, better than he’d hoped.

      Her screams of anger shifted into shouts of pleasure as he forced her legs wider and reached under her hips to strum her clitoris, which was slippery and engorged.

      She reached back and gripped his head, tangling her fingers in his hair and yanking, sending fire through his scalp.

      Giovanni was fast reaching his peak, but he wanted Desi to come with him. He wouldn’t have it any other way their first time.

      He pulled out of her and leaned back so he could roll her over.

      She blinked up at him, confusion bright in eyes clouded with desire.

      He guided himself back into her, sliding home into the wet dark heat as he took her mouth in a fierce kiss, pushing his tongue past the barrier of her teeth. It was risky, given her sentiments only a few minutes earlier, but he didn’t care. When he agreed to take Desi, he knew being with her would be like riding a lightning bolt. Wild, intoxicating, dangerous.

      She gripped him, raking his shoulder with her nails, before digging them into his back and lifting her hips to meet him thrust for thrust.

      He broke the kiss. “Say my name.”

      “Gio.”

      “Again.”

      “Gio!”

      He gripped her hair, pushed his forehead against hers and growled, “Never forget who I am.”

      He tilted his head down and bit her breast hard over her nipple, leaving teeth marks in the tender flesh.

      She screamed and gripped his head, holding him in place as she came, bucking her hips up and shaking with the force of her orgasm.

      Her pussy tightened around him until he had no choice but to follow her, shouting his own pleasure into her breast and releasing his seed deep inside her. The pleasure of conquest slammed into the physical pleasure of fucking a woman unparalleled. Desi belonged to him, and he would never allow her to leave.

      When he first accepted Desi as his captive, he’d had one intent; impregnant a woman who could raise a child as fierce as its mother and as loyal as its father. Now… now, he just wanted Desi.
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      Desi stared into the mirror over her vanity, reaching up to touch her face. Did it look different? She thought maybe it did. Her cheeks were flushed a dusky red against her tan skin, giving her the glow she’d lost in the past several months. She felt… exhilarated.

      Yet, she also felt off balance and confused.

      She hadn’t expected the passion, the feelings Giovanni had ignited in her the night before. He’d taken things to an entirely different level than anything she’d ever experienced before. It was so strange coming from a man like him, a man who dressed like a fancy gentleman and had impeccable manners. She’d expected sex with him to be pleasant, but not the bomb that had gone off in her bed the night before. She’d been helpless under the onslaught. 

      He was a wolf in sheep’s clothing, lulling his victims with his gentlemanly appearance before unleashing the Italian fire that simmered within.

      She gave herself a half-smile in the mirror at her own musings. She’d never been so fanciful before, never had time for it. She’d been forced into the attitude of a grim realist by her life’s circumstances. Perhaps it was the vineyard, or maybe Venice, possibly Giovanni himself, but the romance was getting to her.

      “Buongiorno.”

      Desi looked over her shoulder as Giovanni sat on the edge of her bed and reached for his trousers, dragging them up his legs before tucking his cock inside and buckling the belt. She felt a stab of disappointment that she hadn’t gotten a better look at it.

      “Good morning,” she said, watching intently as he approached and leaned down.

      She thought he was going to kiss her head or her cheek, but he reached past her and picked up her hairbrush. She held in a wince as he held it up to the tangled mess of her hair, then relaxed when he gently ran the bristles through the strands, holding his hand against her head to lessen the sting when the brush caught on a tangle. He knew what he was doing, how to brush a woman’s hair. A jolt of jealousy hit her when she realized he’d done this before.

      “I have two younger sisters,” he answered her unspoken question. “My mother would get me to brush their hair when she was too busy.”

      It was such an oddly domestic chore; she couldn’t picture the young Giovanni helping his sisters put their hair in order.

      “Where are your sisters now?” she asked, watching him in the mirror.

      “One is married to a rival in Genoa. I see her occasionally on holidays. The other married a Brazilian and emigrated to his home country.”

      “Is he associated with the mob?” she murmured.

      “I hope not. He’s a dentist.”

      “Sounds like a man who enjoys torturing his victims.”

      He chuckled and they fell silent as he worked the brush through her tresses. She sighed at the pleasant sensation and closed her eyes, enjoying the rhythmic strokes. It was almost like he was gently making love to her, raising some of the same feelings. An ache started in her chest.

      Finally, after what felt like a long time yet wasn’t long enough, he bent over to replace the brush on her vanity table. She opened her eyes and met his gaze in the mirror. Hers was dreamy, his was smouldering.

      “Let’s get some breakfast,” he murmured in her ear. “I’m starving.”

      Somehow, he made the word ‘starving’ sound sexual, and she blushed in response. He dropped a kiss on her shoulder and took her arm, lifting her from the chair.

      “I need to change,” she whispered, mesmerized by him.

      “I like you as you are.” He pushed the fall of her hair over her shoulder, exposing the deep vee of her nightie which showed through the silk robe she was wearing.

      “But the guards and Mrs. Capelli will see me.”

      He shook his head. “They will not see if I don’t want them to. This is your home now, Desi. I want you to be comfortable.”

      She looked away so he wouldn’t see the sudden sheen of tears in her eyes. She’d never felt at home, not since she was too young to remember. Her life had been one of excess, yes, but also of discomfort. She hadn’t been allowed to enjoy pleasure without a whole lot of pain, too.

      But this, here with Giovanni, was different.

      “Okay,” she said, lifting now dry eyes to meet his. “Let’s get breakfast.”

      She really was starving after their night of unbridled, animalistic sex, and she knew he must be too. They’d woken each other through the night, going through the same motions each time, learning each other’s bodies, their likes and dislikes until they’d collapsed into an exhausted heap as the first hints of dawn reached through the French windows and caressed their naked bodies, tangled together on the bed.

      He helped her from her chair and together they walked downstairs. Desi tried to turn left toward the dining room, but Giovanni caught her hand and guided her through his office and out onto the patio terrace.

      “I think we’ll have our breakfast out here from now on, weather permitting. This is okay with you, si?” He pulled a chair out and helped Desi into the seat before tucking her against the table.

      She smiled at the way he told her it would be okay instead of asking properly. He was masterful but gave the illusion of choice. She didn’t care. She liked the way he said ‘we’, as though he intended to eat with her daily, which hadn’t really been a thing up to this point.

       Mrs. Capelli brought a coffee tray out to them and poured steaming dark brown liquid into each cup, handing Giovanni the cream saucer, which he waved away. “Serve Desi first.”

      Desi met the housekeeper’s eyes and saw the fire of jealousy before the woman could shutter the feeling. Desi studied her, wondering why she was so irate about Desi’s presence. It was not like she was usurping the housekeeper. Desi was not domestic and had no intention of becoming so.

      Once Mrs. Capelli left, Desi looked at Giovanni, who was sipping his coffee and reading the Venice news on his smart phone.

      “Am I here simply for marriage, or do you intend to put me to work?” she asked, watching him with sharp eyes.

      Giovanni set his phone down and studied her, his gaze softening as he took in her long shiny hair and bathrobe.

      “What kind of work would you like?” he asked, steepling his fingers in front of him.

      One of his rings had blood crusted around the jewels, giving them a dull gleam in the sunlight. She wanted a closer look, wanted to ask him what had happened in Rome, but kept her curiosity to herself.

      Desi sipped her coffee, made a face, and set it down, reaching for the sugar and adding two more spoonfuls. “I’m not used to being idle. This is the most down time I’ve had since I was ten. I’m a useful asset and I wish to be put to work.”

      Giovanni reached across the small table and took her hand, caressing the back before gently examining her healing stub.

      She blushed and tried to tug her hand away, but he held her tightly, his gaze laser-focusing on her face. “Do not be ashamed of this.” He lifted her hand, touching his lips gently to the still-healing knuckle of the missing finger. “This is a badge of your resilience, bella. You barely flinched as it was done and have since acted as though the loss is of little consequence. This is the woman I choose to walk at my side.”

      She nodded, completely absorbed by him. “Then let me walk by your side. I am skilled and don’t wish to sit idle any longer.”

      “Desiree,” he said her name firmly, his hand tightening on hers. “You’re still healing and learning how to use this hand without its dominant finger. You must give yourself time.”

      She pulled her hand from his grip. “I don’t need more time.”

      “I say you do.” His tone told her he wouldn’t accept any more argument, which was a shame because Desi was not one to back down.

      She narrowed her eyes at him. “You don’t trust me. That’s what this is about, isn’t it?”

      His answer was quick and firm. “Correct. I don’t trust you, Desi.”

      Her mouth opened, but no words came out because a feeling of betrayed outrage was bubbling up inside her. She’d opened up to him, given him pieces of herself she’d given no one else. She should have known better. No matter how much she gave, men would always try to oppress her.

      She was in the process of gathering her thoughts so she could give him a properly scathing response, but he got there first.

      “You’ve been with me for less than three weeks. Have you ever known a relationship to take only twenty days to develop to where trust implicit?”

      “I…” Desi looked away. He knew the exact number of days they’d been together? She counted back and decided he was right. “I guess I wouldn’t know.”

      “You’ve never had a healthy relationship, have you?” he asked.

      She shook her head, studying her hands, which were entwined in her lap. “Ni…” she remembered he wouldn’t allow her to say Nico’s name. “He wasn’t an easy man to live with.”

      “I know,” Giovanni said grimly.

      She looked at him. “Did you trust your wife?”

      He shook his head. “Not after three weeks, but eventually, yes.”

      A rattling tray interrupted them, and Desi twisted around to find Mrs. Capelli’s hard gaze on her. The woman had clearly overheard the last part of their conversation. They fell silent while she placed plates of fruit, crepes, and whipped cream in front of them.

      “I’ll get fat if you keep feeding me like this,” Desi murmured after the other woman left. Despite her words, she picked up her fork and dug in, eager to assuage her hunger with such a tempting array.

      “Good,” Giovanni said, taking a hearty bite of his own food. “I prefer a woman with some curves.”

      Desi glared at him. “Someone better than me?”

      He laughed and reached over to pat her wrist. “You are perfect as you are, Desiree, but you would be even more perfect with some good food and wine in you. Whether it adds curves is not something I care about. Only that you receive the good things in life.”

      “You are such a strange man.” She chewed on her food, staring suspiciously at him.

      “Perhaps, but you’ll come to understand me.” He put his fork down and stared back at her, mesmerizing her with his intensity. “In time, you will also come to trust me.”

      Her breath caught in her throat as she realized what he was saying. He didn’t trust her, not completely. But neither did she trust him. Because relationships, real ones, took time to develop. She hadn’t understood because she’d never had to properly develop a relationship with anyone.

      “When you trust me… will you put me to work?” she asked tentatively, half afraid he would deny her.

      The corners of his eyes crinkled as he smiled, and something in her chest relaxed even as her libido picked up. “You’re a deeply skilled and passionate woman. I would be a fool to ignore your abilities. You’ve already become a valuable asset to me and one day soon you will be allowed to show my organization what you’re capable of.”

      She drowned in his dark gaze as she processed his words. She was valuable to him. No one had ever said anything so kind to her before. It felt like a gift, one she was determined to hold dear.

      “You won’t regret giving me your trust.”

      “I know,” he murmured, then looked at her more seriously. “But you need to relax. Stop worrying about trying to impress me. I was impressed from the moment I knew you existed. Now I want you to take the things from life you’ve never experienced.”

      “What things?” she whispered.

      “I want you to be happy.”

      She looked away, blinking away the annoying sheen of tears that showed up again. “I don’t think I know how.”

      “You will,” he said, the assurance in his voice drawing her gaze back to him. He nodded toward her half-eaten crepes. “Start with breakfast and work your way up.”

      She laughed, a strangled sound, and nodded. “Okay, I can do that.”

      “Desi, you can do everything.”

      And for the first time in her life, she believed the man who was laying the world at her feet.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      “It’s white.” Desi stared at herself in the full-length mirror in her bedroom.

      “It’s beautiful.”

      She turned on the spot to look at Donada, who was sprawled out on her bed, looking through the bridal magazines they’d bought together in Venice. The two women had grown closer as the days passed. Desi made it her daily ritual to visit Donada each afternoon for a glass of wine and a chat.

      Their friendship was strange but comfortable. Or maybe it wasn’t strange. Desi wouldn’t know. She’d never had a female friend before. The two women had quickly evolved from their winery chats to shopping in the city and Desi meeting Donada’s partner, Alina. The three of them ate lunch at the club before Alina, who was multilingual, went to her job as a tour guide for incoming cruise ships.

      “I don’t think I should wear white,” Desi said skeptically.

      “Why? Because you’re not a virgin?” Donada asked with a laugh. “Very few people are virgins on their wedding days anymore. Thank goodness. Could you imagine marrying someone who turned out to be a bad fuck?”

      Desi couldn’t help but laugh, then sobered as she thought about Giovanni. That man was a god beneath the sheets. And on top of them and anywhere else he caught Desi alone. He couldn’t seem to keep his hands off her, and she felt the same. It had been almost four weeks since they began sleeping together and the desire hadn’t waned. He spent every night in her bed with little of it spent sleeping.

      “No, I mean… the life I’ve led,” she said, staring at the pristine dress. “I’ve done things that aren’t pure. I don’t deserve….”

      Donada rolled off the bed and came to stand behind Desi, looking at her in the mirror. “Do you regret the things you’ve done?”

      Donada knew a little of Desi’s past, but not enough to truly understand. There were some things Desi couldn’t bring herself to say out loud. How could she bring up things like how Nico used to allow his men to fuck her when he was out of his mind on drugs and alcohol? How he enjoyed her pain and humiliation. How could she explain the times she sat on the edge of her bed, holding her gun, and willing herself to put it to her head and pull the trigger? And that didn’t even cover the things she’d done of her own free will. The crimes she’d committed.

      The answer was she couldn’t tell Donada, and maybe never would. Some of her secrets would go to the grave with her, while others… others might be easier to talk about in time. But not yet. This new life was too precious. It could slip away if she said or did the wrong thing.

      “I regret some of the things I’ve done. Others I didn’t have a choice and cannot regret.” Her mind flashed to Raina and Mateo, the revenge she’d tried to enact on behalf of a monster. That had been her choice, one she was coming to regret as she finally let the spectre of Nico go from her life.

      She’d been so twisted by Nico’s hate that she hadn’t seen clearly. She’d gone with her programming, and it had nearly gotten her killed. She had been lucky to lose only a finger for her stupidity.

      Now, with Giovanni and Donada, she was seeing the value in life.

      “We all have regrets, bella,” Donada said softly, her hand tightening on Desi’s shoulder. “It’s what we do with those regrets that matter.”

      “I can’t change the past,” Desi whispered.

      “Maybe you can’t change the past, but you can shape your future.”

      “What does that mean?” Desi turned to look at her friend.

      Donada sat on the bed again, pulling one booted leg up and leaning back on her hands. “Take your regrets and channel them into a future where you will no longer have regrets.”

      Desi thought of something Nico had told her whenever she tried to buck his rule. Leopards can’t change their spots and she was one wily leopard. “What if I can’t change?”

      Donada shook her head. “You don’t need to change, not really. You’re lovely the way you are. Perhaps what you need to do is start living for yourself instead of others. As far as I can tell, most of your life’s regrets stem from doing the bidding of another.”

      Desi sat on her vanity chair and stared into space, thinking about what Donada was saying. She’d never thought about it that way before, but the other woman was correct. Desi had spent a lifetime trying to please others. Men, specifically. First, Nico. Now, Giovanni.

      “How do I live for myself?” She was truly baffled.

      “Well, what do you want from life? Maybe once you figure that out, you’ll know how to live.”

      Desi thought about it, and she could come up with one answer. “I want to feel safe.”

      Donada tried to hide the sadness from her expression, but Desi saw it.

      “Don’t pity me,” she added coldly. “I’m not weak. I know how to fight, physically and mentally.”

      “But you shouldn’t have to fight,” Donada said passionately, sitting up straight and shaking her head. “And I don’t pity you. Maybe I pity the child you once were, the one who grew up without her family, who was forced into a life she never would have chosen, but I don’t pity who you are now. You’re resilient, Desi, or you wouldn’t be here. What I’m saying is that you have experienced enough pain. Don’t cause yourself more because you think you can’t change enough to live for yourself.”

      The conversation was exhausting, and Desi was beginning to feel suffocated by her dress. It was beautiful, but it represented a lifetime with Giovanni. With another man who would dictate her future. She didn’t know if she wanted that, but she didn’t know if she didn’t want it.

      “I’m so confused,” she whispered.

      “Life is confusing, bella.”

      “That is not comforting,” Desi said with a glare. “Now stop acting like a talking fortune cookie and help me get this thing off. I want some of the delicious wine you brought, and I can’t risk staining the dress.”

      Donada pushed herself off the bed again and helped Desi with the row of pearl buttons securing the back of the dress.

      Desi took a deep breath as she stepped out of the pool of white fabric. She left the dress where it landed and beelined for the wine Donada was pouring. She gripped the stem of the glass and swallowed the entire thing in one go, coughing as she gasped for breath.

      Donada raised an amused eyebrow and handed Desi a tissue, which she took to wipe the wine from her lips. “Is it the conversation or the wedding planning that has you agitated?”

      “Both,” Desi gasped. “Another please.”

      Donada poured another glass of wine, handing it to Desi while eyeing her critically. “You don’t know how to relax, do you?”

      “Of course I do,” Desi argued. “I sleep for at least seven hours a night.”

      “That’s not what I’m talking about, and you know it.” Donada strode to the French doors, opening them and stepping out onto the stone patio. She threw her arms wide and turned to look at Desi. “Stop the crazy merry-go-round and smell the grapes.”

      Desi laughed and shook her head.

      A sharp knock at the door heralded the arrival of Mrs. Capelli, who bustled in to announce that Giovanni would not be joining Desi for their evening meal as he would be attending a meeting in the city.

      “Why didn’t he come to tell me himself?” Desi asked with a frown. Giovanni looked for any excuse to be with Desi. He rarely sent servants to speak on his behalf.

      “Signore Savino is a busy man. He does not have time to cater to his young fiancé.” The words were spoken coldly. The older woman stooped to pick up the dress Desi had left on the floor. She clucked her tongue and shook her head, giving the dress a shake and replacing it in the garment bag Desi had flung across the bottom of her bed. “This was very expensive, Signora, you must be more careful.”

      Donada was watching from her position on the balcony, her eyebrow raised.

      “What I do with my purchases is none of your business,” Desi said sharply. “Where is the Signore? I would like to speak to him.”

      “I am afraid that is impossible. The Signore has left for his meeting already.” Mrs. Capelli did nothing to hide the satisfaction in her voice.

      Desi got a grip on her temper, reminding herself of what Donada had just said to her. She decided it wasn’t in the best interests of her future self to murder the housekeeper… in front of a witness.

      Mrs. Capelli had been a total bitch to Desi from the moment she arrived in Giovanni’s household. The housekeeper ruled the roost, and she didn’t want interference. Desi had hoped showing the other woman she had no intention of interfering with the already smooth-running household would work, but she’d been there for six weeks already, and the other woman refused to soften.

      Well, if she couldn’t murder Mrs. Capelli… yet… she would do the next best thing. Refuse to play the older woman’s game.

      Desi reached for the phone on her vanity.

      Giovanni had given it to her two weeks earlier. A gift to show that he was beginning to trust her. All the numbers she would need were programmed in: Giovanni, Vitto, Donada, Mrs. Capelli, Tomas, Dino.

      Desi called Giovanni’s phone and he picked up on the first ring.

      “Desi, mia bella Regina.” The way he said the words in his deep baritone, calling her his queen, sent a shiver down Desi’s spine and spread warmth through her belly. Memories assailed her of the way he’d used his mouth on her the night before, bringing her to climax over and over.

      “Gio.” Her voice was breathless, and she turned her back on the room, not wanting the others to hear the intimacy that existed between Desi and Giovanni. “I wanted to hear your voice.”

      “It is my pleasure to give you what you want. What would you like me to say?”

      “Why did you leave without saying goodbye?” She hoped she didn’t sound whiny.

      “You were in the city shopping, were you not?” he asked, confused.

      “I was not.” Desi turned to narrow her eyes at Mrs. Capelli, who was busy tidying the blankets on Desi’s bed. “I haven’t left the house today.”

      There was silence for a moment, then Giovanni said, “There must have been a misunderstanding. Mrs. Capelli informed me that you had left immediately after our breakfast. I thought it was you who had left without saying goodbye.”

      The warmth in her belly spread to her chest as she caught the note of disappointment in his voice. He’d been equally disturbed when he thought he’d missed her.

      “Si, a misunderstanding.” Desi stepped toward Mrs. Cappelli, her eyes hard. “I will ensure it won’t happen again.”

      He chuckled. “Don’t be too hard on my housekeeper, bella. She has many things to remember and perhaps got confused as to which day you would be in the city.”

      Not fucking likely, Desi thought.

      Mrs. Capelli forgot nothing. She was an unpleasant shadow who had spent years lurking in Giovanni’s mausoleum of a house. Now, there was happiness within the walls once again. Things were changing, becoming lighter, and Mrs. Capelli couldn’t stand it. She was losing control of the domain that had been hers for the past thirty years.

      “I will be gentle,” she assured him. “Have a good meeting, Gio. I’ll see you later.”

      “Count on it, bella.”

      Desi set the phone down gently on her vanity, then opened the drawer and reached beneath her makeup and hair accessories. She pulled out the butcher knife she’d gotten from the kitchen.

      She stalked toward the other woman, who was staring at her with wide, fearful eyes.

      “Whoa, Desi.” Donada stepped into the bedroom from the balcony, watching the scene anxiously. “What are you going to do?”

      Desi gripped Mrs. Cappelli by the throat and turned her, slamming her into the wall behind them and holding the knife up to eye level. “You,” she snarled, venom dripping from the word, “are trying to sabotage me.”

      “I’m not!” Mrs. Capelli defended herself, her body vibrating with fear and tension. “It was an honest mistake, Signora, it won’t happen again.”

      Desi pressed the knife against the other woman’s cheek. Not enough to cut, but enough to make sure the woman knew if she breathed wrong, Desi was going to slice her.

      “No, it won’t happen again, because I won’t let it.” Ice dripped from each word.

      They stared at each other for several long seconds, then Desi stepped away from the older woman, releasing her neck. Mrs. Capelli stayed frozen against the wall, staring at Desi as though she were a goblin.

      “You’re lucky I’m trying to change.” Still holding the knife, Desi reached for her wine and took a sip. “Or I would spill your guts all over this carpet and call it a misunderstanding.”

      “Dios,” Mrs. Capelli whispered, her face white.

      “How about we stop these misunderstandings?” Desi said pleasantly, taking another sip.

      “Si, yes, it won’t happen again.”

      “Good.” Desi smiled. “You may leave.”

      Desi and Donada watched as Mrs. Capelli flew from the room, hurtling past Vitto, who was standing guard in the hallway. He watched her run away, an expression of disinterest on his face.

      Desi closed the door and turned back to Donada. “I think you were right about this whole changing the future thing. I feel better already.”

      Donada laughed and shook her head. “That wasn’t quite what I meant.”

      “I’ll keep working on it.” Desi set her glass down and replaced the knife in her vanity drawer, next to the gun she’d taken off one of Giovanni’s men when he wasn’t paying attention.

      “You do that.” Donada grabbed a jewelry box from Desi’s nightstand. It had been delivered that morning. “Now, tell me, are you going to wear pearls or diamonds for the big day?”
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      Her wedding day.

      How was it possible that Desi had reached this point in her life? She was thirty-five and hadn’t thought she would ever walk down the aisle. Hadn’t wanted to. Until now. Every passing day with Giovanni, in his household, with Donada, Vitto, and the others had convinced her that she could hope for something more. A different life.

      She sighed at herself and her maudlin thoughts and reached for a tissue, pressing it beneath her eyes. Now she would have to repair her makeup.

      Sliding onto her vanity chair, Desi leaned into the mirror and used the eyeliner brush to fix the smudging. She’d been teary eyed more than usual. It was a strange sensation that Donada encouraged her to embrace. Tears were normal and Desi wanted to embrace normalcy.

      Though she found idleness boring, she didn’t want to embrace death and destruction again. When Giovanni finally allowed her to work with him, she would ask him for a desk job.

      She snorted at herself. A desk job… like a cop recovering from an injury. Or an ex-cartel enforcer recovering from a lifetime of PTSD.

      She froze.

      Where had that thought come from? She wasn’t stupid. She knew PTSD existed, but she’d never thought to apply it to herself. It was a condition caused by experiencing traumatic and life-threatening events, which, of course, Desi had. Repeatedly.

      She stared at herself, into her brown eyes, trying to read an emotion. Any emotion. They still looked dead to her. Like the soul had been sucked out of her long ago, leaving a grim reaper in its place. Someone who stole souls because hers had been taken.

      “Jesus, such thoughts on my wedding day.”

      She squeezed her eyes shut, trying to banish the imagery before she committed herself to a man who would see right through her every thought. He would know there was something wrong. He always seemed to know because he’d taken the time to get to know her.

      “I can do this,” she whispered.

      She opened her eyes in time to save herself from a bullet to the head. She moved just as Antonio pulled the trigger, flinging herself away from the vanity and tumbling to the floor in a blur of white skirt and long, dark hair. The gun had a silencer, but the mirror shattered as the bullet struck it dead center.

      Vitto rushed into the room, his gun drawn, but he was too late.

      Desi screamed his name as Antonio’s second bullet hit the other man, flinging him into the hallway.

      Antonio turned back to her, maniacal rage bright in his eyes.

      “Your turn,” he snarled.

      She glared up at him, her thoughts racing, then landing on Giovanni. She didn’t want to die. She wanted to be with her lover. She had to get Antonio talking, get him to come closer so she could attack. Antonio only seemed to respond to one thing, anger. If she tried to plead with him, he’d shoot her. If she got him angry, he might get sloppy.

      “How dare you do this to your father!” she shouted at him, pushing herself up onto her hands. “You are worthless, Antonio.”

      “You know nothing about me, porca troia!” he spat at her feet.

      “Maybe I am a whore, but that’s better than you!” She screamed at him at the top of her lungs, hoping some of the house guards might hear so she wouldn’t have to deal with Antonio on her own and possibly mess up her dress. “Deficiente, asino, cane, verme. Vattela a pigliare in culo, sfigato!”

      Desi wasn’t entirely sure what she was saying to Antonio. Giovanni had thought it amusing to teach her Italian curse words while they were in bed coming down from the high of sex. In turn, she would teach him Spanish curses, though he already knew most of them, as his Spanish was impeccable.

      Desi thought she’d called Antonio a worm, a dog, a donkey and had also possibly told him to ‘take it up the ass, loser’. If the look on his face was anything to go by, then she’d succeeded with at least a few of her insults.

      He flew at her, swinging his gun hand back.

      She stared at him without flinching, turning her head just as the strike hit so he wouldn’t get her in the temple and knock her unconscious. Pain streaked through her skull, but she used it to fuel her rage. She reached up to grip the wrist of his gun hand as it went past her, and then kicked up at him, wrapping her leg around his arm and pulling him to the ground. 

      He landed on his face with a grunt and tried to get up, but Desi quickly twisted his arm, wrenching it at the shoulder and putting him in an arm bar. She reached out to drag the gun away from him, but he squeezed the trigger. She grunted as the bullet tore through her side.

      A flesh wound. Even so, it hurt like a bitch and she was now bleeding all over her beautiful dress. She snatched the gun from him and hurled it away.

      Antonio screamed as she tightened her leg around the arm.

      “This is for fucking up my wedding day.” She was no longer screaming. Her voice had dropped into a deadly growl.

      She wrenched the arm until she heard the unmistakable pop as it dislocated. She released him before the arm could break.

      As Desi pushed herself to her feet, Antonio screamed and crawled across the carpet like the worm she might’ve called him. He was headed toward the balcony where the door was open. He must’ve climbed up that way.

      Desi kicked him in the ribs as hard as she could, sending him flying onto his back. “This is for fucking up my dress.”

      She stomped on his crotch.

      His mouth flew open in a silent scream, and he clutched his balls with his good hand. He rolled onto his side and threw up.

      Desi jumped back, then circled around him to stand over him. She pressed her heel to his shoulder and stepped down on his injury until he was screaming and begging for mercy.

      It was then she noticed he was dressed like one of the servers. They’d hired a catering service for their wedding day, and he’d thought to blend in. A stupid plan that could only have worked with help.

      “Smettila per favore!”

      “No!” Desi snarled at him, leaning down to speak in his ear. “I will never stop. You came after me on what’s supposed to be the best day of my life. I will haunt your nightmares for this. I will keep coming for you until there’s nothing left but a shell.”

      “Mio padre ti ucciderà!”

      “He will not kill me, Antonio. You want to know why?” She caressed the edge of his ear before gripping his shoulder and wrenching it back. She waited for him to finish screaming before she spoke again. “I have no intention of killing you.” She rolled him onto his back and let him see the truth in her eyes. “I care about your father too much to kill his only child.”

      She stood, staring down at him with disgust. Turning away, she limped toward the gun he’d dropped and picked it up. He flinched when she pointed the gun at him, curling the stump of her finger over the trigger.

      She stood over him one last time, shaking her head. “You aren’t worth the bullet.”

      Desi walked to her vanity and picked up her veil. Setting the gun down, she used the knife in her drawer to slice it into strips. She ignored Antonio’s groans as she wrapped the material around her waist, tightening it until she’d stemmed the blood from her bullet wound.

      After the ceremony, she’d get Giovanni’s doctor to stitch it up. The bullet had gone through her flesh and lodged in the wall, so she didn’t have to worry about getting a bullet out.

      Ignoring Antonio, she picked up the gun and the knife and strode to the door. Vitto was pulling himself up off the floor. 

      She slid an arm underneath him and braced herself to help him stand.

      “Took you long enough to get out here and check on me,” he grumbled.

      “I knew you were wearing the vest,” she replied, helping him lean against the wall. She yanked his shirt from his trousers and lifted it to make sure the bullet hadn’t hit his flesh. She’d seen the bulk of a bulletproof vest earlier. He rarely wore a vest when he shadowed her, and she’d asked him about it. He’d told her mafia weddings could turn bad and he’d wanted to be prepared. “Besides, I don’t think you understand how this bodyguard thing works. You’re supposed to rescue me.”

      He clutched the right side of his ribs under his chest.

      “Hey, I took a bullet for you,” he pointed out. “Besides, you handled yourself fine.”

      She glanced back into the bedroom and sighed. Antonio was trying to climb to his feet.

      Desi stalked back into the room, striding up to Antonio. “This is for my bodyguard.” She threw her fist into his face, sending him back to the carpet. She smirked when she realized she’d broken his nose again.

      “You need to stop coming after me, Antonio,” she said calmly. “I don’t think you can handle much more.”

      Vitto chuckled and painfully re-tucked his shirt. His eyes caught on the blood streaking down her skirt.

      “You were hit.”

      She shook her head. “It’s nothing.”

      He continued to look as though he was going to stop her from walking down the aisle until she got medical attention.

      “Seriously, Vitto,” she pleaded. “It’s just a flesh wound. Through and through. I’ve had paper cuts worse than this.”

      He still looked skeptical.

      She gripped his arm and looked up at him. “I want nothing more in the world than to marry your boss. Help me get there and then you can do whatever you think needs doing.”

      Finally, he nodded. “Okay, but if the Signore kills me for this, you will have to explain to my mother.”

      She laughed. It felt good.

      Maybe Antonio’s attack wasn’t such a bad thing. She’d been plagued with self-doubt all day. Now she was filled with purpose.

      “Take me to the altar.”

      He took her arm and led her from the room, down the hallway toward the stairs.

      “You want to lose the weapons before we arrive?”

      She looked down at her hands. The gun was clutched in one hand, the butcher knife in the other. Spots of blood dotted the back of her right hand. Hers or Antonio’s she didn’t know.

      “No.”

      Vitto said nothing, allowing her to keep her weapons.

      She only needed them for a few minutes more.

      Desi spotted her prey hovering at the bottom of the stairs.

      The woman stared at Desi like she was seeing a ghost. She didn’t have the good sense to run. She was either too shocked or too stupid to think Desi had worked out who let Antonio onto the estate and then kept the rest of the staff away while he climbed to the top floor of the house.

      “Let me go,” she instructed Vitto, and he immediately released her arm.

      Too late, Mrs. Capelli saw the shadow of death descending toward her. She tried to run, but Desi grabbed her arm and viciously threw her into the wall. Before Mrs. Capelli could run, Desi pushed the butcher knife against her throat and held the gun to her head.

      “Desiree!” the other woman gasped.

      It was the first time Mrs. Capelli had called her anything except Signora.

      “Giana,” Desi said the other woman’s given name, glad she’d bothered to find out. She’d asked Giovanni about the housekeeper and had found out she’d been friends with his wife’s mother from when they were children. He’d expected her to leave when his wife died. When she didn’t leave, he kept her on. His house ran smoothly and though she was somewhat of a grim spectre haunting the place, never allowing him to forget the loss of his wife, he hadn’t the heart to send her away.

      Desi had no heart except for the one Giovanni resurrected, and it belonged to him alone.

      “Two things are going to save you from the death you so richly deserve,” Desi snarled, glaring murderous intent into the other woman’s eyes.

      “But I…!” Desi tightened the knife against Mrs. Capelli’s throat until she let out a strangled gurgle and stopped talking.

      “One, you were a friend to Giovanni’s dead wife, and I will not desecrate her memory in what used to be her home with your blood. From all accounts, she was a good woman and wouldn’t have wanted her husband to suffer. And he would suffer if you and Antonio had succeeded in killing me.” Desi paused, allowing her words to sink in. It gratified her when a flash of shame crossed Mrs. Cappelli’s features. “Second. You will leave here and never come back. If I see you again, I will hunt your ass down and slice you up one piece at a time. Nod if you understand.”

      Desi loosened her grip so the other woman could nod emphatically.

      Stepping back, Desi released her and watched dispassionately as the woman fled.

      She turned to Vitto. “Time to get married.”

      Vitto escorted her through the house and out into the estate garden where the wedding guests were gathered.

      Desi dumped the gun and knife in a nearby planter, threw a grin at Vitto, and took her place on the edge of the white carpet littered with red rose petals. Her eyes lifted, and she met Giovanni’s glowing gaze, beckoning her to come to him. Nothing, not even a bullet, could stop her.
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      There was blood on her dress. Giovanni saw it the moment she stepped out from the house. Hers or someone else’s? He watched as she stood at the back of the aisle, a bouquet of red roses clutched in her shaking hands. She used it to hide the source of the bleeding.

      He took a step down from the bridal dais, intent on reaching her. Nothing should have happened to her in the safety of his home and if something had, he was going to bring hell down on the perpetrators. He’d spent the past several weeks trying to build Desi’s confidence, her trust. If someone had shattered that, he would find them and string them up among the wedding lights littered throughout the vineyard.

      Desi shook her head as he started toward her, and he halted.

      Her dark eyes, filled with pain and determination, stayed on him as the orchestra began playing an instrumental version of ‘We Found Love’. Desi started on her path down the aisle, walking in time with the music.

      Whispers and gasps rose from the guests as they caught sight of her and the blood staining the front of her long, white skirt. Though she’d used a makeshift bandage to stem the bleeding, it had soaked through, leaving a widening stain at the front and side of her dress.

      Someone had injured her grievously, and she was acting as though nothing had happened. Pride and anger filled him. Pride that this woman was so determined to tie herself to him that she was willing to ignore a wound of this magnitude, and anger that she refused to ask for help, even now, after weeks of him laying the world at her feet.

      Ignoring her command that he stay and allow her to walk alone, he strode down the aisle toward her. She froze and waited for him, fear in her eyes. Fear that he would stop the wedding.

      Donada had leapt to her feet and was trying to climb over guests to get to Desi, but he looked at her and shook his head sharply, commanding her to sit. Donada allowed Alina to pull her back down, but her pale face still registered the shock of seeing her friend bleeding on the aisle carpet.

      “Gio…” Desi whispered as he approached.

      He didn’t let her finish. He bent and swept her up into his arms, trying not to jar her. The move was unexpected, but she bit back her cry of pain as he lifted her. His gaze dropped to her wound. She’d been either stabbed or shot.

      “What happened?” he demanded in a low voice as guests stood to get a better look at the couple.

      Instead of answering, she said, “You should see the other guy.”

      “Is this a joke to you?” he demanded. “You show up at our wedding in this condition and you dare to joke.”

      Pain shone through in her gaze. “I have to, Gio, or I might start crying and I refuse to do that in front of all these people.” She touched his cheek, running her fingers over his freshly shaven jaw. “It’s a flesh wound, I’ll be fine.”

      He softened, knowing she could tell if a wound was fatal or not. “Can you manage the next five minutes?”

      She smiled at him. “Not even a bullet can stop me.”

      So she’d been shot.

      It took him a moment to control the rage racing through him, then he turned and strode up the aisle toward the priest. He didn’t set her down but tightened his hold when she made a move to stand on her own.

      “Go,” he told the priest, his tone clipped.

      “But Signore…”

      Giovanni stared at the other man in a way that could not be argued with. “Start the fucking ceremony.”

      The priest looked offended, but fearful enough to begin. He spoke in quick short sentences, giving Giovanni and Desi the essentials. When he came to the vows, Giovanni stared down at Desi, who clung to his neck and repeated the words in a clear, concise voice.

      Desi’s vows were spoken in a voice that was shaky from pain and blood loss, but her words were clear.

      “Finish,” Giovanni growled, not looking up from his bride.

      The ceremony finished in record time, and the moment he could, Giovanni turned and strode back down the aisle with Desi. He jerked his head at Dr. Danilo, who was sitting next to the aisle. The man stood and followed Giovanni while the other guests stared after them with a mixture of bemusement and consternation.

      Vitto held the door open for them as Giovanni walked toward the house.

      “What the fuck happened?” he asked when he came in range of Vitto. “You were supposed to be watching her.”

      “Be nice,” Desi whispered, her eyes closing for several long seconds before she looked up at him with a cloudy gaze. “He got shot too. Wish I’d thought to wear a vest like him.”

      Giovanni grunted his understanding and carried Desi into his office. He laid her down on the couch and sat next to her while the doctor pulled a chair up to her side.

      “Single shot… through… and through.” Desi gasped as the doctor unwound her makeshift binding.

      “Hell of a way to get hitched,” Dr. Danilo grunted. “We’ll need to expose the wound.”

      Giovanni helped Desi sit up and began working on the row of buttons down the back of the dress.

      “It was a beautiful dress,” Desi said mournfully, then winced as Giovanni peeled it down her torso, pulling at the wound where the blood had clotted around the fabric.

      “I’ll buy you a thousand more.” When he saw the tearing in her flesh, rage slammed through him again, this time stronger. Between her finger and this gunshot wound, she was being carved up piece by piece. She belonged to him, and it was his job to keep her safe, yet he was failing.

      “I don’t want a thousand dresses.” She looked up at him, her eyes half-closed as darkness closed in on her. “I wanted this one.”

      She went limp in his arms.

      He looked frantically at the doctor, who was calmly pulling what he needed from the medical bag he always carried with him. As doctor to the mob, he’d learned over the years that mobsters got hurt. A lot.

      “It’s better that she’s out while I clean the wound.” He checked her pulse and nodded. “Strong and steady. This is her body’s way of handling the shock. She’ll be fine in a few minutes.”

      Giovanni was skeptical, thought maybe the doctor had gotten too hardened over his years of treating knife, gunshot, and other torture wounds, but he trusted the man. He might not be gentle, but he was good at what he did.

      Dr. Danilo cleaned and sutured the wound, front and back, then covered each wound with gauze that he taped to her smooth flesh. She moaned but didn’t wake up as he applied pressure to the bandage.

      Reaching into his bag, he set a bottle of pills on Giovanni’s desk. “Antibiotics.” He shook his head, frowning down at Desi. “She needs to stop getting hurt.”

      “Si, she does.”

      Dr. Danilo packed up and left the office quietly while Giovanni pulled Desi’s dress back up her chest, covering her.

      Vitto was standing in the doorway out to the garden, his eyes averted from his charge while she was being treated.

      “Antonio?” Giovanni asked.

      Vitto nodded.

      “Is he dead?” There was no inflection to his voice, though he held his breath as he waited for the answer. His son had done this, his son had done so much damage to the Savino organization and to Giovanni’s life. He didn’t know if there was a way back now for Antonio.

      “No, she stopped short of killing him,” Vitto told him.

      So, she had gained the upper hand.

      “Where is he now?”

      “Don’t know,” Vitto admitted. “The Signora wanted to get to the ceremony, and the house was clear of guards.”

      Giovanni sighed heavily and shook his head, cradling Desi while she slept. If she didn’t wake up soon, he was going to hunt down the doctor and shake some answers out of the man.

      Vitto remained silent, but Giovanni could feel his burning judgment.

      “Speak freely,” Giovanni said, pinning the younger man with a glare.

      “With all respect, Signore, this wouldn’t have happened if you’d taken Antonio out years ago, when he first started fucking with your territory. You should’ve let Gutierrez take care of him last year when Antonio went after the Sotza girl.”

      It was a mark of Giovanni’s guilt that Vitto’s words didn’t anger him. Instead of answering to the charge, Giovanni asked, “Do you have children, Vitto?”

      Of course he didn’t have children. He was in his mid-twenties and tied to his job. Giovanni discouraged his soldiers from settling down until they’d moved up the organization, established themselves and stopped working the dangerous jobs.

      “No, Signore, no wife, no kids.”

      “Then forgive me when I say, you don’t know what the fuck you’re saying.” Giovanni’s voice was hard, inviting no further criticism from the other man. “When you’re faced with the betrayal of your blood, your flesh, your bone, then you may come back to me with your opinion. Only then can you know the pain of having an Antonio.”

      “Si, Signore.” Vitto nodded respectfully and turned his body so he could watch the garden, scanning for more threats to his mistress.

      “Gio…”

      The whisper was so low, Giovanni barely heard it. When he looked down, her eyes were still closed, and she looked just as pale as she had before.

      “Desi?”

      “Gio.” Her lips moved and this time her voice was stronger. Gradually, she lifted long sooty lashes and looked up at him with velvet brown eyes. “Don’t be rude to Vitto.”

      For the first time since he’d caught sight of her coming down the aisle toward him, a smile cracked his severe visage. “Si, anything you say.”

      “Anything?” she whispered.

      He lifted her left hand and pressed his lips against her rings. “Anything, amore mio.”

      “I want a bottle of Donada’s wine, my pajamas and a bed.”

      “Those things can be arranged,” he said gently.

      “After we see to the wedding guests.” She struggled in his arms until he allowed her to sit up. She swayed on the spot, then seemed to gather herself. She pushed herself to her feet and stumbled toward the wet bar.

      “You don’t have to worry about the guests,” Giovanni told her. “I will have them cleared out.”

      “No.” She picked up a bottle of his best brandy and poured a glass to the brim. He watched in fascinated silence as she drained the glass, poured another half measure, and swallowed that too. By the time she turned back to him, there was colour in her cheeks, and she could straighten to her full height. “We will not allow your wedding guests, half of whom are Cosa Nostra, to see me at my weakest. They will respect this family and your new bride.”

      Pride shot through Giovanni. “You’ll need to change.”

      She nodded, her gaze going past him. “Vitto, get Donada and bring her to my room. She can help.”

      “Si, Signora.”

      Before he left, Giovanni took him aside. “I want you to get the rest of the men to scour the house and the grounds for Antonio. It’s time he answered for his crimes.”

      Vitto nodded, then left them alone, closing the door behind him.

      Giovanni stood and walked toward her.

      “Signora Savino,” he said with satisfaction.

      Her lips curved in a smile that held equal satisfaction. “Signore and Signora Savino.” She leaned forward and sealed her words with a kiss.
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      “Motherfucker puta son-of-a-bitch!” Desi hissed as pain streaked through her side.

      “Sorry,” Donada said, not sounding sorry at all.

      “You’re not sorry,” Desi accused. “If you were sorry, you wouldn’t have picked a dress with a fucking waistline that presses against this goddam bandage.”

      “You swear more when you’ve been shot,” Alina observed from her place at Desi’s vanity. She was going through Desi’s makeup, using it to fix up her own.

      Donada continued to force the zipper up Desi’s new dress. It was a gorgeous knee-length red sheath that left Desi’s shoulder bare but covered the wound. If she bled through the bandage, the colour of the dress would hide it.

      “Stop being a baby. Suck it up and suck it in,” Donada said, yanking the zipper into place. “Beauty is pain.”

      “I hate you,” Desi snarled, sucking in her stomach and gritting her teeth against the streak of pain in her side.

      Donada finished with the zip, patted Desi’s shoulder and handed her a full glass of wine, which Desi drained as quickly as humanly possible. “You love me.”

      Desi sighed and turned to look out the window. The sun was still bright in the sky. It was strange; it felt like so much time had passed since the attack, since she married Giovanni in the garden, yet it had barely been an hour.

      Her gaze drifted to the smattering of blood across her plush white carpet. She supposed since she was forced to chase the housekeeper off, she would have to find someone else to clean it.

      “Should we go back down?” Donada asked, raising an eyebrow at Desi.

      Desi did her best to smile through the pain. “Si, let’s go down. Thank you for helping me.”

      “Of course,” Donada replied, wrapping an arm around her girlfriend.

      The trio made their way down the stairs together.

      Giovanni stood at the bottom, gazing up at Desi as she descended. A man stood next to him, speaking, but Giovanni only had eyes for Desi. It made her heart ache, then take flight as he reached for her.

      Desi slid her palm against his and allowed him to help her down the last few steps. He pressed his hand lightly over her side, curving his hand around her back, covering her wound protectively. He leaned in close, pressing a kiss to her cheek before speaking against the side of her head.

      “Are you in pain?” He leaned back to look into her eyes.

      “No.” She shook her head and answered truthfully. The wine Donada had given her, along with a handful of Tylenol, and the feel of Giovanni’s hands against her body erased the pain.

      “You can meet our guests?”

      A smile curved her lips. “I would like that.”

      He tucked her hand against the crook of his elbow and led her through the house. She gasped as he took her through what had been their formal dining room. The large gothic table and chair set had been removed, and the room had been opened up into the sitting room. The French doors at the back of the dining room were opened into the vineyards, which were strung with lights.

      “It’s beautiful,” she breathed.

      He lifted her hand and dipped his head to caress the back with his lips. “Desiree Savino, tu sei bella.”

      A chill went up her arm, raising goosebumps.

      As Giovanni led her through the room, introducing her to family, friends and business associates, Desi floated through a world of her own, murmuring what she hoped were the correct greetings. Her entire focus was on the man at her side, the heat emanating from him and warming her as they circulated. The timbre of his deep, measured voice, his crisp accent sending ripples of pleasure through her.

      Desi was so distracted by thoughts of her new husband that she didn’t notice when they stopped directly in front of her mortal enemy. Not until Desi lifted her chin and raised her eyes up the tuxedo clad front of Mateo Gutierrez did she realize she was in the presence of the man who’d cut off her finger.

      As their eyes met, a gasp flew from her lips, and she took an involuntary step back. Giovanni’s hand tightened against her back, giving her no choice but to stand within arm’s reach of Mateo.

      Her heart hammered in her chest, and a shot of adrenalin rushed through her as her fight-or-flight response kicked in.

      She hadn’t been this close to Mateo in months.

      “Desiree.” His voice was low, wary, his eyes hard as they surveyed her. “Congratulations.”

      Her right hand twitched at her side, and the stub of her severed finger throbbed. It took genuine effort not to reach under her skirt for the knife strapped to the inside of her thigh.

      It took her a moment to unglue her tongue from the roof of her mouth. “Mateo, thank you for attending our wedding.” Her voice was huskier than normal, but she managed to eliminate any wobble.

      Desi had given Giovanni carte blanche with the guest list, telling him she didn’t care who he invited since she didn’t have any family or friends to attend. Perhaps she should have taken two minutes to go over the guest list and confront him about this idiotic and very dangerous decision. What on earth had Giovanni been thinking?

      “I wouldn’t have missed it.”

      You probably should have, she wanted to say, but instead smiled and glanced around. “Is Raina here tonight?”

      Mateo stiffened when she said his fiancé’s name. Desi had attacked Raina twice, shooting her bodyguard once and both Mateo and Giovanni at their second meeting. She wasn’t exactly on good terms with either Mateo or Raina.

      “She saw someone she knew and wandered off to talk to him.” Mateo’s eyes were hard, the silent message one of death if Desi so much as breathed wrong in Raina’s direction.

      As if oblivious to the waves of tension all around him, Giovanni chuckled, “Ah yes, she wanted to catch up with Dino. She met him when she was staying here with me last year.”

      “I would like to talk to her,” Desi said softly, lifting her eyes to meet Mateo’s. His were hard and uncompromising.

      “No,” he said.

      Desi narrowed her eyes at him and, for a brief second, she wished she’d managed to blow him up with one of the pipe bombs she’d set up around his house. Then she reminded herself that she was trying to think less bloodthirsty thoughts and forced a smile.

      “I don’t think you understand,” she murmured, trying to suppress the hard edge to her voice. “I want to apologize for my behaviour the few times that we met. I never meant to hurt her, not really.”

      “No,” he said firmly. “I’ll pass on the message, but you don’t get to talk to her.”

      Desi stepped closer to him, lifting her chin in defiance. Giovanni slid his hand up her bicep, wrapped his fingers around it and squeezed in warning. She ignored him.

      “You’re telling me who I may speak with in my own home?” she growled in a low voice. “I mean her no harm.”

      “Don’t care,” he said coldly, staring back. “You can apologize to me, and I will apologize to her. Take it or leave it.”

      “I’m not sorry for what I did to you.” She stared up at him, allowing him to see the glittering hatred in her eyes. “You were my enemy, she is not.”

      “Past tense,” he noted. “I was your enemy.”

      She gritted her teeth and stood down, taking a step back. Giovanni’s hand loosened, though he didn’t let her go. “You’re responsible for introducing me to Gio. I’m not so foolish as to want blind vengeance when there’s no longer anything to hate you for.”

      “I killed your lover,” he reminded her.

      She laughed, shocking both herself and the men standing with her. She covered her lips. The flare of heated anger that should have come didn’t. Instead, she felt amusement at his deliberately provocative words. He was testing her, seeing if she could be trusted as the wife of a potential ally.

      “The word lover implies love, which was not something I felt for Nicolas Garza. You did the world a favour when you took him out of it.”

      Her words were as cool as her heart when she thought of Nico and she realized it was true. She never loved him. He had been her abuser. Any attachment she felt for him had resulted from years of captivity. 

      Mateo raised a skeptical brow. “This isn’t what you thought when you infiltrated my home and tried to kill us.”

      Desi had to fight the anger that threatened. She didn’t like explaining herself and she was still a little unsure in the new world Giovanni was introducing her to. She didn’t know how to tell Mateo that her blind loyalty to Nico had resulted from years of programming and abuse. That when he killed Nico, he severed the invisible binding that held her in bondage to the Mexican cartel boss. It had sent her into a spiral, leading her to target the man she saw as the author of her suffering.

      Now… now, things were different.

      She didn’t need Nico. She didn’t need anyone, not really, but she wanted one man. Giovanni.

      Instead of leaving her to answer to Mateo’s charge, Giovanni stepped in, rescuing Desi from having to come up with an answer. “My wife has apologized. You will either accept it or leave our home.”

      Mateo turned his icy gaze to Giovanni. “She’s an excellent actress, you should be careful around her.”

      Giovanni returned Mateo’s stare, wrapping his arm around Desi’s waist, and holding her close to his side. “You underestimate her. You always have. From the moment you decided to destroy this woman, you overlooked all the things that made her great.”

      Mateo frowned and opened his mouth to respond, but Giovanni cut him off, his voice a low growl so the other guests wouldn’t hear. “We have both stained our hands with the blood of our enemies, perceived or otherwise. There are enough bodies littering your path to the Miami throne that you will have to watch your back for the rest of your hopefully long life. It’s the same with me, and many others I could name. If we were to all enact our vengeance, there would be no one left standing. Desi has apologized and I can attest to her sincerity. It’s time to leave the past behind us and look to the future.”

      Desi held her breath, looking toward Giovanni as he spoke. His words were emphatic, punctuated with a strong Italian accent.

      Mateo stared at him, then nodded. “Si, I am in agreement.”

      Desi was shocked when he held a hand out to her. “Congratulations on your wedding, Signora Savino.”

      Desi hesitated for only a moment, then slipped her hand into his, shaking it before pulling back. She realized she’d given him the hand he’d mutilated. Deciding she’d had enough, Desi turned away, leaving the two men to continue their conversation alone.

      She made her way to Donada and Alina.

      “How’re you holding up?” Donada asked, handing over the wineglass she was holding.

      Desi took it gratefully and drained it. She set it on a nearby table and reached for Alina’s glass, draining that one as well.

      “Help yourself,” Alina said dryly.

      “I just spoke to the man who cut off my finger.” Her cheeks flushed as the words came out. She was angry, embarrassed, relieved. So many feelings crashing through her. She felt dizzy and nauseous, either from meeting Mateo again or from her gunshot wound.

      “Dios mio,” Alina said with a low whistle. “That calls for more wine.”

      She flagged down a passing server and told the man to bring a bottle of wine and then keep them coming. She handed him €100.

      Desi was grateful.

      “Let’s step outside for some fresh air,” Donada suggested, moving Desi toward the French doors.

      They wandered down the path toward the vineyard. Desi took a deep breath, inhaling the earthy scent of ripening grapes. It helped ground her and calm her confused thoughts.

      “Do you want to talk about it?” Donada asked softly as they strolled between the trellises.

      Desi opened her mouth to refuse. She was a private person. She had to be. There was no one to talk to when she’d lived at the Garza compound. If she complained, she was beaten. If she tried to discuss her feelings with Nico, he laughed, then turned her away.

      But things were different here. She had a husband who cared about her and two female friends who seemed interested in her life and well-being. She could open up and share. No one would hurt her or use her words against her. She hoped.

      Quickly and succinctly, she explained her relationship to Mateo, not pulling any punches when she explained her part in the Miami debacle. She’d tried to kill an innocent woman, had been responsible for other deaths. Though she was trying to buck Nico’s programming, she was still the same woman deep down. She wanted these women to know exactly who she was if they were going to choose to remain friends.

      “Wow,” Donada whispered, staring at Desi with new eyes. There was no accusation, though. Maybe a little admiration.

      “Badass,” Alina said, nodding. “I mean, totally messed up, but badass.”

      Desi laughed and shook her head. “I’m a product of my training. I was a weapon. Just point and shoot. In a way, losing my finger was a blessing. It reminded me that life should not be thrown away as easily as I tried.”

      They reached the end of the path and turned in unison to walk back to the reception. In their path stood Raina, her eyes narrowed on Desi, her lips pursed and her hands on her hips. Desi’s heart sank and she prepared herself for a tough conversation.

      “You tried to kill me,” Raina announced as she stared Desi down. “You lied to me, you blew up my freshly renovated home, and you attacked my mother and stepfather.”

      Desi licked her lips and prepared to apologize again, this time to the woman who mattered, the one innocent involved in Desi’s quest for vengeance, but Raina continued speaking.

      “I should hate you, and a part of me really, really does.” Her expression softened as her gaze fell down Desi’s body, stopping at her midriff. “But no matter how I feel about you, no woman deserves to walk down the aisle on her wedding day with a hole in her side and blood soaking her beautiful white gown. If you tell me my husband did that to you, I will personally make sure he pays.”
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      Talking to Raina was surreal. Desi had never before had a prolonged conversation with one of her victims. Mostly because she didn’t usually leave her targets breathing. Donada and Alina left them to talk alone, and though Desi knew Mateo would lose his shit if he knew she was with Raina, she took the younger woman further into the vineyard.

      They had nothing in common, but as they walked and talked, Desi realized Raina was someone she could like. She was fun, friendly, bubbly and had a good sense of humour.

      Eventually, Desi worked up the nerve to apologize, and Raina surprised her by accepting. When Desi questioned why Raina would forgive her for such heinous actions that could have easily ended her life and the life of the man she loved, Raina shrugged. “Life is too short to hold grudges and I believe our husbands intend to become cross-Atlantic allies.” She tilted her head to the side and then added, “Except for Antonio. I hate that little fucker and wish someone would stomp the shit out of him.”

      Desi grinned, her first proper smile in hours. “Actually….” She described her run-ins with Antonio and the two women bonded over their mutual hatred of Giovanni’s son.

      As they approached the house, Desi held back. “I think I’ll go in separately if you don’t mind. Your husband told me to stay away from you and I’m not quite ready to test his temper.” She held up her right hand, wriggling the stump.

      Raina pursed her lips and shook her head. “I’m sorry he did that to you.”

      Desi shrugged it off. “A missing finger is worth the price of my life.”

      The two women parted, and Desi strode back into the party, searching for Giovanni and another glass of wine. Desi was not a sociable person. She’d spent her life working. Even her downtime was spent honing her skills in weapons, combat and negotiation. Though she’d learned along the way how to conduct polite discourse, she preferred to be alone. Or, lately, alone with Giovanni. 

      A server approached her with a tray, and she thanked him as she took a glass of sparkling wine. She wrinkled her nose at the taste but powered through. She had developed a taste for Donada’s wine, but still didn’t like the fizzy version.

      She scanned the room, frowning when she didn’t see Giovanni. She was exhausted and ready to leave the party but thought she should check in with her new husband first, let him know she was going to bed.

      She slipped from the dining room into the hallway and walked toward Giovanni’s office. The door was open a crack and she lifted her hand to knock. A voice stopped her. It was Giovanni, and he sounded angry. She didn’t want to interrupt. She would give one of the staff a message to give to him.

      She was about to leave when the sound of her name stopped her. It wasn’t someone talking to her, but about her. It was Giovanni’s consigliere, Tomas, a man she had met a couple of times. She stepped closer to the door, listening intently.

      “Desiree is young and healthy. I have no doubt she will bear strong children for you.”

      Desi held her breath, pressing her ear to the space between the door and frame. She didn’t care that she was eavesdropping; she needed to know what Giovanni thought of this idea.

      Giovanni grunted. “Si, that is the plan. It will take time, though. At the moment, she is still rough around the edges. Her violent tendencies will have to be tempered before I can trust her to carry my child.”

      Desi pressed a hand over her mouth to smother the gasp that flew out. What did he mean by ‘rough around the edges’? He told her he enjoyed her fire. Had he lied? Rather than tell Tomas off for discussing her like she was some kind of brood mare, Giovanni was insulting her to one of his people. She pressed her hand protectively over the wound on her side and turned her head to peek through the crack.

      Giovanni was standing with his back to the door, holding a glass of what she thought was whiskey. His rings glinted in the light as he shifted to look at Tomas.

      Tomas was opposite Giovanni, sitting on the couch where Giovanni had held Desi when the doctor was patching her up. He held a liquor glass as well. His hard gaze was on Giovanni’s face.

      “There isn’t time to pull off a ‘My Fair Lady’ with your wife,” Tomas said sharply, the ice clinking in his glass as he took a long sip before continuing. “It is well past time for Antonio to go.”

      “Agreed.” Though his drawled voice was calm, Desi could hear the stress in his tone. He may agree that Antonio should die, but it wasn’t an easy decision to come to.

      “My advice is to get Desiree pregnant as soon as possible. Replace Antonio with a new son. Have as many children as possible with her. Fill the stable and the embarrassment of a failed son will fade in time.”

      A knife of pain stabbed through her, and Desi had to step away from the door to catch her breath. She shook her head at her own stupidity. Why hadn’t she asked Giovanni why he brought her to Italy? On the first day they met, in Mateo’s bunker, he’d told her he was taking her as his slave.

      At the time, Desi had assumed she would either escape or die. She had given little thought to why he wanted her. A female slave. Now she knew. He wanted a woman who would bear his children, replace the son who constantly disappointed him.

      Shame and anger threatened to overwhelm her, and she had to use a hand on the wall to steady herself before she sank to the floor. The past several weeks flashed through her mind, a collage of the moments she’d shared with Giovanni, now a sinister slide show of dark intent.

      The hand she’d pressed over her wound moved to her stomach.

      A baby.

      She’d never thought of having one. Life under Nico’s regime was far too brutal for a child. As soon as she was old enough to have a period, she’d taken her birth control religiously. Nico hadn’t wanted a child either, and had used condoms.

      But she hadn’t used any form of birth control since coming to Italy. She’d been too wrapped up in her situation to think of it. Pregnancy hadn’t crossed her mind before now.

      Before Desi could flee, she heard laughter coming from Giovanni’s office. She automatically turned toward the sound but regretted it when she heard Tomas say, “At least fucking her won’t be difficult. You picked yourself a beauty, mio amico. A few more weeks of training and you’ll have her eating out of your hand.”

      Desi turned away, sick to her stomach. Training?

      Tears blinded her as she rushed away from the office. Unable to see properly, she slammed into Vitto, who’d been standing a respectful distance down the hall. He gripped her arms and looked down at her with concern.

      “Everything all right, Signora?”

      “Get out of my way,” she snapped, pushing past him and rushing for the doors.

      “Wait,” he called after her.

      She kept going, running blindly through the yard, then veering towards the vineyard, where she could lose herself. She passed row after row of vines, ignoring Vitto’s calls for her to slow down before she hurt herself.

      “Stupid!” she muttered to herself as she ran.

      Her heel caught on something, and she plummeted to the ground, scraping her arm. Fire seared through her. She sat among the vines, her chest heaving as she tried to catch her breath.

      Vitto caught up to her, panting. “Signora Savino, are you hurt?” He crouched in front of her.

      The instinct to hit him rushed through her. She wanted to hurt someone else as badly as she was now hurting inside. She didn’t know how to deal with the emotions, the betrayal, the humiliation, and pain. These feelings were new to her. She’d never allowed herself to be so vulnerable before Giovanni. And now… now… she was a fool.

      Giovanni hadn’t brought her to Italy to become his queen; he wanted a baby maker. And she had been too stupid to work it out for herself. The more she thought about it, the more shame crept through her. She should have known, should have realized. Why was she always so stupid with these brutal mafia men?

      “Go away,” she said hoarsely, turning her face so Vitto wouldn’t see the hot tears streaking down her cheeks.

      “Desi…” his voice softened as he said her name.

      “Please,” she choked. “I want to be alone.”

      He stood and walked several feet away, then stood with his back to her. She supposed it was the best she was going to get.

      She couldn’t trust him. She couldn’t trust anyone associated with Giovanni. It felt like some big ruse – Matteo wishing her well, Raina forgiving her. What a fucking joke and the worst part was that she was the punchline.

      As she sat on the rapidly cooling ground, the moonlight shining a path over her head and the twinkling lights strung throughout the vineyard lighting whimsical paths, Desi fought with herself. She fought the voice in her head telling her she was worthless, that no matter how much she tried to change, she would always be the beast Nico shaped her into. Giovanni had recognized her savagery and was determined to use it for his own purposes. She would provide children for him to replace the one that he had. The weak and useless Antonio.

      She was so stupid. She should have known Giovanni hadn’t brought her here because he loved her. How could he? She was a bloodthirsty murderer. She was antithetical to everything his lovely first wife would have been. He’d loved Antonia and had deliberately chosen her opposite as his second wife so he wouldn’t desecrate his vows to his wife.

      How could he possibly love someone like Desi?

      How could she let him make her believe it was possible?

      Her mind was a whirling rush of confusion, but her anger at Giovanni was the one clear thing she felt. He had tricked her into believing this ideal life was possible. He’s dangled a safe and loving relationship in front of her and now he was yanking it away, replacing it with murky deception. She hated him almost as much as she… no, she didn’t love him. She couldn’t.

      Slowly she stood, using the trellis next to her as leverage. Her side twinged in pain and her head spun, telling her she’d drunk too much wine and would soon feel the nasty side effects.

      She made her way to Vitto’s side, whispering, “I’m ready to go back.”

      He nodded and walked with her, remaining at her side. To her relief, he didn’t touch her, but walked at her pace, his gaze on the path in front of them.

      Desi hadn’t realized how far into the vineyard she’d run. It took them fifteen minutes to make their way back to the party. She cringed at the harsh sounds of laughter and music spilling from the house. Halting in her tracks, she stared miserably up at the garden patio. She was too much of a mess to cut a path through the guests to reach the privacy of her bedroom.

      “This way,” Vitto said softly from beside her.

      Again, he didn’t touch her, but gestured to the left side of the house. He led the way around and, to Desi’s relief, showed her through a door that led into the garage. Once in the garage, he opened another door that entered the mansion foyer at the bottom of the wide double staircase. Though she’d explored the house, there were many facets she hadn’t yet seen. She was grateful to Vitto for knowing she needed a clear path away from the guests.

      They walked silently up the stairs. Desi was so lost in thought that at first, she didn’t notice Vitto was leading her away from her bedroom. Not until she was standing in a room she’d never seen, furnished with heavy masculine furniture and dark curtains. Like her room, French doors led onto the balcony. The doors were standing open, and the aroma of a cigar was wafting in.
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      Desi turned away, immediately understanding that she’d been led to Giovanni’s room like a lamb to slaughter.

      Vitto stood in the doorway, blocking her.

      “Get out of my way,” she growled.

      He shook his head. “The Signore wants to talk to you.”

      Vitto left and she tried to follow, but he closed the door in her face. She rested her hand on the knob but didn’t try to open it. Not only would she have to contend with Vitto, who was employed by Giovanni, not her, but Giovanni’s personal bodyguard, who was likely somewhere nearby too. She wasn’t in good enough shape to take both of them.  

      “Desi.”

      The deep, accented voice sent a shiver down her spine.

      Why did that one word have to sound so sexy coming from his lips?

      She turned back, her gaze narrowing on the French doors where he stood half in the bedroom and half out. He held a cigar between two fingers, the smoke rising to curl around him.

      Desi crossed her arms protectively in front of her and remained standing by the door.

      “Come here,” he commanded.

      She glared at him, refusing to move.

      He shook his head at her. “Don’t be a child, Desi. Come here. I want to talk to you.”

      She laughed brittlely. “A child? Is that what I am to you?”

      He took a long puff of his cigar and then flicked it into a marble ashtray on the balcony. He stepped into the room, blowing smoke through his mouth and nose as he strode toward her.

      Desi took a step back, but the door was behind her, stopping her from escaping his advancing form.

      He reached for her.

      “Don’t touch me!” she snapped, swiping her hand at him.

      Ignoring her command, he gripped her arm and pulled her into the room. He was gentle, but she was too angry to care. She despised his touch and the shower of sparks it sent through her body. She didn’t just feel betrayed by him, but by herself as well. Where was her iron control? How could she let this happen? She’d spent a lifetime being on guard, never allowing anyone inside, and here she was, a lovesick idiot, getting her heart trampled on by the man who’d convinced her to give life and love another try.

      “Let go of me!” she snarled, yanking her arm.

      He refused to let her go, and a spark of annoyance leapt into his gaze. He pulled her until she was standing directly in front of him, the scent of cigar, whiskey, and his spicy aftershave washing over her, sending the butterflies in her stomach into a wild dance.

      He leaned closer to her, his breath caressing her cheek as he spoke. “I will never let you go, Desi. No matter how much you scream and fight. You are mine.”

      “Fuck you!” she shouted, swinging her arm back and curling her fingers into a fist. Before she could let her fist fly, he swung her around and shoved her face first onto the bed.

      She scrambled onto her back, gritting her teeth at the slicing pain streaking through her side. She was about to bound up off the bed and attack when he held a hand up.

      “I know you overheard my conversation with Tomas,” he said quietly.

      She stilled, staring up at him warily.

      “I’m sorry you were hurt by what was said.”

      His apology did nothing to assuage the emotional pain still raging through her but fanned the flames of her anger.

      “You’re sorry you hurt me? What about bringing me here as some kind of baby making slave?” she demanded. “Are you sorry about that?”

      “No, I’m not sorry,” he defended. “Why are you so angry, Desi? Did you think when we first met that it was love at first sight?”

      She flinched at his sneering tone, and angry tears rushed to her eyes. “Of course I didn’t think that. I thought… I thought…” God, what had she thought? She’d been stupidly going along with Giovanni’s wishes without stopping to think about why she was there in the first place. “Antonio was right, you know. He guessed your intentions and tried to tell me. I didn’t believe him.”

      “I don’t care what my jealous fool of a son thinks,” he growled, his words harsh, his tone hard and angry. “You were the feral product of a fallen cartel when we met. Brainwashed by Garza. What possible use could I have for a woman like that besides creating fierce children capable of handling the life I have chosen for them?”

      “You could have told me the truth!” she snarled, rolling off the side of the bed and staggering as pain and alcohol hit her. She steadied herself against one of the massive bedposts.

      “When?” he demanded, coming around the end of the bed toward her. “When you were delirious from the pain of losing your finger? Or maybe I should have told you when you were blowing up my kitchen.” He gripped her shoulder and shook her. “You were too emotional and too traumatized to think clearly.”

      She shook her head in denial. “You should have told me anyway. You should have given me a choice. Now I’m married to a man I can’t trust.”

      He laughed, the sound devoid of humour. “You’re angry with me for wanting to have children with you?” His grip became so hard she had to force herself to stand still and bear the pain. “What about Garza?”

      “What about him?” she snarled.

      “The man beat you and raped you from the age of ten onwards. You were his slave for over two decades. Yet, when he was killed, instead of running, instead of finding a new life, you sought vengeance.”

      Fury ripped through her. “You have no right to… to…” She was so angry she couldn’t finish the sentence.

      “To what?” he demanded, his voice rising until he was nearly shouting at her. “To call your former lover a rapist? He was, Desi, and you’re blind if you don’t see it.”

      “At least he never pretended to be anything other than what he was!” she shouted. “Maybe he was a… a rapist, maybe he hit me sometimes, but he didn’t lie to me. You’re a rapist hiding behind a veneer of civility, but I see you now. I see everything clearly now.”

      His hand squeezed her so hard that she thought he would crush her arm. She cried out, jerking in his grip.

      He released her and dropped his hands, but his fists were clenched at his sides. Had she pushed him too far? Was he going to strike her?

      He did the opposite of what she was expecting, though. He took a deep, calming breath and lowered his voice as he said, “I’m sorry I hurt you, Desi. I never meant to.”

      His words had the opposite effect from what he intended. Rather than soothing the pain, they reminded her that everything she felt for him, everything she thought he felt for her, was a lie. Maybe he was sorry for hurting her, but he wasn’t sorry for bringing her to Italy. He wasn’t sorry for wanting to use her to replace his only child. 

      “You can’t hurt me!” she hissed, trying to slide past him and find a dark corner where she could shrivel up and die from her humiliation. “You don’t mean enough to me to hurt me.”

      His lips pressed into a grim line, and he reached out to stop her. “That’s not true.”

      Desi flinched back and shook her head. “It doesn’t matter. I don’t want to be here anymore. I want to go back to my room and in the morning, I want to leave.”

      He rubbed an impatient hand over his face, and she thought maybe he would relent, but when he looked up, his gaze was as hard as his voice. “That won’t happen, Desi. You belong to me and I’m not letting you go. Not now, not ever.”

      “Not even after the children are born?” she asked, sarcasm heavy in her tone. “That’s what you want, right? Babies with some fight in them. Well, you can have them and then you can let me go.”

      “Desi, stop talking.” His voice was low and deadly, but she didn’t heed his warning.

      She yanked at the zipper on her side, annoyed when it only slid partway down, then caught on her bandage. She dragged the strap of her dress over her shoulder and bared the black bra she wore underneath. “If this is what you want, then you can have it. My body is nothing but a tool. You won’t be the first man to use it and you won’t be the last.”

      He lashed out, his hand gripping her throat so tight that any further words were cut off as he half strangled her.

      She choked and gripped his wrist in both hands, but he ignored her struggles, dragging her up onto her toes and leaning down until his lips nearly touched hers.

      “I said, shut the fuck up, Desiree.”

      A chill ran through her body as they stared at each other, everything laid bare between them. She saw the Italian Godfather up close and personal, and he was as terrible as the whispers throughout the underworld had indicated. His eyes were hard chips of black ice and the lines bracketing his mouth spelled death. The stiff readiness of his body, the intent in his stare, was a thousand times worse than anything Nico had thrown her way. The cartel lord might have been brutal, but at least she knew what he was about, knew what to expect.

      Giovanni was more terrifying to her than ever. He was granite, hard, unmoving. He was the boss of a huge mafia organization, and she was his lover. The woman who dared to hurl unwise words at him.

      Desi had seconds to regret it, then his hands were everywhere, tearing at the zipper until it hung open in shreds.

      His lips slammed into hers, forcing her mouth open, plundering, cutting, hurting. A kiss, but not a kiss. It was an invasion, a terrible attack that went on and on.

      Dizziness engulfed her and she struggled for air, pushing against his chest and kicking out at him. He would allow no reprieve though, gripping her neck tighter and forcing his tongue further into her mouth.

      When Desi thought she would pass out, he finally released her, but instead of allowing her to escape, he finished tearing the dress from her body. Without pause, he dragged her panties down her hips, baring her to his gaze.

      In a lifetime of abuse, Desi had never felt so violated as she did in that moment, with Giovanni’s cold eyes running dispassionately down her body. He was trying to make a point, but how far would he go to do it? She opened her mouth to tell him to stop, that she’d learned her lesson, that she wouldn’t be so loose with her words or her temper again, but he spoke first.

      “Get on the bed, Desi.” Without waiting for her to comply, he gripped her by the neck, swung her around, and shoved her down on the bed, her back hitting the mattress.

      Desi screamed as she felt a tearing sensation at her side. The bandage had come partially untaped, and the wound had reopened. 

      Giovanni either didn’t know or didn’t care because he dropped down on top of her and yanked her arms over her head, pinning them. “Open your legs. You think you know the truth? You think I want you only for the babies I will give you? Here is my truth.”

      Desi sobbed and tried to pull her arms down to hit out at him, but his grip was too tight, too expert. She couldn’t break it. She tried to bite him, but he shoved her head to the side and used his elbow to shove her face into the bedding while still holding her wrist.

      He reached between them, and she heard a zipper.

      “Don’t!” she screamed, the sound muffled.

      His entry wasn’t as bad as it could have been. Desi was wet. She might be angry, she might hate him with every fiber of her being, but she still responded to his brutally handsome features, to the power that emanated around him, the scent that wrapped around her and held her in thrall.

      He didn’t stop until he bottomed out. Then he held himself still, rising above her. He slid his fingers into her hair and dragged her head up, forcing her to look at him.

      “You are mine, Desi.”

      “I’ll never be yours.” Her voice was hoarse from pain and tears.

      “You are mine,” he repeated, then moved inside her.

      Though her body wanted to follow, to lift and fall in rhythm with his strokes, she forced herself to remain still, to take his cock without feeling the soaring pleasure he was always so careful to give her.

      The memory of his careful, passionate loving brought tears to her eyes. Gone now, to be replaced with this cold, brutal lover.

      He brought his face down to hers, his gaze unrelenting as it held hers captive, his body moving over hers in a passionless fuck.

      “You will have my baby.” His voice was clear and uncompromising. “You will live with me, you will work with me and you will stay in this house until the day you die.”

      She glared daggers up at him. “I hate you.”

      “You hate yourself,” he countered, grunting as his cock flared inside her. “It’s time to stop, Desi.”

      “You don’t know anything!” she cried, thrashing as his seed spilled within her, flooding her with warmth and shame at the same time. It was the first time since Nico that she’d felt this way, and it was awful.

      He was right. She hated herself. She hated herself for being too weak to fight him off, for being stupid and believing him. For being too blind to work out why she’d been brought to Italy. She hated herself for… everything.

      A sob escaped her and the moment he pulled out and released her, she rolled onto her side and curled in a ball.

      He stood, but she refused to look at him. She heard rustling and assumed he was getting undressed. When he climbed into the bed once more, he pressed himself against her, his naked chest brushing her back. His fingers traced a path down her side, hovering over her bandage.

      “You’re bleeding.”

      Desi didn’t say anything as he climbed off the bed, strode into the ensuite washroom and returned with a First Aid kit. She didn’t move when he untaped her bandage, cleaned the wound, and taped it back up. She allowed him to roll her onto her stomach so he could do the same with the exit wound.

      When he finished, he pressed a kiss to her shoulder. “I’m sorry I hurt you, Desi. That was never my intent.”

      “You told me I could trust you and I believed you,” she whispered, staring at the wall, despair pressing in like a wall of thick black tar filling her veins. “That’s why I’m angry. You’re the liar and I’m the fool.” She rolled over to look at him. “Maybe we deserve each other. Maybe this is payback for a lifetime of sin.”

      His eyes gleamed in the shadows, and she flinched when he reached out to touch her, smoothing the hair away from her forehead and leaning forward to kiss her. She held still, not wanting to anger him again, not wanting more of his harsh brand of love.

      “If this is payback for my sins, then I have nothing to regret, bella.” His voice was low, his words a warm caress.
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      Desi stood in the center of her bedroom, looking around in confusion. It was empty. Or at least empty of all her things. The bed had been stripped and the vanity desk and chair were missing. When she opened the door to the closet, she discovered her clothes were gone as well. A brief check of the bathroom told her everything had been moved, including her toiletries.

      She’d slipped from Giovanni’s bed and wandered down the hall to her room, intending to take a shower and get changed.

      “I had your things moved to my room last night during the reception.”

      Desi turned on the spot, her hand going to the neckline of her bathrobe. She was naked underneath. Vulnerable.

      Giovanni was wearing his trousers from the evening before and nothing else. They were zipped and buttoned, but the belt was left hanging open. His chest and feet were bare.

      Her eyes caught on a tattoo on his left pectoral. The Savino family crest; a helm sitting above a crest with a male deer and a three-leaf clover. The blues and greens of the crest were faded, but the name Savino was clear. It was the only tattoo he had. He’d told her it was a constant reminder of his responsibility to the Savino family and organization.

      Now it felt like another thing telling her that her only value was in her womb.

      “I want my things moved back,” she said coldly.

      “No.”

      He strode toward her and though she tried to back away, he reached for her, gripping her arm. He turned and pulled her toward the door. She put up a brief resistance, but ultimately followed him. She didn’t want a repeat of the night before. And as tempting as it was to go full Kill Bill on his ass, she was in a house filled with men loyal to him. She wouldn’t get far if she beat up their leader and tried to run.

      He released her when they were once more standing in his room.

      He flung open the doors to a massive walk-in closet. “Your things.” Desi stepped forward, glancing inside. He’d given her most of the closet. Her shoes were lined up on row after row of racks at the bottom of the closet. The rest of her outfits were arranged by type and colour.

      Giovanni opened another door. “The washroom.” Desi hesitated a moment, then joined him, careful not to brush him as she stood next to him looking into a beautiful and modern ensuite washroom. “You may shower before we eat,” he told her. “You have fifteen minutes.”

      He walked away from her and reached for his shirt from the evening before, pulling it over his shoulders and buttoning it up the front from top to bottom. “Meet me on the patio downstairs when you’re ready.”

      “Doesn’t it matter to you what I want?” she asked dully, watching him with angry eyes.

      He strode back toward her, gripped her jaw in one hand and said, “Not today, Signora Savino.”

      He kissed her savagely, brutally, reminding her of the night before. Then he bit her, sinking his teeth into the plumpness of her lip. She stood stiff and unmoving as he abused her.

      He lifted his head, satisfaction crossing his features. He rubbed his thumb over the bite mark, and she felt wetness. He was smearing her blood over her lips.

      “If you’re not more careful, I’ll mark you permanently.” His voice was husky, his gaze serious but warm.

      “You wouldn’t be the first,” she snarled, anger flaring hot.

      His grip on her jaw tightened, and a flare of jealous anger lit his dark eyes. “Maybe not the first, bella, but I will most certainly be the last.”

      They stared at each other, neither willing to back down. Finally, he released her and stepped away. “Fifteen minutes.”

      He left the room without another word.

      What would he do if she didn’t show up for their breakfast meeting? Have the mansion searched? Lock her away in the dungeon? It was tempting to find out, but she needed to be a good girl for now. Figure her shit out, then decide if she wanted to stab him and burn his mansion to the ground or simply disappear without a trace.

      She walked into the washroom. It was an elegant room, built for relaxation, with a deep soaker tub, a large shower, and a vanity with two sinks.

      She peeled the bandages off her front and back and inspected her wounds in the mirror. They were angry red puckers, but the surrounding skin was healthy and the pain was more bearable.

      As she showered, Desi pondered her situation.

      She was angry with Giovanni, blazingly, monstrously angry, but she couldn’t pin down exactly why. So, he wanted to use her as a brood mare. If she’d thought about it, she probably could’ve figured out his motive for bringing her to Italy. It wasn’t entirely his fault that she’d caught feelings for him, which made his intention to get her pregnant, with or without her consent, feel like a betrayal.

      She was still living in a safe place, a warm, comfortable home with plenty of freedom to explore. She still had her new friends.

      He’d treated her roughly the night before, taking her body and giving her none of the pleasure she’d become used to at his hands. But she’d goaded him into it. She’d forced his hand.

      She let out a bitter laugh at her herself as she shut the taps off and stepped onto the bathmat, reaching for one of the fluffy white towels hanging on a nearby rack.

      “Classic reasoning of the abused. I was the one who behaved badly, so I deserve what I got,” she muttered, shaking her head at herself in the mirror. “Wake up and stop letting the world kick your ass, amiga.”

      Why could she see the truth so clearly now when she couldn’t see it with Nico? The cartel boss had thoroughly programmed her into accepting the brutal life he offered, convincing her it was the only one she deserved. She allowed him to treat her like trash, believing all his lies and developing her own twisted logic to explain his actions.

      Now, with Giovanni, her feelings were hurt, feelings she hadn’t thought herself capable of, and she was willing to burn the world down in revenge. It made little sense. She couldn’t explain it, and the more she tried to understand, the more her thoughts scattered further out of her grasp. What she knew was that he hurt her, and she hated him for it.

      No… she didn’t hate him. She despised what he did.

      “Feelings are bullshit,” she snapped at her image before whirling away and striding into the bedroom.

      On the bed, she laid out an outfit of loose-fitting red trousers and a black short-sleeved shirt. The sleeves had small puffs at the shoulder and the neckline was edged with black lace. She accessorized with a gold-chained necklace that sat at the base of her throat and a pair of caramel colour knee-length low-heeled boots, perfect for walking through the vineyard.

      Before changing, she went back into the washroom where she re-bandaged her wounds and dabbed some antibiotic ointment on her lip. She repacked the first aid kit and shoved it under the sink.

      She dressed quickly and made her way downstairs, nodding at Vitto as he joined her from his place in the hallway. Lucky for him, he remained silent, saving himself from the sharp edge of her tongue. She wasn’t in the mood for idle chitchat this morning.

      “You’re late.” Giovanni stood as she approached him, stepping through the French doors onto the patio.

      Technically, she was less than five minutes late, but she’d bet one of their future babies he’d had his eye on the time.

      Depression shrouded Desi like a cloak as she sat in the chair that he pulled out for her. Yesterday morning, everything had been perfect. She’d been nervous but determined to marry the man she’d come to admire, to care about. Now, things were strained between them, creating an atmosphere of distrust. She hated it, knew she was partially responsible, but didn’t know how to fix it.

      Great, one day of marriage and navigating their new relationship status was already a confusing, annoying chore.

      “I had to re-bandage my wounds,” she said stiffly as Giovanni pushed her chair in, leaning over to press his face to the side of her head, inhaling the fragrance of her hair.

      She shivered as the bristles on his chin scraped her cheek. It was tempting to turn her head a fraction, to give in to the desire to kiss him. One soft kiss and maybe she could repair some of the damage between them.

      She didn’t move, and he straightened, then dropped into his own chair, his sharp gaze on her face.

      “You look tired, bella.” His voice was soft.

      She gritted her teeth and narrowed her eyes at him. “You hurt me last night, Giovanni. Of course I didn’t sleep well.”

      “I didn’t intend to hurt you on your wedding night, Desi,” he admitted. “I apologized last night, and I will apologize again this morning.”

      “Apologies are just words,” she hissed angrily. “Don’t do it again.”

      His gaze hardened, but he was casual and precise as he fixed a cup of coffee for each of them, setting Desi’s in front of her. “I can’t promise it won’t happen again. You are both beautiful and infuriating. I have no doubt you will piss me off again in the future, and fucking you is better than beating you.”

      She laughed coldly before sobering to stare at him. “You have no control. It amazes me that you’ve managed to develop an organization of the size I have seen when you can’t manage the inner workings of your own home.”

      He shook his head. “Stop trying to annoy me, Desi. I’m not about to throw you down on this table and fuck you into submission.” His lips twitched in humour. “I’m hungry for food this morning after our antics last night.”

      “You disgust me,” she snarled, picking up her coffee and taking an angry sip. She added two more spoonful’s of sugar.

      “And you delight me,” he said easily, leaning back in his chair and draping an arm over the back. “Let’s eat in peace.”

      She glared at him. “I refuse to give you a single moment of peace until you let me go.”

      His answer was immediate and emphatic. His fist slammed down onto the table, and he snarled the single word, “No.”

      They stared at each other, the tension swirling between them threatening to explode into an inferno that would destroy everything it touched.

      She hadn’t meant to say the words, but once they were out, she realized they were true. The source of her hurt crystalized within her and she knew, without a doubt, that she was right. Right to be angry, right to want more for herself. Maybe she cared about Giovanni, but she didn’t have to accept a lifetime of captivity, of being at the mercy of his decisions.  

      Of all the things he’d given her over the past weeks, ultimate freedom wasn’t one of them. In fact, he’d promised her the opposite. He’d told her repeatedly that she belonged to him, that she would stay with him. Now she knew she must stay to bear his children.

      When she thought she was being forced to stay with him because he wanted her for her, she’d accepted her new life, was even learning to enjoy it. Now that she knew he wanted her for the eggs nestled deep in her reproductive system, she wasn’t willing to settle happily into the life he was forcing on her. Maybe after a life spent in murder and mayhem, she didn’t deserve better, but she was certainly going to fight for it.

      “Fine,” she said, ice dripping from the word as she prepared to throw down the gauntlet. “Unless you let me go or provide me with birth control until I choose otherwise, I will do my best to make your life hell and turn your home into a war zone.”

      Instead of reacting with anger as she thought he might, he threw back his head and let out a full-bodied laugh. He sounded genuinely amused.

      She crossed her arms in pique. She’d expected him to be infuriated by her ultimatum, not treat her like she was a child threatening to tear the head off his favourite toy. She eyed the butter knife in front of her. It would only take a few pounds of pressure to stab it through his eye. She could do it while his reflexes were slowed by his laughter.

      She allowed the bloodthirsty thought to pass and opted for a chilling glare as he focused on her face again.

      He picked her hand up and pressed a kiss to the back, lingering over the hulking diamond engagement ring she’d chosen and purchased with his money.

      “My dear, from the moment you arrived, my home has been a war zone. My housekeeper is missing, my bodyguards are terrified of you and my head vintner is currently not speaking to me because I invited your mortal enemy to our wedding.” His gaze was warm on her face, his rapidly shifting moods, which left her feeling unsettled and wrong-footed, landed on indulgence. “However, you could never make my life hell. I think if you were to put a bullet through my heart right now, I would die a happy man because I died gazing at your lovely face, knowing you will live a safe and happy life shielded by my name.”

      Her heart thumped in response to his romantic words, and she felt almost dizzy from the abrupt shift in mood. She didn’t know what to say or do in response. One minute she’d been blazingly angry with him, determined to fight for her independence, and now he was melting her with words and sentiment.

      Moving his chair closer, he kept his hold on her hand and leaned over so their faces were only inches apart when he spoke. “I know it hurt you to find out I brought you here to have my child, but I promise you, Desi, my feelings have since changed.”

      She swallowed to wet her suddenly dry throat. “You don’t want me to have your children anymore?”

      “I do,” he admitted and when she tried to back away, his grip tightened. His voice remained soft, though. “I am a selfish man, but I will never lie to you. Yes, I want to have a child with you. More than one if we can manage it. The difference between the way I felt when we first met and now, is the depth of what I want. I don’t just want your children. I want everything. I want every facet of your heart, your body and your soul.” He touched her arm, then tapped her belly lightly with his fingers. “Any children that come from this body will be loved wholeheartedly by their parents because they will be a product of our magnificent union. We’re going to create a family, Desi, not an empire.”

      She blinked rapidly, looking away, her blank gaze landing on the vineyard beyond. “I don’t know if I can do this, Gio. I don’t know if I’m capable of love.”

      He took her face in his hands. “You are, because I won’t let you do anything else.”
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      After their wedding night blowup, life settled into a wary pattern for Desi. She spent her mornings eating breakfast with Giovanni on the sunlit patio outside his office, then wandered down to the winery to catch up with Donada. Occasionally Alina would be there, painting in the stone garden.

      Though her new life seemed idyllic, Desi couldn’t settle down. It had been one week since their bloody nuptials and Desi didn’t trust things not to blow up at any moment.

      Antonio was still out there somewhere. Giovanni was reluctant to discuss his son with her, so Desi wasn’t sure what he was doing about his demon spawn, but she understood complicated relationships and decided to give Giovanni his space when it came to his son.

      Desi and Giovanni made love almost every night, their passion flaring hotter with each encounter. Giovanni was a generous lover and once Desi stopped fighting him, she basked in the glow of his generosity. He wasn’t willing to let her leave the bed unless she’d experienced at least three orgasms.

      Before Giovanni, Desi had always believed herself incapable of truly enjoying sex. It was something she could use as a weapon. Men wanted her, and she exploited that to her advantage. But now, she found herself willingly at the mercy of her Italian lover.

      Life should have been perfect, and maybe would have been if Giovanni hadn’t found the birth control pills Desi had snagged from a pharmacy in Venice. She’d decided that to be happy with Giovanni, she needed to be able to make choices regarding her own body. She didn’t tell him because she knew what his answer would be.

      “What the fuck is this?”

      Desi froze.

      She’d entered their bedroom, intent on running a bath before dinner. She had believed Giovanni to be in a meeting.

      He was standing in the center of their bedroom, a familiar plastic bag in one hand and the small package of pills in his other. His expression was thunderous. An answering anger rushed through her. Anger that Giovanni had forced her hand when it came to birth control and pushed her into sneaking around behind his back. Anger that he was going to ruin their happy week together.

      She crossed her arms over her chest and narrowed her eyes at him. “Those are a symbol of my right to choose what happens to my body.”

      He laughed, the sound cold and uncompromising. It sent a shiver down her spine, but she forced herself to remain ramrod straight and look him in the eyes.

      “The only rights you have over yourself are the rights I choose to give you.” She flinched as he said the words she’d known were true, but hadn’t wanted to believe. “If I hadn’t stopped Mateo in Miami, you would be dead. I took you with the promise that I would control you, but you still defy me at every turn, no matter how much I give you.”

      “What have you given me?” she snarled, storming toward him, choosing not to heed the dangerous stiffening of his body. “Money? I had that before you, more than I could ever spend. I have money stashed all over the world. Protection? I can defend myself and you know it. You keep me here so you can control me.”

      “Don’t tell me I’ve given you nothing,” he thundered, causing Desi to flinch and take a step back. “You’ve been happy these past several weeks, probably happier than you’ve ever been.”

      “How can I be happy when I will never get to choose my own future!” Her voice had risen until she was almost screaming. She whirled around, fists clenched, anger rushing through her. “All of my life I have been told what to do by men. Where to stand, what to say, how to decorate my body, how to have sex. You may be the lesser of the evils I’ve known, but you’ve still stolen my right to choose!”

      He gripped her by the arms and forced her to turn around and look at him. He was angry, almost as angry as her. “What right?” he demanded. “Rights are a made-up concept that society uses to civilize itself, but we are not civilized, are we, Desi? We’re savages and I have savagely taken you for myself. I won’t give you back, not even to yourself.”

      Desi let out a scream of anger and sent her fist flying toward his face. He had enough time to save his nose, but she still clipped his cheekbone, sending his head rocking back. She followed the punch up with her signature knee-to-crotch move, though she pulled the move at the last second, jamming her knee into his thigh. She might be angry, but she didn’t hate him, and she was still undecided on the future children thing. He stumbled back, one hand going to his balls, while the other clenched. She could tell by the tremor in his fist that he was a hair’s breadth from letting it fly.

      She didn’t care. She could take a hit from a man skilled in combat and fight back with equal measure.

      “If you wanted a sex slave, then you should have bought one!” she shouted, snatching up a lamp from her bedside table. She yanked it until the plug flew from the wall. “No matter what you say to me, or how you treat me, I will never be your slave!”

      She flung the lamp at him, but it missed. She was sobbing now, the pain of her past and her present colliding in a storm of confused emotions. The lamp landed on the carpet and rolled harmlessly away.

      “Desi, stop.” His voice was quiet, calmer, and he’d opened his fist, dropping his hand to his side.

      “No!” she screamed at him, tears blinding her. “I won’t stop. I will never stop. You brought me here, now you can deal with the consequences.”

      “Desi,” he tried again.

      “I’ll destroy this house and everything in it until you either kill me or let me go.”

      She flew at him, her fists raised, but he was ready for her this time.

      He grabbed her wrists, flung her around so her back was to his chest and dropped onto the bed, his body crushing hers into the mattress. She fought his hold, struggled to turn over so she could regain the advantage, but she was pinned.

      “I’ve never been able to control my own life!” she shouted. “I want that. I want what other women have. I want… I want…” she broke down crying. Eventually, she stopped struggling and buried her head in the bedding, letting the tears have free rein. After what seemed like ages, the tears dried up and she turned her head to the side to gasp for air.

      Giovanni still lay on top of her, but he released her hands. He pulled the long strands of ebony hair from her wet face, smoothing them back on her head. She realized he was speaking to her, soft, soothing words in Italian. She didn’t know the language well, but she was learning. He was telling her that she was beautiful, even when she was angry. That he understood her frustration, that he would help her get through this period of confusion. That she needed to trust him.

      “I don’t trust anyone,” she said with a watery sigh.

      He kissed the shell of her ear. “You will, bella.”

      She pushed her shoulder up and he took the hint, giving her enough space to roll over and face him.

      “I don’t know how.”

      “I can teach you.” He sealed his promise with a kiss, lingering over her lips, despite her tears and runny nose. “But you have to trust me.”

      She laughed, the sound brittle, and relaxed into the bed. “How can I learn how to trust if I don’t have the trust I need in order to learn?”

      He smiled gently down at her. “You will learn.”

      She laughed again. “You’re talking in circles.”

      His gaze grew serious, though his hands were still gentle where they framed her head. “Why did you go behind my back, Desi?”

      It took her a moment to remember the pills. “Would you have let me get them if I’d talked to you about it?”

      “No.” His answer was swift and uncompromising.

      Despair pushed at her, giving heat to her anger, though she tried to push it down.

      He saw it though and shook his head at her. “You have to stop trying to solve your problems with violence, bella.”

      “Violence is all I have, Gio,” she snapped, glaring up at him. “You’ve taken my choices from me, but violence is something I can wield in even the most desperate of circumstances.”

      He sighed heavily. “These are not desperate circumstances. You live in a mansion surrounded by vineyards. You’re protected and cherished. You aren’t happy because you don’t know how to be and now you’re creating a problem so you can fight with me because you don’t know how to have a life without fighting.”

      Desi wanted to deny his words, to strike out at him and force him to take them back, but she knew it was pointless. He would subdue her again, then he might restrict her even further, and that was something she didn’t want. So, she was forced to think about what he said to her, and she had to admit, he wasn’t entirely wrong.

      “Perhaps I don’t know how to be happy,” she said bitterly. “But you don’t know how to give up control. Are you happy? Are you pleased to have a wife who is more captive than partner? Imagine the glory we could reach if you allowed me a place next to you.”

      His eyes clouded and she could see him struggling with what she’d said to him. Finally, he sat up, pushing away from her. She felt the loss but used the space he was giving her to sit up and move away from him. She sat with her back to the headboard and watched him.

      “We need time,” he admitted. “Time to learn how to be happy together.”

      “Si,” she agreed, nodding emphatically. “And we shouldn’t have children while we’re working on this… relationship.” It felt weird to say out loud, but also right. They were in a relationship.

      “No,” he said, his voice hardening. He looked at her, a combination of lust, determination, and despair in his gaze. “Neither of us is getting any younger, and I want children from this union.”

      The despair blossoming in her chest matched his expression. “Until you let me to choose for myself, or at least have a voice in this marriage, we will never be happy together.”

      He nodded, but something else crept into his gaze, a glint of pure steel. “Perhaps you’re right, bella, but I won’t change my mind. I may feel things for you that I hadn’t anticipated when I brought you here, but that doesn’t change my wishes. I want children and I want them with you.” 

      “Then we’re at an impasse,” her voice cracked as she spoke. “I won’t stop fighting you, Gio.”

      “Si, I understand.” He pushed away from the bed, standing, his suit now disheveled. “You want control? I can give you control over this fight. Come with me.”

      He turned and strode away.

      Desi watched him in wary silence, then slid from the bed and followed him, curious about his abrupt change in mood.
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      “Hit me,” Giovanni ordered her.

      Desi stood opposite him, amusement warring with annoyance.

      “I can’t.” She held her hands up. “You taped these things to my hands.”

      He chuckled. “They’re called boxing gloves, Desi. Have you never seen a pair before?”

      “Of course I have,” she answered, looking at her hands in disgust. “But I’ve never worn them. I can do a lot more damage without these.”

      “You can still do a number on your opponent with those, but your hits won’t be quite as damaging.”

      “Then what’s the point?”

      “Your husband gets to walk away with his nose intact and maybe a little pride too.”

      She laughed, eyeing him. “It is a rather handsome nose. I would hate to reshape it into something grotesque.”

      Giovanni had brought her to the estate gym. It was filled with workout equipment, including cardio machines, free weights and machine weights, boxing bags, and a boxing ring that took up most of the center of the room.

      “What’s the point of this, Gio?” she asked him. “This won’t change what’s wrong between us.”

      “I know,” he agreed, then tapped his gloves together and assumed a boxing stance. “But it’ll allow you to relieve some of your frustrations and speak to me in a language we can both understand.”

      A language they could both understand. She liked that. They had grown up on different continents, surrounded by different languages and customs, but they lived and worked in the same world. The underworld. He was right; the fight, the blood and the climb to power were a common language they both spoke.

      “I don’t know how to hit with these,” she admitted. “What do I do?”

      He flashed her a grin, the lines around his eyes crinkling in pleasure. “Curl your hands into fists inside the gloves and hit me the way you would if you weren’t wearing gloves. Defend yourself the way you would normally by bringing your hands up for cover. Block your head and your sternum.”

      She nodded; the basics of fighting were universal with or without huge unwieldy gloves attached to her fists.

      “What about takedowns?” she asked. “They’re a big part of my fighting style.” She was usually smaller than her opponents. Taking the fight to the ground made it easier for her to use her opponent’s body against them.

      He shook his head. “No takedowns for now. We’ll practice with the gloves and work on takedowns after.”

      She smiled a mischievous smile and nodded her excitement. Where he might excel in the boxing ring, she would waste his ass when it came time to take the gloves off.

      One sweaty and satisfying hour later and they were both laying on the boxing ring mat, breathing heavily and nursing their wounds. Desi’d had some trouble blocking his punches with the boxing gloves and had taken a hit to her sternum that had sent her flying into the ropes. Horrified, Giovanni had rushed to her side, which earned him an elbow to the throat and a gloved fist to the side of the head.

      The fight had evened out as Desi learned how to work with the gloves, dancing around him on the balls of her feet and sneaking jabs in whenever he left himself open until he cried mercy and suggested they move on to takedowns.

      Though weaker than Desi at takedowns, Giovanni held his own. He was surprisingly fast and light on his feet for a man of his height. She decided he must spend equal time in the gym, working out with expert opponents, as he did behind a desk. He could easily take on some of the world’s best mixed martial artists. 

      At one point, he discarded his shirt, and she was faced with a distracting wall of sweaty male muscles. Giovanni gave as good as he got, never once pulling his punches, which earned him Desi’s respect. She hated when a male opponent went easy on her, and she made a point to quickly show them the error of their ways.

      Giovanni rolled toward her, gazing down at her with admiration. “You are fucking magnificent.” The warmth in his gaze told her he truly enjoyed their match.

      She glowed at his words. “You’re not so bad yourself, but you can use some work on your takedowns.”

      He sat up, shoving a hand through his damp hair, spiking it up and momentarily distracting her. “What do you mean?” His tone was serious, not defensive, telling Desi he really wanted to know.

      She sat up too, maneuvering herself so she was sitting opposite him. “You’re great with the basics, but you need to work on your follow through and holds. You won’t always have a weapon to finish, so you need to incapacitate on the mat.”

      He pushed himself to his feet and reached a hand down to her. Desi winced as he pulled her to her feet and took another boxing stance. “Show me. Nice and slow and explain along the way.”

      “I’m going to grip your shoulder with my right hand, but if you were in an actual combat situation, you would take hold of your opponent’s collar for a better grip. I’m going to step back with my left foot, pulling you with me. You see how you automatically shifted your weight to your right foot in preparation to break my hold?” he nodded, and she continued, “Now I take advantage of that slight shift in balance by sweeping my right foot under yours from heel to toes.” When she completed the action, he stumbled and she reached down, gripped his ankle and yanked while simultaneously shoving him back with her hand on his shoulder. He hit the mat hard, and she went down with him. “Now you finish.”

      She mimed smashing the heel of her hand into his nose.

      “Let me try.”

      He lifted her off him and they stood, reversing positions, Giovanni taking Desi down as she’d instructed him. She corrected him once and he took her advice, perfecting the move.

      They continued with a few more takedowns, Giovanni showing marked improvement with each instruction.

      “Enough,” he gasped from the mat, where he lay on his back with his arms flung out. Desi collapsed next to him, using his bicep as a pillow. She wrinkled her nose against the strong male scent wafting from him, but she didn’t move away. She didn’t exactly smell like a bed of roses, either.

      “That was fun,” she murmured, grinning up at the ceiling.

      “Kicking my ass?” he asked, humour in his voice.

      “Yes, definitely.” She rolled onto her side and propped herself up on his chest, her chin in her hands.

      He touched a lock of hair that had escaped from her ponytail and smoothed it behind her ear. “You are a woman to admire, Desi. I could learn a great deal from you.”

      An ache blossomed in her chest and threatened to choke her. “No one has ever wanted to learn from me before.”

      “They were idiots. They didn’t deserve you.”

      She laughed through the ache and shook her head. “No, they were men who felt threatened by a woman in my position.”

      He flashed her a wolfish grin and reached down to grip her by the waist, using his impressive strength to lift her bodily off the floor. He set her on top of him so she straddled him, her legs falling to the sides of his thighs and her hands pinning his chest down.

      Her heart picked up in speed at the feel of his hot, sweaty flesh under her fingertips, the scent of his masculinity in the air.

      “I love every position with you, bella.”

      Before she could respond, he gripped her by the back of the head and forced her face down to his, taking her lips in a heated kiss.

      Desi moaned into his mouth and met his tongue in a clash of sizzling passion. Adrenalin shot through her veins, and her panties flooded with her desire. She wanted him more than ever and wasn’t about to be denied.

      She reached between them and slid her hand into the waistband of his shorts, wrapping her fist around his cock. He groaned and his grip on the back of her head tightened.

      She broke their kiss and growled, “I want a taste.”

      He shook his head. “Not until I’ve showered.”

      “No, now,” she demanded.

      He stared at her, the heat of lust turning his eyes into glittering chips of mahogany. Then he dragged her back far enough that he could shove his shorts down, freeing himself.

      She salivated as his large, veiny cock sprang free. It was thick, bigger than the size of her fist and long enough to hit the back of her throat when he pushed her face down while thrusting up into her waiting mouth. She gagged, then, gripping him around the base, swallowed him as deep as she could.

      “Fuck!” he shouted, tipping his head back against the mat as he pushed his hips up.

      Desi licked and sucked, nibbled and teased until his grip on her hair threatened to pull it out by the roots. When he couldn’t take any more, he shoved himself deeper and held her as he fucked himself. She was helpless against the onslaught of his thrusts, but his loss of control was so damn sexy she slid a hand into her yoga pants and sank two fingers deep into her dripping pussy, riding herself as he took his pleasure from her mouth.

      “Motherfucker,” he yelled, “I’m coming!”

      Desi moaned an enthusiastic ‘yes!’ around his cock, now slippery with her saliva as he jerked himself in her mouth, taking complete control.

      Hot seed spurted into her throat, and she choked, then swallowed, licking him until he was finished.

      She would have finished herself, but he dragged her hands from her pants, ignoring her protest.

      He sucked her fingers, licking the juices clean before tipping her onto her back, gripping the elastic waistband of her pants and dragging them down her legs, leaving her exposed from the waist down.

      He shoved her legs wide, forcing them over his shoulders, and attacked her pussy with his tongue and fingers, sending her hurtling into the stratosphere.

      Desi flung her head back, screaming as she came.

      Giovanni wrung another two orgasms from Desi before crawling over her, holding her head in his hands, and sliding into her, filling her. She gasped as sensations slammed through her, making her feel warm, tingly, and orgasmic all at the same time.

      Together they climbed to the heights and fell over the edge, clinging to each other, their gazes locked, their breaths mingling as he dipped his head to kiss her.

      As they lay on the mat recovering, Desi murmured, “You’ll have to get someone to clean up in here. I think we managed to get blood, sweat, spit and semen on this mat.”

      He chuckled and lifted her until she was propped on top of him. His gaze was serious as he looked down at her.

      “Do you feel better, amore?”

      Some of her enjoyment dimmed as she thought of his reason for bringing her to the gym, to release some of her pent-up anger and murderous energy. She nodded, her chin bumping his chest. “Si, I feel better, though I’m still upset. You should have told me about wanting children when you brought me here. Maybe if I’d known, been prepared…”

      He nodded, but answered with a noncommittal, “Maybe.”

      It was the best she could hope for, and she felt like she’d made gains with him by showing him firsthand what she was capable of.

      She licked her lips. “Do you think we’ll ever be able to have a normal life?” How could a woman like Desi and a man like Giovanni ever find happiness?

      He brushed her lips with his thumb, his gaze serious on her face.

      “We aren’t destined for normalcy, amore mio. We’re meant for the ultimate glory that can be seized in this world of power, riches, and privilege. But with such glory also comes pain.” His deep voice caressed her, and he slid his hand over her head, petting her, comforting her. “You were taken from your family, beaten, raped, and maimed.” He lifted her hand, kissing the stump of her missing finger. “But you have come back stronger, better, more able to face down your enemies. You are a queen among peasants, a goddess among mortals.”

      Pleasure flamed to life at his words, and she grasped them greedily to her heart. “Call me your love again,” she whispered. 

      “Amore mio.” He slashed his mouth across hers, telling her with action that she was as much his love as his words professed.
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      Desi had two weeks to bask in the glow of her husband’s love and affection. Two weeks on top of the world, where she accepted her place at his side as his queen. Two weeks until her world fell apart under the self-sabotage she’d spent months trying to stomp into nothingness under Giovanni’s ofttimes gentle, but sometimes harsh, tutelage.

      Desi hit the floor knees first, flinging the toilet lid up and violently vomiting up the few bites of eggs and toast she’d managed to get into her before the familiar signs of nausea crept up on her. Every day for a week now, her stomach would throw a fit and she’d have to run for the nearest washroom.

      A knock on the door startled her. “Desi?”

      She spat into the toilet and called out hoarsely, “Coming.”

      She flushed and stood up on shaky legs, splashing cold water on her face. She dried it off and looked at herself. Pale, drawn, fatigued. There was no way Giovanni would believe she was fine.

      She opened the door, plastering a smile across her face. “Good morning.”

      It didn’t work.

      “You look like hell and smell like vomit.”

      She sighed, her shoulders slumping.

      He felt her head. “No temperature.” He looked at her critically. “How long has this been going on for?”

      Desi thought about lying to him. He’d been busy that week, usually out of bed before her. The nausea almost always hit in the morning when a smell got to her or after she’d eaten a few bites of breakfast. She’d escaped Giovanni’s company quickly enough to allay suspicion, but this morning, she’d slapped a hand over her mouth and run from the table, knocking her chair over in her haste.

      “About a week,” she admitted.

      He raised a brow, and she could tell from the stiffening of his shoulders that he wasn’t pleased she’d kept her illness from him.

      “I wanted to be sure.”

      “That it’s pregnancy and nothing else?” he asked shrewdly.

      Her cheeks burned at the word pregnancy, but she nodded.

      “You should have told me right away,” he said, his tone impatient. “Baby or not, I want to know what’s going on with you. You shouldn’t have to deal with any kind of sickness on your own.”

      A rush of happiness hit her at his words, erasing some of the panic she felt every time her mind drifted toward the possibility of pregnancy. Though her symptoms pointed to pregnancy, she hadn’t been able to fully admit it to herself yet.

      “Come.” He took her hand and led her upstairs to their bedroom. She was grateful they were putting distance between her and the breakfast table, which still held the nasty eggs that had made her vomit.

      He led her through the bedroom and into their huge ensuite washroom, where he opened a drawer, rifled through, and came up with a long pink box.

      She stepped toward him for a closer look and realized he was holding a pregnancy test.

      “How long have you had that?” she asked sharply.

      “I like to be prepared, Desi.” He turned to her, holding the box out.

      She took it automatically.

      “Use this and let me know the results.” He turned and walked away, closing the door behind him.

      She tried to read the box, but her panicking mind kept wandering. What if she was pregnant? What if she wasn’t pregnant? What kind of mother would she be? Terrible, obviously. She didn’t know the first thing about parenting.

      After a moment, she shook away her distraction. If she didn’t take the test, Giovanni would come back in and try to force her.

      She opened the box, read the package, and then peed on the stick. It wasn’t easy. She was nervous, upset, worried, and angry. It took a few minutes of thinking about oceans and waterfalls before she could go.

      When she finished, she washed her hands and set the stick on the edge of the sink. Her job finished, Desi sank to the tiles of the washroom, gripped her head, and let the panic take over. She felt as though the floor was dropping out on her. She’d been fighting the illness and confusion all week. The idea of pregnancy had become a monster in her mind. Something she couldn’t deal with.

      She must have sat on the floor for a long time, too long because Giovanni banged on the door and told her he was coming in. She didn’t move as he entered, his face registering alarm when he saw her.

      “Are you hurt?” he demanded.

      She shook her head.

      He picked up the stick from the edge of the sink and brought it up so he could read the results. “Positive.”

      Desi flung herself at the toilet again, this time throwing up from fear and anxiety.

      She was still heaving when she felt Giovanni’s hand on her back, then sliding into her hair to hold the mass away from her face. She immediately felt better without her messy, too-warm hair getting in the way. She’d thought it was a myth, the boyfriend holding the hair while his girlfriend was sick thing. Apparently not.

      “Gio,” she whispered, turning her head to look at him with desperate eyes. “I don’t think I can do this.”

      She clung to the edge of the toilet, her fingers digging into the porcelain as she tried to ground herself. Dizziness threatened to swamp her.

      “What can’t you do?”

      “Have a baby,” she whispered, shivers running up and down her body. She had to force down another wave of nausea.

      He cradled her face in his hands and lifted until her gaze met his.

      “You have no choice.” His gentle actions were at odds with his harsh words.

      She shook her head. “I’m going to be a terrible mother. What do I know about children? I don’t even remember my mother.”

      That wasn’t entirely true. She remembered her mom. A bit. She remembered a woman with long wavy black hair, a quick smile, glowing cheeks. The scent of sugar cookies. A beautiful singing voice.

      When Desi allowed herself to think of her mother, the things she remembered were frustratingly insubstantial, like a dandelion in the breeze, always dancing out of reach.

      “We’ll figure it out,” Giovanni said, a frown creasing his brow. “We have no choice. The baby is coming whether or not you like it.”

      Anger rushed through her, and she pushed his hands away, breaking his hold on her. “You had a choice, and you chose this. I have no choice,” she snapped. “This is exactly what you wanted. I told you I wasn’t ready, and you ignored me.”

      “I won’t pretend this isn’t what I want, because we both know otherwise.” His voice hardened as he spoke. “I had hoped you would come around to the idea. Perhaps this is happening sooner than you would have liked but we’ve been having a lot of sex and this was always the plan.”

      “Your plan, not mine!” She glared at him, pushing herself to her feet and stalking into the bedroom. He followed.

      “Enough, Desi,” he growled, impatience leaking through his usual calm. “We’ve been over this. I took you into my home with the intention of marrying you and having a baby. If I hadn’t done that, you would be dead.”

      “You saved me, and I owe you now? Is that what you’re saying? My body and my choices belong to you?” she demanded. “It this how our life will be? Forever a slave to your decisions.”

      “Stop it!” he thundered, scaring her enough that she took a quick step back from him. He followed her. “You chose life when you stayed with me. If you want to believe I’ve taken all your choices, then go ahead. I will shrink your world until you see exactly what I have given you.”

      “I don’t want the things you’ve given me!” she shouted at him, balling her fists against her thighs. “I don’t want your wealth, I don’t want your house, I don’t want any of it if it means I have to give up everything to be with you.”

      “What have you given up!” he snarled, lunging for her and pushing her back against the wall. She winced as her leg struck the side table. He gripped her by the neck, pinning her in place and leaning in to speak in a quiet, deadly voice. “I took you from a dungeon, seconds after your finger was severed from your hand. Before that, you were declaring an all-out war against the Miami mob boss, who is backed by two powerful South American bosses and myself. You were on a suicide mission. Before that, you were the slave to a sadistic, perverted motherfucker who raped you as a child. Is that the life you prefer? Because once this baby is born, I can find someone exactly like your precious Nicolas Garza to sell you to.”

      Her heart shattered at his words, and she fought to keep the sobs of pain and humiliation inside. She knew this was partially her fault. She pushed and pushed. She used anger like a weapon because she knew no other way. And now he was doing the same, abusing her with words. He was out of patience, and it was her fault for forcing him to this.

      Still, she wasn’t entirely wrong, and backing down wasn’t part of her skill set.

      “You’ll never understand,” she said, her words dripping with ice. “Yes, you’ve given me more than any man has. You’ve protected and loved me, which is a gift I will take to my grave.” Unless he followed through on his rash promise to sell her to another Nico, but she didn’t believe it. He was speaking recklessly in the heat of the moment. Just like she was. “But that you think the things you’ve given me also gives you the right to make decisions about my body tells me you don’t trust me, that you don’t want a future as equals and I can’t live that way.”

      “Of course I don’t trust you, you haven’t earned my trust.”

      Hurt was a sharp knife of pain slamming through her breast. “But I’ve done everything to show you I can make a good wife.”

      “A few weeks of good behaviour doesn’t erase a lifetime of bad, Desi,” he said scornfully.

      “Then why should I trust you?” she demanded angrily as she threw his own words back at him. “A few weeks of good behaviour doesn’t wipe out your history of murder and mayhem. What more can I possibly do to show you I want to be part of this life with you?”

      “Have this baby,” he said coolly, stepping away from her.

      Pain and anger warred within her, but finally, the terror of an uncertain future won out. “I don’t know if I can.”

      He stared at her in icy silence for several long seconds, then he stepped away from her. “You’ll figure it out, either on your own, or with me if you choose to accept my support.”
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      The next morning, Giovanni had Dr. Danilo come in to check Desi. She agreed to take another pee test and answer questions, but when it came to a pelvic exam, Desi put her foot down. She refused to have a male doctor examine her, especially when she was feeling so confused and at a loss for control.

      “The gender of your doctor doesn’t matter,” Giovanni said in a low voice, standing opposite Desi in his office. Dr. Danilo stood nearby, pretending not to listen. “My personal physician is an extremely competent medical professional, and you will respect his expertise.”

      Desi snorted, crossing her arms in front of her. “I don’t care if he’s a god in his field, I don’t want another man touching me without my permission.”

      “I could tie you down and have you examined.” The hard edge to his voice and the ice in his gaze told her he was close to making the call. “Don’t be difficult, Desiree.”

      She swiped her hand through the air. “You promised I would be safe here, safe from being touched in a way I don’t like. I believed you. If you allow this man to touch me without my permission, I will never forgive you.”

       Giovanni had shown her a new world, one where she could be respected, protected, and treated with love. Only, instead of allowing her to walk freely through that world, he placed her behind a window, allowing her to watch but never quite experience the glory of true happiness and freedom.

      His brow lowered and he took another step toward her, his voice dropping until the doctor could no longer hear him. “Dr. Danilo is a vetted member of my staff. I don’t go to outsiders for services like this. It’s too risky. This pregnancy will make both of us a target. You must use the services that are available to you.”

      She lifted her chin. “No. You should have thought of this before you decided to procure a wife and a baby. I don’t want a strange man touching me intimately. He’s good with stitches and missing fingers, but I want a woman to do my pelvic exam. If you insist on allowing him to touch me, then you better prepare to find a new doctor, because I will kill him.”

      He took her chin in a hard grip and forced her to look at him.

      “Did you just say no to me?” he asked, his voice deadly calm. “Try again, Desiree.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “No.”

      His fingers tightened until she thought there might be bruises on her chin.

      She gripped his hand and yanked it away, jerking her head out of his grasp. She glared at him as she stepped back toward the open French doors behind her. “I’m leaving. You can stop me and force this exam on me, or you can let me go. Guess which option will end in blood and broken bones?”

      His lip lifted in a partial snarl, and she thought maybe she really had crossed the line with him this time.

      “Get out of my sight,” he said coldly.

      She turned on her heel and stormed through the door. She knew the conversation wasn’t over, but hopefully she’d won a small victory. Contrary to Giovanni’s thinking, she wasn’t trying to be difficult. She genuinely couldn’t stomach the thought of having his doctor touch her vagina. It had been one thing when he’d looked at her severed finger and stitched up her gunshot wounds. But this… it was too intimate.

      Desi had spent a lifetime having her choices stripped away from her by men. Not just the men who controlled her, but the men in their periphery, too. Nico had a doctor whose job it was to care for the people in his compound. She’d had no choice but to go to the man for everything, which had been a nightmare at times. She’d gotten her first period at thirteen and had to go to the man to find out what to do. In retrospect, she should have gone to one of the female staff in Nico’s employ, but she’d told Nico and he’d sent her to the doctor. The man had examined her. No finesse, no kind words. The experience was a trauma on top of all the other traumas she’d experienced in her teen years.

      Now, she wasn’t willing to go back to that. Though she knew Giovanni wasn’t Nico, there were still some similarities. They were both bosses of their own criminal organizations. Both ran things with iron control. She understood that Giovanni wasn’t trying to subjugate her the way Nico had, but she had to make him realize that if he continued to run roughshod over her personal choices, he would kill her feelings for him.

      Without quite paying attention to where she was going, Desi wandered in the direction of the winery. Donada would almost certainly be there, and Desi could use a friendly female ear.

      As she walked quickly past the rows of vines, Giovanni’s words, ‘get out of my sight’ played over and over in her head, bringing a rush of tears to her eyes. She felt dejected by the scene in his office. Maybe she should have given in, but she couldn’t imagine allowing Dr. Danilo to examine her.

      As Desi entered the cool, shadowed room, Donada turned from her chair where she was working on the winery accounts and smiled.

      “Desi,” she said warmly. “It’s been a few days. Come on in, have a glass of wine.”

      Desi allowed the other woman to lead her through to the small sunlit courtyard, where she uncorked a bottle of red wine and poured a measure into her glass. She tried it, nodded, and poured a larger portion. When she reached out to pour some into another glass, Desi shook her head and covered it with her hand.

      “None for me.”

      Donada stared at her, hand hovering with the wine bottle for a few long seconds. Desi hadn’t declined a single glass of wine in the months the two women had known each other.

      “Spill the juice, woman. What’s going on with you?” Donada demanded, setting the bottle on the table and settling into her chair. She took a sip of her wine, her wide-eyed gaze on Desi’s face.

      “I’m pregnant,” Desi blurted, desperately wishing she could drink the wine she’d declined. She wasn’t even sure she wanted the baby, so what harm would a few sips cause? She couldn’t bring herself to do it though, and admitting her condition took the temptation away.

      “Obviously,” Donada drawled. “I wondered if you were even before you so rudely declined my fabulous award-winning wine.”

      Despite herself, Desi laughed. “It really is excellent, and I would drink it in a heartbeat if I could.”

      Donada nodded seriously. “And that is the only reason we can remain friends, despite your hideous faux pas. Now, tell me, why do you look so glum? Is this baby news not what you wanted?” Her words weren’t spoken with judgment, just curiosity.

      Desi sighed heavily. “Giovanni is happy.” Well, not exactly, but he was getting what he wanted.

      “But you aren’t,” Donada concluded.

      Desi shook her head, then stopped and shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      Donada reached out to squeeze her hand. “You have options, you know.”

      “Giovanni won’t let me consider any options except having this baby.”

      Donada leaned back in her chair. “Giovanni may have preferences, but he’s not a monster.” She tilted her head to the side, then corrected herself, “At least, he’d not a monster with you. He cares about you; he’ll listen if you really don’t want this baby.”

      “Maybe he will listen, but right now we can’t seem to speak the same language. We either yell at each other or fuck each other. Sometimes he lets me beat him up in the gym.”

      “You need to find some common ground, engage in conversation,” Donada told her. “Work things out as adults.”

      Though she hated to admit it, Desi had very little experience with regular adult conversations. She had been an enforcer, a bodyguard, and the second-in-command to a cartel. Her language was guns, knives, and intimidation. When someone didn’t comply with her wishes, she had them tortured and killed.

      Giovanni’s world was more civilized, or at least the veneer of civilization forced the people living within his orbit to act a certain way. Giovanni himself could be very uncivilized when he took the gloves off. God, he was so fucking sexy when he did that.

      “Earth to Desi.”

      Donada’s voice interrupted Desi’s musings. She looked at the other woman seriously, taking in her relaxed posture and her musing expression. Desi wanted that. She wanted to take life as it came, calmly making decisions and dispensing advice like she knew what she was talking about. She wanted the maturity that came with experience, not the reactive anger that was so often her companion.

      “I don’t know if I can have a proper conversation with Giovanni about this,” she admitted. “I get so angry and stressed. We both say things we shouldn’t. We’ve been married for less than a month and we still can’t seem to find a balance.”

      Donada’s expression was compassionate, and she sat back in her chair, her thoughts wandering as her gaze clouded. Desi leaned back in her own seat, closing her eyes, and taking a deep breath. She concentrated on the heat of the sun on her skin and the scent of the ripening grapes permeating the air.

      “You need a break,” Donada finally said, breaking the silence.

      “What do you mean?” Desi asked, opening her eyes.

      “Well, you’ve told me a little about your early life and I think it’s very much affecting your ability to have a healthy relationship with Giovanni.” Desi opened her mouth to deny Donada’s words, but the other woman stopped her. “I’m not saying all the issues in your marriage are your fault. They aren’t. Giovanni should have been honest with you from the beginning about his intentions. He should have given you a choice. He loves you more than I’ve seen him love anyone.”

      Desi laughed. “He adored his first wife. From the sounds of it, she was a saint.”

      Donada rolled her eyes. “She was not a saint; not any more than you are. She may not have been a seasoned killer, but she wasn’t without fault. She was often manipulative, short-tempered, and occasionally unreasonable.”

      “That sounds like me,” Desi said dryly.

      Donada shrugged. “Maybe Giovanni has a type.”

      “I don’t know if I believe you. Gio told me his wife was sweet and gentle, that she died because she was too weak for his world. He chose me because I’m tough, able to take on as much as a man and more.”

      Donada laughed. “The late Signora Savino was not weak. She was a drill sergeant at home, keeping the mansion in order for the Signore and her precious spoiled son. She wasn’t the fighter you are, but she had a way of manipulating until she got what she wanted. I think the Signore wishes to remember her a certain way, which isn’t necessarily reality.”

      Desi thought about it and realized Donada was probably speaking the truth. Desi had glorified her love with Nico because it was easier than admitting that she’d fallen in love with a terrible man who treated her badly. Perhaps Giovanni also lied to himself.

      Going back to what Donada had said earlier, Desi asked, “What did you mean when you said I need a break?”

      “You need to take a time out. You’re confused, Desi, and it’s any wonder why. You’ve been forced into a life you didn’t agree to. I think you’ve done a beautiful job of fitting in and I think you have so much to offer that when you’re ready to fully accept this life, you’ll shine like the midnight diamond you are.”

      Desi smiled. “Midnight diamond, I like that.”

      Donada chuckled. “My artist lover rubs off on me.”

      Desi sobered, studying Donada’s lovely features. The woman had truly become a dear friend. “You think I’m not ready to accept this life yet, and that’s why I’m not happy.”

      “Si, this is exactly what I’m saying. You need to take time away. Find out how to connect with yourself, the real Desi, the one not bullied and manipulated by men.” Donada spoke empathically. “You’ve never had the chance to reconcile your early life, which I think means you can’t see a clear path forward. You want to accept Giovanni and all the things he offers you, but you don’t know how. You can’t talk to him when he displeases you, except to yell. And trust me, he is not an unreasonable man. He will listen if you speak to him calmly, on his level. You need to stop speaking only in the language of violence.”

      It struck Desi that Donada was saying exactly what Gio had said to her; she needed to stop solving her problems with anger and violence. But how did one unlearn such a deeply ingrained behaviour?

      “How do I take a break?” she wondered out loud. “Giovanni will never let me leave.”

      Donada grasped Desi’s hand and squeezed. “He will forgive you, Desi.”
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      Once Desi had Donada’s confidence, the decision to leave was easy. She felt terrible for deceiving Giovanni, but she knew she was right. He would never allow her to leave on her own. He likely wouldn’t even allow her to leave with him and a team of bodyguards until the baby was born, and by then it might be too late.

      Desi needed to go now, before she did something she would come to regret.

      She needed to take a long look at herself, the life that had been forced on her and the life she wanted in her future. And she couldn’t do that under the watchful presence of her overbearing, protective, and possessive husband who had his own agenda for their lives together.

      The actual act of leaving was more difficult than the decision. Her near-constant morning nausea prevented an early start to her day, which would have been ideal.

      Desi decided that she would cross the Atlantic and go back to Mexico. Not back to the compound and the cartel. That part of her life was over.

      Instead, she would find her mother and the family she’d created after Desi’s disappearance. Now that she knew her mother hadn’t sold her into slavery, Desi wanted to see the person who’d raised her to the age of ten. She wanted to hear the voice she could only remember in song and the long dark hair that used to brush her face when her mother leaned over to kiss her.

      Desi longed to share these thoughts with Giovanni. She knew she could trust him with her hopes and desires, but she couldn’t trust him to give her what she wanted, what she needed. A trip to Mexico, a visit to her mother. Alone, without his commanding presence and his desire for a baby haunting her.

      Desi needed to find her place in the world before she could find her place with Giovanni, and she couldn’t be with him when she did that. She desperately hoped Donada’s prediction was correct, that Giovanni loved her enough to forgive her.

      Aside from feeling like she was betraying Giovanni, the most difficult part of her plan was in leaving Italy without a passport. She’d had one with her in Miami, but she wasn’t sure what happened to it. She thought Giovanni might have had it picked up from her apartment. It’s what she would have done if she’d intended to kidnap someone and force them to marry her. Eventually, they might travel together. Then again, he probably had access to a good forger, which she could really use right about now.

      Ironically, Desi knew a good forger, one of the best in the business, but Desi had almost killed the woman when she’d attacked Mateo. Though they’d settled some of their animosity, she didn’t think Raina would be in a good frame of mind for helping her and Desi could imagine how that conversation would go if she got up the guts to ask. She was pretty sure she’d find herself locked in Giovanni’s dungeon again.

      Fate seemed to shine on Desi’s plan when, a few days later, while shopping in Venice, a gift in the form of a passport landed in her lap. Or almost in her lap, if a person counted overhearing a couple of women discussing their cruise ship, which had recently docked, stealing the dark-haired Spanish woman’s handbag, which she had helpfully left on the counter while bending over to try on a pair of shoes, rifling through until Desi found a passport and cruise identification card, verifying the age and looks were similar enough to Desi and leaving the shop and the handbag behind.

      Having gotten her hands on the passport and ID, Desi made the quick decision to go immediately, while the element of surprise was on her side. Vitto and her other guards had no reason to think she would run. In fact, Giovanni had been clear that they were there for her protection, not to babysit, giving her some measure of freedom when she went into the city. It was easy to go into another shop and slip out the back door while they were watching the front for potential threats.

      Her heart hammered in her chest as she approached the cruise ship she knew the woman was on, because she followed them back and watched as the woman frantically dug through her purse, then told the porter she would be quick as she ran back to the shops.

      As the woman and her friend took off, Desi boldly stepped into the line of passengers waiting to get on the ship. She looked up at the giant behemoth as she waited, taking in the sheer size. She’d never been up close and personal to a ship of this magnitude.

      She’d been on cargo ships, but those had been cramped and uncomfortable, not for the purpose of pleasure.

      “Identification.”

      Desi handed her borrowed cruise card over to the man, hoping she was right and that the size of the ship would make it difficult for the staff to remember individuals. Sure enough, he scanned the card and handed it back to her, then waved her onto the ramp.

      Desi walked up the gangway, but paused in the hatch, looking back toward Venice. Now was her last chance. She could go back to her bodyguards and make up some excuse for getting separated.

      She could go back to Giovanni, tell him she needed to talk to him about the pregnancy. No threats, no temper tantrums. Just the two of them talking through her fear. He would do it if she approached him gently.

      It wasn’t too late.

      “Excuse me.”

      Desi looked at the couple standing below her on the ramp, waiting to get on the ship. She stared at them in incomprehension, then realized they needed to get past her. She stepped onto the ship, cutting off her view of Venice.

      She shook her head. She couldn’t stay in Venice, not now.

      Giovanni deserved a wife who could meet him on his level. A woman who wasn’t a fucked up mess of a human, and while she’d made excellent strides toward finding a healthy normal while under his roof, she wasn’t there yet. Not even close. She needed to do this, and she needed to do it on her own.

      No way would Giovanni let her leave Italy while she was pregnant with his baby. He hadn’t even wanted her to go into Venice without him. She’d forced a laugh and told him he was being ridiculously overprotective. Now, here she was, about to do exactly as he feared. Disappear.

      It’s not forever, she reassured herself.

      She would go back home to Mexico, reunite with her mother, and ask all the questions that had burned within her since Nico took her into his cartel.

      If she decided she couldn’t live the life Giovanni was forcing her into, she would have his baby and she would give it to him, then she would disappear forever. Her stomach twisted so forcefully at the idea that she stopped in her tracks, gasping for air.

      She slid a shaking hand over her belly and looked down. “Are you trying to tell me something?”

      It was strange, but this was the first time she’d communicated with the creature growing inside her. Before now, it felt like a foreign disease, growing bigger, stronger, and more dangerous by the day. The longer it stayed planted in her womb, the more it tied her to a life she hadn’t agreed to, wasn’t sure she wanted and didn’t know how to fit into.

      For the first time, she felt the insidious creeping of attachment to the fetus. The very idea nearly threw her into a panic. She couldn’t be a mother, she just couldn’t!

      “Excuse me… are you okay?” Desi looked up and saw the couple who’d gotten on the boat behind her. The woman had stopped and was now looking at Desi, concern etching her features.

      Desi forced her lips to twist into a half smile. “I get seasick.”

      A relieved smile creased the woman’s face, and she began digging through her purse. “Oh my goodness, me too! When I first got on this ship in Spain, I was sick as a dog. The ship’s infirmary gave me these tablets, and they worked like a charm. Take them, I don’t need them anymore.”

      Before Desi could protest, the woman pressed a small bottle into her hand, then patted her arm.

      “Get some rest, you’ll feel better in no time!” She gave Desi a sympathetic smile. “You should be back on your feet by tomorrow, just in time to enjoy our next port.”

      “Um, I seem to have forgotten. Where’s the next port?”

      The woman looked concerned again. “Oh, poor you, you must be feeling really under the weather if you can’t remember where we’re headed. Tomorrow morning we dock in Dubrovnik. You’ll want to get lots of rest so you’re up to exploring the city.”

      Desi nodded. “Thank you.” She held up the pills. “And thank you so much for these.”

      “They’ll make an enormous difference, trust me.” The woman patted Desi’s arm and turned to walk away with her husband.

      Desi watched them until they disappeared, then looked down at the pills in her hand. The woman had been nice to her. A total stranger. For no reason other than to help relieve Desi’s made-up seasickness.

      She continued through the ship, dropping the pills into a wastebasket as she went. As much as she knew the other woman was just trying to help, she wouldn’t take anything given to her by a stranger. Assassins could come in any age, shape, and size. The Venezuelan assassin, El Escorpion, was now in her 80s and rumour had it just as deadly as she had been in her youth.

      Desi made her way to the ship’s concierge desk, wiping away the residual feelings of confusion. It was time to go to work and she needed all her faculties about her. She approached the man, a wide smile stretching her red-painted lips.

      “Good afternoon,” she greeted him.

      He looked up slowly from his computer, but when he finally saw her, his eyes widened. “Hello, Signora, what may I help you with?”

      So far everyone she’d encountered spoke English, which told her the cruise catered to English speakers.

      “I’m so sorry to be a bother.” She lowered her long lashes, giving the impression of embarrassment. “My husband and I… we had a fight, and I just don’t think….” She blinked away the tears that suddenly leapt to her eyes and let out a long breath. “I don’t think I can stay in the same cabin with him. I know this is a long shot, but are there any other rooms available?”

      His gaze became speculative, interested.

      “Please, I’m happy to pay. I have money.” She reached into her purse and pulled out a wad of bills in a shaking hand, placing them on the counter. “We were supposed to be working on our marriage, but I found out… he… he… oh… I’m sorry!”

      She sniffled loudly and pulled a tissue from her purse, pressing it to her nose.

      The man looked sympathetic and began tapping on the computer. “I’ll see what I can find. We always leave a few cabins open in case of emergency. What is your current room number?”

      Desi froze, her brain working rapidly. She’d counted ten passenger decks. She assumed the nicer cabins with balconies were on the top decks. The cabins she’d passed while coming up to the concierge desk had three numbers on the door.  

      She tried to sound distraught as she struggled to ‘remember’ the room number. “I… I think we’re in room 614, but I really wasn’t paying attention. My husband takes care of all that.” She used the edge of her tissue to wipe beneath her eyes. “I’m sorry, I’m really quite useless at this stuff.”

      He gave her a comforting smile and then dropped his gaze to the computer screen. “It says here that a Mr. And Mrs. Gillian are staying in room 614.”

      She nodded emphatically. “Yes, that’s us.”

      “Okay, great, I can move you into cabin 327. It’s not as nice as the one you’re in, but you’ll get some privacy.”

      “Oh, thank you so much!” Desi gasped, giving him her best look of sultry gratitude.

      His cheeks reddened and he fumbled as he programmed a room key for her, handing it over. “The room is yours for the duration of the cruise.”

      “How much do I owe you?” she asked innocently, fingering the money on the counter.

      “Nothing, ma’am. The room is complimentary.”

      Desi blew her nose into the tissue and reached for the cash, gathering it off the counter. She handed several bills to her would-be rescuer. “You’re saving my life. Thank you.”

      She took the room key and swiftly made her way down to deck three, passing rooms until she found room 327. It was cramped and had only a small window that she couldn’t easily see out of, but it was safe. She flopped onto the bed and stared up at the ceiling.

      She’d done it. She’d left Giovanni.

      Not permanently, she reminded herself.

      She placed her hand over her belly, closed her eyes, allowing her thoughts to drift.

      She was free, she could do anything, go anywhere she wanted.

      Yet all she wanted was Giovanni.

      She hoped he would come find her… eventually.

      He might be angry, but once she explained, she was sure she could make him understand.
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      He should have expected it, should have known she’d eventually try to escape him. How long had she been planning it? Building his trust, giving him just enough of herself that he was hooked, blind to her flaws. Yet he hadn’t seen it coming. He thought she was in love, but he was wrong. She’d never said it. At least there was that. She hadn’t lied to him.

      It ripped his guts out to think that she’d used his love for her, biding her time until she saw the perfect opportunity to leave him.

      “How?” he demanded, his voice low but deadly.

      Vitto and Dino stood in front of him.

      Vitto was there to explain, and Dino to help organize a team to find his wayward wife.

      Giovanni’s hands shook with the need to wrap his fingers around her neck and squeeze. He would squeeze until she begged his forgiveness. Until she promised never to defy him again. Until he had satisfied his anger.

      She was putting his baby’s life at risk by leaving his protection. Her own life.

      Then it hit him. He wasn’t angry with her; he was terrified for her.

      He had to find her before something happened. She didn’t know what was out there waiting for her. He should’ve told her. If anything happened… Dios! He wanted to put his fist through the wall of his study.

      “We’re still gathering information,” Vitto said in a low voice, avoiding eye contact.

      “Which means you don’t know where the fuck she’s gone,” Giovanni snapped.

      “I’m sorry, Signore. We’re scouring the city and checking all exit routes.” Vitto spoke swiftly and matter-of-factly. “This is my fault, Signore. I should have had her in my sights at all times.”

      “Not your fault.” Though it burned his guts to admit it, Giovanni was speaking the truth. He couldn’t blame Vitto because Vitto had been following orders. “You were told to protect her from outside forces, not from herself. Your job was never to detain my wife. Had she looked you in the eye and told you she was leaving, you would have had to let her go.”

      Vitto nodded, though he still looked angry and contrite. “I should have seen it coming, but I didn’t. She seemed settled, happy.”

      It had been the same thing Giovanni had told himself when he learned of her disappearance, but he knew better. He couldn’t lie to himself. She tried to tell him she was afraid to have the baby, that she couldn’t do it. He’d insisted she would, regardless of her feelings.

      This was his fault. If he’d listened to her, tried to ease her concerns, she might have trusted him enough to stay.

      Several hours later, much of Giovanni’s anger had drained away and he was left with a sick feeling twisting his guts. This was his fault. He’d been too harsh, had driven her away.

      He was still in his office, steadily going through a bottle of whiskey when Vitto knocked on the door and let himself in, followed closely by Dino.

      “We have more information,” Vitto said swiftly, launching into an explanation without pause. “It looks like she stole a passport from a woman while shopping. She got away from us through the back door of another shop. From the surveillance footage we’ve got hold of, she made her way down to the dockyard and probably boarded one of the ships.”

      “I want you to find out what ships were docked during the hours surrounding Desi’s disappearance. Find out where they stop and what flights are leaving from nearby port cities.”

      Vitto nodded and left the office.

      Giovanni’s eyes landed on his second-in-command. “Ready the jet. We’ll head toward Mexico but tell the pilot to be prepared for another destination if we find out she’s gone somewhere else. Prepare a strike team. If I’m right, then she’s on her way to her childhood home, and she’ll have a hell of a fight on her hands when the leftover Garza boys find out she’s back in the Sinaloa area.”

      Dino stared at his boss, the light of battle igniting his dark eyes and giving him a feral look. “I’ll make sure she has the backup she needs, Signore.”

      It calmed some of Giovanni’s fear. All they had to do was get to her before the dredges of Garza’s cartel came for her.

      A few hours later, Giovanni was boarding his private jet.

      Dino met him at the door as he climbed aboard. “I can confirm that your wife boarded one of the cruise ships in the Venice harbour. We’re unsure if she remained on the ship or if she used it to distract us. We do have activity on a stolen credit card that we think she lifted from another guest. She’s booked three flights: one from Venice to Edinburgh, Scotland, another from Dubrovnik, Croatia to Houston, Texas, and another from Valletta, Malta to Panama.”

      Despite his anger and fear, Giovanni had to admire his woman’s intelligence. She knew he would be on her tail as she fled back toward her homeland. She was trying to throw him off.

      He pulled up a map of Mexico on his phone and found her hometown, the place he thought she was most likely to visit. Houston was closest, but she could as easily fly into Panama and take another flight the rest of the way.

      “She’s still on the ship,” he decided. “She’ll likely disembark in Croatia in…,” he checked the time, “a few hours.”

      “Should we direct the pilot to land in Dubrovnik?” Dino asked, half turned toward the cockpit.

      Giovanni paced and thought about his options. By running away Desi was trying to tell him something. She’d been arguing for her autonomy and independence from the beginning. In leaving him, she was making it clear that she couldn’t accept the way things stood between them. As much as it pained him not to pick her up as quickly as possible and ensure her safety, he had to listen to what she was telling him with her actions.

      “Tell the pilot we’re heading to Culiacan, Mexico.” It was the closest international airport to Desi’s hometown that his jet could land. They would charter a helicopter to take them the rest of the way.

      They should arrive in Mexico with more than enough time to secure the area for her arrival.
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      Desi approached the house slowly, nerves hammering at her. When Mateo had tortured her, cutting off her finger, she’d refused to scream. Under Nico’s harsh tutelage, she’d stayed strong, never broken. But when it came to seeing her mom for the first time in twenty-five years, she was a nervous mess.

      “She’s just one person,” Desi muttered to herself, her feet planted at the end of a short walkway.

      Still, doubts plagued her. Desi was well known in Sinaloa as Nicolas Garza’s ruthless second-in-command. What if her mother hated her for the things she’d done? What if she rejected Desi?

      The house was cute, more taken care of than Desi remembered. The steppingstones to the front door were free of weeds and there was a small flower bed under a picture window. Desi had worried that she wouldn’t remember how to find the house after over two decades’ absence, but she’d found it easily.

      Flashes of her childhood played through her mind like a long-forgotten movie. The house had been grey and dilapidated, but was now painted white with blue trim and there was a new-looking car in the driveway rather than the junker her mother used to drive.

      A multitude of feelings collided inside Desi. She was happy that her mother had a seemingly good life, from what little Desi had seen so far, but she was also sad that her mother had moved on without her.

      Of course she had. She couldn’t mourn a lost child forever.

      Desi took a deep breath and finished walking the path up to the front door. The sun was descending in the sky, casting a faint glow across the landscape. The houses were lit up in pinks, purples, and blues. It was lovely. It felt like… home.

      Desi lifted her fist to knock on the door but froze. The hair on the back of her neck stood up, like she was being watched. Carefully, casually, she dropped her hand to the holster underneath her jacket. She’d tapped one of her old contacts and picked up the weapon shortly after landing in Houston.

      She turned on the spot, surveying the street.

      Everything seemed quiet, no people in sight.

      Then she realized what was wrong. This street used to be filled with children playing and families barbecuing and visiting. Now it was like a ghost town. There were no children playing in the streets, tossing a ball, or chasing each other. No nosy neighbour chatting across the fence, curious about the stranger wandering up their street.

      It was all wrong. Felt like an ambush.

      She should’ve talked to Giovanni, told him where she was going. He’d warned her she had enemies, and she’d recklessly brought herself and her unborn child into this situation.

      A longing for her husband hit her so hard it stole her breath and brought tears to her eyes. She missed Giovanni and wanted to see him more than anyone else in the world. She’d been stupid to assume he wouldn’t let her come here. Even if he had denied her request, she knew he’d eventually give her what she wanted. He loved her… and she left him. Despite Donada’s prediction, Desi doubted Giovanni could forgive her.

      The tears began to spill, blinding her as she ran down the stone path back toward the street. She could feel an ambush closing in on her and prayed she could fight her way out. She didn’t want to lose her life. Not now, not when she had so much to live for. She didn’t want to risk the baby either. The baby she was finally beginning to accept.

      “We’ll be fine,” she whispered, touching her fingers to her stomach.

      She hurried past the car in the driveway, scanning the street as she went, picking up speed. She’d taken a bus to her hometown and come the rest of the way to her mother’s house on foot.

      The sound of a door opening had her whirling around and pulling her gun from beneath her jacket. Fear momentarily clouded her vision, and she had to blink a few times to clear it. Fear never used to be a thing for her. She hadn’t cared if she lived or died, but Giovanni and the baby gave her something to live for.

      “Desi.”

      At the sound of Giovanni’s voice, the fear that had invaded her fled. She shoved her gun back into her jacket and ran back up the path toward him. He was standing in the open door of her mother’s house, a deep frown wrinkling his brow and turning the lines fanning from his eyes and mouth to granite.

      She didn’t care that he was angry with her. She flung herself at him, wrapping her arms around his waist and burying her face in his chest. He hesitated, then dropped his arms around her, crushing her against him.

      He swung her into the house, slamming the door shut and holding her tight against him, his hand cradling the back of her head.

      “I’m so sorry,” she sobbed, soaking his shirt with her tears.

      “No, bella, you have nothing to be sorry for,” he said, emotion deepening his voice. “I drove you away with my demands. You were right, I should have asked you what you wanted rather than forcing this baby on you.”

      “I want the baby!” she cried, lifting her head to look up at him.

      His face was so dear to her now, the Italian Godfather gone and in his place her beloved husband.

      “I was stupid,” she said, desperation in her voice. “I felt suffocated by… by everything. I didn’t think I could have the baby. Didn’t think I could be a good enough wife and mother. I don’t know what I’m doing and this feeling… it’s… it’s…”

      “It’s love, Desi,” he said in a low voice, his hand cradling the back of her neck protectively. “Love is the reason you ran to find your mother, and it’s the thing that would have brought you back to me. Eventually.”

      She nodded empathically. “I wanted to go back home the moment that cruise ship left harbour.”

      “I know, amore.”

      She fought back tears as she looked at him. “I can’t deal with this feeling. It hurts too much.” She rubbed her hand over her chest. “It feels like my heart is going to burst. There’s so much more pain than I can bear. I’d rather lose another finger.”

      His gaze was understanding. “It gets better. You have me, and my love is powerful enough to carry us through.”

      “I’m scared,” she admitted.

      He pulled her against his chest, holding her head to his heart. “I will never leave you to deal with it alone.”

      She looked up at him, tears tangled in her lashes. “Thank you, Gio.”

      Gradually, she realized that they were surrounded by his men. It warmed her heart that Giovanni was willing to shelve his pride and declare his love in front of his people. He cared about her enough to humble himself. She vowed never again to take advantage of his love.

      He cupped her face in his hands and used his thumbs to wipe the tears from her cheeks.

      She smiled at him and leaned in for a kiss, her trembling lips meeting his in greeting. Though their chemistry sizzled as their souls acknowledged their brief separation, the moment wasn’t sexual. It was deeper; it was the intertwining of their souls.

      Desi looked up and saw a row of pictures on a table nearby. “My mom!” She pushed away from Giovanni. “Where is she?”

      “She’s here,” he said reassuringly. “When I explained the situation, she insisted on staying to see you. Your stepfather and the rest of your family have been moved to a safe location and are being guarded.”

      “But why do they need guarding?” she asked, confused. “I would never hurt any of them.”

      “No, amore mio, not you, Garza’s boys.”

      She frowned. “Garza’s boys? You mean Nico’s men? I had hoped they’d scatter after he was killed.”

      Giovanni shook his head. “They came back. They’re attempting to revive the Garza influence in this region. They’re shit at it, but they’re trying. You, my love, are high on their hit list. They’ve been waiting for you to show your face in this area.”

      “Oh my god.” She covered her mouth with her hand as she realized the implication of coming to her family home while there was cartel instability in the area. She’d been high on the food chain, second-in-command to the most powerful cartel in Sinaloa province. By coming to see her mother, she was bringing down the wrath of the Garza boys and god knows who else -- anyone with a gun and an itch to take her head off. “I didn’t mean to do this. I should’ve thought…”

      He shook his head and wrapped his arms around her, pressing her close to his heart. She laid her head against him, listening to the steady, reassuring beat. “You couldn’t have known.”

      She tilted her face up to him. “But you did?”

      “Si, I have been tracking your old cartel, watching their movements. Eventually, I would have sent a team to finish them, but I can’t do that without the approval of other powerful leaders. Sotza and Reyes in particular. They are both South American, but their influence extends through central America, up into the north.”

      “I know,” she said. “When I worked for Nico, I had to avoid them at all costs. Stay off their radar. They did not like the Garza cartel.”

      “An understatement considering you were sent to take out Sotza and his wife.”

      Desi shrugged. “It was just business.”

      “And I’m sure they would consider it just business to put a bullet through your skull.”

      She smiled at him. “Now you stand between me and that bullet.”

      “Si, indeed, I do,” he admitted. “You have no choice but to stay with me.”

      She shrugged negligently, though she felt anything but casual. “If I must.”

      He gripped her chin and tilted her face up to his. “Not good enough, mi esposa. Say the words.”

      She licked her lips, then whispered, “I love you, Gio. Te amo.”

      His eyes softened and, ignoring the men in the room who were pretending not to be privy to such an intimate conversation, he pulled her hard against him, taking her lips in a ravishing kiss that she felt down to the tips of her toes and right back up again. Finally, he broke the kiss and, staring down at her, said clearly, “Ti amo, Desiree Savino.”

      He pressed his lips against hers for one more lingering kiss.

      “Desiree?” A soft voice came from behind her.

      Tears started in Desi’s eyes before she even turned around. “Mama,” she whispered, swiping at her eyes with a sleeve and finally turning around.

      “My daughter.”

      Theresa Amada looked completely different from what Desi remembered, but also exactly the same. She was twenty-five years older, but more beautiful than Desi could have imagined. She was shorter than Desi by several inches, round in the middle, and had the most stunning smile Desi had ever seen.

      Theresa held her arms out and Desi rushed to her, stooping to wrap her arms around the smaller woman. Her hug was tight, but Theresa’s was tighter. The floodgates opened and both women cried.

      “You are so beautiful, my daughter,” Theresa sobbed, stepping back to hold Desi’s tear-soaked cheeks in her hands. “I could never have imagined my scrawny little duckling would grow up into such a lovely swan. My heart has so much pride.”

      Desi shook her head. “No, mama, I’m no good. I’ve done terrible things. There’s nothing to be proud of.” Desi was spouting gibberish, but she couldn’t stop. Feelings were smashing around inside her, colliding and creating chaos. She was happy, sad, ashamed, all at the same time.

      “Hush, Desiree, it wasn’t your fault.” Theresa wiped away Desi’s tears as they came.

      “Why did you let them take me?” Desi asked without accusation. She knew what happened, Giovanni had told her. Nico Garza had seen her as a child and had wanted her. Her mother would’ve died if she’d denied him. Desi might have died.

      It was Giovanni who answered. “She had no choice. He would have killed you both.”

      “I’m sorry, baby,” Theresa said. “It is my biggest regret that I didn’t fight harder for you. Or  figure out a way to get you back.”

      Desi shook her head. “You wouldn’t have been able to. He watched me close and would have killed anyone who tried to take me away.”

      Theresa’s shining gaze turned to Giovanni. “You’re safe now, though. Happy even?”

      Desi nodded. “Si, I’m happy, mama.”

      “Then I will sleep at night. It’s been a very long time since I have slept a full night. Thoughts of my lost child have kept me awake for years.”

      “I’m sorry, I should have found a way to contact you, to tell you I was alright.”

      “You weren’t,” Theresa said sharply. “You were under the influence of that terrible man.”

      There was nothing left to say. They looked at each other, happiness and devastation thick in the air. It was the reunion Desi always dreamed of but never imagined happening. It was painful and exquisite all at the same time.

      “I’m pregnant, mama,” Desi said shyly. “You’re going to be a grandmother.”

      Theresa gasped and clapped her hands together. She turned accusing eyes on Giovanni. “You didn’t say anything!”

      He smiled indulgently. “It wasn’t my place.”

      Before they could continue, Dino interrupted, turning to look at Giovanni. “They’re here, Signore. They parked up the street and are approaching on foot. All are armed with semiautomatics and pistols. No vests that our lookout can see.”
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      “How many?” Giovanni asked sharply.

      “Five, unless there are more in hiding.”

      Desi shook her head. “There won’t be more. The Garza’s were always a brazen lot.”

      “Idiotas.” Giovanni shook his head in disgust. “This won’t take long.” He turned to Dino. “The neighbors have been warned?”

      Dino nodded. “Si, they have either fled or are hiding. Our men will be careful not to allow stray bullets.”

      “Bueno.” Giovanni paced to the front window, looking outside. Desi joined him, unable to help the gasp that escaped her lips as she spotted the men she’d once worked with. They were thugs: rapists, murderers, and drug dealers.

      “I’m going with you,” Desi said, her tone allowing no argument.

      “No.” The word was short, clipped, and uncompromising. “You will not give them the target they have come here seeking.”

      Desi pressed her fingertip to the glass, pointing at the man in the lead. “That is Nico’s cousin. He raped me when I was fifteen years old. I want to put that motherfucker in the ground myself.” Desi looked over her shoulder at her stricken mother. “Pardon, mama.”

      Giovanni growled next to her. Actually growled. A sound coming from deep in his chest rumbled, speaking wordless fury.

      Desi watched the transformation of Giovanni, her lover and husband, to Giovanni Savino, the Italian Godfather. Any warmth that had been in his face vanished, replaced by a savagery that took her breath away and made her tingle all over.

      “Put a vest on.” Giovanni turned and snapped his fingers at one of his smaller men. “Give her your vest, then take Signora Amada to the basement and keep her safe. Your life ends if hers does.”

      “Si, Signore.” He removed his bulletproof vest and handed it to Desi.

      “Please,” Desi’s mother said, looking over her shoulder at Giovanni as she headed for the stairs, her personal bodyguard shadowing her. “Call me Theresa.”

      Desi laughed despite the tension that was thick in the air. “I think you’ve made a conquest of my mother.”

      He shrugged. “Like her daughter, she can’t help herself.”

      Desi laughed and Giovanni helped pull the vest over her head and strap it tight against her side. It was too loose in the waist and hips, but there was no help for it. The Garza boys were standing on her mother’s front lawn, the leader pointing at the house, telling them to come outside. The men surrounding him had their semi-automatics out.

      Desi’s heart pumped blood through her veins in a fiery path of anticipation. She thirsted for the blood of these men. Some she knew, some she didn’t. They all represented the hurts of her past.

      Giovanni nodded to Dino, who nodded back, then opened the door, leading the team of Italians outside. The Italians had three men, as well as Giovanni and Desi. Five total; same as the Mexicans.

      As they filed out the door, Giovanni said to Desi in a low voice, “I am sorry for this, amore.”

      “What?” she asked, confused, but was cut off by the grating voice of Nico’s cousin.

      “You’re in our territory, Italian.” The man’s eyes scanned them. When they landed on Desi, he smirked and licked his lips.

      “I can rectify that,” Giovanni said coldly. “Return the territory to the people it belongs to, the people who live here.”

      The man laughed.

      It was the last thing he did.

      Before Desi could pull her own gun, Giovanni shoved her at Dino, who wrapped his body around hers and took her to the ground, covering her. They landed softly, Dino cradling her stomach and head as he rolled on top of her. The Mexicans wasted precious seconds on shock as they gawked at Desi and Dino.

      Desi peeked out from under Dino’s arm in time to see Giovanni pull two guns from the holsters under his arms. Shots cracked in the air, one after the other, as he walked straight at the Mexicans, shooting them all. One at a time they hit the ground.

      A spray of machine gun fire had Desi gasping. She cried out when Giovanni jerked but the man who had fired the gun was dead and Giovanni was still standing.

      Desi fought Dino, elbowing him in the throat before leaping to her feet and rushing at Giovanni, who stood over each of his victims and made sure they were dead with a bullet in the head. Desi slammed her fist into his bicep, which was bleeding from a bullet that had winged him.

      He grunted and re-holstered his guns.

      “I wanted to kill him!” Desi shouted at him.

      Giovanni turned to her, his eyes glowing with fury. She backed up a step and would have stumbled, but Giovanni caught her arm and dragged her against him. He kissed her hard, his teeth slicing her lip. She didn’t think he knew he was hurting her. There was desperation in the kiss. Fear. Rage.

      He broke the kiss and stared down at her. “That man raped you. I wouldn’t have let anyone else send him to hell, not even you.”

      “Not fair,” she said breathlessly.

      “I’ll let you have the next one,” he said, some of the rage easing.

      “No, you won’t,” she complained. “You’re going to tape me up in bubble wrap and never let me kill anyone again.”

      He chuckled. “Maybe, but you’ll forgive me and the only way for you to do that is if you’re alive.”

      Desi gripped his face. “I want us both to live, so I should be at your back, keeping you safe.”

      “No, amore mio, you will be at my side. Always.”
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      “To my grandchild, may he be healthy and strong!” Theresa cried, holding up her glass.

      While Giovanni’s men joined in with raucous shouts, Theresa’s husband, Desi’s stepfather, toasted her with an indulgent smile, his arm firmly around Theresa’s waist as she mainlined tequila with the Italians. Desi laughed but had to swallow tears as well.

      This was her family and she finally got to be with them.

      Not just Gabriel, her stepfather, but their children, Desi’s half-siblings. She had tho. The oldest, Fran, was nineteen, but still living at home, along with her brother, Marco, who was sixteen. Theresa had been so upset over losing Desi that she refused to start another family for several years after Desi’s disappearance, and once she did, she couldn’t let her children go. Desi hoped that seeing her alive and well would reassure her mother, convince her to let go of her other children so they could live their own lives.

      “It could be a girl,” Giovanni drawled from their place on the couch, raising his voice so everyone could hear it over the laughter and toasting.

      Theresa looked at him and then made her way over. She took Desi’s face in her hands and shook her head, pride giving her a glow that made Desi uncomfortable. “A girl baby as beautiful and accomplished as my daughter will be most welcome in this family.”

      No matter what Desi said, she couldn’t convince Theresa to stop treating her like some kind of angel sent from heaven. The woman refused to see the truth about her daughter, and Desi didn’t have the heart to inform her. Though it made her uncomfortable, she wanted to take the look on her mother’s face and hold it close to her heart forever. No one had ever looked at her like that.

      Giovanni kissed the side of Desi’s head. “We will bring the baby here after it’s born.”

      Theresa threw her arms around her son-in-law, hugging him tightly. She was only a few years older than him, but that didn’t seem to bother her. She treated Giovanni with jovial respect. An equal in her household. He wasn’t venerated as the Italian Godfather or even as a rich husband for her daughter. He was welcome because he made Desi happy. He would always be loved and well fed in her household.

      Theresa moved away from Giovanni and turned to her husband, who was standing behind her, his eyes glowing with warmth and love for his wife. Desi would go back to Italy, content in the knowledge that her mother was well taken care of. Even her half-siblings seemed happy to welcome Desi into the fold, peppering her with questions about her extraordinary life while deftly sidestepping any mention of the brutality of the cartel. Unlike their mother, they didn’t see Desi as an angel, but neither did they see her as the devil she’d spent so long thinking of herself. She was just… human.

      “I think it’s time for bed,” Giovanni announced. Desi wanted to argue, but he gave her a significant look, then turned his charming smile to her mother. “Theresa, thank you for offering us a room.”

      Theresa beamed at him and showed them up to their room, which belonged to Desi’s younger sister who would bunk on a cot in her father’s office.

      Desi and Giovanni were left alone.

      Desi turned to him, contrition on her face.

      “Don’t even try it, wife,” he said, walking slowly toward her.

      “Try what?” she asked innocently.

      “Try pretending you’re sorry for taking off on that damn cruise ship,” he growled, shoving her back on the bed and reaching for her boots, kneeling at her feet to pull them off one at a time. “I should blister your ass for that.”

      She laughed as he rocked back when the boot finally gave, sliding off her foot. “But I am truly sorry. That cabin was terribly cramped, and the buffet food was awful.”

      He chuckled, flipped her over, and slapped her ass hard.

      She yelped as the heat spread, then settled into a fire that moved quickly to her pussy. She rolled over and stared up at her husband, who was climbing on top of her. She gripped his face and lifted herself to kiss him.

      “I missed you,” she whispered.

      “You will never leave me again,” he grunted, his gaze becoming serious. “No excuses. If you do anything like this again, I will lock you up and spend the rest of our lives creating a palace for you in my dungeon. You will have every luxury, but you will never again see the light of day.”

      Desi knew he was telling her the truth and she accepted it. She would rather be his captive than live any kind of life without him. Her fingers danced down his chest and she undid the buttons before shoving the fabric back. A gasp flew from her lips as she saw his bare chest.

      “No vest!” She thumped him in the sternum and glared up at him. “You could have been killed.”

      He smiled down at her and shook his head. “I was never in any danger.”

      She touched his arm, which was wrapped in a bandage. “I’ve never seen anyone shoot the way you did today, but no matter how magnificent you are, you’re not bulletproof. You need to take better care of yourself. Our baby will need a protector.”

      “He’ll have two,” Giovanni said, kissing her nose and tapping her gently in the center of her forehead. “You will be a fiercely protective mother.”

      A wave of vulnerability hit her. She loved the creature growing inside her, but she didn’t know if she could be a good mother.

      “How do you know?” she whispered.

      “Because I know you,” he said seriously. “You have exceeded any expectations I could’ve had. You are compassionate, kind, loyal, loving, and generous.”

      She frowned at him. “Have you been spending time with another woman? That doesn’t sound like me.”

      He chuckled, but then quickly sobered. “It’s time to look to the future and let the past go. Become the woman you want to be.”

      She nodded. “I will, but I have one more thing to do before we leave Mexico.”

      “Anything for mio amore.”
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      Desi was back at the beginning, where she’d been taken, beaten and spit out for the world to ravage. Only she hadn’t collapsed, she hadn’t given up, and she hadn’t died. She came back stronger.

      Giovanni stood next to their borrowed jeep. He nodded to her, then cupped his hand over a cigar and lit it. The scent, familiar and comforting, wrapped around her. Giovanni’s men fanned out, tasked with keeping her safe while she took one last tour of her previous home, the Garza compound.

      Desi picked up the sledgehammer Giovanni had Dino purchase for her. She swung it as she strode toward the burnt bones and ashes of Nico Garza’s pride and joy, his once beautiful mansion. She carefully picked her way through the mess toward where her bedroom would have been.

      There was almost nothing left. No bed, no wardrobe, no closet. She would’ve mourned her incredible collection of designer shoes, except Giovanni ensured that she had every shoe her heart could desire.

      Giovanni was right. It was time to let go of the past, to cleanse it from her brain and her heart and move into the future with her growing family.

      She stood next to the only item of hers that had survived the fire, her bathtub. She closed her eyes and imagined that she was smelling bubbles and soap rather than acrid smoke and dirt. She’d spent many pleasant hours in this bathtub, but still with the expectation that Nico could walk in at any moment, drag her from her bath and either vent his anger, his lust or whatever thought had popped into his head.

      She moved into the kitchen, squatting next to a burnt-out double sink. She hoped Adelaide had made it out before the wrath of Mateo came down on Nico’s head. Adelaide had been sweet to Desi, sneaking her sweets when she was still young and helping her to hide when she was old enough to garner male attention.

      Next, Desi moved to the dining room, kicking a charred chair out of her way as she looked around. The table was gone, most of the chairs, the paintings, the ludicrously expensive Persian rug that Nico liked to brag about to guests. The chandelier was now where the table had been, a monstrously grotesque and twisted piece of metal. A laugh escaped Desi. Nico had told anyone who would listen that the chandelier had been solid gold. She didn’t know if the seller had lied to him or if he’d lied when he was bragging, but the sad art installation in front of her was definitely not gold through and through.

      She walked away from the charred mansion, stopping on the front steps where Nico’s body had been laid. It surprised her that no one had come for it. There was almost nothing left but bones, the harsh mountain elements having stripped him of his flesh and dignity.

      Desi lifted the sledgehammer over her shoulder and swung it straight down, shattering his skull, sending shards of bone flying in every direction. She’d intended the moment to be symbolic, the final blow to Garza’s empire, done by her hand, but as soon as the sledgehammer hit, something inside her broke. Tears she hadn’t known she was crying dripped down her face, sobs leaping from her throat.

      She let out a scream of anger and lifted the hammer again, bringing it down on Nico’s corpse, shattering his exposed ribcage. She lifted it again and again, crying and screaming until there was nothing left but dust. Even then, she kept going. She would destroy every particle, every atom of the man who had stolen a child and twisted her into a monster.

      “Desi.”

      Her name was spoken so softly, with so much compassion that it took her a moment and two more hits of the sledgehammer to penetrate her bloodthirsty haze. She froze and lifted her gaze.

      Giovanni stood opposite her, the wind whipping up dirt and ashes and swirling it around him, mixing with the smoke wafting from his cigar, which was held loosely between two of his fingers. His rings, his suit, his shoes, they were immaculate, yet standing here in the dirt with her, he looked more powerful than ever. He was magnificent. Everything she wanted in a partner.

      She felt like the feral queen to his majestic king.

      She dropped the sledgehammer and stepped over the broken shards of Nico’s corpse. She stopped in front of him, standing eye to eye with him. He didn’t touch her, but she saw approval in his eyes for his savage bloodthirsty queen.

      “Home,” he said simply, turning away from her and striding back toward the jeep.

      Desi walked beside him, slipping her grimy hand into his.
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      The flight took on a deja vu quality, but with far less contention between Desi and her former captor. She was laying across the same couch they had placed her on when Giovanni had taken her from Miami and flown with her to Italy. This time her finger didn’t throb in pain, and she wasn’t drifting through a drug-induced haze, forced on her to make the journey safer and more comfortable. This time, her exhaustion came from a brief but satisfying visit with her family and her emotional trip to the Garza compound.

      Giovanni sat on the couch with her, cradling her head in his lap while he conducted business on his phone. Dino sat across from them, his deep voice occasionally rumbling with the din of the jet’s engines as he spoke softly with Giovanni.

      Her respect for Giovanni’s second-in-command had gone up since spending time with him in Mexico. He was fiercely loyal to and protective of his boss and everyone in his boss’s orbit. He was serious and commanding, but also deferential to Giovanni without coming across as weak. He reminded her of herself when she’d acted as second to Nico.

      Giovanni smoothed back the hair on Desi’s forehead as he spoke with Dino, a gesture that sent her heart fluttering. Her eyes were closed, but she was awake. Sort of. Drifting in a happy haze as they made their way over the Atlantic toward their home.

      A slight flutter in her belly made Desi wiggle on the couch. She frowned and touched her stomach. She shouldn’t be hungry. Her mother had made a ridiculous amount of food for their last meal with the family and then insisted on packing up the leftovers so Desi could eat the rest of the tortillas and jerked chicken on the airplane, which she’d done less than an hour earlier.

      Her appetite had definitely increased with her pregnancy. She had to watch that she didn’t eat everything in sight, or at least counteracted her new zest for food with activity. Still, the fluttering didn’t feel like hunger. It felt like something moving around in her…

      The baby!

      Desi sat straight up with a gasp and Giovanni looked at her with alarm.

      She shook her head and beamed at him, placing her hand firmly over her stomach. “I can feel it,” she whispered. “It’s moving.”

      Giovanni’s expression went from worried to awed, and he reached for her, placing his hand next to hers. The fluttering was so light she didn’t think he would feel it, but an expression of delight crossed his rugged features, giving him a boyish look.

      “I feel it.”

      Even Dino looked intrigued, though he was careful to look away and give the couple their moment.

      Desi snuggled against Giovanni’s side. “Do you think it’s a boy or a girl?”

      “Boy,” he said instantly.

      She burst out laughing. “How do you know?”

      “I just do.”

      “Chauvinist.” She punched him in the arm that didn’t have a bullet wound.

      He laughed and rubbed his arm. “You love it.”

      She sighed and laid her head against his shoulder.

      The flight was a long one and despite napping on and off, Desi was exhausted by the time they landed. She picked up her coat and followed Giovanni, who made his way to the front of the airplane.

      Dino went first, followed by two of their men, then Desi and Giovanni, then the rest. Dino checked his weapon, and the others did the same, including Giovanni. Desi didn’t have a gun on her, so she stood waiting while they prepared to leave the plane.

      Giovanni was far more careful with their safety than Nico had ever been with his own or anyone else’s. Now that Desi had a comparison, she realized exactly how reckless Nico had been with their lives. He’d often used bravado and machismo rather than good sense.

      Stupid, really, considering the world they’d lived and worked in. Giovanni had the correct attitude. It was better to be over prepared and overprotected than dead. A lesson Nico would never learn.

      The flight attendant opened the door and stepped to the side.

      The group filed out, Dino leading the way. His eyes scanned the tarmac as he descended the steps to the ground. Giovanni took Desi’s arm and together they made their way from the airplane to a waiting limo.

      Dino opened the door and stood alert as Giovanni and Desi slid inside. Dino took the seat next to the driver, while the rest of their men climbed into the SUV behind them.

      “I can’t wait to get home.” Desi closed her eyes and laid her head back against the seat. Giovanni grunted his agreement as he pulled her seatbelt across her chest and buckled it.

      “Our new housekeeper sent a message saying she left soup warming on the stove and a loaf of bread on the counter.”

      “God bless that woman,” Desi murmured, meaning it with every fiber of her being. She was once again hungry, having finished her tortillas several hours earlier.

      “I think I’m more tired than hungry,” Giovanni admitted.

      Desi cracked an eyelid, looking at him from beneath her lashes. He appeared as handsome and in control as ever, but a little drawn.

      “Can’t hack the pace, old man?” she asked.

      A smothered laugh drifted back from the front seat, telling Desi that Dino appreciated her humour.

      “Keep talking like that and I’ll take you to the mats again, woman.”

      “Anytime, anywhere,” she taunted. “Even pregnant, I’ll hand your ass to you.”

      He chuckled. “Didn’t mean fighting.”

      It took her a moment, but his lascivious expression tipped her off. She laughed. “If you think you can keep up with these pregnancy hormones, you’re welcome to try.”

      He opened his mouth to respond, but something caught Desi’s eye past Giovanni’s shoulder, out the window.

      “Drive!” she screamed, sitting up straight and reaching for Giovanni.
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      The driver jammed his foot down on the gas, sending them hurtling forward. It wasn’t enough to move them out of the path of the car careening toward them, but it was enough to lessen the impact. If they hadn’t moved, the car would have hit full force into Giovanni’s side, crushing him.

      The car hit their trunk with a thunderous metal screech. It spun the limo around and sent it sideways. Desi’s terrified gaze stayed on Giovanni as they were flung around the back seat. As the car came to a shuddering stop, Giovanni reached into his jacket, pulling two guns.

      Desi was about to ask him for one when the car was struck again, this time full force into Giovanni’s side. He’d taken his seatbelt off and was sent hurtling into Desi. His head struck the window and he slumped in her lap.

      “Gio!” she screamed, then looked frantically to the front of the car. The driver was slumped over the steering wheel, unconscious. “Dino, help, Gio is hurt!”

      Sobs crept up her throat as she gripped Giovanni and tried to sit him up. Blood trickled down from his head and soaked into her blouse. Dino was struggling in the front seat, clearly stunned but attempting to right himself.

      She looked up and saw someone walking toward the car on her side, a gun extended. Antonio!

      Desi frantically smacked at her seatbelt until it released. Adrenalin rushed through her as she dragged Giovanni across the car and reached for the door. It was stuck when she tried to shove it open, crushed by the impact of the other car. She flipped around and slammed her feet into it over and over, looking frantically over her shoulder at Antonio as he approached.

      Finally, the door gave, and she was able to shove Giovanni out just as Antonio wrenched the other door open. He pointed his gun at her, and Desi glared at him as she prepared for death, but rather than kill her, he swung the gun around, spraying the front seats with bullets.

      Desi screamed as Dino and the driver were each struck several times. Dino grunted and slumped in his seat.

      Desi didn’t have time to think. She snatched up one of the guns Giovanni had dropped and dove toward the open door, covering Giovanni’s body with hers. Antonio gripped her by the leg and dragged her backwards through the other door, away from Giovanni.

      Where were the other fucking men? Then she saw them. Their SUV had been hit and the force shoved it beneath the tail of the airplane. Two of the men were pinned down behind the plane’s landing gear as bullets flew around them.

      She couldn’t help them.

      Antonio lifted her up against the side of the car and hit her so hard in the side of the head with his gun that her vision went black, and she started to collapse. The gun she’d been clutching dropped to the pavement. Antonio picked her up and dragged her towards a waiting car.

      She needed to fight, but she couldn’t get her limbs to cooperate. Her vision blurred and lethargy crept through her.

      Motherfucker, she didn’t have time for this. She needed to kill Antonio and whoever was working with him then get back to Giovanni, make sure he was okay, then come back and put another dozen bullets in Antonio for killing Dino.

      Antonio propped her up against the side of the car and dragged the door open, then shoved Desi inside.

      “Move!” he snarled at the driver as soon as he cleared the doorframe.

      The car jolted forward and hurtled down the tarmac. Desi twisted in her seat, trying to see Giovanni. She saw smoke coming from the limo, but no Gio.

      “What the fuck are you doing!” she screamed, turning to look at Antonio, who was holding a gun on her, a manic expression of glee on his face. “You just killed your father!”

      She didn’t know if Giovanni was dead or alive, but she had to think alive or she wouldn’t be able to function and get herself and her baby out of this situation.

      “He was no father to me,” Antonio snarled.

      “Whatever you think, he loved you,” she said, knowing it was true, knowing this was the only reason Antonio was still alive, despite all he’d done to destroy the Savino family.

      “He didn’t love me enough to give me a good childhood and a piece of his empire,” Antonio replied angrily. “Now I’m taking the only thing he cares about. My replacement.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “The baby.” He pointed his gun at her stomach, and she felt the icy fingers of fear crawl through her.

      She had to shake it off. She couldn’t allow the terror she felt for her unborn child to blind her.

      “You would kill your own brother or sister?” she asked, trying to appeal to any sense of humanity he might have. She should have known better. He wasn’t capable of humanity.

      “Si, and happily.”

      “You’re disgusting,” she spat. “Why don’t you just do it now if you’re going to kill me and the baby, anyway.”

      “Oh no,” he said with maniacal glee. “I want this baby alive and breathing when I destroy it and take everything that was meant for him.”

      Desi had seen enough evil in her life to know when she was looking into the face of the devil. There would be no reaching Antonio, no point in trying. It was time for her stepson to die.

      She lunged at him, taking him by surprise. She gripped his gun hand and slammed it into the window behind him. As he fought to free his arm, she turned her head and sank her teeth into his neck, biting down until she tasted blood.

      He screamed and punched her in the side of her head. Their proximity stopped the hit from being too hard, but it was enough to jar her teeth from his flesh.

      They fought to control the gun, Desi using every fighting technique she’d ever learned, slamming her knees into his body, and hammering him in the side of his head with an elbow. He got in a good few hits, trying to use strength over skill to subdue her, but Desi knew how to protect herself, twisting so she took a fist in the back of the shoulder and another in her thigh.

      She absorbed each hit and kept fighting, doing her best to protect her belly. The driver and the passenger were both turned around, shouting and reaching for them. One got hold of Desi’s hair, but she didn’t care. He could rip every strand from her head. She wasn’t allowing Antonio to leave the airport alive.

      “If you want to die so bad, then so be it!” Antonio screamed, spittle flying from his lips.

      He used his superior strength to overcome her tight grip and aimed the gun at her head. His finger tightened on the trigger.

      Desi ducked and the bullet slammed into the window behind her, shattering it. His finger tightened again, his aim shaky but still on her. She slammed her foot into his armpit as hard as she could, sending his aim into the front seat.

      “Watch out!” the passenger shouted as Antonio shot the gun.

      It was too late for the driver as the bullet shattered his skull. The car turned sharply, and his foot must have landed heavily on the gas because the car sped up while veering sharply to the right.

      The man up front tried to correct the steering wheel and ended up overcompensating, pulling it too far to the left. Desi looked over. Antonio was bleeding from the neck, and she’d managed to re-break his nose. He lifted the gun, aiming it steadily at her face.

      “You should’ve buckled up,” she told him, wrapping her arm around the seatbelt above her and bracing herself.

      She’d felt the car lift as it careened out of control. Before Antonio could fire the gun, the car flipped over. Everyone and everything inside went flying.

      Desi clung to her seatbelt and cradled her head between her elbows, curling in a ball.

      The impact jarred everything as they slammed roof first into the ground and slid. Desi lifted her head in time to see the car careening toward a small aircraft.

      “Fuck!”

      She shoved herself onto all fours and tried the doorhandle above her. Miraculously, the door opened.

      There was no time for hesitation. She hurled herself out of the door, curling into a ball and rolling as she hit the pavement.

      The car impacted the plane and exploded.

      The heat of the first burst of fire seared her as she pushed herself to her feet and staggered away. If the plane the car hit had any fuel in it, then things were about to get even worse. Ignoring her injuries, she ran as fast as she could in the opposite direction.

      The plane didn’t explode. Not at first.

      Desi was able to make it out of range, collapsing to her knees before she heard the boom and felt the searing heat of another, much hotter explosion across her back.

      She huddled on the pavement for several long seconds before she climbed to her feet and limped toward the wreckage of their vehicles and Giovanni’s airplane. It would be a hike, but she had to get back, had to make sure Giovanni had survived, take out the rest of Antonio’s cronies. 

      As the smoke from the explosion swirled around her, then cleared, she saw two men walking toward her. One looked to be in rough shape, bleeding profusely from a head wound, his hand over his chest. It was Dino. And next to him, striding quickly toward Desi, tall and proud, was her husband.

      “Gio!” she cried, running toward him.

      He caught her, cradling her against his chest.

      “I’m so fucking sorry, amore mio, I should have put that motherfucker bad seed in the ground when I had the chance.” His voice was hard but agonized.

      “No,” she shook her head. “Don’t blame yourself, Gio. You had to do what you could to bring him back to you.”

      “I won’t make the same mistake again.”

      His gaze was on something behind her.

      Desi turned in his arms and gasped as she caught sight of someone attempting to crawl from the wreckage of the crash. Flames licked at him as he tried to stand and collapsed back onto the pavement.

      Giovanni handed Desi to Dino, who took her and held her firmly, despite his weakened condition.

      Giovanni strode away from her toward the flames, for a second out of sight as the smoke obscured him, then cleared. He looked like a god, walking straight into the flames.

      “Gio!” she shouted, terrified there would be another explosion.

      “He has to do it,” Dino said quietly.

      Desi stared at the scene unfolding, helpless to do anything but watch.

      An arm lifted from the ground, Antonio entreating his father to save him.

      Giovanni pointed his gun at his son and emptied the chamber.

      Desi turned her face against Dino’s chest. Not because she couldn’t handle the carnage. She’d done much worse herself, but because she couldn’t stand watching as Giovanni destroyed a piece of his soul. No matter how awful Antonio had been, Giovanni was his father. That would never change.

      Giovanni walked away from the wreckage and the flames, his shoulders slumped.

      Tears streamed down Desi’s face, and she pushed away from Dino, who finally let her go. She met Giovanni halfway, wrapping her arms around his waist and laying her head against his heart.

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered.

      His arms tightened and he held her as his son’s corpse turned to ash.
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      Giovanni sat on the edge of the bed, looking down at his wife. It amazed him that his feelings for her had developed so quickly, in a matter of months. Then, she was an amazing woman, so maybe he should’ve expected it. She didn’t know it, but he was a slave to her. He would do anything for her.

      She was curled on her side, sleeping soundly. One hand was tucked under her pillow while her other arm was curved loosely over her waist with her hand on her belly. He touched her, placing his hand over hers, covering it completely. His was much larger, his fingers thicker. His rings, symbols of his place within his family and organization, looked barbaric next to her skin.

      Desi would normally wake to even this light touch, but she was recovering from her ordeal.

      Their ordeal.

      His son was dead.

      He still couldn’t quite bring himself to believe it. Even as his and Antonio’s relationship had deteriorated over the years, he always held the belief that they would reconcile, that one day Antonio would finally take his place at his father’s side.

      For all of Antonio’s hotheaded, bad decision-making, he’d been Giovanni’s son. As a child, he’d been a sweet boy, partial to his mother, which wasn’t a surprise since Giovanni had spent most of his time away on business during Antonio’s formative years.

      Though Giovanni knew his son was responsible for his own actions, he still felt guilty. Maybe if he’d been around more in Antonio’s youth or taken better care of him after his mother’s death. Antonio had taken her death hard, but so had Giovanni. When his grief waned, he realized his son was drifting away, lost in a sea of anger with no place to vent, until finally, his ire settled on his father.

      Antonio had blamed him for everything. For Antonia’s slow descent into the arms of cancer, for not being there on the day of her death, for not giving up his own life and crawling into her grave. Antonio didn’t understand. Giovanni and Antonia had been promised to each other; a mutually profitable mafia merger. They’d grown to like each other, even love each other, but Giovanni had never felt the deep well of passion for Antonia that he did for Desi.

      Perhaps that was the reason Antonio kept going after Desi. She symbolized Giovanni’s readiness to move on with his life. For years he’d lived in a shrouded mausoleum, half-living and burying himself in work. Then Desi came into his life, shaking everything up.

      He felt her stir when she moved her hand. When he looked down at her, she was blinking away the heaviness of sleep. She saw him sitting on the bed next to her and alarm creased her features. Pushing herself up, she reached for him.

      “What’s wrong?” she asked, all traces of sleep vanishing. “Has something happened?”

      “No, amore,” he was quick to assure her. “All is well. It’s still early yet. Go back to sleep.”

      She shook her head and shoved waves of messy dark hair off her face. She was beautiful while also being adorable with her messy bedhead. He smoothed her hair back and kissed her forehead.

      “Did you get any sleep?” she asked huskily.

      He shook his head and looked away from her. “No.” Every time he closed his eyes, he saw Antonio dying in the flames. Sometimes screaming for help, sometimes dead on the ground.

      Desi reached for him, wrapping her arms around him. “It’s not your fault,” she murmured, holding him tight. “You couldn’t have saved him.”

      Giovanni shook his head and pushed Desi back gently, not ready to accept her comfort. “Parents are responsible for their children, and I failed mine. I failed to see the depth of his pain and how he’d twisted it into such rage. Even when I saw it, I protected him. There are so many things I could have done differently with him and didn’t.”

      “I don’t accept that,” Desi argued. “Antonio was an adult and responsible for his own actions.”

      “We don’t stop being parents once our children grow up, Desi,” his voice hardened.

      “Of course not,” she agreed. “We can offer support and love, but parents aren’t responsible for the actions of their grown children. What could you have done? Forced him into your dungeon? Forced him to love and respect you? No, Antonio was heading in his own direction, and unfortunately he was going the wrong way.”

      “You’re simplifying it,” Giovanni said sharply.

      “Si, I know,” she said passionately, clutching his hand and lifting it to her chest. “But the grief that you’re feeling is misguided, turned inward. What use does self-flagellation do if you can’t turn back the clock and change things between you and your son?”

      He nodded. “You’re right, but this feeling,” he thumped his chest with their combined hands. “This pressing in my chest… it tells me I was wrong.” His eyes filled with tears, and he released her hand to turn away from her. “I can’t breathe. I just want to hold my son one more time, tell him I’m sorry, that I wish things could have been different.”

      Desi crawled out from under the covers and wrapped herself over him, her chest to his back, the heat she’d generated while sleeping penetrating his shirt and warming him. She trapped him in her arms and hugged him hard, rocking him gently. The tears slipped from his eyes, sliding down his cheeks unchecked.

      He hadn’t cried since he was a boy, not even when Antonia died. He’d subscribed to the tough guy persona, the outer shell becoming the inner shell until his feelings were all but lost. When he forced Desi into his life, he’d also forced the feelings back in.

      Now he was grieving over his son, and it felt both terrible and beautiful. The burden of years of regret coming out.

      “Tell me about him,” Desi whispered in his ear. “Not the bad stuff, but what he was like as a child, when things were simpler, easier.”

      Giovanni gathered himself, controlling the emotion enough that he could talk. At first, he didn’t want to share, wanting to keep his son and those memories of Antonio to himself, but as he spoke, it was like a dam bursting free. Eventually, the words poured out and the terrible tension within him eased.

      “Antonio was a spring baby, born on April 10th. It was a cold blustery day, and he came screaming into the world from the first moment he took breath.”

      “Were you there for his birth?” she asked quietly.

      He nodded. “Si, he was a red-faced, squalling creature, but it was the proudest moment of my life when I first held him. He suckled my finger, nearly pulling my ring off. Even at only a few hours old, he was amazing to me.”

      And he was. Despite his failings, Antonio had been unstoppable. He’d been big, brash, strong, and handsome. A son to be proud of. If he hadn’t let the desire for riches and glory corrupt him, then maybe he could’ve become the heir Giovanni wanted.

      He continued. “From the moment he was born, my son was always seeking attention. He was a performer, loved to capture an audience. When he was young, he would joke and play, make us all laugh. There was such light and laughter in this house.”

      Desi’s arms tightened comfortingly around him. “I promise, there will be again. Our children will know nothing but joy and laughter.”

      “Children?” Giovanni asked.

      She nodded. “Si, many children.”

      Giovanni twisted on the bed, reaching for her, and dragging her around and onto his lap. She curled up, tucking her legs into her nightgown, and clutching him tightly.

      “You have been such a gift to me,” Giovanni said. “One that I don’t deserve but will keep nonetheless.”

      Desi laughed softly. “Now you sound like the Giovanni I know.”

      The grief had eased somewhat, though he knew it would be a long time before he could think of Antonio without dipping into the deep well of sadness inside his chest. Desi would help him. Her understanding and compassion were beyond what he would have thought her capable of when he first brought her to Italy. Now he knew what a treasure he held in his arms. He would never let her go. Not even out of his sight. He couldn’t lose her. If anything happened to her, it would be the end of his life.

      “You questioned your ability to be a mother,” he said, squeezing her tight. “But you were wrong. You will be the best possible mother. You’re too good to be otherwise. You’ll give this child everything it needs.”

      She gave him a watery smile. “Si, and you will be there with me, providing all the love and protection this child needs. We’ll do this together. We should probably buy a parenting book though, just to make sure we don’t fuck it up.”

      Giovanni chuckled, surprised that he could find humour in anything. He should have known Desi would be the one to help him through the darkest part of losing his child. He knew there would be more sadness to come as he learned to live with Antonio’s death, but he also knew that Desi would be there every step of the way with him.

      “I’m here for you, Gio,” she said seriously. “In sickness and in health. We’ll get through this together.”

      He gave her a crooked smile. “Richer or poorer.”

      She shook her head emphatically. “Nope, I will not do poorer. You need to always be this rich because I have very expensive taste, especially in shoes.”

      He tickled her, making her fall back on the bed with laughter.

      She shoved at his hands, but he kept coming until he’d climbed on top of her and pinned her down. “You’re a brat.”

      She shrugged. “A girl has to speak up for herself. When I took that cruise, they put me in a horrible little cabin. It was awful, Gio. I could never withstand such torture again.”

      Of course, he knew she was kidding. She was trying to get him to laugh and smile again, something he’d done more frequently since she’d come into his life.

      “I love you, amore mio,” he murmured, kissing her.

      She wrapped her arms around his neck. “I love you too, Gio.”
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      Desi glared at Giovanni’s consigliere, reminding herself that she should absolutely not kick the man in the balls. First, she was eight months pregnant and wasn’t entirely sure she could lift her leg high enough. She’d gained almost sixty pounds with the pregnancy and while she felt like a whale, Giovanni constantly assured her she was beautiful. He loved her fuller figure, her big boobs and ass, her rounded cheeks, and thighs. And second, Tomas was around 500 years old, and she didn’t think he could take a full force kick to the balls.

      “You cannot give this…” He looked at Desi like she was some kind of rodent, “… woman… free rein in Malta. The area has been in chaos since Antonio got half the mob boys killed in the airport attack. It’s a black hole and you can’t trust her to take care of it.”

      “Giovanni is busy with the Rome negotiations; he doesn’t have the time to clean up Malta.” Desi slapped her chest. “I do. I have nothing but time. I hate sitting around on my ass all day. I should be out working.” When Giovanni opened his mouth to deny her, Desi cut him off. “I don’t mean out there in Malta. I’m not that crazy. I won’t put our baby in danger. I’d work from home, organize our people.”

      Tomas snorted his derision. “You wouldn’t recognize danger if it slapped you across the face. You’re a reckless woman, and you’ll be the death of this organization if the Signore gives you free rein.”

      Desi launched herself at the man. Who cared if he was ancient. She was going to give him the best asskicking she could in her condition. Sadly, Giovanni caught her under the arms and hauled her back, laughing at the interaction. He was laughing because it wasn’t the first time. Desi and Tomas had been at each other’s throats since Giovanni started inviting her to the consigliere meetings a few months earlier.

      Desi and Tomas didn’t hate each other. In fact, they had grown quite fond of each other outside the office. Tomas was to join them that evening for a meal and some wine tasting with Donada and Alina.

      Within the walls of Giovanni’s office, they rarely agreed on anything. Desi was headstrong and opinionated, while Tomas was misogynistic and skeptical.

      When Desi stopped threatening to stomp Tomas into the ground, Giovanni released her and picked up a cigar from the box on his desk. He offered one to Tomas and the two men moved out through the French doors and onto the terrace, away from Desi. She followed, stopping in the door so she could hear them, but the smoke wouldn’t reach her.

      “While I’m occupied with Rome, Desi will take care of Malta,” Giovanni drawled, flicking his ash into the standing ashtray. Desi grinned, but he turned to her and added, “You’ll do it with Tomas’s help and guidance.”

      The smile fell from her lips, and both Desi and Tomas began arguing with him and each other. Desi’s snide comments about Tomas’s advanced age turned into threats again when he pointed out that she should concentrate on the birth of her child and nothing else.

      Giovanni held his hands up and commanded them to shut up. They did. They knew when the boss was reaching the end of his patience. He pointed at Tomas, “Desi was the second-in-command to a once powerful Mexican cartel. She led her people, orchestrated takeovers, and negotiated agreements. She’s intelligent and resourceful. It would be a crime to not use her extensive skill set within the Savino organization.”

      Desi glowed with pride at his praise. He complimented her often and it never stopped feeling good. When she’d worked for Nico, every accomplishment was torn down, the flaws pointed out and her confidence destroyed. No matter how perfect she was, she couldn’t seem to please him. Now she knew it was him, not her. There was nothing she could have done to cultivate his admiration. He was a narcissist. Only capable of loving himself.

      Giovanni’s eyes softened as he watched Desi, then he continued, “Desi, you will work closely with Tomas. While you may be capable, you are new to this region and how we do things. He will help guide you on our customs and advise you as you make decisions. I trust the two of you to resolve the Malta situation without me.”

      Desi’s eyes met Tomas’s, and she saw that he was willing to capitulate. If he could give way to working with her, then she could do the same.

      “Fine,” she said, crossing her arms over her chest and raising an eyebrow. “I get the boss’s chair though.”

      They began arguing over who should get the chair. Desi, because she was pregnant, Tomas, because he was the approximate age of an Egyptian mummy. Giovanni turned to look out over the vineyards, a half-smile playing on his lips.

      Desi knew he loved the fight as much as the peace. It was in good fun and the two would make peace once they settled around the dinner table, laughing and joking with each other. She truly admired the older man, no matter how many jokes she made about his age and how often she threatened his life.

      They finished their meeting and as they left the office, he asked, “Have you decided on a birth coach yet?”

      Which started a whole other argument between Desi and Giovanni. She wanted a natural birth at home, attended by a midwife, while he wanted her in a hospital at least one week before her due date, attended by his personal physician.
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      “Touch me again and die!” Desi screamed, then twisted her torso so she could look up at Giovanni who was sitting behind her on the bed. “Give me your gun, I’m going to kill them both.”

      She meant every word.

      She’d been looking forward to the birth of their child for weeks and now that it was happening, she would do anything to stop it. She felt like she was being torn apart from the inside out. She’d been shot, stabbed, lost a finger, and worse, but she’d never felt pain like this. It was wrenching, gripping, and quite obviously unsurvivable.

      “Signora, we must touch you if we are to deliver your baby,” Dr. Danilo said calmly, looking to Desi’s chosen midwife for backup. The woman nodded her agreement but looked warily at Desi as though she didn’t trust the deadly, agonized woman not to summon a gun out of thin air. Desi was the definition of an injured and cornered animal lashing out at those trying to save her.

      “If you don’t make this pain stop, I will cut your hands off and feed them to your offspring! Oooooohhh….” Desi flung her head back into Giovanni’s chest and squeezed her eyes shut as the rippling waves of pain washed over her, the pressure in her belly becoming so intense, she had no choice but to grit her teeth and bear down.

      When a baby didn’t appear after the contraction, she started shouting at her birth team again.

      Finally, Giovanni stepped in, his voice amused but with an underlying steel to it when he spoke to the doctor and the midwife. “You will ignore her threats and continue with your care. She won’t harm you.”

      Desi would have argued with him, told him that, even in the process of giving birth to a fucking hippopotamus, she could still murder a bitch, except another contraction hit before she could get the words out. There was less than a minute between them.

      Taking Giovanni’s word that he would keep them safe from his deadly wife, the midwife took her place between Desi’s bent legs and gently rolled the nightgown Desi was wearing back to her hips.

      After a few seconds of prodding and another contraction, she announced, “I see the head.” She looked at Desi, her dark eyes determined. “It’s time to push as hard as you can.”

      “What the fuck do you think I’m doing, you fucking halfwit hack!” Desi screamed, but took the woman’s advice and, biting the inside of her mouth, pushed for all she was worth.

      The pain was so intense, she thought she would pass out. She couldn’t breathe, couldn’t do anything but push. Nausea rolled over her as she felt something tear, a streak of pain ripping through her pelvis. Finally, she felt a rush of fluid and the pressure began to ease.

      “I have the shoulders,” the midwife announced, her entire focus on the baby. “One more push, Desi, you’re doing so well.”

      Desi thought the woman was being generous considering the past half hour of death threats. In respect to the woman literally holding the life of Desi’s child in her hands, Desi chose to bite back the angry tirade that threatened to spill out.

      Giovanni wrapped his arms around her chest as she bore down one last time. She gripped his arms and dug her nails into his flesh.

      The look of concentration on the midwife’s face deepened for a second, then released as she lifted Desi’s baby, holding up the wriggling red creature for its parents to see.

      Desi reached out automatically, and the midwife handed the baby over. Giovanni cupped her hands, steadying her as she took the infant and cradled it to her chest. It was covered in gore, but she’d never seen anything so beautiful. After a moment of just staring, she finally thought to check the gender.

      “A boy,” she whispered, then grinned up at Giovanni, who looked both proud and shell-shocked. “You were right.”

      Dr. Danilo gently took the baby from Desi. During the birth negotiations, he’d agreed to oversee the birth while giving the midwife the lead. He took the baby so he could clean him, check him over, and make sure he was breathing okay. After a moment in the doctor’s care, a tiny but clear cry reached them.

      Tears rushed to Desi’s eyes. She loved the creature she’d pushed out of her body. She didn’t understand how or why, but she did. She would spend her life protecting and loving him.

      “We have a little more left to do here, Desi,” the midwife reminded her. “Are you up for it?”

      Desi narrowed her eyes at the woman.

      A few hours later, Desi and Giovanni were cuddled on the freshly made-up bed with their brand-new son. They couldn’t take their eyes off him, though Desi was feeling the pull of exhaustion.

      “What should we name him?” Giovanni asked softly.

      They’d talked baby names before the baby was born, but nothing felt right.

      “Gavino,” she said, as though the name had always been there, waiting for them. The name was similar to Giovanni’s, but strong enough to stand on its own.

      Giovanni nodded, passing his fingertips gently over Gavino’s sleeping face. “It’s perfect.”
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      It was their first time away from Gavino. Donada had insisted they go, that they’d been cooped up with their infant son long enough.

      Desi suspected Donada wanted the baby to herself for a few hours, but Desi was so desperate to get some alone time with Giovanni that she didn’t argue. Giovanni was harder to convince. He was as obsessed with his son as he was with Desi.

      He hovered over the baby constantly, taking Gavino with him to his office, where he had a bassinet set up so their son could sleep while he worked.

      “Where are we going?” Desi demanded, stumbling through the vineyards after Giovanni, who was ahead of her, holding what looked like a blanket and a basket. “You told me to dress up, Gio. If I’d known I’d be tripping around out here in the dark, I would have left my heels at home.”

      “Stop complaining, wife, and keep up.”

      She looked mournfully down at her four-inch Jimmy Choo’s. She couldn’t really bring herself to regret the choice, because really, who could ever regret Jimmy Choo heels? Absurd.

      Still, as her heel sank once more into the dirt and she nearly fell over a vine, her temper rose.

      His lack of sympathy for her situation was going to get him stabbed. In a non-lethal place because she loved him and didn’t want him to die. Yet.

      Finally, after what felt like miles in heels, Giovanni stopped abruptly, looking out at the ocean, which was easily visible from his vantage point. Desi stopped next to him, resting her hand on a tree as she tried to ease some of the pressure in her feet.

      Giovanni turned to her with a breathtaking grin that made his eyes sparkle. “The perfect view,” he told her, then turned to shake out the blanket. “I used to come here to relax, breathe in the fresh air and lose myself in the view.”

      When the blanket was spread out to Giovanni’s satisfaction, Desi sank down onto it, sliding her shoes off her feet and sighing in relief. Giovanni placed the picnic basket in front of her and sat down.

      “When did you stop coming out here?” she asked.

      He opened the basket and pulled out a bottle of wine, his label, of course, and two wineglasses. He filled each one with the rich red liquid and settled with his back to the tree. He coaxed Desi into settling next to him, in the curve of his arm, which she happily did, snuggling her head against his shoulder.

      She thought he hadn’t heard her question, then he answered, his voice a rumble against her ear as he spoke. “I don’t remember when I stopped coming. I found this spot as a boy and used it for meditation as I got older. Looking across the vineyard and out at the ocean has always calmed my soul, but I suppose I lost the desire to visit this spot. It didn’t feel right.”

      Desi wondered if it was because he blamed himself for what happened with his wife and son. Maybe he felt he didn’t deserve his special spot.

      “And now it feels right?” she asked softly.

      He nodded, his chin brushing the top of her head, the bristles catching the soft strands of her hair.

      “It does,” he admitted. “I feel… whole again.”

      A rush of tears threatened to ruin Desi’s makeup, so she willed them away and smiled. “I’m glad,” she whispered. “I feel the same. Whole, I mean.”

      He nodded again, then smoothed her hair back away from his face, his hand resting on her head. He looked down at her. “Do you think you’ll be happy here? In the long term?”

      She frowned at him. “What makes you ask that? Of course I’m happy. This feels like a fairy tale. Only I’m the evil queen who didn’t deserve the happy ending but got one anyway.”

      He chuckled and squeezed her shoulders. “You deserve the world at your feet, regardless of good or evil.”

      She laughed. “Only an evil consort would say that.”

      “Then we’ll be evil together.”

      They sipped their wine quietly for a few moments, then Giovanni spoke again. “I asked because your life in Mexico was very different from here. You had more freedom and fewer limits, whereas I make you take bodyguards everywhere and check in often. You have to run all of your trips into the city through me or Dino before you go. It must be stifling for a woman who once commanded an entire cartel.”

      Desi thought about it, then asked, “Would you let me go if I said no, I can’t be happy under your regime, that I need my freedom?”

      His answer was swift. “No, never.”

      She nodded against him, her chin pressing into his chest over his heart. “It doesn’t matter, Gio. This is the happiest I’ve ever been, and each day just gets better. I adore our son and his father isn’t so bad either.”

      He tickled her ribs and she jumped and giggled. “As for the bodyguards and having to run my schedule by you, I know that you’re simply protecting me. I’ve always known that, which was why it was so easy for me to run away and get on that cruise ship, go back to my mother in Mexico. I knew your men were there to protect me, not watch me and report back.”

      He grunted his acknowledgment. “Si, perhaps I should become stricter with your freedom, so you don’t take it for granted.”

      She laughed. “You know I’ll just find a new way to mess with your bodyguards.”

      “They’re already taking bets on what evil plot you’ll come up with to torture them.”

      Desi blew a breath out. “They’re just complaining because you insisted I teach them takedowns. They’re a bunch of infants when I drop them on the mat. I swear, Gavino has more backbone than some of your people.”

      Giovanni laughed, the sound a delight to her as it erupted spontaneously from him. “My dear, you don’t just drop them. You beat the shit out of them without holding back. I’m not sure Dino’s balls will ever be the same.”

      “You Italians seem to think you have to be a gentleman in the boxing ring, pulling punches and never hitting below the belt. I’m teaching them the art of freestyle street fighting.”

      “And that’s why I’m allowing you to unman most of my men,” he murmured, kissing the top of her head. “One day they’ll appreciate your efforts.”

      “I doubt it.”

      He chuckled and agreed with her, then asked, “Are you ready to eat? I think Mari packed some of your favourites.”

      “That woman is determined that I keep the baby weight,” Desi said of their housekeeper and chef. As much as Desi grumbled about Mari’s mothering ways, she was beginning to adore the woman.

      “She appreciates the new curves as much as I do,” Giovanni said, a lascivious tone to his voice.

      Desi set her wineglass aside and climbed onto his lap, straddling him and sliding her hands over his shoulders. “She does, does she? Somehow I don’t think Mari thinks about my curves at all.”

      Giovanni set his own wineglass aside. “She does if I say she does.” He pressed his lips to a particularly sensitive spot on Desi’s throat, teasing her.

      Her breath caught, and a wave of desire rushed through her, making her dizzy and exhilarated.

      “You’re the boss, Gio,” she whispered.

      His hands tightened on her. “Say it again.”

      A smile curved her lips. “You’re the boss.”

      “Not that,” he grumbled.

      She laughed. Of course, she’d known he wanted her to repeat his name, but she loved to tease him. She figured it would help keep him young. He was so full of energy and determination that she often forgot he was fifty-four. It hit home after the birth of their son when she realized she didn’t just want him to be with their family for as long as possible, but she needed him to stay with them. She couldn’t live without him, which meant he needed to live for at least as long as she and she planned a long life of evil mischief.

      She leaned against him, placing her lips to his ear and whispering, “Gio.”

      He gripped her waist and lifted her off him, laying her back on the blanket. He came down on top of her, and though she could see the barely leashed passion in his gaze, he didn’t rush.

      He fanned her hair across the blanket, creating a halo, then he ran his fingertips down her front, from her chin, down her throat, dancing across her chest and ending on her belly where he spread his fingers out.

      “I want another one, Desi.”

      She grinned up at him. “Me too.”

      “Soon,” he said in a demanding voice.

      “Now?” she asked.

      “Now,” he confirmed.

      Though they’d only had Gavino five months earlier, Desi was ready for another. She adored her son and could only imagine more babies would add to the delight of their household.

      She didn’t know if she deserved the happiness she was finding with Giovanni. In fact, she was pretty sure she didn’t, but she was going to take it anyway, hold it close to her heart and never let it go. She would tear apart anything that threatened her newfound happiness.

      Giovanni kissed her lips, light at first, then deeper, sending her spiraling into the swirling vortex of his never-ending passion for her. She could ignite him with a look, and she gloried in her power over him. He wasn’t alone though; all he had to do was look at her with those dark, lusting eyes and she would run scampering for their bedroom, a trail of clothes leading from the bedroom door to the bed.

      They tried to be discreet with their sexual escapades, especially since there were bodyguards and house staff everywhere, but they didn’t always make it to the bedroom before their mutual passion erupted. They’d been caught by Mari twice and Dino once. There had also been a very awkward run-in with Tomas, who showed up for a meeting early and let himself into Giovanni’s office without knocking. Desi was pretty sure they’d given the man a complex, because now he knocked on every single door in the mansion before entering a room.

      They didn’t care; they were in love.

      Giovanni worshipped his way down Desi’s body until she thought she would burst into flames and burn them both with her desire.

      It was always like this, reaching for the heights of their passions together, each encounter an incredible explosion. Their chemistry only got hotter with time.

      He pushed Desi’s dress up her body, following the path of bared skin with his lips, searing a heated path as he went. She gasped and squirmed, clutching his head to her as he took her nipple deep into his mouth and sucked. She was still breastfeeding their son, and he loved to do this. Pulling the liquid into his mouth, drinking from her until she nearly climaxed from the sensation. At first, she’d objected to what she considered a taboo action, but he’d pointed out the vast difference between his doing it and an infant. He was right; the feelings were not even close to the same.

      Now, Desi craved the erotic touch of his lips to her breasts.

      He shoved her panties to the side and touched her, running his fingers through her wet pussy, tickling her clitoris, before pushing his fingers deep into her body and massaging her G-spot, bringing her to a screaming climax as the gush of breast milk flowed from her to him.

      As Desi was coming down from the high of her orgasm, her gaze on the stars above his head, he unbuckled and unzipped, pulling himself from the confines of his trousers.

      “Wrap your legs around me, amore,” he growled against her throat. “Strangle me with your love.”

      She did as he commanded, twining herself around him and clinging with all her strength as he pushed himself into her body. The velvet night filled her vision and the vineyard swirled around them as together, they reached for the stars.

      They didn’t create a baby that night, but several months later, almost a year after the birth of their son, they announced another pregnancy.
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      “Cover your core,” Desi instructed, tapping Gavino’s fist and encouraging him to lift it. He did as instructed and then looked at her expectantly. “Now, I’m going to step toward you, hook my ankle around the back of yours and use my hand under your chin to tip you backwards.”

      Move for move, she did exactly as she’d explained, but slowly so he could absorb each move. He’d been learning defensive techniques since he was four years old, but she’d waited until he was bigger to learn takedowns. At ten, he was growing tall. Still about four inches shorter than his mother, but tall enough to learn.

      She took him gently down to the mat and then released him. After he perfected his basic takedowns, she would teach him how to finish an opponent.

      “Madre, you don’t have to hold back,” he grumbled impatiently, pushing himself up and climbing to his feet. “I won’t know how to take a hit if you aren’t hitting me.”

      She smothered a laugh and turned away so he wouldn’t see. Gavino was a serious young man who wanted to earn his way within the Savino organization. He didn’t want to be given special treatment, but there was no way Desi was going to harm her child. She couldn’t bring herself to do it, so when it came to sparring, he would have to work with his father, Dino, or Vitto.

      She hopped to her feet and turned to face him. “Okay, now it’s your turn to take me down.” His eyes lit with excitement, though he kept his face wiped of expression. Just like his father. “Cover your core and come at me, hook your heel behind mine and drag it forward while using the palm of your hand to shove me back.”

      It took him a few tries to coordinate himself, but once he did, he was able to take his mother down to the mat. They continued for the better part of an hour, practicing until Gavino had perfected the takedown and Desi had a sore backside. While Desi pulled back with Gavino, he went full force with his mother.

      “Madre, Gavino, padre dice il suo tempo di cena!” A tiny voice reached them, and both looked around as Gabrielle came hurtling through the doorway with Vitto in tow, her hand wrapped around his in a death hold.

      Gabrielle loved Desi’s personal bodyguard and tried to hijack him every opportunity she could. Two years after the twins were born, Desi and Giovanni made Vitto their godfather. He was great with all the kids but seemed to have a special bond with the girls. He and his wife, Kristina, had them over to their apartment in Venice frequently.

      “Your father says it’s suppertime, does he?” Desi asked, climbing out of the ring, and greeting her daughter with a hug and a wild swing about, whirling as fast as she could in circles.

      Gabrielle screamed her laughter until Desi set her back on her feet.

      “Where is your sister?” Desi asked, looking around for Gabrielle’s twin, Sonja.

      “Which one?” Gabrielle asked, wrinkling her nose.

      She hadn’t been overly impressed by the birth of her youngest sister eight months earlier and took every opportunity of showing her parents her displeasure in the matter. Amelie was Desi and Giovanni’s fourth child. She had been a surprise, but a truly welcome one for them as they’d believed they were finished having children.

      “The one who can walk,” Desi responded drily.

      “Sonja is where she always is,” Gabrielle announced. “In the study with father. I don’t know why she likes it so much. Daddy is boring and his office smells like cigars.”

      Desi laughed and took Gabrielle’s hand. She turned to Gavino. “Shower and come up to the house for supper, si?”

      “Si, madre.” He grabbed his towel and gym bag and ran for the shower room. He preferred to shower there after a workout. It made him feel like one of the men.

      Desi nodded to Vitto, silently asking him to watch the door so her son could have his privacy. Though no one on the estate would dare touch the boy, the wrath to any who harmed him being too great a risk, Desi still took no chances. Not with any of her children. She was the ultimate mother bear; she would tear apart limb-from-limb any who tried to harm her family.

      As they left the gym, Gabrielle looked up at her mother with a wrinkled nose, her favourite expression of disgust. “You have to take a shower too, you’re all sweaty and gross.”

      Desi smiled. “You will be too when you start training like your brother.”

      She heaved a weary sigh. “I don’t want to learn. You can teach Gavino and Meli.” Gabrielle had trouble saying Amelie’s full name, so she and her sister called the baby ‘Meli’.

      “You and both of your sisters will learn to defend yourselves,” Desi said firmly. “Don’t make me tell you the story of how I lost my finger again.”

      “Ew, gross mommy.”

      When the children had reached an age where they began to wonder about Desi’s mutilated hand, she had to come up with a story. She told them a dragon had stolen their father and whisked him away to its lair where it intended to barbecue and eat him. Desi had stepped in to rescue the fair knight, but the dragon had bitten off her finger before she could kill it. Finally, she slew the dragon and rescued their father.

      He carried their injured mother back to his castle in Italy and took wonderful care of her. While she was recovering, they fell madly in love, got married and lived happily ever after with their four children.

      One day Desi would tell them the truth, but not yet. Though she knew she couldn’t keep them young forever, she still wanted a few more years before she had to let go of the fantasy she’d spun. Gavino had already asked about her finger a few months earlier, having worked out that a dragon probably hadn’t bitten her.

      It was Gavino she worried about the most. He was so like his father, calm, cool, intelligent. He analyzed everything, then responded appropriately. But like his father, he was extremely protective, watching out for his sisters and parents. Desi worried that if she told him the truth about what’d happened to her, that he would want vengeance, that he might one day go after Mateo Gutierrez.

      In the years since his Miami takeover, Mateo had well and truly established himself as king of the American east coast. He was as hard and unforgiving as ever. Desi knew one misstep could bring destruction down on their family.

      If Gavino learned the truth and tried to go after Mateo alone, he could be killed. Desi would have to tell him the truth of her involvement, that she’d unfairly targeted Mateo and Raina. Her son would look at her differently. She would no longer be his hero, but a villain, and she wasn’t ready for that.

      One day she would tell him, but not now.

      They entered Giovanni’s study through the French doors.

      He was sitting behind his desk, talking to someone on speakerphone. He looked relaxed and though he wasn’t smiling, the lines around his eyes were creased in amusement.

      Sonja was sitting in a chair next to her father, reading a book. She liked to ‘work’ with him, so he allowed her to do her homework in his office if she was quiet, which she was.

      Amelie was asleep in her bassinet next to Giovanni’s desk.

      As Desi strode through the doors, she beelined for her youngest, carefully picking up the baby and cradling her. Amelie opened her mouth in a wide yawn that melted Desi’s heart, then snuggled against her mother’s breast and slept.

      “Amore mio,” Giovanni said in his deep gravelly voice that never failed to send an arrow of heat straight through Desi.

      Desi reached for him, and he pulled her onto his lap, cuddling her and the baby. 

      “I will call you later,” Giovanni said shortly.

      “Say hi to Desi for me,” Tomas’s amused voice sounded through the phone.

      At ninety-four, the man was still going strong, his sharp mind an asset to the Savino organization.

      “Ciao, Tomas,” Desi said before Giovanni hit the cancel call button.

      Giovanni nuzzled Desi’s neck. “You smell divine.”

      Desi laughed. “Like sweat and Gatorade?”

      “Si, my favourite scent on you.”

      Giovanni loved when Desi worked out. Years ago, he had told her the scent of her sweat drove him wild, called to the animal in him, made him want to take her down and fuck her hard. Now, when he whispered these words to her, Desi tingled all over.

      Sadly, the three children present stopped them from going further than a few kisses and one sneaky grope up the back of Desi’s shirt. Whoever said children were the ultimate cockblockers wasn’t kidding. These days, Desi and Giovanni slept with no less than two children in their bed and often three, depending on if Sonja had a nightmare. On rare occasions, even Gavino would join his family in the large bed.

      Desi loved her family more than anything on the planet, and though she enjoyed a privileged life, she worked hard to keep herself in top physical condition, always learning and always planning, so if a war came to their doorstep, the Savinos would be more than capable of facing it.

      “Your mother called earlier,” Giovanni murmured, kissing his way up to her ear. “She and your stepfather are planning a trip out here in January. I offered them the jet and your mother graciously accepted.”

      Desi giggled as his breath tickled under her ear. “Of course she did. She loves having a son-in-law who is both generous and insanely wealthy. I think she loves your vineyard more than she loves her own daughter.” It wasn’t true, but Desi loved to tease her mother whenever she visited. More often than not, they would find Theresa down at the winery, sharing a glass or four of wine with Donada, who she’d quickly befriended during her first visit to Italy.

      “We will have to warn your stepfather not to spoil the children quite so much this time. Sonja had a stomachache for days after he gave her all that candy.”

      Desi sighed happily, leaning back against her husband. She couldn’t imagine a life more perfect than the one she had now. If it meant going through all those years of horror and abuse again to reach this point, Desi would do it all over again. She was living in Nirvana, as close to heaven as she could get without dying.

      “I’m starving,” Gavino announced, walking through the door, his shoulders back and his expression serious.

      “I still have to shower,” Desi announced. She stood up, turned, and handed Amelie to Giovanni.

      “Hurry up, madre!” Gabrielle called after her. “Gavino will eat your supper if you don’t!”

      Desi made a production of hurtling from the room at top speed, giggling, while her eldest three children followed behind, chasing her through the mansion, Giovanni’s laughter following them up the stairs as they ran and tumbled together.
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      Thank you so much to my amazing readers for reading The Red Queen. I loved writing this beautiful gut-wrenching story and I’m so happy to have shared it with you.

      If you have followed the Queens Series from the beginning then you will have already met the next queen.

      From the moment Mariana Sally Reyes was born, she was loved and protected. Up until now, her world has revolved around her mountain home, a fortress tucked away from the world. Her father is the most powerful man in the region and her mother an accomplished diplomat for the Reyes organization. Mari has big shoes to fill as she follows in the footsteps of her legendary parents.

      Rafael was a young man when Mari was born. Charged with her protection, he has performed his duty with unswerving loyalty. Now, his charge is grown and looking toward the outside world. Rafael wants nothing more than to keep Mari home and safe, but she has other, bigger plans, and she’d going to drag her gruff bodyguard along for the ride.

      When Rafael and Mari are threatened by a competing cartel and a lovesick rival, their feelings for each other are exposed. Can Mari convince her bodyguard of twenty years to give into his feelings, or will he break a heart that has belonged to him since she was old enough to realize he would be the only one for her?

      Find out in… The Queen’s Bodyguard!

      Coming soon!
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        Sign up today for Nikita’s newsletter and receive a FREE copy of Nikita’s bestselling dark romance novella, Stalked!

        CLICK HERE to sign up today!
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        Turn the page to read a couple of excerpts from Nikita’s most popular novels!
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      It was Raina’s twenty-first birthday. She wanted to go out and party, dance all night, make friends, flirt, maybe take a guy home if she really felt like it. She’d never done that. Never taken a guy home before. In fact, she’d never even had sex. It wasn’t that she didn’t want to. She really, really did. But life had thrown a major curveball at her two years ago and she’d been running ever since. This time, it appeared she was running into a dead end.

      Raina didn’t think she was going to get to party for her birthday. No, she was pretty sure she was going to die. She peered out into the dark night from the window of her rented room. She was on the fourth floor of a very old building. One that was sinking. But then, all the buildings were sinking in Venice.

      Italy was her ninth country in two years. When she left Venezuela, leaving the mother she just met behind, she went on the run. She had to assume there were people after her, or watching. And she knew she was right. Sometimes she would come home from an evening out and she would have that eerie feeling that someone had been in her apartment. She suspected dear old stepdad, Sotza, the Venezuelan mafia boss, had people keeping an eye on her. He probably knew from the moment she left his estate where to find her.

      But did his second-in-command? Her mind flashed back to her time in Venezuela. The brief month before her mother ushered her out of the country in a daring escape. Mateo Gutierrez. Cartel to the marrow of his bones. Sotza’s right hand man. And her constant shadow while she was in Sotza’s care. Mateo was everything she hated in a man, arrogant, dangerous, rude. But he was also indecently attractive. And for some reason he’d wanted her. She wondered if the two years since she last saw him had dimmed his regard. Somehow she doubted it. Even in her brief time observing the mafia, guys like them didn’t just let things go. They held on to their grudges, their obsessions. Those qualities were what made the men of the mafia so hard, and so successful.

      Raina flitted around her apartment, shoving her possessions into a small suitcase. She didn’t have much. She travelled light because she never knew when she’d have to pick up and run. She had done it before, but never in this much of a hurry. That was because she’d done something stupid. She crossed the wrong people. And it was only a matter of time before they found out and came after her. She suspected sooner rather than later.

      And she was right. Seconds after that thought entered her head, as she was reaching for her purse preparing to leave her tiny apartment for good, the door crashed open. The only thing that saved her from being shot in the heart as she stood gaping at the man that kicked the door in, was the fact that he kicked the door so hard it rebounded off the wall and slammed shut again. The bullet meant for her thudded into the heavy wooden door.

      Raina dropped her purse and ran for the only place in her apartment with a door that would close and lock. Her bathroom. As she ran, reaching for the frame, her front door was flung open again and the room sprayed in bullets. She felt a tearing, hot pain hit her in the back. The force of the bullet flung her into the bathroom. She landed hard on her knees. She didn’t have time to assess herself. She rolled onto her back and kicked the door shut, reaching up to lock it. Thank god these old Italian buildings had thick doors. Bullets thunked into the wood as she crawled toward the bathtub and dragged herself inside.

      “Fuck!” she snarled, reaching behind her to touch the spot on her back. Her hand came away covered in blood. She really hoped they hadn’t taken out her only good kidney. Even if they hadn’t, the blood loss for someone like her could be catastrophic.

      She had to get out before they got in. She’d picked this place because it had a window in the washroom with a fire escape. She was going to have to get out of the bathtub though, since the window was over the toilet. She took a deep breath, eyed the bathroom door, which was still in one piece and flung herself out of the tub. As she was kneeling on the toilet reaching for the latch she realized there was no more sounds hitting the door. Had they given up on coming after her?

      That didn’t make sense. The front door was thicker than the bathroom door and they’d had no problem breaking through that one. She stopped, her hands hovering against the window, and listened. At first there was nothing, and then she heard muffled thumping sounds. A man shouted, but it was cut off. What were they doing out there, killing each other?

      Raina wasn’t going to wait around to find out. Whatever was happening it couldn’t be good. And she needed medical attention right away.

      She turned back to the window. A scream leapt from her throat and she fell off the toilet as bullets crashed through the window. A man had come up the fire escape to cover the window and she’d come face to face with him. She huddled on the floor as small as she could get and covered her arms with her head.

      She knew she was dead when she finally heard the sound she’d been expecting. The bathroom door crashed open, smashing against the bath tub. She tensed, waiting for that awful hot tearing sensation to rip through her again as she was shot full of holes. Instead, she heard two muffled shots and a shout from the balcony.

      When three seconds passed and she was still alive she chanced a peek through her arms. Mateo Guiterrez was standing over top of her, tall, scowling, eyes and gun trained on the window.

      “Mateo!” she gasped.

      “Raina,” he acknowledged grimly and looked down at her, satisfied that he’d gotten the guy on the fire escape. He reached for her, dragging her off the floor.

      She groaned in pain but was forced to follow as he pulled her out of the bathroom and into the main room. She gaped at the two dead men decorating her place. They probably hadn’t stood a chance. Probably thought they were going to kill a helpless woman. They would have no idea that she had an entire cartel at her back and, apparently, at her disposal.

      “Jacket, shoes, purse. Hurry up,” he barked at her.

      Raina didn’t pause. Her only chance of survival was with this man. She dragged a leather coat on, flinching in pain as it stuck to her back. She bent over to tie up her running shoes, but as she straightened, dizziness engulfed her. Mateo caught her before she hit the floor, grabbing the part of her back that had been shot. She cried out, clutching his arm to shove him away.

      “What’s wrong?” he demanded.

      “Shot,” she muttered.

      He turned her around and lifted her jacket and shirt. He muttered something she suspected was a nasty swear word in Spanish.

      “Is it bad?” she asked, peeking at him over her shoulder.

      “No,” he growled, and then picked her up in his arms.

      This was the second time he’d done this. The first time he’d been kidnapping her from her University campus. This time? She didn’t know. He was definitely saving her life, but she suspected there was more to him being here. The timing was too convenient.

      “Mateo?” she whispered as he glanced into the hallway before striding out her door.

      “Si, Raina?” He took the stairs down two at a time, careful to hold her tight against his chest so he wouldn’t jar her wound.

      “Thanks for coming for me.” She had to say the words just in case she didn’t get another chance.

      He paused for a moment on the second-floor landing and looked down at her, his dark eyes hot with anger, possession and longing. “I will follow you into hell, chica.”

      “Let’s hope not,” she sighed right before passing out.
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      Ignacio Hernandez had never before brought a woman to a meet. Then, they’d never met at a club before. The entire scene was unprecedented. Reyes didn’t do unprecedented, but he was willing to make an exception because he was curious. He could sever the Miami connection if he had to. It would cause some shockwaves, but it wasn’t out of the question. Ignacio was beginning to annoy him anyway. His poor decisions were beginning to affect the Bolivian. Such as bringing a woman like her to a meet with a man like him. Something that was meant to show off Ignacio’s power and wealth would become a big mistake.

      His gaze flickered over the woman, calmly drinking her champagne and orange juice as though she weren’t sitting at a table with four of the most dangerous men on the continental East coast. Two kingpins and their right hands. Only Reyes didn’t think she was as calm as she appeared. Her wrist trembled slightly, giving her away. She had enough presence to make sure that tiny shake ceased by the time it got to her slim fingers where they clenched the crystal of her glass. It wasn’t the fingers or her ability to remain coolly poised while the men around her talked business that captured his curiosity. It was the mark on the back of her delicate hand, permanent slash lines, viciously marring her porcelain skin.

      Anger burned deep in his gut, surprising him. Reyes rarely felt anything. Ever. Certainly not for a woman. This was how he made effective decisions. How he moved trade across borders with ease and cool logic. Emotion had been removed from him. First by a ruthless father, then by a vicious military stint in his home country and finally by an unrelenting, merciless prison sentence that had systematically broken him before he had, in turn, broken down the prison itself and owned it from the inside out. By the time he was released it was into a world of his own making; a world shaped by him on the inside and ruled by him on the outside.

      Yet the sight of this cool, blond beauty, so broken yet utterly resilient was doing something to him, forcing him to feel. He shifted in his seat, sliding his arm across the back of the leather, his eyes never leaving her while he listened to the other men speak. Negotiate terms. He didn’t need to add his voice. Alejandro, his right hand, knew the terms. Knew not to fuck up while in pursuit of new deals for the boss.

      Reyes wanted her. The electrifying anger he felt when his eyes caressed that mark assured him he would take the woman and make her his. Not because it infuriated him that she had been abused. No, he was not a good enough man to care about that. He was under no illusions he would treat her any better than Ignacio. Hell, he’d probably treat her much worse. Because Ignacio undoubtedly set her up like a trophy in his great mausoleum of a house and then ignored the unapproachable beauty.

      Reyes had no intention of ignoring her. He was going to take her and fuck every inch of her, just the way he wanted. Hard, brutal, mean. Exactly how he was. Exactly how this world had shaped him. Because he could. She was about to become spoils of war.

      No, he wasn’t angry about the mark on her hand at all. He was pissed that the mark was twisted into the shape of an “H” and not an “R.” He wanted her to belong to him, to the King. When he got his hands on the woman, that would be the first thing he changed.

      Finally, after nearly an hour of sitting in the booth together, his eyes rarely leaving her face, she lifted hers to meet his uncompromising gaze. And for the first time in his life, he felt his heart stop in his chest. He was unprepared for the impact. Her eyes – one startling green and the other amber brown – were vivid, stunning and unrelenting. Though her expression didn’t flicker once from the blank mask of icy beauty, he saw the burning disdain, the heated fury buried deep within those fiery orbs for the men that surrounded her. She despised all of them.

      His lip lifted in an answering sneer. She refused to drop her eyes from his challenge, despite her husband sitting at the same table. He wanted nothing more, in that moment, than to take this scarred Queen from her throne and tame her. He vowed, then and there, that he would eventually have her.
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      Something woke her up. Vee knew better than to question her instincts, they were honed to perfection. She took immediate action, rolling across her bed, one hand reaching for her phone and the other for her revolver. She wasted a few precious seconds to shock when both hands came up empty. Someone had searched the bed while she was asleep in it and had taken both items.

      Fuck.

      Somehow, someone had managed to bypass her bodyguards and her security to make it into her bedroom. She knew exactly who was capable of such a deed. And she was pretty sure if he was finally here, that he’d decided it was her time to die.

      “I won’t go down easy,” she said into the darkness, pleased to note that she managed to keep her voice as coolly steady as always. No point turning into a snivelling coward now. She’d faced worse and kept her shit together. She remained frozen, kneeling on her bed, listening.

      His sinister chuckle seemed to echo through the room. She couldn’t tell over her own terror and the pounding of her heart where exactly he was standing. She had no gun, no way to defend herself if he attacked. A click startled her, and lamplight filled the room blinding her for a few precious seconds. Still, she moved her head to the side expecting to see his tall shadowed form standing next to the lamp.

      “Wouldn’t be much fun if you didn’t put up a fight,” he said from the end of the bed.

      How the fuck had he gotten there so fast?

      Vee’s head swiveled toward his voice and she blinked a few times until she could see him properly. That voice never failed to send shivers skittering down her spine. The clipped British accent told her he’d either gone to boarding school in England or been tutored by a Brit. Not the standard for Spanish speakers below the border unless they came from money.

      He stood a few feet from her, his gaze fixed on her. Every dark hair on his head was perfectly in place, silver touching his temples and sideburns. He was dressed impeccably, expensive suit, fitted perfectly to his tall, muscular frame. He’d taken the jacket off though, removed the tie and rolled the sleeves up. Not a good sign when the Gentleman Butcher made himself more comfortable.

      She lifted her gaze to meet his. She was shocked by the warmth in his expression. Was he toying with her? Where was his death mask, his impassivity? Who looked so fucking friendly just before they destroyed someone.  She expected her executioner’s face to reflect something a little closer to death or emotionlessness at the very least. Instead his dark brown eyes almost glowed from beneath lowered eyebrows as they took in her dishevelled appearance. She’d been so tired from trying and failing to bring the dockyard back under her control that she’d stripped out of her clothes and pulled on her satin pyjama top over a pair of panties and fallen into bed. A few buttons had come undone while she was sleeping and the top now slid down one shoulder.

      Damn, she hated being anything less than professional. And her hair must be a complete mess. She hadn’t even washed yesterday’s makeup from her face. Mascara would be smudged beneath her lids, giving her a raccoon-like appearance. She heaved an annoyed sigh and shoved a hand though her hair, upending her bangs. “Can we please get on with this execution? At least then I’ll be able to get a little sleep.”

      His lips pressed into a flat line and his nostrils flared a little, clearly unamused by her flippancy. Well score one for the dead girl breathing, she thought, expecting to feel the sharp edge of his blade at any moment.

      “I didn’t come here to take your life,” he said, the edge to his voice letting her know that she needed to tread carefully lest he change his mind.

      “Why are you here then?” She tried to freeze him out with her tone as she pulled at her pyjama top in an attempt to cover more skin. His eyes tracked the movement. She shivered as though he’d actually touched her, then dropped her hand.

      “I brought gifts.” He bent to retrieve something. She tensed, ready to roll off the bed and flee. Not that she would make it far, but she was certainly going to try if he did anything she deemed even slightly murdery. Instead, he straightened and set two boxes on the bed in front of her kneeling form. One was bigger, about the size of her pillow and the other much smaller, the size of the palm of her hand. “Open the larger one first.”
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