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      Can I go from being a pawn… to claiming the throne?

      

      I know who murdered my parents, and now, vengeance is my top priority. My Uncle may think he has me outmatched—but he couldn’t be more wrong.

      

      Because I have him. Israel Rossi.

      

      The man I was supposed to hate, manipulate and ultimately. . . destroy.

      

      They say ‘the enemy of my enemy is my friend’ and Israel isn’t a man you want to challenge. For now, we are allies, but our tenuous agreement could change at any moment.

      

      I can’t lie. Israel is a powerful distraction from the pain raining down on me. He’s Dominating. Strong. Fierce. He’s everything I’ve ever wanted in a man, and that’s more dangerous than the bounty on my head. This marriage may be fake, but the passion we share is very real. And even after all the lies and betrayals…there might still be a chance for us.

      

      But everything we’ve built may suddenly come crashing down; because Israel’s family has stepped into the picture—and dead or alive—they want me out.

      

      Mob Princess is the second book in the dark mafia romance trilogy, Cruel King, from author Callie Vincent. This book contains dark themes and is intended for readers 18+
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      I sighed as I sat there, waiting for her to show up. My leg jiggled with nerves as I tried not to look around because the last thing I needed was to look shifty. I didn't know why she was back in town, or what in the world was going on. But I knew it wasn’t good.

      None of this was good.

      I kept running everything through my mind while I sat there with ice melting in my Perrier Water. I looked down at my fingers, cursing the state of my nail beds. They had been peeled and picked down to the bloody layer. My fingers had scabs around them, making me look part zombie. And through it all, things with Israel hadn’t gotten any better.

      The last thing I needed was for something like this to blow up in my face. I mean, it was bad enough that I had to catch wind about my cousin being back in town from the whispers in the corners of this town, of all places. It was bad enough that my uncle was gunning for me, that my aunt wouldn’t speak to me, and the money I was supposed to use for this operation was being siphoned right into my cousin’s hands. It was bad enough that I didn’t know which side of the fence I’d sit on after all of this was over. But, to bring my cousin back home from Hawaii without any of this stuff being wrapped up yet?

      Something was amiss.

      I closed my eyes and drew in a deep breath. I had to stay strong through all of this. I needed to stay strong for my future, and for a past that would never be. I had to stay strong for the little girl inside of me that screamed for mercy and begged for justice. I had to keep calm because I was the only line of defense standing in between the life I wanted to lead and the life currently chasing after me in the shadows. I wasn’t sure what I’d say to my cousin after she arrived, though.  I didn’t know what I’d tell her, or what I’d open up to her about, or what I might keep from her in order to spare the emotional wrath of her sharp tongue because even though I didn’t want to admit it, I knew my uncle was guilty.

      Guilty of killing my parents.

      “Ah! There you are!”

      Brianna’s shrieking voice startled me, and I almost jumped out of my skin.

      “Oh, I missed you so, so, so much,” she giggled.

      My cousin wrapped her arms around me and squeezed me tight. I tried my best to hug her back, though everything inside me wanted to strangle her with my own two hands. Whether she was being completely kept in the dark about all of this or was a damn fine actress, I wasn’t sure. But I hoped our sit-down lunch—on me, of course—would reveal information I needed.

      Like whether or not my uncle really did kill my parents.

      “Okay. So, I have to tell you about this great jerk chicken place in Hawaii,” Brianna said with a smile. “They say Gordon Ramsay did a little special on it, and I don’t blame him. I mean, it was the best chicken I’ve ever had. I’ll never be able to eat chicken anywhere else.”

      I nodded. “That sounds fantastic.”

      Our waiter approached us. “What can I get for you, ma’am?”

      Brianna smiled. “I’ll have a blueberry tea and a chicken Caesar salad, thanks.”

      I grinned. “So much for no chicken, right?”

      She giggled. “Who am I kidding? I love meat.”

      I waved the waiter off so we could have some privacy because I knew the conversation wouldn't take long. She’d either talk to me, or she wouldn’t. And while I was concerned she’d been tailed; I was more worried she’d been bugged.

      So, I had to choose my words wisely. “So, when did you get back into town?”

      Briana fluffed her napkin over her lap. “Tuesday. And man, it was a crazy flight. Storms all the way, girl. Seriously.”

      “I hate that I wasn’t there to see you back in. I was hoping I’d be able to.”

      “Well, that’s why we’re here now, right? Besides, I needed the past couple of days to settle down and fully update Mom on how things were back there. You know how she is.”

      I picked up my water. “Yes. I do.”

      “But there’s something else I wanted to talk to you about. And before I start, I’m not being followed.”

      I almost choked on my water. “I’m sorry. What?”

      She sighed. “Bonnie, do you really think I’m that stupid?”

      I blinked. “Uh, about what?”

      She shook her head. “I play dumb, but I’m not. I enjoy smiling, but I know what’s going on. And I’m begging you, Bonnie, back down from this war. You’re never going to win against Daddy.”

      Well, there was my answer, I guess. “So, then, I suppose you’ve also heard that rumors are floating around regarding Pava and my parent’s death.”

      She furrowed her brow. “What?”

      I licked my lips. “We have reason to believe that Pava killed my parents because he wanted my father’s empire. Is it true?”

      “Are you kidding me right now, Bonnie?”

      “No, Brianna. I’m really not. And it’s easy for you to sit there and tell me to back down because your parents are still alive. Your family is doing just fine. But my world has been rocked in more ways than one. I won’t side with a man who tries to kill me while keeping it under wraps that he killed my family.”

      She leaned forward. “You take that back right now. My father did no such thing.”

      I met her over the small table. “Well, tell that to the guards he sent to kill us in the middle of the night. It’s a damn good thing both Israel and I are good with guns.”

      Something flashed behind her eyes as she sat up.

      My stomach curdled. She knew. She knew the truth, and I knew the truth. I wanted to vomit in my own lap.

      “A chicken Caesar salad for you, miss, and a turkey sandwich for you, ma’am,” the waiter said.

      Brianna clicked her tongue. “Always a bit too heavy on the carbs.”

      I shrugged. “Doesn’t really look like your salads are doing much work over there anyway.”

      She stood quickly. “You take everything you’ve said back.”

      I waved the waiter off before I sipped my drink again. “That’s the thing about you and Pava. You’re both hot-heads. You both go from zero to one hundred much too quickly, and you don’t cover your tracks well in the process. Be careful what you say next, Brianna. Because if you think for one minute, you haven't been tailed and that we aren’t being listened to, you’re very, very wrong.”

      I pointed to the blue car sitting on the corner and watched as she glanced over her shoulder. Her eyes flared with anger, but confusion sat behind them as well. Brianna had never been praised for her intelligence. She had always been treasured for her looks. For the way she presented herself. For the way she carried herself during Pava’s parties and the fashion sense she apparently had. But, when she turned around to face me once more, there was a hesitation in her forehead that wrinkled her brow. Not much, but just enough for me to tell she had officially gotten the blinds yanked off the top of her head. Then, I watched as she grabbed her napkin and dabbed at her lip and tossed it on top of her salad.

      I stayed strong while she glared at me, even though I knew she thought her glare might scare me. The joke was on her, though, because it would take a lot more than her anger to truly frighten me away from my endeavors. I straightened my back and plainly sipped my water, keeping my peripheral vision on that stupid car that had been sitting there since my cousin arrived.

      But, her low voice pulled my attention away from that car, and her words confirmed what I thought.

      She knew a great deal more than she was letting on.

      “If you do this dance with Daddy, you won’t win,” Brianna said, rising. “And I don’t want to lose my sister.”

      I remained seated. “I lost my sister the moment you decided to go along with this plan of Pava’s instead of sticking by my side.”

      “I—you—”

      “Tell me, how long have you known?”

      She stepped away from the table. “I’m done with this meeting.”

      “Did you know when you went to Hawaii?”

      “Goodbye, Bonnie.”

      “Did you know after Pava siphoned that money from my account and placed it into yours?”

      “Have a nice life, Mrs. Rossi,” Briana said as she headed for the door.

      I stood. “Or did you know the night those police officers came to my doorstep when I was nothing but a child and told me my parents were dead?”

      She froze in her tracks. She walked back to the table and said quietly, “I was a child, too. Make sure you remember that.”

      I moved toward her. “Your father might’ve been grooming you for something like this, but listen to me carefully. You’re an adult now, Brianna. You can make your own decisions. If you walk away from me right now, you’ve made your choice. This means you’ll deal with the consequences, however they’re doled out.”

      She shook her head. “Pava was right about you.”

      “Right about what?”

      She met my gaze squarely. “You’re spineless. Just like your father.”

      I felt my world spiraling around me as Brianna walked off. The sounds of the patio restaurant faded into the background as I turned to face the blue car on the corner. I watched it pull away from the curb and drive off, but the windows were so tinted I couldn't see who was inside.

      I knew who they belonged to, though.

      And I knew I was no longer safe out in the open.

      “Ma’am?” the waiter asked.

      I put on my best face. “Yes, hello. I’m sorry. My apologies for the disruption.”

      He nodded. “Will you be taking anything to-go?”

      I looked back at my sandwich. “Sure. Pack it all up. I’ll take it with me.”

      “Any dessert for you, too?”

      I paused. “Actually, yes. Two slices of your carrot cake and an order of your shepherd’s pie. With a side of steamed broccoli.”

      “Yes, ma’am. Coming right up.”

      After placing an order for Israel, I walked back inside. I backed myself into a corner and watched the front door like a hawk. Part of me wanted to call Israel, but the other part of me didn’t want to seem weak by asking him to come get me. So, I waited patiently for my to-go order.

      “And another drink on the house,” the waiter said, setting down a glass.

      I smiled. “Thank you. I appreciate it.”

      “You’re welcome back anytime, Mrs. Rossi.”

      I made my way home afterward, but I was exhausted once I got there. All I wanted to do was shove the food into the refrigerator and take a nap on the couch. Between constantly being attacked, the fear of being watched, and always having to look over my shoulder, I didn’t have an ounce of energy left in me.

      All I wanted was to collapse in Israel’s arms and take a deep breath.

      But he hadn’t been around lately.

      “Israel?” I called out when I walked in. I slipped out of my heels and picked them up. “You here, honey?”

      Silence answered me.

      I set the food on the counter and pulled my tired body up the steps, continuing to call out for him. “Israel.”

      But only the sounds of my echoing voice made it back to my ears.

      Disappointment filled my gut as I made my way down the hallway. Ever since the warehouse fire, Israel had me staying in his room. He hadn’t given me a choice in the matter, but it wasn’t a decision I wanted to fight either. I enjoyed laying with him. I enjoyed waking up to him. Even if we hardly talked, and even if he kept giving me side-glances, it still felt nice.

      His warmth was nice.

      And I wanted it more than anything right now.

      “Israel?” I asked weakly.

      I emerged into our shared bedroom, but he was nowhere to be found. The bed was perfectly made, and the smell of cleaning products wafted from the bathroom. The maid had been around already. But he was nowhere to be found. I tossed my heels in the corner and wrapped my hands behind me, tugging at the zipper of my pencil skirt.

      When it fell to the floor, I kicked it off to the side. “Naptime,” I whispered.

      Everything within me wanted to talk with him about this turf war. About what we’d do now that Pava had shown us exactly where he stood. I had some ideas on how to bring him down. I knew where some of the weak spots in his operations were. What I didn’t know, however, was how to take what I knew and execute a smooth plan with it.

      I needed Israel for that.

      “Oh, yeah,” I groaned, face-planting into the fresh sheets before I pulled the comforter down. I wiggled my tired body against the cool, satin sheets and rolled on my side. I gazed out the floor-to-ceiling windows that lined Israel’s penthouse. As I looked out over a city I loved so dearly, I wondered what it might be like to live somewhere else.

      Like New York City. Or Miami. Or Dallas.

      “Or Paris,” I whispered.

      As my eyes fell closed, I ran down a list of my uncle’s supporters I could easily turn against him. That man had screwed so many people over and had blackmailed so many more that I was sure they’d turn on him. For the right incentive, of course. Israel had more money than God, but some of these men didn’t want money. Some were fueled by necessity, others by bloodlust. I knew some of the shops would take his monetary offerings, but I also knew others were fueled by something much deeper. Much darker. Much more permanent than an extra flow of cash for their support.

      Some were fueled by revenge.

      All I had to do was figure out how to tap into it without their fear of my uncle overwhelming them.

      I laid there, running down their names, rehashing the sins my uncle had committed against them. Some of the things I remembered from being a young girl in Pava’s house even shocked me. I didn’t think I had retained a great deal of the information I thought I had. But, after living my entire life just above Pava’s office in my childhood bedroom, I suppose I became privy to things he thought his ‘sound-proofed’ walls kept inside. And I planned on using that knowledge to my advantage. I knew some of these business owners would be easier to flip than others. And some wouldn't be easy at all. That’s why I wanted to approach the easiest first. I’d never done anything like this before, and approaching the easiest would not only give me a chance to practice with very little fallout, but there was a higher success rate with flipping them even if I bungled things. And Israel needed me to succeed in my endeavors.

      Because that lessened the risk of someone going back to Pava and blabbering about what we were doing.

      “Get some rest first,” I whispered.

      I felt my body drifting off for some much-needed sleep. I felt my body relaxing for the first time in, well, I wasn’t sure. And I didn’t have the time to count the days—no, weeks—it had been since I truly rested in peace. I felt my mind scattering to the four corners of the globe, as if it still had things to accomplish while I was asleep. As if only my body rested, but my soul and mind continued on its journey during whatever fitful slumber I might have. But something kept churning at the back of my mind. Something kept gnawing at me, like a rabid animal that wouldn’t let go of my ankle. I rolled over and let my eyes drift open. I stared at the pristine bathroom as the question tumbled through my mind.

      How many people have kept my parent’s death a secret?

      Because the answer to that question could be our undoing if we didn’t formulate this plan right.
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      I never understood why my father wanted such a massive place to call home.

      As I stared out one of the many bullet-proof windows of his sprawling mansion, I gazed upon the impeccably-tailored front yard. The lawnmower lines all filtered in the directions they needed to. The diagonal zigzag pattern appealed to any eye that might whiz down the open backroads of the area just outside of the city.

      I’d spent my childhood in this place, running down these hallways and almost knocking the very expensive paintings off the walls with my shenanigans. I’d been trained inside these walls. Read my rights inside these walls. Slapped around and wrestled to the ground and debriefed inside these walls.

      And yet, as I stood there trying to pull answers out of my father, I felt like a stranger in this place.

      I felt like another one of my father’s pawns.

      “I’m not done talking to you, son.”

      I sighed. “What now, Pa?”

      “I know you don’t like what I have to say, especially when it concerns your business—”

      I whipped around. “Because it’s my business. Just like you don’t enjoy me prying into yours.”

      He pointed at me. “I sat in your seat not too long ago, son. You better remember exactly who it is you’re speaking with. I built the empire you now run. Never forget that.”

      “Actually, it was Papa who—”

      He glared at me. “You need to throw her out. She’s a liability to everything we’ve built.”

      “She’s also my wife. What do you suggest I do about that? There’s honor in this family.”

      He shook his head. “There’s no honor in hers.”

      “Pava is her uncle.”

      He snickered. “And if my memory serves correct, that still makes him family to the woman you’re entertaining at night.”

      “I’m not entertaining her like you think I am.”

      He chuckled. “Then, you’re even dumber than I thought.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “Choose your next words very carefully.”

      He nodded. “All right, I will. There’s a very good chance that woman is working for Pava. Her uncle, for crying out loud.”

      “He tried to burn her down in my warehouse.”

      His eyes narrowed. “And you know damn good and well what Pava Moretti’s expertise is. He thrives on double-crossing people. Just like he did that woman’s parents.”

      I blinked. “I never told you about Bonnie’s parents.”

      He paused. “So, we finally her name.”

      I took a step toward him. “How did you know about her parents?”

      “Israel, be mindful of—”

      “Answer me,” I bellowed.

      “Who the hell doesn’t know what happened that night in this town?”

      I snickered. “Apparently me. And my wife.”

      My father fell against the plastered wall with a disgruntled release of air. “That night is… memorable for all of us. That woman’s father—her mother—they were good people. Genuinely good people.”

      “Then, why is it so hard to believe she has that goodness within her? That she really is on our side?”

      “Because she wasn’t raised with it, son. She was only a child when her parents died. She was raised by Pava. Never forget that.”

      I shook my head. “She’s not working with him. Those guards tried to kill us both in our sleep. He lured her into that damn warehouse and had her on a fucking cell phone while someone torched the place. She’d be dead if I hadn’t run in to get her. He’s trying to kill her off. Pick us off, one by one. I know that, and I know deep down you know it too.”

      Rage slithered through my veins. The taste for revenge sat on the tip of my tongue, and I didn’t want to let it go to waste. Pava Moretti needed to pay for the sins he had enacted against my family. Even if it was a false family in the first place. Bonnie was under just as much fire as I was myself, and I needed to get my father to see that.

      I needed this family working together. “Don’t you see? He’s trying to get us to destroy ourselves from the inside out.”

      Pa sighed, as if I were some sort of petulant toddler he was tired of dealing with. “No, he’s not.”

      “Then, what do you think he’s doing?”

      His brooding brown eyes held mine. “I think he’s playing a psychological game to destroy you from the inside out.”

      I hated that I didn’t have an argument against his point. I mean, I hated it whenever my father was in the right, in general. But, I really didn’t like the fact that he had the upper-hand on this topic when I was trying to resolve it in the first place. For a brief moment, I lost myself in my frustrations. I felt my mind gravitating back to the one thing I feared more than losing my own life. And that was disappointing Bonnie. I feared that I wouldn’t be able to see through on the promise I made, however silent it might have been. I feared that Pava would go unpunished for his actions against a harmless little girl just to obtain some family empire. However, It wasn’t until my father cupped my cheeks that I focused back on him.

      “You’re my son, Israel. My first-born. And I’ll do anything it takes to protect you. But until I know for certain Brianna or Bonnie or whatever the hell her name is really isn’t working with her uncle, she’s a threat to me. And nothing more.”

      I backed away from his grasp. “Then, I’m a threat to you. And nothing more.”

      My father’s brow stitched together in great confusion, and I couldn’t blame him. This was a confusing time for everyone because we were playing with dominoes that had already fallen in a direction we didn’t need them to be falling in the first place. We were all scrambling to put the pieces back together in the order we all wanted them to be in, and that was where the issue sat. Because we all wanted those pieces put back in a different fashion. Still, I turned my back on my father and scooped my things into my arms. I knew he didn’t agree with me, and I knew we’d always butt heads on this. But my wife wasn’t working with that slimy snake of a man. I had seen her reaction when my private investigator had revealed what he found. No one could fake emotions like that. No one was that good. Not even professional actors and actresses.

      No. Bonnie wasn’t working with her uncle. She was on my side. At least that’s what she claimed, but it in the very backs of my mind, I couldn’t shake that small bit of doubt.

      Which was exactly why she and I planned her lunch outing with her cousin together.

      “I really hope you’re right, son,” Pa called after me.

      I opened the front door to his estate. “Trust me, Pa. I am.”

      As I stepped out into the stormy weather, I wrapped my coat around my shoulders. I needed to get back to Bonnie because I didn’t want her to be alone for too long. I knew she had a lunch date with her cousin, and I was anxious to know how it went.

      I also wanted to get home and make sure she was safe.

      “Where to, sir?” my driver asked as he opened the door to the town car.

      “Home. I’m ready to head home.”

      I slid into the backseat and didn’t give my father’s place a second glance. I knew he was just cautious. And at one point in time, I had sat in his shoes. But Bonnie had done more than enough to convince me of what side she sat on. I mean, even before all of this shit came out—even before she was Bonnie to me—I had hope for us. I had hope we could carve out a good life together.

      I had hope we could cast aside our differences and make this marriage work.

      I wasn’t ready to give up on that yet.

      I thought about the conversation with my father all the way home. It had validity, sure. But for once, I wasn’t on his side. He had been there when we had seen Bonnie for the first time, for crying out loud. And he hadn’t picked up on the double-cross either. Pava Moretti had really done a number on this family, that much was for certain.

      He wouldn't win, though.

      Not on my watch.

      “We’re here, sir,” my driver said, stopping the car.

      I opened the door. “Take the day off. I’m not going anywhere else today.”

      “Are you sure, sir?”

      I paused, staring up at the facade of the building. “Wait an hour, then head home if I don’t come back down.”

      “Of course, sir.”

      There was something off about my windows. As I gazed up towards the top of the building, one of the windows wasn’t as shiny as the other. It seemed odd, especially since I saw the suspension system of the window-washer.

      Did he miss a window?

      I made my way into the building and headed straight for the elevator. Something in the pit of my stomach told me to stay on high alert, so I hyper-focused on everything around me. The smell of the elevator. The feel of the button as I pressed it. The way the elevator lurched to life, lifting me towards my penthouse.

      But when the doors opened into my living room, I saw why that one window didn’t look as shiny as all the others.

      It was covered in food.

      The hairs on the nape of my neck stood on end. I pressed the emergency stop button in the elevator, keeping the doors from closing and giving off the fact that I was home. My eyes followed the trail of food through the living room. My white furniture was covered in it, and one of my glass-blown vases had crashed to the floor.

      Someone had been here.

      No. Someone was still here.

      I placed my other hand on the butt of my gun and slid it out from its holster as I followed the food trail down the hallway, slowly heading towards the kitchen. Evidence of trespassers were all around me. A crooked picture in the hallway. Food stained my freshly-cleaned hardwood floors. I smelled Bonnie’s perfume as I stalked toward the opening for the kitchen, and every single part of me went on guard.

      No one hurt my wife in my own fucking house.

      “Give me what I want,” a gruff voice said.

      Bonnie’s voice quivered. “I don’t care what you want. You’re not getting it.”

      “You’ll give it, or you’ll die.”

      “Make sure you cover your tracks, then. Because my husband will—”

      I growled. “Put you down in a dog’s fight.”

      I rushed the massive man that had Bonnie had backed into a corner. Why I didn’t draw my gun, I wasn’t sure. I had it right there on my hip. All I knew was that I wanted to feel my grip around the neck of the man who dared to enter my home and defile what was in it. Bloodlust filled me as I lunged at the man. I didn’t know how badly Bonnie had been injured, or if she was injured at all. But the trembling of her voice told me everything I needed to know.

      Which gave me direction on just how badly I wanted to beat this man into oblivion.

      The man whipped around on me and pointed my own fucking kitchen knife at my throat. I grabbed his wrist, pulled him close to me, and felt that blade press against my neck.

      Then, I quickly withdrew my gun and pressed it to his gut. “Wanna see who moves quicker?”

      I peered over the man’s shoulder, and what I saw enraged me. My wife, without any pants on, and her lip was split. Her eye looked swollen. And the fear in her eyes made my blood boil. This man had touched my wife, the woman who had given herself over to me. And if he was the one that had taken her fucking pants off, I’d dismember him in my own fucking kitchen.

      Until he bled out on my floor.

      “He didn’t,” she whispered.

      My eyes moved back to him. “Then, I guess your death will be quick.”

      I felt him move the blade, and I ducked. I felt the sharp metal rake against my face, taking with it some of my freshly-trimmed beard. I watched the hair fall to the floor as his knee knocked my gun out of my hand, but that didn’t stop my fist from slamming directly into his stomach. He doubled over, the knife falling out of his grasp. I brought my knee into his nose and felt it crunch.

      He wrapped his arms wrap around my legs.

      “Israel!”

      Bonnie’s yelp pulled me from my trance as the man hoisted me over his shoulders. He growled, barreling me against the kitchen wall. There, I slid from his hold until my feet found purchase as my wife scrambled for the gun. She picked it up with her shaking hands and held it up to the man’s back. But the last thing she needed to be doing in her state was taking someone’s life.

      So, I pushed the man out into the hallway. “You're mine now.”

      The man grinned. “Bring it on. I’d love to kill you both.”

      Punches were thrown and blood was splattered against my white walls as I took the man to the ground. We wrestled while Bonnie cried in the kitchen, and all I wanted was to get back to her. All I wanted was to scoop her into my arms and place her in a relaxing bath. We rolled all the way out into the living room before I finally scrambled back to my feet. I felt a pinching pain in the small of my back before my face connected with the hardwood floor, and that massive brute stood over me.

      Except when I flipped over, I punched directly upward crippling the man to his knees.

      “Holy fuck,” he gasped.

      I wiggled my way from beneath him and stood, hovering over his crouched body. “You let Pava Moretti know that no one will lay a hand on my wife. She’s mine now. And every man he sends to try and hurt her will see himself and his entire family slaughtered in the process.”

      Then, I brought my elbow into the back of the man’s neck and knocked him out.

      “Bonnie,” I roared.

      She sobbed.

      I took off back down the hallway. “Bonnie. Hey. It’s okay. You’re safe. I’ve got you.”

      With the gun in her hands, she sobbed into her palms.

      I slid the gun out of her grasp and holstered it back before scooping her into my arms. I walked over to the pantry and opened it up, plucking the phone from its receiver. And after scheduling yet another clean-up for the day, I walked us upstairs.

      Putting us behind locked doors until everything was bleached was the best bet.

      “Bonnie, take some breaths. I need you to talk to me.”

      I sat on the edge of the bed with her in my lap before I gripped her chin. I raised her gaze to mine, and the sight of her swollen eye infuriated me. I ran my thumb along her lower lip, watching her wince as I brushed across the split. Then, with a kiss to her forehead, I picked her up again.

      But not before grunting in pain.

      “Israel, what's wrong?” she asked.

      I walked us into the bathroom. “Nothing a nice, hot bath can’t fix.”

      “You’re hurt.”

      “I know. It’s just a—”

      “No, you’ve got blood on the back of your shirt.”

      I settled her down on the bathroom counter before turning around. And sure enough, there was a slow trickle of blood bleeding through the back of my shirt. I stripped myself of my clothes and took a look at the puncture wound. Fucking hell, I’d need a damned doctor to get it stitched up.

      “My God,” she breathed. “When will my uncle stop?”

      I faced her. “We’ll get through this. You and me.”

      Then, a knock came at my bedroom door.

      “What?” I roared.

      “Message.”

      I heard the maid’s voice through the door, and I looked at Bonnie. “I’ll be right back.”

      “Who is it?” she asked, her voice breathless and her body still exposed.

      “Just stay there.”

      I walked to our bedroom door and threw it open, looking at the small, stout lady who stood there. Her hazel eyes contrasted her olive skin and the downturn of her lips told me she wasn’t happy with the situation she just walked into. She wasn’t the only one, though. I made a mental note to leave her a larger tip for having to come around in the middle of the day, but I needed her to get to doing her damn job. I needed this place cleaned up just in case someone heard the ruckus and decided to ask for a welfare check up here.

      Because while I had paid off the owner of this complex to keep his mouth shut, it wasn’t as if I’d paid off the individual tenants living beneath me.

      My eye twitched. “What is it?”

      Her eyes raked down my body. “You need a doctor.”

      “Yes, I know.”

      “I’ll call the doctor.”

      I nodded then thought again. “Not yet. What’s the message?”

      The maid tipped her head to the side and gave him a frank, disapproving look. “Didn’t take much for him to talk.”

      “And?”

      She paused. “Pava has a hit out on her.”

      I closed the door and I turned to look back at Bonnie

      Rage lit her eyes.

      Guess that isn’t something that came up at lunch.
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      I pressed a warm washcloth against Israel’s skin and he winced. It seemed that every time I touched him with anything nowadays, he winced. But, even more so now that he had stitches and some light bruising from the altercation in the kitchen earlier.

      It already seemed like lightyears away. Like the intruder that had burst into this place happened days ago, or something. One sin was blurring into another, obscuring the passing of minutes and hours that clocked the days since I had turned my back on my own family. I didn’t know which way was up any longer. I didn’t know who to trust and who to rely on. What I did know, however, was this:

      Hell raining down on us wouldn’t stop until either side was dead.

      “Argh. Fuck, Bonnie. Come on,” Israel hissed.

      I glared at him. “Hold. Still.”

      “It hurts.”

      “Of course, it hurts. It’s stitches. Now, stop moving.”

      I pierced his skin with the sterilized needle and he jumped again, forcing me to start over. I chewed on the inside of my cheek and let out a hefty sigh, trying my best not to get frustrated with him. I mean, he had saved my life and all, and I wanted to respect him for that. But, this was getting a bit ridiculous. Even I tolerated pain better than he did, it seemed.

      “Damn it,” he grumbled.

      “Seriously, Israel, do I need to call the doctor again? He’ll have a numbing solution for you, I’m sure. And I’ll douse you in it if it’ll keep you fucking still.”

      He scoffed “I don’t want anyone in this house right now except you and me. Which by the way, we need to talk, so tuck in that attitude of yours.”

      I stuck his back again. “Yeah, I’m sure we do.”

      He ripped away from me. “Ah!”

      I reached for him. “Damn it, Israel. Suck it up for a second and—”

      He peered over his shoulder at me. “Now, you’re doing it on purpose.”

      “Well, if you would stop moving, it wouldn't hurt as much.”

      “And if you want to survive this, I suggest you stop hurting me intentionally. Might give me the wrong idea.”

      I snickered. “It’s your fault if you think I’m not on your side in all of this. I’ve abandoned the only family I’ve ever known because they’re trying to kill me right now.”

      “Doesn’t mean you won’t try to kill me once they stop.”

      I stood up. “Yep. I’m calling you a doctor.”

      He sighed. “Wait.”

      I paused, still holding the needle in my hand. “What?”

      He grunted as he shifted. “I’ll hold still. Just—just listen to me while you work. All right?”

      I peeked over my shoulder. “You’ll hold very still?”

      “As still as a weed in the dead of night.”

      I blinked. “Fine.”

      I made my way back to his side and knelt back down. With the needle firmly in my hands and his knees firmly planted into the hardwood flooring, he gripped the edges of the couch while I sewed the small puncture wound in his back. He was good at not moving, though his sweating had me a bit on edge.

      “Are you sure you don’t need—”

      “Just. Finish,” he growled.

      After tying off the last stitch, I surveyed my work. Not a bad job for only having done it four other times in my life. But I still wanted him to see a doctor in a few days if the stitches gave him trouble. I wiped across my work of art with an alcohol swab, and he hissed in pain. Just as he promised, though, he didn’t move.

      So, I reached for the massive band-aid. “All right. I’m going to cover the stitches. I’ll need to go out and get—”

      “I’ll get what we need so I can shower and stuff. Just finish what you’re doing so we can talk.”

      I shrugged. “Okay.”

      And after smoothing the band-aid over his skin, the two of us sat on the couch.

      “Bonnie, I want you to survive this. That’s what I need you to know,” he said.

      I nodded. “I know.”

      “But someone just came into our home and cornered you in the kitchen. And you were unable to defend yourself.”

      “If I had a gun or something—”

      He snickered. “I’m not giving you anything like that.”

      “Why? Because you’re scared I’ll kill you in the middle of the night?”

      His eyes met mine. “For starters? Yes.”

      “Some marriage we’ve got, huh?”

      He grinned, but I didn’t follow suit. Mostly, because I didn’t think it was funny. I didn’t want our marriage to be like this. I didn’t want things to be this way. I wanted us to love one another and respect one another and fight on the same team. Not fight against each other. But, apparently, Israel thought this was cute.

      And I wanted to punch him in the throat for it.

      His grin fell away from his face. “Anyway, I want you to survive this. But I also want to make sure you’re not going to turn on me. I can assume you’re intelligent enough to understand why I would feel this way.”

      I nodded curtly. “Yep.”

      “I want you to check in with me every hour on the hour.”

      I blinked, not sure I heard him right. “I’m sorry, what?”

      “I need to know when you're okay and when you're not. Today we got lucky. Had I come in even moments later, I would’ve found your dead body. We need something at close intervals to trigger when I should come home, and when I’m okay to stay out. This is the only way we’re going to achieve this.”

      Is he kidding right now? “A text can be easily faked.”

      “Which is why you’re going to call.”

      If he really thought I’d do this, he was as crazy as I assumed. “Let me get this straight. You want me blowing up your phone every hour on the hour when you’re not around, which is always, by the way. You’re gone before I get up and not back until after I go to sleep. Am I supposed to run on your hours now?”

      “Bonnie, that isn’t—”

      “Am I supposed to set my alarm clock for every hour in the middle of the night?”

      “You’re taking this a bit too—”

      I shrugged. “This was your idea. Are you going to come barging in at seven in the morning because I didn’t get up to call you?”

      He stood to his feet quickly. “Enough!”

      I jumped at the intensity of his voice and knew better than to say anything. So, I waited for him to continue.

      “Enough.”

      I sighed. “This isn’t feasible.”

      He bent forward, gripping my chin with his fingers. “Are you listening?”

      I didn’t hesitate. “Yes.”

      “Good. You’re going to get up at nine—every morning. And from nine in the morning until ten o’clock at night, you’ll check in with me. Every hour on the hour. I want to know who you’re with, what you’re doing, and when you’ll be done doing it.”

      “And if I don’t agree?”

      He patted my cheek. “I’ll have your phone traced every second of every day. Your choice.”

      I wanted to claw his eyes out. How dare he treat me like some common prisoner when I’d shown him nothing but loyalty and grace? Did this man really still believe I was going to slit his throat in the middle of the night? Or poison him with some sort of drink? It made me wonder if he could ever feel for me the way I knew I felt for him. It made me wonder if I’d ever win his trust, or build a strong relationship with him, or even get a glimpse into what it might be like for him to love me.

      Maybe he’ll kill you once this is all over anyway. “How do I know you won’t kill me in my sleep?”

      He grinned. “You don’t.”

      Cheeky little asshole. “Are you going to check in with me every hour on the hour?”

      “If you call, yes.”

      I tilted my head. “So, you’re going to tell me who you’re with and what you’re doing just like I’m going to?”

      “No. I’m not.”

      I snickered. “Then, I get to hack your phone, too.”

      “Not how this works.”

      I stood, pinning him with a glare. “That’s exactly how this works. I’m in this with you, Israel. I’m betraying everyone and everything I’ve ever known, and not just to save my own hide. But yours as well. You can trust me. I’m not going to—”

      He shot up from the couch. “Says the woman who married me under a false name with a false identity, and never told me about any of it until she was backed into her own little corner.”

      He has a point. “What can I do to prove to you that I’m really on your side in all of this?”

      “You can do as I’m telling you to do or you can get out. Those are your only options right now.”

      I didn’t like how overbearing he’d become. I didn’t like the controlling monster he’d turned into. But I saw it in his eyes. I saw how strung out this entire situation had made him. I saw the stress washing over his body and the anger fleeting behind his eyes and the frustration in his balled-up fists. And the longer I stared at him, the more that tough facade melted.

      Until his hands gripped my shoulders, and his stare held my gaze. “Just do this for me, Bonnie. Please.”

      And in my wildest dreams, I never thought I’d ever hear the great Israel Rossi say the word ‘please.’ Except sarcastically, perhaps.

      “Okay.”

      He sighed. “Thank you.”

      “Under one condition.”

      He rolled his eyes. “What?”

      I closed the gap between us. “You’re going to run the same schedule with me. No more being gone by the time I get up and coming back after I go to sleep. If I’m going to run this schedule, so will you. And we’ll at least enjoy coffees and dinners together. Okay?”

      His eyes danced between mine. “Is that what you want?”

      “More than anything.”

      He kissed my forehead. “Then you’ll get it.”

      “Is it always this easy to negotiate with you?”

      “Don’t push it.”

      “I’m just saying, if I proposed an alternative to this situation that didn’t inconvenience us so much, would you at least listen to it?”

      “You’re not going to let this go, are you?”

      “Probably not.”

      He eased himself back down onto the couch. “Fine. Let me have it.”

      I knelt in front of him and took his hands within my own. “I’m more than willing to stay under this roof for most of the time if you put more guards around this place. The two downstairs aren’t going to work. For all we know, they didn’t even know what was going on up here. We need more guards downstairs and all around this place.”

      Israel nodded. “Done. And trust me, I intend on interrogating those guards downstairs to make sure they weren’t in on this.”

      I grinned. “Well, go easy on them. Two men can only do so much, no matter how heavily they’re armed.”

      His eyebrows ticked. “I take it you have another request?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Quit the act, Israel. I know that behind all of this anger and frustration, you’re worried about me. And I’m worried about you. So, instead of taxing our phones and having to keep track of time constantly, why don’t I just accompany you whenever you leave?”

      He blinked. “I have to work.”

      “And I’ll come with you. I can sit in the waiting rooms, or help some of your workers with things.”

      “You’re not coming to work with me.”

      I snickered. “Fine. Okay. How about this, then? More guards downstairs, I come with you whenever you leave, and in exchange for going along with this particular plan, you get to have me every night.”

      His eyes darkened. “Say that again.”

      I kissed his hands. “As a prize for taking me along whenever you leave so we can both keep track of one another, you can have me every night. Any way you wish.”

      His hands slipped out of mine, and he crooked his finger beneath my chin. He raised my eyes to his level as a wild grin spread across his face.

      My toes curled, and my gut clenched. I wanted nothing more than to kiss that grin right off his face.

      “If we do it this way,” I said carefully, “you can see first-hand what I’ve got planned for this turf war. We can work together, in real-time, to make sure we come out of this on top.”

      When he spoke, his voice commanded my attention with all of its huskiness and strength I admired so much in him. “I’ll be on top, all right. I always come out on top, no matter what I’m doing.”

      I smiled. “I take it you accept my counter-offer?”

      “Without a shadow of a doubt.”

      I raised myself up to kiss him, but he turned his head. And instead of my lips falling against his own, they fell against his stubbled cheek.

      Hurt filled my stomach, and I wondered why he still didn’t want to kiss me. I had just offered my body to him every night, all night, for the chance to be closer to him and to spend more time with him. Yet, he still didn’t want to kiss me?

      It twisted my heart.

      There’s still time. You can fix this.

      Did Israel want to fix this? Because in all of the years I’d spent watching my uncle and my aunt break and mend their marriage, I learned one thing throughout all of it: Both parties had to be willing to fix things.

      “I’ve got some phone calls I have to make,” he said, pulling away. “I’ll be in my office.”

      He stood from the couch and stepped around me like I was nothing more than furniture.

      “Sounds good,” I said softly, confused.

      “You should make yourself a nice, long bath. And if you’re still in it once I’m done, I’ll come join you.”

      I whispered. “Will you really, though?”

      “What was that?”

      I thought quickly as I stood. “I said, ‘I really should, though.’”

      He nodded. “I’ll come find you once I’m done.”

      I watched him walk down the hallway and back into the kitchen. Heading, well, wherever the fuck it was that he wanted to work. I turned myself toward the stairs and tried to ignore the pounding in my head. Mostly, because I wasn’t sure if the pounding was from the fear of everything, the excitement of my deal with Israel, or the nervousness that he might actually kill me in the end.

      “Come on, Bonnie,” I murmured. “You can do this.”

      And as I moved towards the stairs, I heard Israel’s voice wafting down the hallway, already distracting himself with something else.
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      I heard the whirring of the elevator and strode from the kitchen. I’d been trying for the past few days to work as much as I could from my penthouse so I wouldn’t have to take Bonnie with me anywhere. And, despite our deal, I hadn’t yet done anything with her in the evenings.

      I couldn't bring myself to do it. That woman made me weak. She made me feel as if she had my balls in a vice grip, and I didn’t need that kind of distraction in my life. Not while our lives were on the line.

      But a visit from my brother was much overdue. I greeted him the moment the doors opened. “Giovanni.”

      “Israel,” he greeted, catching me in a bear hug.

      I clapped him on the back, glad to see him. I grunted as his hand came down against my stitches and the extensive bruising that had resulted because of them. Still, it didn’t stop me from hugging the life out of my younger brother.

      I mean, I hadn’t seen him since the wedding.

      He cupped the back of my head. “How are you, brother?”

      I sighed. “Could be better. But what is our world without someone trying to kill us?”

      “You speak the truth, Iz.”

      “It’s good to have you here, Gee.” I released him. “How long are you staying?”

      Bonnie’s voice piped up behind me. “Giovanni, I didn’t know you were coming.”

      My brother shot me a look. “You didn’t tell her?”

      I snickered. “Do you tell your girlfriends anything?”

      He whispered. “She’s your wife.”

      I shook my head. “She married me under a false name. That nullifies our marriage agreement.”

      Bonnie cleared her throat. “You know I can still hear you two, right?”

      Giovanni held his arms out for her. “Come give your kind of brother-in-law a hug.”

      I chuckled, but Bonnie didn’t move. And I didn’t like that. I didn’t like the fact that this woman—who was practically a stranger in my home—wasn’t playing the part she needed to be playing.

      You’ve got one chance, Bonnie. “Come on. Give him a hug.”

      Her eyes slowly slipped over to me. “I’ll hug him when I’m ready.”

      Giovanni looked over at me. “Well. Anyway. I’ll show myself to a room.”

      As Giovanni picked up his things, I set my sights on Bonnie. She sure as hell wasn’t ever going to be rude to a guest like that in my home ever, ever again. And if she had to learn that lesson the hard way, then so be it. Giovanni was family. That man was my brother. He had always been there for me whenever I needed him, which had been many times. Especially growing up in the kind of household we did. He was welcome here anytime, and no woman that lived with me would ever turn a cold shoulder to him. Oh no, I’d see to it myself that Bonnie’s attitude changed, and quickly.

      Otherwise, I’d toss her out into the street until she decided to drop the disrespect.
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      I knew Israel was going to be upset with me, but he could kick rocks. I had never liked his brother, not from the moment I laid eyes on him.

      You know how, sometimes, you can just look at someone and see the sliminess dripping off them? That was Giovanni, and the number of ass pats I got from him at my own wedding while Israel had his back turned to me made me sick to my stomach. Granted, it was my fault for not telling Israel any of this was going on. But, at the time? I was just trying to keep my head above water.

      But, as Giovanni left to go get settled into his room, I felt Israel staring at me. Stalking me out, like a hunter following a blood trail to the victim of its bullet. So, I stilled the roaring seas of my stomach and looked him straight in the eyes. Because the last thing I needed to be doing right now was showing weakness.

      Israel ground his teeth together. “So. Not a fan, I take it?”

      I clicked my tongue. “No, I don’t like him. Never have.”

      “Sounds like a personal problem. And one you need to fix quickly.”

      “Well, I don’t appreciate you bringing someone into our space when—”

      Israel lunged at me. “This isn’t our space, Bonnie. It’s mine. And I’m letting you dwell in it until further notice. That man is my brother. He’s family. And you will treat him as such.”

      I stared him down, refusing to buckle beneath his gaze. “I’m your family.”

      “You’re a woman I married under false pretenses. And for the sake of argument, we aren’t even legally married. So, you don’t take—”

      I stomached my anger. “Watch your words very carefully, Israel Rossi. Because let me tell you, that man flirted with me the entire time we were at our—”

      His back stiffened. “I’m done with this conversation. He’s staying with us for a few days at my request. Either make him feel welcome or go back to your uncle and take your chances there. Those are your only two choices.”

      I wanted to slap him. I wanted to slap him so hard it screwed his head back on straight. No one’s words had ever hurt so much before. But there was nothing I could do about it. I balled my fists up and swallowed my pride long enough to nod.

      Israel raked his gaze down my body, then spun and marched out of the room.

      Only to be replaced very quickly by his slimy, snake-like brother. “Lover’s quarrels are hard.”

      I licked my lips. “I’m sorry for my attitude when you first arrived. It’s been a trying few days. I’m glad you’re here, though, for Israel’s sake. I know he’s been very wound up lately.”

      “And I take it you’re not helping him wind down?”

      I drew in a sobering breath. “That isn’t any of your concern.”

      He took a step toward me. “Just trying to figure out how much I need to help my brother. And, possibly, if I can help you in the process.”

      His hand reached out for me, but I leaned back. I knew when I was being hit on, but at least he wasn’t patting my ass like he did at the wedding. But, with every step I took back, he followed me. With every foot I placed behind me, he placed a foot in front of himself, keeping in step with me as if he meant to back me into some sort of corner. I’d had enough with corners, though. No one would ever back me into another one ever again. Not if I could help it.

      Giovanni kept reaching out for me, though. He kept trying to touch me, and I’d break his damn fingers before he got the chance.

      I glared at him. “You can help me by keeping your hands--and those comments--to yourself.”

      “Oh, come on. I’m just playing around with you. It’s not like you two are married or anything.”

      I’m going to kill him. “I’m only going to say this once, so listen up. Just because Israel and I aren’t legally married right now doesn’t mean I’m suddenly on the prowl for someone else. I love him. I love your brother. And I only have eyes for him.”

      His eyes widened a bit. “Wow. That’s—that’s really sweet. It’s hard to love a Rossi. Our mother found that out the hard way.”

      Is he being sarcastic? “And I have no intention of ever straying, or ever betraying him, or ever doing anything to hurt him.”

      “I mean, except marrying him as your cousin and going along with your uncle’s plan and generally keeping him in the dark until you couldn’t any longer. Right?”

      Guilt filled my soul. “Right.”

      He closed the distance between us, his eyes rife with darkness. “Look, Bonnie. You and I both know that Israel’s never going to attach himself to you, or anyone, for that matter. He views love as something that makes a man weak. He views marriage as something that chops the balls off. He’s never going to bow to what you wish of him.”

      I took a step back. “Get away from me.”

      He took a step forward, looming over me as desire filled his eyes. “Look, all I’m saying is that I’m here to help my brother. He’s in a time of crisis right now. But if you need some stress relief, too…” He went to tuck a strand of hair behind my ear.

      I smacked his hand away and started to leave. “We’re done with this conversation. You stay away from me, or I’m going to—”

      He stepped in my way. “Tell Israel? Try that. See how it goes.”

      I gnashed my teeth at him. “Get out of my way.”

      He grinned. “Be a little faster next time.”

      Everywhere I stepped, he followed. He blocked me from escaping him, and I’d had enough. I didn’t know what the fuck this man’s plan was, but it sure as hell wasn’t going to work. After placing my hands against his chest to shove him away, I finally got out of the corner he backed me into.

      He grabbed my arm and twirled me around.

      “Let go of me!” I exclaimed, blood thundering through my ears.

      He pulled me toward him. “Listen, Bonnie. I tried to tell you at the wedding, but you’re much too good to be standing beside my brother. He’s not going to love you. Ever. He’s not going to give you what you seek. He’s not capable of it. He’s a sociopath, just like our father. But if you’d like me to try—”

      I yanked myself away from him. “You’re a slimy snake, just like my uncle. And I’d rather die before considering a chance with you. I know what you’re doing. I know what you’re trying to do, anyway, because you certainly won’t succeed. You’re trying to get me to cheat on Israel so you can go to him and give him an excuse to toss me out. But it’s not going to work. Your little plan isn’t going to work because my heart belongs to your brother. To Israel. Even if he’ll never love me.”

      His head tilted off to the side. “You were never loyal to this family. You started your legacy in this family on a lie. And now that I’m here, I’m going to show my brother once and for all of what my father tried to convince him of a few days ago when they had dinner.”

      And there it is. “You want to run that by me one more time? Just so we’re clear?”

      He grinned. “You can act as tough as you want. But, I know you didn’t know that. You’re not that smart, Bonnie. Not by a longshot. The man you love and our father had lunch the other day, and our father tried to convince Israel that you’re nothing but a backstabbing bitch. But when Dad can’t get through to people? He calls me. That’s why I’m here. Your rein in Israel’s life is over, Moretti. And I intend to make sure my brother understands that, too.”

      I lunged for him. “You’re the one that isn’t loyal. You’d rather slaughter your brother’s home and who he’s got in it than actually give a damn about how he feels. He and I are building something together. Yes, we’ve had some hiccups along the way—”

      He snickered. “More like volcanic valleys.”

      “But I won’t let you ruin what’s forming between us. I won’t let you come into our home—”

      “His home.”

      “—and destroy us further when my own damn family is trying to kill us both.”

      He chuckled. “This is going to be much easier than I thought, beautiful.”

      I hissed at him. “Don’t you call me that.”

      Israel’s voice barreled down the hallway behind me. “What’s going on in there? You guys all right?”

      I sighed. “Yes, handsome. Everything’s fine!”

      I saw Giovanni peer over my shoulder before he reached for me. I backed up, trying to get away from him. But he quickly backed me into a wall. I felt his knee press between my leg and my hands planted against his chest. I tried to shove him away, but damn it, the man had himself firmly planted in front of me. “Get off me.”

      His lips fell to my ear. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

      I shoved his face away. “Get off—Isr—”

      His voice boomed beside us. “What the fuck is this?”

      I shoved Giovanni away.

      He grabbed my wrist, dragging me along with him. He stumbled back against the chair, and I fell against his body, to which he caught me in his arms. He wrapped himself around me as I struggled to get free while Israel’s anger mounted. I felt it growing in the room, like a balloon being filled with hot air. I watched Giovanni’s disgusting smile spread across his lips as I struggled against him, but when I managed to steal a glimpse at Israel, he looked furious.

      He doesn’t really think this is consensual, does he?

      I pushed against his brother. “This isn’t what it looks—”

      Giovanni chuckled. “And here I thought we’d have a bit more time, butterfly.”

      I slammed my fists against his chest. “Let me go!”

      He held up his hands. “Not what you were insisting on a few minutes ago.”

      I whipped around to face Israel. “The man’s lying. He’s come here to—”

      He held his hand up to me, stopping my words in their tracks. I’d never seen the kind of rage I witnessed in Israel’s face. And at that moment, I knew for certain he was going to kill me.

      “Gee? Get settled in. I’m having dinner brought to us tonight.”

      “Israel, please,” I whispered.

      Giovanni walked by his brother and whispered something I couldn't hear.

      I glared at the man before he winked at me over his own brother’s shoulder. Then, he walked down the hallway with his suitcase.

      Israel’s hand slowly lowered.

      I wanted nothing more than to rattle off what really happened. But I knew better than to speak.

      “Upstairs,” he said quietly.

      “Israel, I—”

      “I want you upstairs until dinner.”

      I balked. “Are you kidding me? Your brother trapped me in a corner.”

      “Now, woman.”

      I stepped toward him. “No.”

      His face turned red. “Excuse me?”

      “I said, no. I’m not going anywhere until we talk. Your brother has come into your home—”

      “So, it’s my brother’s fault that you wanted him so close?”

      “What? No. I tried to get away, and he kept blocking me from moving. He pinned me down. That’s what happened. You—you saw it.”

      “Didn’t seem like you were trying so hard to get away from him when I walked in.”

      How could he not have seen what had just happened? “That’s what he—he wants you to think. He just told me that—”

      Israel waved his hand in the air. “I’m too tired to deal with this.”

      “Please.”

      “Get away from me.”

      “You have to listen to me.”

      “I don’t have to do a damn thing you ask me to. Now, get yourself upstairs. I’ll call you when it’s time for dinner.”

      I didn’t listen to him, though. Instead, I pursued him down the hallway. I followed him into the kitchen, forcing him to listen to what I had to say. Because I wasn’t going to let some slimy little snake use his family ties in order to rip us apart. I wouldn't let that happen. Giovanni was a disgusting excuse for a human being. He’d flirted with me at our wedding, and now he was in our own home doing the same damn thing.

      I wasn’t sure if Israel was even listening, though.

      I wasn't sure of anything anymore.
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      I sat on the edge of the bed and stared out the window. I never thought I’d grow tired of seeing the Chicago skyline sprawled out before me, but it happened. I was tired of staring out those windows. I was tired of keeping the bed beside Israel warm without him ever touching me, or even going to bed when I slipped in myself.

      I felt like I was living alone in some ivory prison where nothing but tortures unseen beat down against me. I had plans to stay up here this entire time, if that’s what it took to get Giovanni off my back. If I needed to lock myself away until that slimy asshole left, then so be it. But, I needed to speak with Israel, and it needed to happen quickly.

      Because the compromising position he caught me in with Giovanni earlier still hadn’t been resolved.

      Israel’s voice echoed down the hallway. “Bonnie!”

      I sighed, my head falling back. “Yes, Israel!?”

      “Dinner’s here. Come on down.”

      Not a chance. “I’ll be down there in a second.”

      “I said, dinner’s—”

      I shot up from the bed and poked my head out the door. “I’m either down there in a second, or I’m not at all. Take your pick.”

      The second I heard his footsteps coming up the stairs, I grinned. I knew that would get him up here, and I needed him away from that slimy little brother of his. Now that cooler heads had prevailed—especially after hearing him and Giovanni laugh their asses off downstairs for the past three hours—we needed to talk. And the last thing I needed was his brother listening in on things. There weren’t many things that were sacred to men like Israel’s brother. But, the sanctity of a bedroom was rarely violated. And if kicking up an attitude got Israel up here, then I knew it was necessary.

      Because this bedroom was the only safe place we had right now.

      Giovanni’s voice wafted up the stairs. “Everything okay, Iz?”

      I wanted to grab Israel’s bedside gun as his footsteps padded down the hallway.

      “Yep,” Israel said. “Just fine. Bonnie and I will be down in a second.”

      “Anything I can do? Maybe I can talk some sense into her,” Giovanni said.

      I marched to the door and swung it open, yelling down the hallway. “You aren’t stepping anywhere near this bedroom. Understood?”

      Israel glared at me. “Bathroom. Now.”

      I heard Giovanni chuckle. “Whatever you guys need. Just thought I’d help, is all.”

      I felt my heart rate already skyrocketing. “What I need is for you to stop trying to get me to cheat on my husband.”

      Israel bent over, pressing his lips to my ear. “We’re not technically married, so cut the act.”

      As I peered around his body, glancing down the hallway, I watched as Giovanni grinned at me from the top of the staircase. I felt Israel grab my arm and yank me away from the door as if I were some rag doll he could toss around. But, not before I got the chance to slam the bedroom door right in his brother’s fucking face. I stumbled along behind Israel as he tugged me toward the bathroom, forcing myself to choke back tears as his grip tightened against my skin. He didn’t keep a grip on me for long, though. Because the second he slammed the bathroom door behind us I wrenched away from him and pointed up at his face.

      Keep your cool, Bonnie. “I don’t care how you view us right now, but you will not drag me around like some kept woman. You put your hands on me like that again, and I’m leaving. Understood?”

      He leaned against the wall, crossing his arms. “What do you want?”

      I blinked, feeling my whole body freeze. “What?”

      “You obviously pressed every single button you could have to get me up here. So, talk. What is it you want to say?”

      I paused. “Well, since you’re here, I’d like to talk about the fact that I’ve been up here for four hours—”

      “You could’ve come down at any point in time.”

      “Says the man who told me to come here and stay here.”

      He leveled his eyes with mine. “If we’re going to talk, you’re not going to pick fights with me over semantics. Understood? You and I both know you’re a bull-headed woman that doesn’t listen unless she wants to. That’s why I told you to get up here, because I knew you wanted to get away from the situation.”

      “Don’t act like some sort of God, as if you’re doing me some sort of favor. You know damn good and well--.”

      He growled as he took a step toward me. “If you think for one second you call the shots around here, you’re wrong.”

      I shook my head. “I’m not asking to call shots, Israel. I’m asking you to treat me like a person instead of one of your employees. Because the last time I checked, you didn’t pay me squat.”

      “Nope. Only your uncle did that. Right?”

      I drew in a sobering breath. “I’ve been up here for four hours, and I’m sure you were completely unaware of the fact that Giovanni’s been up here five times now.”

      He blinked. “What?”

      I nodded. “Yeah. Your brother. He’s knocked on the door three times and tried jiggling the knob twice.”

      “That could’ve been anyone.”

      My head fell off to the side. “Has there been anyone else in the penthouse for the past four hours other than the three of us?”

      He blinked again. “Get to your point, Bonnie.”

      “He’s here to try and make me trip up. I know all about the luncheon you had with your father, and what you guys talked about. Giovanni filled me in on it. How your father doesn’t trust me and how he couldn't talk you into not trusting me. Not just yet.”

      He narrowed his eyes. “Giovanni told you this?”

      “Yes. While you were off thinking I was already cheating on you, what he was actually doing was filling me in on why he’s here. He’s here at the behest of your father to try and convince you that I’m no good to stand at your side.”

      “He said that to you.”

      “Yep.”

      He pointed to his chest. “My brother.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      His eye twitched. “Word for word?”

      I paused, wondering how much breadth I actually had in this situation. “Well, those weren’t his exact words.”

      His shadow fell over my body, blocking out the light of the bathroom shining above us. “Then, tell me what his exact words were.”

      I racked my brain for the exact conversation we had, but I came up with nothing. All I had was the summary of the transaction that took place. “Israel, I’m telling you—”

      He turned his back to me. “I should have known.”

      “Known what?”

      He started for the bathroom door. “That you’d try to slander my brother’s name while he’s here.”

      I gawked. “What!?”

      He whipped around on me with a glare so strong it robbed me of the breath in my lungs. “You don’t like the fact that you’re being questioned. You don’t like the fact that your choices have put you in this position, and now you’re trying to manipulate things in your favor.”

      “That sounds insane. Since when have I ever—”

      His voice grew with intensity. “Since the whole of our marriage!”

      I quirked an eyebrow. “I thought you said we weren’t married.”

      I heard Giovanni laughing in the hallway, and my vision dripped with red.

      “Did you hear that? He’s outside, and he can hear every single word we throw around at one another. This is exactly what he wants. Don’t you see that, Israel? He wants us fighting. He wants us at odds. He’s here to make sure he proves to you that your father is right and not your gut.”

      He pointed his finger in my face. “You have no idea what my gut is telling me right now. And you better thank your stars that I’ve got a more rational brain than that nasty uncle of yours.”

      It hit me then and I fell against the bathroom counter in shock. “You really think I’m a monster, don’t you?”

      His face softened. “I don’t think you’re a—”

      I turned my eyes away from him, disgusted with his presence. “You really think, after being nearly killed almost three times now by that man, that I’d actually side with the person that killed my family over you.”

      “It’s not that.”

      My eyes began to water. “Then, tell me what it is, Israel. Because I can’t live my life like this anymore. I can’t live my life trying to woo you and trying to show you how much I care for you when all you’re looking for is—”

      I couldn't continue on with the conversation. It hurt too much. It felt like my heart was exploding and imploding all at the same time. I wanted to sink into a puddle on the floor and leak my way into the sewer system. Because surely, the pipes below us were cleaner than the shit hanging around in this place. It felt like I could hear Giovanni breathing. Hear him wheezing down our necks like some bottom-dwelling mouth-breather. Then, a thought hit me. A thought so grotesque and so weak and so startling that I shocked even myself.

      Maybe I’d have better chances on the streets.

      I felt Israel’s heat against my back. “Look at me, Bonnie.”

      I whispered to myself. “I can’t believe this.”

      I heard the frown against his lips. “I don’t know what to believe right now. Surely, you can understand that.”

      I turned around to face him. “I’m not coming down for dinner.”

      He snickered. “Don’t be stupid. I know you’re hungry.”

      “I’m really not. Not now, anyway. Enjoy the time with your brother.”

      “Bonnie—”

      I crossed my arms over my chest, feeling the need to place more barriers between us. I dug my fingertips into my arms, trying to fight off the tears of anger and disappointment. I hated this. I didn’t want any part of the insanity taking place with every passing day. All I wanted was for someone to see me for what I was—who I was, deep down inside. But, I had no control over the situation. I was being judged for actions I didn’t feel I had a right to question, and now everything I did reflected back to that one moment.

      The one moment where I needed strength instead of weakness.

      Never again, though. Never again would I allow myself to be put in a position of ultimate weakness.

      I sniffled, wiping at the tears in my eyes. “Please, just go. I want to be alone. At least give me that.”

      “Bonnie…”

      “Just go!”

      I turned back around as my body began shivering. I didn’t want to cry in front of him. Not after all this. It killed me enough to have to turn my back so I could wipe away my tears, and the last thing I needed was to collapse in his arms and cry. He didn’t deserve that kind of attention. He didn’t deserve the honor of pulling me through an emotional crisis. And if he didn’t see the worth and the goodness I brought into his life, then maybe we really weren’t meant to be.

      I heard Israel sigh. “I’ll bring you up a plate later.”

      It probably needs to happen anyway. “I can leave if that’s what you really want.”

      He fell silent. “You know I don’t want that.”

      I shrugged. “Could’ve fooled me.”

      “And either way, it’s not safe for you to leave. Not right now.”

      Is it really safer here, though? “I don’t care, because if this is how it’s going to be while I’m living with you, I’d rather take my chances on the street.”

      “You don’t mean that.”

      My eyes finally met his as I choked back the tears. “Look me in my eyes and tell me that again.”

      He stared at me for a long time. When he puffed out his cheeks with a sigh, I knew he finally got it. “You’ll die alone if you leave, Bonnie. At least here, if something happens, you’re not alone when it happens. If it happens. Which it won’t, because no one will ever defile my home with such a sin.”

      Did he really think so highly of himself? “You really underestimate me that much, don’t you?”

      When he didn’t answer, I turned my back on him again. “I’m not dying until my uncle sees that hell first. And I’m not leaving you until I bring my uncle down. Not for your benefit, at least. Whatever beef you have with Pava is yours to settle on your own. But that man killed my family. My father and my mother. He took innocent lives and ripped me from the only two people in this world who ever set out to make me happy with no strings attached. And I intend to make sure he pays for that.”

      “Trust me, I intend to do the same thing.”

      Yeah, right. “But once he’s gone for good, I’m not sure I can stay here.”

      He rolled his eyes. “You’ve only been here because it’s convenient for you.”

      I spun around on him. “Don’t do that.”

      “Hey, I’m just listening to what you’re saying. You said earlier that you're here to woo me. To show me you care. And then, in a split second, you tell me you’re only staying because our missions align. So, which is it?”

      Both, but only because I’m forcing it. “I don’t know. I suppose that depends on whether or not you’re capable of loving me the way I love you.”

      In all honesty, I wasn’t sure if I’d ever uttered those words to Israel. Everything about our union seemed so blurred. Days melded into weeks in the blink of an eye, and sometimes I’d forget conversations I had with him even yesterday. But as I turned around and looked up into his shocked face, I knew I’d never forget this moment.

      I knew I’d never forget the first time I willfully admitted to loving Israel to his face.

      His eyes widened. “You—you just said—”

      I shook my head. “I know what I said. I’m not stupid like you seem to think. So, I’ll leave it at this. Your brother is going to force me to turn my back on you in any manner he can. It’ll torture me, but I’ll deal with it so you can have your ‘brother time.’ But once this is all said and done, and once this is all wrapped up, understand one thing, Israel.”

      His head fell off to the side, but he said nothing as I drew closer.

      “Whether or not I stay will depend solely on you.”

      He raked his hand through his hair. “If it makes you feel any better—”

      “Don’t try to make me feel—”

      “—I’ve never trusted my brother.”

      His words stopped me in my tracks. It stopped my brain from spinning and my heart from spiraling. Had I just heard him correctly? Did he just admit to not trusting his brother? It didn’t make any sense, though. I didn’t understand. He just watched his brother force himself onto her and he’d taken his side. So, what the hell was this?

      My hands fell limp at my sides. “I don’t understand. Help me understand.”

      He sighed. “Yeah. I’ve never trusted Giovanni. Not as far as I could throw him. So, to have two people under my own roof that have shown me many reasons why they both can and can’t be trusted is throwing me for a loop.”

      “I’m so sorry, Israel.”

      “It’s not your fault.”

      “No, not for what you just said.”

      He furrowed his brow. “Then, why are you apologizing?”

      I swallowed hard. “I’m sorry I never got the chance to know you before this all happened. Because I think we could have been really happy if the circumstances had been different.”

      He smirked. “Already giving up on me, Bonnie?”

      I shrugged and took a step back. “I don’t know. It seems like you’ve already given up on me if you can lump me into the same group as your brother.”

      His smirk faded as he moved closer to me. “It’s not like that. Not quite. I mean, my brother and I have been in competition for leadership of this family for, well, our entire lives. I know he’s got ulterior motives coming into my home. I just want you to know that he’s not just gunning for you. If he proves you can step out of this relationship, then that doesn't just reflect on you.”

      A moment of silence fell between us, and it helped me gather my thoughts. “It reflects back on your choice to stand by my side. Like you did with your father at lunch.”

      “Exactly. It proves me weak and incapable of making sound decisions for this family and gives him a running chance at the seat I currently hold.”

      “Have I mentioned I hate your brother yet?”

      He chuckled. “I think so. Though, I’m not sure I’m remembering correctly.”

      “Oh. Well, in that case, we should send my uncle after your brother.”

      His face fell flat. “Bonnie.”

      I giggled. “Come on. It was a bit funny.”

      He thought a moment, biting his bottom lip, then grinned. “Maybe a bit.”

      I sighed. “So, ‘yes’ to the dinner plate later. ‘No’ to literally everything else we’ve talked about.”

      He chuckled and pushed himself off the wall. “I’ll bring the plate up myself.”

      “Don’t get surprised if the door is locked, though. Because, well, you know.”

      “Giovanni.”

      “Yep.”

      He turned toward the door. “I’ll have a talk with him about coming up here.”

      “I’d appreciate that, thank you.”

      He paused. “Are you really going to leave after all this?”

      My brow ticked. “After everything is done with my uncle?”

      “Yes.”

      I shrugged. “Like I said, that all falls to you.”

      He frowned thoughtfully. “Yes. Of course.”

      And when he made his way out of the bathroom, back into the claws of his deceitful little brother, I could have sworn his shoulders were hunched.

      As if he didn’t like the idea of me leaving at all.
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        Bonnie

      

      

      I opened the pantry door and stood there in shock. The damn thing was as bare as it could have been. I mean, sure, that random phone was in there, mounted to the wall. But, did the shelves in here really have to go unused?

      Israel and I had eaten through everything we had in the freezer. I had one more meal I could whip up for us before we’d be completely out of food. And while it was obvious to me that he had no issues surviving on takeout, I wasn’t about to eat Chinese and Thai every night until one of us caved toward the groceries.

      So, I decided to start a list.

      I wasn’t sure if Israel wanted this space utilized, but I made the executive decision to use it. So long as that phone wasn’t blocked or impeded in any way, I figured I’d be fine. I closed the door and made my way back to the kitchen island. I hunched over the list, scribbling down the basics as I rattled them off in my mind.

      Flour. Eggs. Rice. Beans. Does Israel like lasagna? I’ll need mozzarella for my lasagna recipe. I wonder how far that cheese place is from here?

      My pen paused its motions. “Hey, Israel?”

      “Hmm?”

      I peered over my shoulder, glancing at him sitting at the breakfast nook. “I need to run out and go do a few things. Need anything while I’m out?”

      He slowly looked up from his file of papers. “What?”

      “I have to go out. Do you need anything?”

      He looked at me like I’d lost my mind. “You’re to stay here until I need to go out. Then, you can come with me.”

      “Well, yes. That’s the agreement for when you go out. Not when I do.”

      “Then, if you leave, I leave with you.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “Says who?”

      His eyes fell back to his papers. “Says me. When I leave, you leave. So, when you leave, I leave. It’s that simple.”

      “But —”

      He flickered his eyes up to mine. “That. Simple.”

      I stared him down until he looked back at his handful of papers. All right. So, he wanted to play this game. That’s fine. I mean, a compromise was a compromise. But my plan for the day wouldn't work if he was at my side. I had things that needed to get done outside of grocery shopping, and if I had any chance at succeeding in my endeavors to prove to Israel that I was on his side, I had to get him to agree to staying behind.

      I tapped my pen against the marble countertop. “So, guess I’m ordering groceries then?”

      “Guess you are,” he murmured.

      I clicked my tongue. “Want anything specific?”

      “We’ve run out of olive oil.”

      “Oh, the humanity.”

      “Bonnie.”

      I giggled softly. “It was just a joke. Lighten up. I’ll get you some more olive oil. Anything else?”

      “Some chips.”

      I paused. “Chips.”

      “Yes. Chips. You know, crunchy potato slices.”

      “Yes, I know what chips are, jack-off. I’ve just never seen you eat chips, though.”

      He grinned, his eyes giving me a momentary glance. “I do now.”

      I narrowed my eyes playfully. “Are you pulling my leg?”

      “Trust me, you’d know if I was doing that.”

      The dulcet, lowered tone of his voice made my stomach tremble with anticipation. Maybe tonight would be the night he finally cashed in on the agreement we set up. After all, I held up my end of the bargain. I was back in his bedroom, sleeping with him as if nothing was the matter. All he had to do was roll over, run his hand along my waist, and take what was rightfully his. While he wasn’t in love with me yet, I knew he wanted it. I saw it in the way his eyes lingered along my legs every time I wore a summer dress around the penthouse. I saw the way he stole glances at me every time I wore my makeup a bit differently, or whenever I tried out a different perfume. And I had to admit, my body was longing for his again.

      Longing to be beneath him as he commanded my pleasures with his tongue.

      I drew in a deep breath. “Okay. Well, I’m headed upstairs to order groceries. Yell up if you want anything else,” I said.

      He didn’t bother looking at me. “Will do.”

      I walked over to the kitchen doorway and peeked over my shoulder. Now that his attention was back on work, I could focus on getting out of there. The last thing I needed was him at my side while I went and talked with the owners of businesses I knew were on the side of my uncle. One of the things my uncle loved about me was my ability to talk my way out of any situation. I knew my tongue, and my words could be put to good use. If I could convince them to hop ship in exchange for Israel’s protection against the wrath of my uncle, we could strip Pava of his power in this city without ever firing a damn bullet. I had to find a way to get out of this penthouse.

      All right, Bonnie. Think. Think hard.

      I made my way upstairs and didn’t start rushing until I closed the bedroom door behind me. Then, I lunged my body over to the closet and threw open the doors. I stared at what I had, wondering if I could really pull this off. I mean, if I dressed in all black, that would certainly look suspicious. But, when my eyes settled onto my accessories, a smile slipped across my cheeks. Thank goodness, big sunglasses were the ‘it’ fashion right now, because they were also a great face-concealer. I plucked the largest pair I owned and slid them on, pleased that they covered about half of it. I plucked a silken scarf out of the drawer and draped it over my head, seeing how much of me it covered with the sunglasses. And the shadow it cast alone covered the rest of my face.

      “Perfect,” I whispered.

      I tossed both of the items onto the bed behind me and started stripping out of my clothes. I needed something that made me look inconspicuous. Something that everyday people wore and didn’t bat an eye at. I rummaged through my dresses and my gowns. I pulled out a few blouses before tossing them down to the floor. Everything I had was so expensive, and I never thought that would play against me in my life. But, as I continued rifling through dozens upon dozens of name-brand clothes that everyone would stop to ogle at, I cursed myself,

      Of course, I don’t have regular clothes when I need them.

      “Come on. There has to be something,” I murmured.

      Then, it hit me.

      I rushed over to Israel’s drawer and started rifling through his clothes. I know I’d seen them. He’d worn them once, and I almost couldn’t believe my eyes. I dug down deep into his drawer. Beyond the sweatpants and the t-shirts and the undershirts and the socks. But, when I reached way back into the bottom drawer, I felt them. I felt the rough, torn fabric against my fingertips as I stretched and maneuvered my arm, trying to get a good grip on them. The denim jeans he owned.

      Then, I felt my hand grasp them against my palm.

      “Gotcha,” I hissed.

      I pulled them out and quickly slid them on. I’d have to roll them up since they were much too long, but they fit. Kind of. I couldn't get the button closed, though.

      “Fucking thin-ass man,” I grumbled.

      I laid down on the bed and sucked it in, but it was no use. My hips were too wide for the slim-waisted pants this man apparently owned. That meant I’d have to jimmy rig the jeans to work. I stood to my feet and huffed with frustration. I’d never had to do this with my own clothes before. Did other women have to do this? Figure out ways to keep their not-really-husband’s pants up just so they could go out undercover and talk to businesses about betraying their owners?

      Yeah, no one deals with this Bonnie.

      I waddled into the bathroom and pulled out a hair-tie before wrapping it around the button. Just because I’d never had to do this before didn’t mean I didn’t know how. I’d seen my cousin struggle with clothes all the time when we were younger. I’d never wrestled with my weight much, but Brianna had been a different story. I could remember all the times she told me she was envious of my body and how I could eat anything without gaining weight while she could ‘stare at a piece of cheese and feel her thighs widen’.

      If she could only see me now.

      After threading the other end of the hair tie through the buttonhole, I wrapped the opposite end back around the button. That gave me a flexible waistline while still keeping the things up so I could focus solely on talking to people instead of wondering when my pants were going to drop to my ankles.

      I stared at myself in the bathroom mirror. “Now, for a shirt that covers all that.”

      I found a gray tunic shirt stuffed at the back of my pajama closet. I couldn’t believe I still owned this thing. I hadn’t seen it in years. I held it up to me before sliding it over my head, and —damn it—the thing still fit. It was tight in the chest but was flowy around my waist. Perfect for covering up the jimmy-rigged jeans without drawing attention to me.

      I sat down and rolled up the cuff of the pants before slipping into some flat boots.

      With my sunglasses and my silk headscarf, I meandered into the hallway.

      “Bonnie,” Israel called.

      I pressed myself against the wall. “Yeah?”

      “Can you get us some more seltzer water, too?”

      I sighed. “Of course. Anything else?”

      “Nope. That’s it.”

      “Any limes or anything?”

      He paused. “Yes. We need more limes, too.”

      Of course he did. “Why don’t you just go into the kitchen and make me a list. Then, I can order all of it at once, so we don’t forget anything.”

      “That could take a while. We haven’t done a grocery run in a few weeks.”

      Perfect. “I’ll put on something nice for you tonight if you make me a list.”

      He chuckled. “No need to bargain with me. I’ll do it. Just give me some time.”

      “You can have all the time you need. I’ve gotten into reorganizing the closet anyway.”

      I heard him laughing as his footsteps fell away from me. I slowly crept down the stairs and peeked down the hallway.

      His shadow danced in the kitchen. This was my shot. But when I looked at the elevator, I knew damn good and well he’d hear those doors opening and closing.

      Until I heard him put on some music in the kitchen.

      Perfect.

      I pressed the elevator button, and the doors opened. But I peered down the hallway one last time. It almost looked like he was dancing in the kitchen by himself, and part of me was envious at that. I’d love to dance in the kitchen with him. It sounded so romantic. Me, barefoot and pregnant with his child. Him, doting on me and giving me kisses as he bent me over.

      I almost forgot what I had set out to do.

      Until I hear the doors closing.

      “Shit,” I whispered.

      I snatched up my purse and slipped through the doors before they closed. I slid on my sunglasses and wrapped myself up in the silken headscarf, knowing damn good and well I’d also have to dodge and dip around guards once I got to the main lobby. I had to keep an eye out, too. Without Israel at my side, I had to keep a lookout for men that seemed suspicious.

      Because without Israel beside me, I was taking my life into my own hands.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Israel

      

      

      I danced around in the kitchen as I opened the fridge and took stock of what we needed. I opened pantries and cabinets as Renata Tebaldi’s voice filled the corners of my penthouse. My word, what a hefty voice that woman had. I remembered listening to her a great deal growing up whenever my father had wanted to listen to music in his study. I’d seen my mother and my father dancing to her songs many times in the kitchen while cooking together. And one day, I hoped to do the same with my own wife.

      With my Bonnie.

      I shook the thought away from my mind and finished scribbling the grocery list down. How domestic this all felt. And yet, I didn’t hate it. It shocked me, in all honesty. I always assumed settling down with a woman made someone weak. Made me weak in the eyes of my enemies. And yes, in some ways, it did. I’d seen my father miss out on plenty of opportunities in his lifetime because people had threatened Mom, had threatened my brother and me, had threatened people he loved and cared for.

      But I never perceived that as a weakness.

      “You hold yourself against too many standards,” I murmured.

      A statement my mother had always made whenever we sat down to have lunch together.

      “Bonnie? I have the grocery list for you!”

      I picked up the piece of paper from the kitchen counter and walked down the hallway.

      “I’m not sure what kind of tomatoes you got the last time you shopped, but they were amazing. Let’s get more of those, yeah?”

      But I wasn’t greeted with the sound of her voice as I walked up the stairs.

      “Bonnie?” I asked.

      I saw our bedroom door hanging wide open. But I didn’t see her inside.

      “Bonnie?” I asked again.

      The kitchen list fell from my hand as I rushed down the hallway. I stormed into the room and found her closet door hanging open. The drawers of my dresser were pulled out. My clothes tossed about. There were socks on the floor and blouses on the bed, and high heels were strewn about.

      “Bonnie!” I exclaimed.

      She left. You know damn good and well, she left.

      “Fucking woman.” What was I going to do to her?

      I marched out of the bedroom and leaped over the edge of the staircase. I planted my feet firmly onto the ground before I rolled my entire back upright. With a sobering breath, I walked to get my coat. I slid my wallet and my keys into my pockets, then hailed the elevator. The mere fact the guards downstairs hadn’t caught her leaving told me I needed to hire new fucking guards.

      After I found her, of course.

      “Sir, is something—”

      I put my hand in the guard’s face. “I’ll talk to you later. Right now, I need my car. Now.”

      “Of course, sir. Right away.”

      I charged out of the lobby and saw my blacked-out town car pull up. I slid into the back and closed the door, shooing the guards away who followed me. They were useless, anyway, if they couldn't even keep an eye on my damn elevator to see who was coming and going.

      “Where to?” my driver asked.

      Where in the world would she go? “The closest grocery store, please,” I said, hoping it would be that easy.

      I knew she wouldn't be there, but it gave me time to think. And as I concocted a plan of my own, I pulled out my phone. I crafted a text message to Bonnie, consisting of the items on the grocery list I could recall in my muted anger.

      Because the only advantage I had at the moment was that she didn’t know I knew she was gone.

      Me: Grocery list: eggs, olive oil, those tomatoes you bought last time (double), three red and three white wines, cereal, a gallon of milk (not whole), and sausage.

      “We’re here, sir,” my driver said.

      I looked up at the sign for the grocery store and grinned.

      Me: Go to that corner store that isn’t too far away from our place. The, uh… Store Shack? Or something? That’s where I got the wine from last time. Great place.

      After sending those messages off, I sat waiting for my plan to take hold.

      I kept my eyes on the parking lot, waiting for her to show up. Time passed slowly, though. Thirty minutes seemed like two hours. An hour and a half later, I was shocked when I saw a yellow cab pulling in, and then she stepped out

      “What the…?” I squinted to make sure it was her, but I knew that cadence. I knew that walk anywhere, despite the jeans and the sunglasses and the weird wrap on her head. What in the hell was she doing? It didn’t matter, though. None of it did.

      “Wait here for me,” I told the driver.

      He nodded. “Of course, sir.”

      I walked up to Bonnie, meeting her by the carts. When she reached for a cart, I placed my hand onto it.

      “You know, for a woman who wants me to trust her, you really know how to shatter it against the floor.”

      She smiled up at me as though nothing was wrong. “Hello, Israel.”

      “Take that idiotic thing off your head and look at me.”

      She removed the scarf and her sunglasses. “Before you lay into me in public, though, you should know that you now have three more storefronts in uptown that have become happy clients of yours.”

      What was she talking about? “Have they now?”

      She nodded smugly. “Yes, they have. I convinced them, with a bit of time, to rely on us for—”

      “You mean, ‘me.’”

      She rubbed the back of her neck, her smile getting stronger. “We’re in this together, aren’t we?”

      “Did you think that when you left the penthouse, you’d be building my trust?” That didn’t even make sense. “I thought a Moretti never went back on their word.”

      Her face reddened with anger. “Don’t you dare put this on me. This was the plan all along. Had you come with me, they would’ve—”

      “Had you told me what you were up to, I would’ve sent one of the guards with you.” A man stopped at the end of one of the aisles and stared intently at a box of cereal. Maybe a little too intently. “Because I know damn good and well, they wouldn’t have struck a deal with me. Only you. Because they trust you, not me. Except, now I don’t trust you. Because for some reason, you think I can’t separate business from pleasure when, really, it’s you who doesn’t have that ability.”

      She frowned up at me as if I’d lost my mind. “Without those businesses, my uncle’s empire will start to crumble. Those were the businesses that brought him the most money. That fill and line his pockets. Money he uses to pay his personal security team. I suggest you get those businesses set up with different men by the end of the day. I promised them serious protection in exchange for their loyalty to us.”

      I pushed the cart back. “To me.”

      She closed her eyes for a moment and then smiled at someone behind me, waiting as another customer pushed a cart around us. “Whatever.”

      I gripped Bonnie’s arm. “We need to go. Now.”

      She wrenched away from me. “Not like that, we won’t.”

      “Look around you and tell me otherwise.”

      When she looked around us, she saw the men were staring at us. Both talking into their sleeves with their eyes diverting quickly away.

      “Shit,” she hissed.

      “Car. Now.” We were in trouble. “We’ll talk when we get home.”

      I led her back to the town car, and we slipped inside. I turned around, eyeing each and every one of the men to let them know they’d been made. They were pathetic and sloppy, and Pava needed to know that. Then, I dipped into the car and looked over at Bonnie.

      “Before you continue to curse me—”

      “Drive,” I told the driver, then lowered my voice. “I never expected you to be that clever, you know.”

      She looked over at me confused and pleased. “You didn’t?”

      I shook my head. “I have to admit, this is a new side of you. Part of me wishes I could’ve been present to hear what you had to say.”

      She smiled. “See? I’m not completely useless.”

      “Who said you were?”

      “Where to, sir?” the driver asked.

      I felt Bonnie staring up at me as I drew in a deep breath.

      “Home. Thank you.”

      As I sat there, trying to swallow down my anger, I felt torn between being impressed and being on guard. Because while her plan was successful, it was still sneaky. Knowing she could get out from underneath me so easily forced my guard to come up. It forced me to rethink some things. Then again, she was an impressive woman. Independent. Head-strong, with a thirst for life and an eye for good business tactics.

      And it was something I found myself loving about her.
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        Israel

      

      

      

      “Do you know how many times you could’ve been killed out there today?” I asked as the elevator came to a soft stop.

      Bonnie stepped out of the cab as she sighed. “I know. But you said it yourself. I know what I’m doing.”

      When had I ever said that? “I never said you knew what you were doing. I said what you did was impressive. There’s a difference.”

      She tossed her things into the chair. “So, you don’t think I can take care of myself.”

      “No, I don’t. Not against men like that. Not against men who were stalking you in that store.”

      “You know they probably got that information from your phone, right?”

      I looked over at her. “I’ve already addressed that issue. I did it in the car.”

      She nodded. “The phone call you made.”

      “It’s already being handled. In the meantime, you need to understand just how easy it could have been for a hitman to follow you the second you stepped out of this building.”

      “Like the guys at the grocery store.”

      “You didn’t notice them until I told you to, did you?”

      “I would’ve noticed them…” She clicked her tongue and winced. “…eventually.”

      I huffed a breath. “That’s cute. But I don’t think you would have.”

      “Then, you obviously have no faith in me.”

      “Right now, I still don’t think I can trust you. Screw having faith in you.”

      “You might not realize it, Israel, but it hurts when you say that.”

      I glared at her. “And it hurts whenever I convince myself that you can be trusted, only for you to go off and do shit like this under my nose.”

      She swallowed hard. “To be honest, I didn’t think you were actively trying to trust me.”

      Her words gave me pause. “Fair enough.”

      “So, what now?”

      I had no idea. “Do you really think you can defend yourself?”

      She held her head high. “I know damn good and well I can.”

      “Good. Because once I get my hands on you, you’ve got less than two minutes before I kill you.”

      Her face fell. “Wait. What?”

      I charged her, my hands at the ready. Her eyes widened as she backed up, already cornering herself. Already doing half of the work for me. “Israel! Stop!”

      “You said you could defend yourself. Now, show me.”

      I wrapped my arm around her waist and pulled her away from the wall. She flailed around and twisted out of my grip, falling to the floor. But when she tried crawling away, I stepped onto her back, pinning her beneath my boot while she struggled.

      “Damn it, Israel. I wasn’t ready!”

      I sighed. “And you won’t be ready when those men jump you from out of nowhere. I’m only one man, Bonnie. What are you going to do if there’s two?”

      “If another man attacks me—”

      I dropped to the floor, pinning her with my body. “You’ll have to get past me first.”

      “Done.”

      She rolled me over and tried to jab me in my ribcage with her elbow, but I was too quick. I slithered out from underneath her and grabbed her ankles, pulling her toward me. She kicked her legs, and I tucked them underneath my arms. I grabbed the fists she tried to beat me with, wrapping my hands around me. As I bent forward to pin her wrists down, her legs came with me. And when she was beneath me, arms spread, and knees bent toward her chest?

      There was nothing she could do.

      “See?” I asked. “Less than two minutes, and you’re raped before you’re dead.”

      Her eyes watered. “Get the fuck off me.”

      I stood up and offered her my hand, but she smacked it away.

      “You have an unfair advantage. You know no one can beat you,” she said panting.

      I shrugged. “Which means if you can beat me, you can beat anyone. Which is going to be our next goal.”

      She looked over at me. “Our what?”

      I stood with my back straight, knowing this was the right choice. “I’m going to teach you how to fight and defend yourself.”

      She licked her lips. “Fine. Try it again, now that I’m ready.”

      “You won’t be ready if it happens.”

      “Doesn’t matter. Just humor me.”

      She hunched her shoulders, and her eyes darkened. She shifted her feet, planting herself firmly against the floor. Clearly, she’d had some sort of training. But training didn’t replace the skills needed to work out of a situation that is sprung onto someone. Still, she looked feral. Wild. Animalistic. And as I stood there, watching her welcoming my next attack, I felt the need to be close to her.

      So I could be reminded that she was, in fact, alive and safe.
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        Bonnie

      

      

      I watched him charge me, and I moved out of the way. I spun around on my feet and ducked down before aiming for his legs. I took them out from beneath him, and he fell on top of me. When I felt his hands scramble for my ankles, I rolled him over, kicking him in the chin.

      “Fuck,” he growled.

      I spread his legs with my body by leaning back and tumbled away from him. I stood up and watched him stumble onto his feet before I charged him again. I wanted him to know I wasn’t helpless. I wanted him to know I wasn’t less capable than him. I wanted him to know I could defend myself, even if I had just a few seconds to see the person coming.

      Part of me hoped this would morph into something a bit more personal. “Come on. That all you got, big boy?” I asked.

      He chuckled. “Cute. But it won’t save you during something like this.”

      He ducked down and charged me, to which I crouched to his level. He swiped his long-ass leg and took me to the ground. He scrambled on top of me, and we began to wrestle, tumbling around the living room. And while he had the upper hand sometimes, I managed to wiggle away and get on top of him.

      Before he’d roll me over into something else.

      “I have to admit,” he grunted. “You’re pretty good.”

      I rolled him over, pinning him down. “You aren’t so bad yourself.”

      He kicked me over his head, pinning me on my stomach. “But I’m better. And you’re shit when it comes to surprise scenarios.”

      I slammed my head against his nose. “I can outlast you anytime. Anywhere.”

      He groaned as he rolled off me.

      I scrambled to get on top of him. “Awww, poor boy hurt his nose?”

      His eyes flashed with anger. “Now, it’s on.”

      I smiled. “Bring it, hot stuff.”

      We kept tumbling around and knocking into tables as vases crashed to the ground. Water and glass and flower petals splattered everywhere as I scrambled to my feet. I slid across the floor and whipped around. I saw him charge me before I ducked down. I knocked him off his feet with my shoulder and watched him go tumbling.

      He was quick to get up and he scooped me into his arms.

      “Israel,” I exclaimed.

      “Most men will be big enough to pick you up. What do you do now?”

      I really had no idea. Part of me didn’t even want him to let me go. “Put me down.”

      He pinned me against the windows. “Now, Bonnie.” His voice was low and husky against my throat. “What do you do?”

      With my legs spread around him, and my wrists pinned above my head, I felt the heat of his breath panting against my lips. I locked my legs around his waist as I ran my fingertips against the top of his hands. I gazed into his eyes.

      Something shifted in his gaze as he pressed closer to me.

      “What now, Israel?” I asked softly.

      And just as his lips hovered over my own, I heard a vibration sound out.

      “Don’t get it,” I whispered.

      “I have to.”

      “Just be here with me. That’s all I want.”

      “It’s my business phone, Bonnie.”

      I shook my head. “I’m begging you. Just show me what comes next.”

      And even though I saw the desire in his eyes, he moved away, placing me down onto my feet.

      “Of course,” I murmured.

      “We’ll continue this lesson tomorrow. By the time I’m done with you, you’ll know how to overpower even me.” He had his phone in his hand as he looked at me. “Got it?”

      “Yeah, yeah. I’m sure.”

      Then, he answered his phone. “Hey there, Dad. Give me a second.”
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        Israel

      

      

      

      “Son?” Dad asked.

      I sat down at the kitchen table, trying to get myself under control. That woman wrecked me. “I’m here. Everything all right?”

      “You sound out of breath. What’s going on?”

      “Just a self-defense lesson.”

      He paused. “For who? You don’t need it.”

      “For Bonnie. She does.”

      “That woman needs a lot of things. But she doesn’t need a way to defend herself.”

      I pinched the bridge of my nose. “I’ve got a long afternoon ahead of me. What do you need?”

      “Did I catch you at a bad time, oh son of mine?”

      I bit back my sarcastic response, because if I disrespected my father too much, he’d rip this role away from me in a heartbeat and give it to my brother. Which would surely spell disaster for our entire family.

      “You know it’s always a bad time for personal calls. That’s just how it is,” I said.

      He chuckled. “Well, get yourself a glass of wine and listen up. Because I’ve got a proposition for you.”

      “Oh?” Israel wasn’t sure if he should be worried or excited.

      “Get that glass of wine.”

      “I’m fine with my water, Dad. What’s going on?”

      He paused. “You ready?”

      I sighed, pretty sure he wasn’t going to like what was coming next. He might need something stronger than wine. “Yes. I’m ready.”

      “I’ve set you up on a lunch date.”

      I’d been right to wary. “A what?”

      “A lunch date. And you’ll never guess with who.”

      I didn’t want to know because the only woman I could think of at that moment was the one who’d managed to get my blood pumping. “Who?”

      “A woman who can offer our family better connections, a safer future, and a place for your brother, so he isn’t constantly breathing down your neck.”

      “Ah.”

      “What?”

      “So, this isn’t a business lunch date.”

      “Of course, it is. It’s always business.”

      “Sounds like you’re trying to set up a married man on a date, Dad.”

      He scoffed. “You aren’t married. You and I both know that. The contract was null and void when we figured out—”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah. I get it.”

      “Your lunch date is this Friday at La Frittata. Twelve thirty. Signorina Esposito will be meeting you there.”

      I couldn’t believe my ears. “Esposito.”

      “Yes.”

      “As in, Carmela Esposito.”

      “Yes.”

      I slowly stood, rage fueling me. “You’re telling me you’ve dedicated me to a lunch date with the head of the largest cri—”

      “Be there, son. She and her daughter can offer us more than Bonnie and her family ever will. You aren’t bound to Bonnie. Not legally, and not emotionally from what I saw. Just go to lunch. It won’t kill you.”

      But that’s where my father was wrong. If Carmela Esposito thought she was getting one thing out of the lunch and ended up getting another? She’d likely kill me on the spot.

      “I’ll talk to you later,” I said and hung up the phone.

      I had to figure out a way out of this mess before I killed my own reputation with my father.
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      “You messed up good this time, girl.”

      I stared at myself in the mirror while holding my lipstick to my lips. A pale pink that brought out the flush of my cheeks. At least, that’s what my aunt had always told me. I looked down at it, and my mind started going a thousand miles a second. Would Mom like this color on me? Was she more of a red girl then a pink girl? What would she think of Israel?

      What would she think of this whole situation?

      I slammed my lipstick down and felt the plastic tube crack beneath the force of my palm. The warm, smooth lipstick smattered itself against my hand. Gross.

      I raked it across the countertop. The harsh pink color went everywhere, including the plastic embedding itself into my hand. When I turned my palm towards me, the mixture of pink and red mesmerized me.

      “You’re losing it, Bonnie,” I murmured.

      I placed my thumb against my palm and blended the two colors together. I flicked the plastic pieces away from my skin and watched my blood darkened the lipstick.

      It reminded me of myself and Israel. The light I was trying to bring into his world while his darkness threatened to swallow me whole. And yet, when the pink was darkened with the red of my blood, it didn’t seem less beautiful. It didn’t seem ‘lesser’ than anything else.

      They both worked together, in tandem, to come up with a color that left me breathless.

      “Bingo,” I whispered.

      I washed the lipstick and blood off my hands. I patched my hand up with band-aids, and soothing salve then cleaned up the mess on the countertop. I ripped open my drawers to find another tube of that pink lipstick, then rummaged around until I found my crimson red color. Both of them were almost half gone, but as I carried them downstairs, I felt my plan already unfolding.

      A new lip color, a new lingerie outfit, and a new chance to woo Israel.

      “You’ve got this, girl,” I said to myself.

      I waltzed my way into the kitchen and decided to make some magic. I broke the sticks of lipstick off and placed them in a small plastic dish. I heated it up in the microwave, blending the colors together every fifteen seconds or so. And after the new color came out just as captivating as I had wished it to be, I poured it back into the empty red lipstick mold.

      But not before I used my finger to smooth some of the warm mixture against my pout.

      “Perfect,” I said with a smile.

      I capped it off and set it up high in the cabinet to cool off. I washed my hands one last time and cleaned up the mess I’d made. I felt a renewed sense of vigor come over me as the elevator dinged down the hallway. I smiled to myself as I smoothed my lips against themselves one last time. And as I unfurled my silken robe, I felt the cool air conditioning of the penthouse grace my skin.

      I padded down the hallway in my bare feet. “Welcome back, handsome.”

      Israel stepped off the elevator and slowly looked my way. And when I watched his eyes fall down my naked body, I knew I had him. While I understood how much I’d messed up earlier by leaving, I knew I could make it up to him. All I had to do was present him with what he wanted the most.

      And the way he licked his lips made me smile.

      “I want you to know how sorry I am for today.” I was glad things had worked out the way I’d known they would, but I was sorry I’d felt forced to go behind his back to make it happen. I slowly walked toward him, sashaying my hips deeply for his viewing pleasure.

      “I can see that,” he said.

      “Will you let me make it up to you?”

      I saw his pants tightening around his pelvis, but not once did he reach for me. “It’s not necessary.” His tone grew dark and husky.

      I slid my fingertips down his tie. “It could be if you want it.”

      I fluttered my eyes up to see him, but he kept his composure. Despite the growing thickness between us, his face remained stoic. His eyes stayed empty. And while his body betrayed his want for me, he didn’t give in.

      “Come on, Israel.” I wanted this and I needed him to want it just as badly. “You know you want it.”

      He gripped my arms and pulled me into him, causing me to gasp. I felt the whole of his cock pressed against my stomach, and I wanted him more than words could describe. I watched his face grow closer to my own. I felt his breath against my lips. I hung my hands on his forearms, wanting to touch more of him as my own eyes fell closed.

      But when he spoke, I felt my world shatter. “You won’t get what you want by misbehaving, sweet girl.”

      My eyes flew open. “What?”

      He pushed me out to arm’s length before releasing me. “You won’t get what you wish by disobeying me left and right.”

      Did he really just say that?. “I’m not a child. You don’t have to give me commands.”

      He hung up his coat. “Then, prove to me that you can operate without them.”

      Oh, if only she could. “You haven’t given me that chance.”

      He spun around. “I’ve given you it many, many times. And every time I give you the smallest thing I need you to do—like staying around here, or taking me with you whenever you go somewhere—you pull something like this. You prove to me that you can’t even listen to something I’m telling you to do because I don’t want you to get slaughtered. You really think I’m going to give you what you want when I can’t trust you?”

      I pointed up at him. “The only thing I’ve ever shown you is loyalty. It started with not killing you and has brought us to this point. But you don’t give a damn about any of that, do you?”

      He loomed over me. “I’ll give a damn about it when I know the woman who claims to love me can listen to me.”

      “Then, maybe you should start to understand that I’m not—nor will I ever be—your kept woman. I’m either someone you consider a partner or I’m a stranger. There’s no in-between.”

      “Well, by those conditions, you’re a stranger, then. So, close your robe and get decent. I’ve got dinner coming to us.”

      He brushed past me, and I couldn't stop my mouth from kicking back at him. “You promised.”

      He froze. “Promised what?”

      I closed my robe. “We made a deal that in exchange for certain things, I was willing to let you have me every night, any way you wanted. No matter what. Yet, you haven’t touched me once. Are you defaulting on your word?”

      He chuckled. “Sweet girl—”

      “Bonnie.”

      He peered over his shoulder. “Bonnie. That wasn’t a deal. That was a bargain. I wanted something, and in exchange, you offered something else. I don’t have to take you up on that offer.”

      “You gave me your word that you’d take me every night.”

      He faced me. “No. You gave me your word that you’d let me have it. I simply agreed to the terms. It’s there if I want it, but I’m the ultimate determiner of whether or not I accept what you’ve offered in exchange for what I’ve already gotten. My terms were the demand. Your terms were the compromise. Learn the difference.”

      I wanted to wring his neck. “You’re a snake.”

      He turned his back on me. “Welcome to the club. I’m sure those who think the same thing are out there selling t-shirts. Get yourself one, so you’ve got something to wear other than jeans or your robe.”

      My back fell against the wall as he started up the stairs. I held back tears as a pain I’d never experienced before reared its ugly head. It grew hard to breathe. It grew hard to think. I couldn't see straight as I slid down the wall, watching as they all caved in on top of me.

      “And Bonnie?”

      I sniffled. “Yes?”

      “From the beginning, I knew I wouldn't have you every night. You offered it, and the offer was tantalizing. But I made myself a promise when I accepted your offer.”

      “You gonna tell me what it is? Or, are you going to keep mouthing off?”

      He chuckled. “When I know without an inkling of a doubt you’re completely mine? And hold no allegiance to anyone else but me? I’ll have you.”

      I slowly raised my gaze to his. “Seriously? That’s the promise you made yourself?”

      His eyes darkened. “When I know this for certain, I’ll take you every night. Against the wall. Against the windows. On top of our dinner. I’ll climb under that table and feast on you while I make you eat the dinner you’ve made for me. And when you’re weak and wet and begging me to stop, I’ll carry you into the shower and have my way with you. Dirtying you up while the water tries to wash you clean. You’ll become mine, Bonnie. Only mine, and no one else’s. Every night, for the rest of your life once I know I can trust you. So stop. Fucking. Up.”

      I held my breath as he walked up the stairs, disappearing out of sight. I couldn't think straight, let alone speak. As tears flooded my neck and the sun began to set, I felt the room spin around me. So, I laid down and pressed my cheek against the cool marble flooring.

      “What have I done?” I whispered.

      I sobbed quietly as I curled my knees up to my chest. All I wanted was to feel close to the man I’d fallen in love with. And in return, my actions had only shown him that I’d betray him. Instead of seeing the good my actions had done, all he focused on was the fact that I disobeyed him like some petulant child.

      It hurt like hell to know Israel still didn’t think he could trust me.

      “What do I do, Mom?” I choked out the words in between my muffled sobs as I squeezed my eyes closed. “I need help. Please. I don’t have anyone else,”

      I waited for her to answer me. I waited for the heavens to open up and finally have mercy on my soul. But the answer never came. I didn’t hear her voice, or see her face, or witness the clouds parting to bestow upon me any sort of mercy. I felt my tears fall to the floor, pooling against my cheek. And as much as I wanted to move, I couldn’t.

      So, I stayed there. In the silence of the penthouse. With the sun slowly setting over the city and my robe firmly closed, just like my husband wanted.

      He’s not really your husband, Bonnie. Stop thinking of him like that.

      “I won’t do this anymore,” I murmured.

      I pulled myself off the floor and stumbled against the wall. I used the wall to prop myself up as I made my way down the hallway. I found my way to the first door on the right and threw it open, finding myself face to face with the first guest bedroom down here.

      And as I stumbled inside, I closed the door behind me. I locked it, just to make sure Israel couldn't slip in after I had fallen asleep.

      Then, I poured my body into bed and cried myself to sleep.
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      The brightness of the sun hurt my eyes, even though I hadn’t opened them yet. I rolled over and pulled the comforter over my head before they even considered easing themselves open. I knew they were swollen from my sobbing the night before My nose hurt, and my throat ached. My legs were cramped up, and my back felt stiff from the unfamiliar mattress. But it was still better than waking up next to Israel.

      Next to a man who didn’t give a shit about me.

      I wish I had someone to turn to.

      Normally, I’d have called Brianna. I’d have gone to her with my troubles and would have vented my frustrations to her, but she was no longer an option. Now, I knew my cousin had never cared about me. She’d never considered me family. All I was to her was a means to an end. And now that the end had come, I had been left in the dust.

      “Why does everyone leave me?”

      I drew in a deep breath and eased the covers off from my head. The sunlight forced itself into the room, illuminating the pure beauty of it before my very eyes. I sighed as I rolled over, facing the wall the bed bucked up to. I curled my legs back up and held them tightly. I slid against the silken sheets that were now smeared with my lipstick.

      “Great. Another thing for him to bitch about,” I murmured.

      More than ever, I wanted to find a way to make Israel love me. I mean, I figured stealing business from the man who wanted to kill us would’ve been enough, but, apparently, that wasn’t the case. And since he didn’t want my body, I had nothing else to give him.

      I’m poor.

      As the realization dawned on me, I slowly sat up. Holy shit, I was poor. I had nothing without Israel. Because if he was to cast me out on the street that day, I’d have nothing. No home to go back to. No family to welcome me in. No bank account to live off of and no clothes that were mine to keep. It knocked the wind out of me. It made me feel queasy.

      And when I felt bile creeping up the back of my throat, I lunged myself toward the bathroom.

      “Oh, fuck,” I choked out.

      After dry-heaving in the toilet for a while, I found myself a new resolve. I had to figure out what Israel wanted. It was plain and simple. Yes, he wanted to trust me, but I had to figure out how best to earn that trust because I wasn’t great at being a toddler obeying her father’s orders. I did, however, excel at getting to the true heart of a problem and to do that, I need to get to know him.

      Which meant I had to access his home office.

      I mean, he spent more time there than he did anywhere else. Including with me. So, that held the answers to his heart and his passion, right? I really hoped so because as I cleaned myself up, I prepared myself to start rifling through his things. His files. Maybe there was a project he was working on I could help him with. Or, maybe there was a customer he couldn't sweet-talk whom I might be able to swing to our side.

      His side. “Someone’s side.”

      After cleaning myself up, I threw on a bathrobe over my silken bedroom robe. I tied it off and fluffed out my hair as I slipped into the hallway. I didn’t hear Israel upstairs. I didn’t smell his cologne throughout the penthouse at all. So, that meant he had left a while ago.

      Long enough for his scent to follow him.

      “Time to take a look around.”

      I figured the search would take me a while. I knew he was doing a lot of business in the kitchen, but I didn’t know where he was keeping everything. Was there some secret room back here I didn’t know about? I knew there was a phone in the pantry, but that was it.

      Until I spotted a folder underneath the kitchen nook bench.

      “What is that?” I asked.

      I bent down and picked it up before I started flipping through the contents. It didn’t take me long to figure out what I was looking at. I furrowed my brow as I read through page after page of information on my family that Israel had commissioned from his private investigator. However, these documents were old. In fact, these were the documents Israel had presented to me a while back.

      So, why were old documents hiding underneath the breakfast nook bench?

      I dipped back down and rummaged underneath until my fingertips landed against something else. I grunted as I pulled the file out, and the glistening front of the folder forecasted some new information. I sat down at the table and flipped it open. My eyes scanned the documents and the redacted statements and the notes taken in the margins of the photocopied paperwork.

      And when I knew what I was looking at, I gasped.

      “Oh, Israel.”

      Embedded within the papers were quotes and other things from local lawyers. And if my eyes weren’t deceiving me, everything lined up to serve one purpose:

      Israel was looking into ways to charge Pava with my family’s murder.

      “You know, you really shouldn't be snooping through his things.”

      I snapped the folder closed as Giovanni’s voice sounded in the kitchen.

      “What the hell are you doing here?” I asked.

      He grinned. “I suppose I could ask you the same thing.”

      I stood. “Well, I currently live here. What's your excuse?”

      “Just dropping by for a visit. Is Israel around?”

      She really wished she had on more clothes. “I don’t believe you for a second. What are you really here for?”

      He nodded to the folder. “Does he know you’re looking around in his things?”

      “Does he know you were coming by?”

      He shrugged. “Of course not. It was supposed to be a surprise. I thought you two had a deal that wherever he went, you went?”

      Shit. He’s right. “Israel had an emergency.”

      He walked towards me. “I hope you’re better in bed than you are as a liar. Because that was rough. Want to try again?”

      I backed up. “Don’t come any closer.”

      “I just want to have a conversation on why I’ve caught you screwing around with my brother’s things. That’s all.”

      “Those folders are about my family. They’re just as much mine as they are his.”

      “Are you sure about that?”

      I wasn’t certain Israel would see it that way, but…“Yes.”

      “Will he see it that way if I happen to give him a call?”

      He wouldn’t because then he’d have to admit what he was doing in the apartment when Israel wasn’t around. “Get out. He’s not here. You can come back tonight when he’s home.”

      Giovanni kept coming towards me. “You know if you want Israel to trust you? Snooping around isn’t the way to do it.”

      I’d realized that about the time I’d heard Giovanni’s voice. My back fell against a wall. “I take it this is where you tell me you’re going to threaten to tell him if I don’t give you something you want?”

      He walked up to me with the evilest of grins on his face. “Maybe. This is exactly where I tell you that if you don’t pack up your shit and leave today, I’ll head to where my brother is right now with picture proof of the fact that you’re digging around in his things.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him as he turned his phone towards me. And when I saw the pictures he silently took of me digging out that folder and flipping through it, I wondered exactly how long this man had been there without me knowing it. It made me sick to my stomach. It made me understand just how disgusting Israel’s world could sometimes be.

      I wouldn't let it phase me. “Why do you want me gone so badly in the first place? You want to marry your brother or something?”

      He chuckled. “You’re cute, I’ll give you that.”

      I shrugged. “Genuine question. Why do you really want me out so badly?”

      He slid his phone into his pocket. “I want to see Israel happy. And right now, all you do is make him miserable.”

      “No.” She didn’t buy that for an instant. “You’re much more selfish than that. Come on, Giovanni. What's the real reason? You want me for yourself, don’t you?”

      He snickered. “I wouldn't mind taking you for a ride, sure, but I don’t want you at my side. Who would?”

      Ouch. That hurt. “So, you want his money. Is that it?”

      “I’ve got enough money of my own.”

      But did he? Really? “Then, you must be after his seat of power.”

      He smiled. “You’ve got a set of balls on you, don’t you?”

      “Answering a question with a question is always the answer I need. And I can tell you getting rid of me gets you no closer to any seat Israel might hold. If anything, I’m the only thing that makes him weak. So, kudos to you for trying. But you’re actually working against yourself.”

      He closed the gap between us. “Is that really what you think?”

      I slid away from him before he pinned me to the wall. “You aren’t trying to help your brother, Giovanni. You're only in this to ruin his life. To chisel away at his self-confidence and his happiness and his empire one small sliver at a time.”

      “Correction. Our family’s empire. It’s not his, officially. Not yet, anyway.”

      He wasn’t wrong. “Not what the streets are saying.”

      “Have you been down on the streets long enough to know what they’re saying?”

      I slowly circled around the kitchen. “I grew up there, Gee.” I tasted his nickname on my tongue and hated it. “The second your father handed over his seat to Israel, he became the head of your family. He became the big man in town. And you want that all to yourself, don’t you?”

      His smile grew tight. “I wouldn't speak about things you know nothing about.”

      “Or maybe, you don’t like the fact that I know anything at all.”

      “You’d do best to shut that mouth of yours.”

      I stood at the doorway into the kitchen. “Israel will never believe the lies you tell, the venom you spew. He’ll catch you in a heartbeat and hold you accountable to the highest letter like he does everyone else who works for him.”

      His eyes widened with anger. “I certainly do not work for him, and I am nowhere near beneath him. I wouldn't be so sure about how much Israel may or may not look your way. Because right now? You’re the rat. You're the backstabber. You’re the one he’s looking at while he’s off to the side. You’re the meat on his hook right now, not me. And it will stay that way so long as you keep pulling the bullshit I know you will because you can’t stand the idea of being an actual wife. Can you?”

      I quickly reached for a knife on the countertop. “You come any closer to me ever again and I will slit your throat. Got it?”

      He chuckled. “Man, I get the appeal, you know? You’re like a vicious little bunny before it’s eaten by the big, bad wolf.”

      I turned and took off down the hallway as Giovanni’s laughter echoed against my ears. I raced up the steps, making my way into Israel’s room before I quickly closed the door. I held the knife out in front of me, ready to bludgeon that man if he followed me up here.

      As the knife shook in my hands, I heard the elevator ding downstairs.

      “Tell Israel I stopped by to say ‘hello’!” he called out.

      And a few seconds later, I heard the elevator whirring. Carrying off that pathetic excuse for a man and leaving me alone again in the penthouse once more.

      “Holy shit,” I whispered.

      The knife dropped from my hands as my legs grew weak. I stumbled back onto the bed and raked my hands down my face. I felt like I was losing it. I felt like the craziness was finally getting to me. I forced myself to draw in sobering breaths, though. I forced myself to concentrate. I forced myself to stay rooted in the present.

      “It’s all closing in,” I murmured.

      Which is why you have to stay strong.

      My hands fell into my lap, and I held my head back up. I opened my eyes and stared at the closed door before I looked down at the knife. I stood and snatched up the weapon. I made my way back downstairs and crept around every corner, making sure I really was alone in this place.

      Then, I dashed into the room I’d occupied the night before and slipped the knife underneath my pillow. “Guess I’m sleeping down here now.”

      I knew all of this was simply a display of power and access. I knew Giovanni did nothing other than come over here and check up on me to see what I was up to while Israel was out. But I wouldn't be subdued by it. I wouldn't be overcome by it. More than ever, I was determined to rise above all of this asinine bullshit and power-hunger and become the wife Israel deserved.

      Because that’s what I wanted to be.

      I wanted to be the wife of the man I loved. “You owe me big time, Israel.”

      Down below in the real world, I heard car horns honking and people yelling at one another. I knew there was an entire world out there waiting to be explored and consumed and enjoyed. But first, I had to establish a foundation. I had to establish trust with Israel before I could even think about living that kind of life with him.

      So, I rose to my feet and faced the mirror on the back of the door. “I promise that no matter what it takes, Israel will see the woman I know I’m capable of being.”

      Then, I resolved to a full day of moving my stuff downstairs into my new bedroom.

      Because sometimes?

      Looking for that step forward meant taking a few steps back.
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      Wind whipped through the trees outside as I scribbled notes into a file open on my desk. Only part of my brain was functioning enough to register the work, though.

      Out of all the shit that was required in my line of work, I hated paperwork the most. Not because it held me in an office, and not because my handwriting was shit, but because it was mindless work. I felt myself wasting away with every paper that flipped. I felt my muscles atrophying with every line of text I scanned with my tired eyes. I wanted something that stimulated my brain and my mind simultaneously, as much as possible. Because at the end of the day, that’s what made a man. Not what he could write on a sheet of paper, but what he could do with the physical tools given to him if he kept up with himself.

      And I didn’t kill myself in the gym for nothing.

      Still, the sound of the leaves rustling outside sounded nice. Not that I wasn’t listening beyond them, though. I logged every sound that happened around me while I continued to flip papers and jot shit down. Contracts, they said. It would make my life easier, they said. But, all I found myself doing this time of year was spending an entire week of my life going over contracts in order to adjust them, sign off on them again, and have them stored away for another year before they had to be evaluated again.

      Who the fuck said I had to do this every year again?

      Oh, right. That was me.

      Idiot.

      I sat my pen down and sighed. I leaned back into my soft leather chair and slowly spun around. I knew it was reckless to have windows behind me my own damn office, which is why I insisted they be bulletproof. And every time I swiveled around to look out the window, it relaxed me. Jogging through the woods was my favorite kind of exercise. It got me away from the concrete towers of the jungle of my hometown and made me feel one with the earth that had given me life in the first place. I enjoyed getting to know it. I enjoyed feeling my feet jog through the dirt and mud and broken twigs as they cracked beneath my feet. I enjoyed inhaling gallons of fresh air deep into my lungs while the sun beat against my back. It reminded me that I was human. That I was just as frail as any of the necks I’d had within my grasp over the years. And as I stared out at the edge of the forest that surrounded my business warehouse, I sighed.

      I wonder if Bonnie likes the great outdoors.

      I’d been thinking about her more and more lately. Not that I didn’t think about her at all. But, I found her popping into my mind more when she shouldn’t. Like, now. When I was at work. I suddenly found myself considering her and wondering about her, and that had never happened to me before. Well, one other time before.

      I don’t bother talking about that woman, though.

      “Knock, knock.”

      I swiveled back to my desk as his voice landed hard against my ears. “Come in, Giovanni.”

      He opened my office door with a smirk against his cheeks. “Went by your house first, but all I got was her.”

      I blinked. “She’s got a name.”

      “I’m sure she does.”

      I picked up my pen. “What do you need?”

      He walked inside with a smile I was starting to dislike. “Is that any way to talk to a brother that just wants to pay his older brother a visit?”

      I pointed. “You can sit.”

      He closed my office door. “At least you have manners.”

      I ignored his sarcastic statement as I finally gave him my full attention. “You said you found Bonnie at home. I assume there’s a point.”

      He narrowed his eyes and tipped his head. “Isn’t she supposed to be with you?”

      I leaned back and stared at him. I was getting really tired of this game.

      He finally sighed. “You really are no fun, you know.”

      “I’m waiting for you to tell me what you’re doing here.”

      He crossed his leg over his knee. “Two words: anniversary party.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Fucking hell, get out of my office.”

      “We have to talk about it, Iz. Our parents’ wedding anniversary is coming up, and you know they’re going to want us to show up. We’re their sons, for crying out loud.”

      “I’ve already got my tux pressed and my shoes shined. Is there anything else we need to discuss? Because we finalized those plans—”

      “Are you going to be bringing her?”

      Would this ever end? “You mean, Bonnie?”

      “Whatever her name is for now.”

      “It’s Bonnie.”

      “We’ll see in a couple of weeks, though, right?”

      My eyes grew hard. “Why don’t you tell me why you're really here to talk?”

      He rested his arms against the chair. “You know Dad’s going to be pissed if you bring her along to that party. Right?”

      “And why would he be pissed?”

      He shrugged. “Because she’s not your wife and, for all he knows, she’s an implant from a family hellbent on destroying all of us. Why would they want that kind of reminder at their fiftieth anniversary?”

      “Well, you let Dad know that if he can’t handle her being there, he can handle me not being there.”

      Giovanni’s expression flickered with surprise as his lips turned up. “You’re kidding, right?”

      I returned my attention to my papers. “When do I kid, Gio?”

      He leaned forward. “Dad is going to see red, and Mom’s going to have a heart attack if you bring that woman to their wedding party, Iz. Do you really want to do that to them?”

      I didn’t bother looking at him. “It’s either both of us or neither of us.”

      He sighed and leaned away. “We have to provide a unified front at this party. You know damn good and well the kind of people who are going to be there. We need to show them that, despite what the streets are saying—”

      “I don’t live by what the streets are saying!” My voice bellowed over my brother’s head as I snapped my eyes to his. “I don’t listen to the gossip of others. I don’t take into account anything anyone says unless I trust them, or I’m paying them for recon. Understood?”

      Gio licked his lips. “She’s got you by the balls, doesn’t she?”

      “I’m not entertaining this line of talk any longer.”

      “Why? Because you can’t lie to me about it? Or, because you take pride in it, and you don’t want people to know that?”

      I slammed my pen down. “Out.”

      “Why don’t you just own up to what’s happening, Iz? You’re slipping. You’re growing soft towards that woman. Especially if you’ve already fucked her.”

      I shot up. “Out. Now. Before I throw you out myself.”

      He chuckled. “Holy shit, you have fucked her.”

      I came around my desk. “You’re done. This conversation is over.”

      My brother held out his hands. “Whoa, whoa, whoa, whoa! New threads, brother mine. Don’t muck them up with your dirt.”

      My vision dripped red. “I don’t have time for public displays of anything. I have an empire to run and a mystery to suss out, and I need to concentrate.”

      Giovanna smirked, shaking his head as if confused. “And again, I remind you that isn’t an option. Just because you don’t listen to what the streets say doesn’t mean we don’t. Mom and Dad aren’t liking what’s constantly being presented to them. They’re about to do away with you. And if you bring her to this party? You know damn good and well they’ll remove you from that seat.”

      Would they really go that far? Or was this just Gio pushing buttons? “No one can take my seat without challenging me. Dad officially stepped down three years ago, and he handed everything to me. That’s what you can’t stand. That’s why you’re always in here, rattling off at the mouth whenever you’re in town. Visiting, my ass. You’re here for a personal reason, but you won’t achieve it off the back of Bonnie and me. Understood?”

      He grinned. “Man, she must’ve been a good lay.”

      I gathered his lapels in my fist. “Get out.”

      “Don’t bring her if you don’t want to kill Dad at his own anniversary party.” He just wasn’t giving up. “Because if you do bring her, he’ll challenge you for the seat. Mark my words. And then, you’ll actually have to make a ballsy decision. Think you’re ready for it?”

      My nostrils flared. “Security!”

      My office door burst open, and there stood three burly men, ready to whisk my brother away and throw him into whatever dumpster he’d climbed out of.

      He shrugged me off before I could toss him their way. “Iz, I get you’re under some serious pressure right now, but you have no idea the kind of evil you’ve invited into your own damn home. All Mom and Dad want is a strong front at their anniversary party to show other families that we won’t be shaken by this nonsense. This is the kind of thing that will—quite literally—save us from future attacks because people view us as weak. And you want to decimate all of that for what? A girl you who was supposed to kill you per her uncle’s orders?”

      “She didn’t, Gio.”

      He scoffed. “And that’s what you’re basis is?”

      My security guard spoke. “Boss?”

      I held up my hand. “My basis for what?”

      Gio took a step toward me. “For ruining everything this family has worked so fucking hard for. The respect. The fear. The resentment. The friends. You’re willing to throw our one chance to prove we’re stronger than ever into the garbage disposal to be chewed up and spat out because you want to bring Bonnie? Because of some girl?”

      I made eye contact with one of the guards. “You can take him away now.”

      My brother’s jaw fell open. “Are you fucking kidding me right now?”

      I returned to my desk and made a dismissing gesture with my hand. “Take him away.”

      My guard’s voice filled the room. “Of course, boss.”

      Giovanni started yelling. “You’re going to ruin this. You’re going to ruin us!”

      Did he think he could handle this seat? “Whatever.”

      “You’re going to ruin this family forever, Israel.”

      “Sir?”

      I turned around at the sound of my secretary’s voice. “Yes, Miss Caswell?”

      She held out a Manilla envelope. “This just came. Got it scanned and tested. It’s clean.”

      I motioned for her to come in. “Just set it on my desk.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Mark my words, Israel,” Giovanni roared down the hallway.

      I looked at my secretary. “Close the door on the way out, please. And make sure that man isn’t allowed back in here.”

      “For today?”

      I paused. “For good.”

      If my brother thought he could waltz in here and talk to me like that, he was mistaken. Clearly, he didn’t see me as the head of this family yet. That meant I had to teach him a lesson. Even though he was my brother, I cut his paychecks. I gave him his jobs. I made sure he was comfortable and had everything he needed. But he was still operating off the idea that Dad wielded some sort of power in this family.

      When really, he only wielded the power we gave him ourselves.

      I picked up the manilla envelope and flipped it over. On the front was stamped ‘urgent,’ in bold, black letters. I quickly tore it open as I leaned against the edge of my desk. My eyes scanned the documents before I raked my hand through my hair.

      More fires to put out. More people to fire. More hires to be made, and another undercover operation to plan.

      “I usually send Gio for this,” I murmured.

      But I figured this was a great time to start that lesson.

      I set the papers down and picked up my office phone. I dialed the number seven, then waited until the phone rang. One ring, two rings, three rings exactly.

      “Yes, sir?”

      I grinned. “Porter. Got a job for you.”

      “I’m all ears.”

      “Come to my office at two. We’ll talk then.”

      “Yes, sir. See you then.”

      “Thanks.”

      I set the phone back down on the receiver and smiled to myself. If my brother thought I was going to keep giving him work after a display like that, he was sorely mistaken. I picked the papers back up and pushed off the edge of the desk, walking back around to my chair. I sat in the buttery leather seat, feeling it give way as it molded to my body.

      Then, I slid my reading glasses on and started reading.

      The more I read, though, the more I found myself thinking about that damn party. It was this weekend, and after planning this with my brother since well before Bonnie ever entered the picture, I was glad to have it almost past us. Three more days and I’d never have to plan another wedding anniversary party like this for as long as I lived. Including my own, because I sure as hell wouldn’t live long enough in my line of work to ever see that milestone.

      The smallest pang of regret touched my gut. As quickly as it came on, I pushed it away. “Come on, focus.”

      I read through what had been included in the “urgent” envelope so I could be prepared to brief Porter once he got there. My mind was still swirling about the party. Why the hell did my brother care all of a sudden? Did he really think he could take my place like Bonnie suggested? A few days ago, he wouldn’t have given a shit who I brought to that party. And now, I wasn’t supposed to take Bonnie? Yes, I didn’t trust her. Yes, I hadn’t brought her with me that day for a plethora of reasons. Yes, I was entranced by her. Hell, even wooed by her at some points. But I was a man. I was strong. And I could make my own damn decisions.

      I wanted her with me at that party.

      So, she’d go with me to that party. “That settles that.”

      Something about my brother’s actions still bugged me, though.

      I mean, he’d never come to visit me. Ever. The last time he’d come to stay any length of time with me had been after his fucking divorce. That bitch of a woman he’d married against Mom and Dad’s will had kicked him out. She’d taken everything he’d owned since he was stupid enough not to make her sign a damn prenup. He’d come and had crashed in the library for two solid months before I’d finally told him to get out. And now, after all these years, he popped back up again?

      He’s got something he’s working.

      “Or, something he and Dad are working on.”

      As I sat there, staring at my laptop, I wondered if the threat really was Bonnie’s family. If Pava Moretti really was the biggest wall I had standing in front of me right now. As my mind wandered and as I slowly started piecing some things together, a new picture formed in my mind’s eye.

      And I started wondering if the real threat to my family right now… was my own.
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      Finally, the evening had come.

      The evening of my parent’s anniversary party—and I couldn’t wait to get it over with.

      I was tired of the back and forth. Tired of the judgment. Tired of Mom changing things at the last minute and Dad never putting his foot down. I swear, that woman was the weakest part of him. And that truth echoed a sentiment my father had preached to me my entire life.

      Women are nothing but targets. Do better than I did.

      My day at work had been long enough. But, to pile on an event where I had to plaster on a smile and act like things were okay? It felt a bit too much. My shoulders were already stacked with mounds of chips that weighed me down with every step. I slept with both eyes open to make sure my home wasn’t invaded again. I kept tabs on my enemies to make sure none of them became as bold and brazen as Bonnie’s uncle.

      And Bonnie. She was a much different beast altogether.

      I rose up the elevator with my hands slid into my pockets. I closed my eyes and drew in a deep breath, enjoying the silence that came with such an encasement. Some days, I wanted to move into this elevator. Just ride it up and down with nothing but my clothes, a toilet in the corner, and some books. God, I missed sitting in my library and reading books. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d had a moment to sit down and enjoy something merely for pleasure. I missed my adventures. The love stories crafted between the pages of old books I stole from my mother’s library the day I moved out. Every time I walked by my library, it called to me. It called out for mercy and for a fresh start because all too quickly, my library had become my interrogation room.

      How did my life get here?

      Being born into something like this never got any easier. Every time I thought I was out of the woods with one thing, another thing would pop up and take its shot at me. I admired the tenacity of those around me. Those who wanted to take me down and mount my head on a wall for someone to show off at darkened dinner parties. I’d never give them the satisfaction, though.

      They’d all die by my hand if it meant scraping together a life I might actually want to live.

      All too soon, though, the elevator slowed to a stop. I felt my body weight temporarily shift and it made me raise my head. I looked at the Rolex watch on my left wrist and sighed. Damn it; I only had forty-five minutes to get ready for this damned thing before we had to head out. And while I knew Bonnie had probably been getting ready all afternoon, I wouldn’t have the luxury of showering off the stench of blood-caked beneath my fingernails before we walked out the door.

      Such is life, I suppose.

      “Bonnie,” I called as I got off the elevator.

      “Yes?” Her voice was muffled and sounded like it came from the bedroom.

      I climbed the stairs, looking around the empty room. “Bring me those diamond cufflinks from my top drawer.”

      She poked her head out of my closet. “I’m telling you, those things are—wait. Where did you get that tuxedo from?”

      I grinned. “You like it?”

      I looked over at her, and my heart fell into my stomach. Bonnie mindlessly rummaged through the top drawer of my accessories right by the door. Her body filled out the beautiful black dress she’d donned for the evening. The sash she had around her bare shoulders sparkled like stars in the night sky. Her hair was piled high on top of the crown of her head, with wispy curls hanging softly against her face. And when she stood to look at me, with those diamond cufflinks in her hands, I caught a glimpse of the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen in my life.

      She looked at me in questions as she handed me the cufflinks. “Too much?”

      I blinked. “Not nearly enough to outshine how beautiful you are.”

      She blushed. “Here you go.”

      Our fingers brushed together as I took them from her, sending a bolt of electricity down my body. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      I turned back to the mirror and watched her maneuver behind me. As I lifted my wrists and placed the cufflinks through the buttonholes, I fumbled around with the backs of them. I couldn't pay attention long enough to fix them. I couldn't stop looking at Bonnie in that fucking mirror long enough to finish dressing.

      “Here.” She looked up and noticed my issue. Smiling, she moved to assist. “Let me.”

      I turned to face her and watched as she voluntarily helped me get dressed. I mean, I thought my all-black tuxedo with my crimson red skinny tie made a bold statement. A powerful statement. One that would tell everyone at this damn party tonight that I wasn’t going anywhere. But I had nothing on how wondrous Bonnie looked.

      She’d outshine me the entire night.

      “There,” she said as she took my hands in hers. “All settled.”

      I grinned. “Thank you.”

      She looked up at me. “Anytime, Israel. I mean that.”

      I winked. “Careful what you wish for.”

      “And why is that?”

      I pulled her close to me. “Because I might call you one day and ask for something to be removed.”

      She fluttered her eyelashes. “Don’t mind if I squeal with delight, then.”

      I chuckled. “You like that?”

      “What? The idea of taking your clothes off? I think you know me better than that by now.”

      I do.

      As those two little words danced around in my mind, I felt her breath pulsing against my lips. My hand slid into hers, our fingers softly intertwining. I heard her draw in a shuddered breath. I squeezed her hand as everything within me mounted. I felt my cock stiffen. My gut clenched. My toes curled in my freshly-shined shoes as I licked my lips.

      “Israel?”

      “Yes?”

      She sighed. “We’re going to be late.”

      The sadness in her voice ripped me out of my trance, and I studied her. I really, genuinely studied her. She stepped away from me and turned her back. And I could have sworn her shoulders were slumped. “Stand up straight.”

      She peered over her shoulder. “What?”

      I straightened. “Stand up straight. Never give the appearance that something is weighing you down. Not in front of this crowd.”

      “I didn’t realize I had to put that front on with you as well.”

      Then, she disappeared from my closet.

      “Damn it,” I murmured.

      After I finished getting ready, I headed downstairs. Bonnie stood by the elevator, waiting for me, but she didn’t turn around when I approached. She had her sash over her bare shoulders, and her clutch squeezed tightly within her grasp. I plucked my coat off the rack and slid it over my shoulders before wrapping my neck up with a scarf. “Ready?”

      She rolled her shoulders back. “Whenever you are.”

      I placed my hand on the small of her back before I summoned the elevator. “And just so we’re clear, I want to say one thing.”

      She slowly looked up at me as the elevator doors slid open. “What is it?”

      I led her inside the cab. “I will never expect you to put on any kind of front with me. Ever. Understood?”

      She took in a deep breath and released it. “I understand.”

      I nodded curtly. “Good.”

      The elevator whisked us away before four new security guards I had hired followed us out to the town car. I opened the door for Bonnie and helped her inside, which gave me a moment to gather my bearings. I knew I’d kick up some dust with this. I knew my father wouldn't like this at all, especially since I had that lunch date with Mrs. Esposito the very next day.

      But I knew where I stood with Bonnie, and I knew what we were trying to do.

      And no one would take that away from me.

      I slipped into the car, and one of my security officers closed the door. Then, the driver took off towards the party destination. I already knew what the place would look like, but I was anxious to see what Bonnie thought of it. If I knew her as well as I thought I did, her reaction would be a refreshing one.

      “You okay?” she asked.

      Not really. “I’m fine, yes.”

      “In my world, ‘fine’ isn’t good.”

      I peered down at her. “Well, in my world, ‘fine’ is just fine.”

      She smiled. “Good to know, then.”

      I took her hand. “Good to know, indeed.”

      The way our fingers intertwined made me feel rooted. Feeling her small hand swallowed up by my palm, made me feel powerful. Manly. As if I could conquer the world that laid itself out for me. I scooted closer to her as we got closer to the venue. We slid into the long line of black, gaudy limousines owned by people who wanted to flaunt their wealth rather than actually doing something with it.

      As we pulled up to the front of the hotel my brother and I rented for this party, I looked over at Bonnie. “Ready?”

      She peeked out the window. “I take it there’s a ballroom inside or something?”

      I nodded. “There is. We’ll also get a key as we pass by the front desk.”

      “A key? To what?”

      “A hotel room, of course.”

      She furrowed her brow. “We have a hotel room for the night?”

      I opened the door. “For the weekend. Everyone gets one. We booked out the entire hotel for the weekend.”

      She frowned up at me. “Wait, you did what?”

      I helped her out of the car and slid her sash back her shoulders. I offered my arm to her as she gawked up at the facade of the building, gazing up at all of the darkened rooms.

      “Every single one of those is for the party tonight?”

      It was rather impressive, wasn’t it? “They are, yes.”

      She shook her head. “If it were me? I’d have been just fine with a cookout beside a pool.”

      Bingo. “Well, my parents are a bit more uppity than that.”

      She giggled. “You did not just call them that.”

      I grinned. “I won’t tell if you won’t.”

      She smiled up at me, and it filled me with strength. I led her through the opened double doors of the hotel, and we were automatically given a key. The penthouse key, of course. My father never did like a penthouse suite. He much preferred smaller hotel suites. “Less to secure,” he’d always said. That meant Bonnie and I could spend a weekend in a luxurious penthouse with meals brought right to our door and a bed we didn’t have to make ourselves.

      It wasn’t much of a change from how we lived now, but sometimes a change of scenery could breathe life back into something.

      Or someone.

      “My God, Israel?” Uncle Rickie’s voice called. “Is that you?”

      I turned to see his smiling face.

      “It is you! Holy shit, you’ve grown. How’s the family business treating you?” He clapped me on the back.

      I returned the pat. “It’s going well, thank you for asking.”

      He turned his attention to Bonnie. “And who is this lovely woman you have on your arm?”

      “This is Bonnie Moretti. My date for the evening.”

      My uncle blinked, concern blanketing his gaze. “Moretti?”

      Here we go. “Yes.”

      He nodded slowly. “Ah.”

      Bonnie tapped me on the arm. “I think I’m going to get a drink. Are you thirsty?”

      I kept smiling at my uncle. “No, beautiful. I’m all right. Let me at least escort you into the ballroom like a gentleman.”

      I brushed past my uncle, and we headed straight for the ballroom. We weren’t even announced by the man standing at the door because he looked too shell-shocked at the sight of Bonnie. I removed her arm from mine and wrapped my tight grip around her waist. I kept her close while people stared. I kissed the top of her head just to give them something to gawk at.

      “Israel?”

      “Yes?”

      “Could you have at least warned me before throwing me into this plan of yours?”

      I looked at her out of the corner of my eye. “What plan?”

      She looked up at me through her eyelashes. “I’m not an idiot. You brought me here to make a statement. You could’ve at least told me that before we got here.” She had a smile on her face, but there was frustration in her murmured voice.

      I brushed it off. I wouldn’t fight with her that night, not in front of everyone. If she still had grievances once we got up to the room, we could hash things out there. Right now, though? We had to keep up a facade of happiness. So, I plastered on my best smile and turned to the person beside me.

      “Hello, Mrs. Gabriel. How is your daughter doing? Have you met Miss Moretti yet?”

      Her hazel eyes lit up with interest. “Israel, it’s wonderful to see you. And I don’t believe I’ve met Miss Moretti yet, no.”

      “Well, this is the infamous Bonnie Moretti. Isn’t she a beauty? I’m a lucky man; I can tell you that.”

      I wanted to accomplish two things that night. One, I wanted everyone to know that Bonnie was at my side so long as I kept her there. And two, I wanted everyone to know that I knew they knew. Half of my business was brute force, but the other half was psychological warfare. I knew my family’s lips were much too loose to keep under wraps the fact that I wasn’t actually married. I knew that from the second my father had called me up to inform me about my lunch date with Carmela. So, I sure as hell wasn’t going to act as if this woman was my wife.

      I would, however, act like she was the most important woman in my life.

      Because she was.

      “It’s so nice to meet you, Mr. Ranchester.” Bonnie played her part perfectly. “I’m Bonnie. Yes, Bonnie Moretti. Though, I do hope to change that last name at some point.”

      She fluttered among the crowd at my side perfectly.

      “Oh, my word. You look amazing! That dress is stunning on you. Oh, yes. I’m so sorry. Bonnie Moretti, and you are?”

      There were even moments where her name alone stole the show, and I got to witness her personable skills first-hand.

      “Don’t let the name fool you now. My uncle might give it a bad rap, but someone’s got to repair that reputation, right? You can just call me ‘Bonnie,’ though. ‘Mrs. Moretti’ is my aunt and she wears the title well despite her age.”

      I almost choked on the drink I was sipping as the comment flew from her lips. And as my parents’ best friends, Alma and Frank, stood there in shock, Bonnie simply smiled at them before she looked up at me.

      “Need another drink, handsome?”

      I winked at her. “Don’t mind if I have one. Get yourself one, too. Neither of us is going anywhere for the night.”

      “For the night? I was at least hoping for the weekend.”

      I chuckled. “Whatever you want, beautiful.”

      Laying it on as thick as we were was exhausting. But we somehow made it entertaining in the process. There were times where I had to physically keep myself from laughing because the digs Bonnie got in against her family tickled me to the core. The woman had a serious tongue on her. She could slash an entire crowd down in a heartbeat if I had given her a microphone to speak.

      She was right about her ability to speak and be heard.

      Maybe she was right about other things as well.

      “My son,” Dad called. “There you are!”

      I turned around, ready to formally introduce him to Bonnie. But the second I saw him walking towards us, I felt my body grow cold.

      “Israel?” Bonnie asked softly, handing me a drink.

      Dad smiled as he walked up. “You remember Alice Esposito? I didn’t know the two of you had such a history, my son.”

      Bonnie tugged at me. “Talk to me, Israel. You’re growing pale.”

      I girded my loins, readying myself for a spar. “Dad. Miss Esposito.”

      She nodded softly, her baby blue eyes gazing up at me as if we had no history. The beauty mark on her upper lip, waggling at me and taunting me. Forcing me to remember all of the kisses I once pressed against it. Her slim features weren’t to be taken lightly, though. She wasn’t thin from her diets. She was lean from her training. And I knew I had stepped into a very volatile situation.

      One I had to make sure I succeeded at navigating.

      Her soft voice filled my ears. “Israel. It’s good to see you again.”

      I cleared my throat. “Likewise.”

      I saw how uncomfortable she was. I saw how hard my father was hanging onto her. The evil glinting behind his eyes made me want to choke him. But the sheer force of my shock left me devoid of all reactions.

      Except to nod. “It’s nice to see you again, Miss Esposito.”

      Alice shook her head. “I’m so sorry, is—”

      Dad interjected. “I’m sure the two of you have much to talk about. Bonnie, if you’d come with—”

      I wrapped my arm around Bonnie. “She won’t be going anywhere with you unless I’m coming as well. Understood?”

      Alice smiled softly. “You always were protective. It was my favorite trait about you.”

      Bonnie paused. “Her favorite trait?”

      I peeked down at her. “Later. It’s a long story.”

      Dad’s eyes hardened. “I think you should give Alice some closure while Bonnie and I go have a talk.”

      I stared at him. “If she wants closure, we can take our private conversation to the balcony. Where Bonnie will be accompanying me.”

      Alice nodded. “Of course. I wouldn't have it any other way. I believe I owe you—”

      Dad waved his hand in the air. “Nonsense.”

      I shook my head. “Not one bit.”

      I clung to Bonnie as I nodded towards Alice. I didn’t have the energy or the mental forethought to deal with this situation. My father was just as conniving as he was brutal, but I wasn’t passed raising a stink if he wanted to create one. I’d try to avoid it, of course, for the sake of my mother. However, if my father insisted on doing this now instead of waiting until lunch the next day to sort it out?

      I had no issues making my stand now.

      “You look good, Israel,” Alice said with a soft smile.

      I returned it. “And you look divine.”

      Bonnie clicked her tongue. “He does look good, doesn’t he?”

      I squeezed her quickly, letting her know this wasn’t one of those times she needed to be kicking up. And while I’m pretty sure she got the message, it also caused her to pull away from me.

      Before she stormed off.

      “Well, Alice. I’ll leave you to it,” Dad said cheerfully.

      When he walked away, I found myself staring straight into the baby blue eyes of Alice. A woman I had once loved. A woman I had once contemplated marrying before she’d dropped me like a hot sack of potatoes, blocked my number, and had never spoken to me again.

      “Alice Shaeffer,” I said.

      She shook her head. “I’m so sorry, Israel. I really am.”

      Yet another woman who claimed to care about me while duping me in the process.

      No wonder my father considers women a weakness.
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      I stood by the drinks, watching while Israel and that woman talked. I couldn't put my finger on it, but something was wrong. Israel looked stoic as ever, but behind his eyes was a hurt I’d only ever seen once before. I knew that look, as much as it sickened me to think about. And I wondered what in the world the two of them were discussing.

      I didn’t like how close Alice kept stepping to him. I didn’t like how he didn’t back away from her. I didn’t like the fact that they both turned their backs to me, so I couldn't read their fucking lips.

      Who in the world is Alice Esposito?

      “You have a month.”

      I turned around quickly at the sound of Israel’s father’s voice.

      “Come again?” I asked.

      He glared at me. “You’ve got a month to move out of my son’s place.”

      I blinked. “And you really think you have that authority over me.”

      He removed a piece of paper from his tuxedo pocket. “Here.”

      “What is it?”

      “It’s a contract. Short and sweet.”

      I furrowed my brow as I plucked the contract out of his hand. And when I unfolded it to read the first page, I felt the breath of my lungs leave.

      “What in the world?” I asked.

      “It’s a simple contract. I know your family has cast you aside. I know you have no one and nowhere to go. This contract guarantees you twenty million dollars to be granted in your name along with a separate purchase of any house you could ever want anywhere in the world.”

      I slowly looked up at him. “Are you kidding me right now?”

      “No strings attached, no secrets, no funny business.”

      I blinked. “You want to give me twenty million dollars and buy me some private island just so I’ll leave and let you marry Israel off to someone he’s not happy with?”

      “Do you honestly think he’s happy with you?”

      “He could be.”

      He raised both dark eyebrows. “You’re done playing house with my son. I don’t know if you have a plan in the works or if you’re simply leeching off him until you can get back on your feet. But I won’t stand for it. That’s my final offer to you, and it’s a good one. You can start a whole new life with something like that.”

      She could. She really could. “I love your son, Mr. Rossi.”

      His eyes hardened. “Then, if you love him, give him a life that’s at least a little easier on him in the long run. Because the last thing my hard-working son should have to deal with is to come home and wonder if the woman on the other end of the door is still thinking about killing him.”

      I shoved the contract back at him. “I would never. I love him. And he’s going to love me. You’ll see.”

      “You’re no longer welcome in this family, Miss Moretti. I suggest you take this contract—”

      “I won’t.”

      He nodded. “Very well. Then, I’ll be in touch with your uncle shortly.”

      I snarled. “For what reason?”

      He slid the contract back into his tuxedo. “To let his minions know where you are, of course. You know, like I did last time.”

      I felt the world around me come to a grinding halt. “Like—like what?”

      His father walked away. “Enjoy your time while you have it, Miss Moretti.”

      “Like what?” My shrill shriek sounded above the crowd, and the entire party stopped to look at me. I peered over at Israel, who stared at me with an expression I couldn't read. I felt anger within me bubbling. I felt my frustration mounting. I felt my heart rate skyrocketing as blood pumped through my ears, drowning up the rest of the sound around me.

      Then, I rolled my shoulders back and stood tall.

      His father came close to me. “You better watch that voice of yours in this party. It’s for my wife. And if you ruin it, you’ll have me to deal with too.”

      I held my chin high. “You don’t want what’s best for your son. You want what’s best for your empire.”

      “My son is that empire. I would never expect a woman with no family and no children to ever understand that concept.”

      The party slowly picked back up as I swallowed hard. “Israel’s my family now. Even if he doesn’t see it. But I know he does. I know he loves me, even if he won’t say it right now.”

      “You’ll kill him, just like you were planning to do in the first place.”

      “Let me tell you something, Mr. Rossi. I’ve had all sorts of chances over the past few months to kill your son. To poison him. Or stab him. Or smother him. I’ve had every chance to turn his own damn gun on him and go through with what my uncle wanted me to do. What he groomed me to do without my permission, mind you. And not once have I ever even considered it.”

      “You considered it enough to marry him, and that’s betrayal enough for me.”

      “Your son had every chance to let me die, too, you know.”

      He blinked. “What?”

      I nodded. “The warehouse fire? I was inside it. He saved me. Just like when those three men you and my uncle sent after us, came into our home—”

      “His home.”

      “Our home,” I reiterated, “and defiled it. That man was about to rape me, Mr. Rossi. Rape me and then kill me. And your son saved me from it. He could have easily let me die and be rid of all this nonsense, but he chose not to. Want to take a guess as to why?”

      His nostrils flared. “Sign the fucking contract, Bonnie. Otherwise, I will kill you myself.” Then, he stalked off back to his wife’s side, while people at the party still glanced at me.

      I slowly turned back around to find Israel, but he was gone. Him and Alice. I gazed around the crowd, trying to see if I could spot them. But I couldn’t.

      “Israel?” I called out.

      I set my drink down and wove my way through the party, trying to figure out where in the world he had gotten off to. “Israel!”

      I walked back out into the hallway and looked both ways. I checked the bathrooms as well as the front desk to see if maybe they had seen him. Maybe he’d gone up to the room? Maybe he was waiting for me? Maybe he had gone home?

      Where had he gone?

      “I know where he is.”

      I slowly turned around and glared at Giovanni. “I don’t have time for you.”

      He held out his arm for me. “Come with me. I know where he is, but you’re not going to like it.”

      I looked down at his arm. I knew I shouldn’t have been lured by his words. I was, though. I was curious. Together, we started back down the hallway. The plush carpet gave beneath my heels as the smell of food and drinks wafted from the ballroom and beneath my nose. He led me past the main door as if we were headed for the bathrooms

      “I already checked here. He wasn’t—”

      “Just be patient,” Giovanni said.

      We turned a darkened corner I hadn’t realized was there and walked down the hallway. We passed sprawling doors, indicating the opulent suites the hotel boasted of, despite the fact that they were on the first floor.

      Something didn’t feel right. “Where are you taking me?”

      He held out his hand.

      I followed where his hand was ushering me to, and my stomach dropped to the floor. He slipped my arm away from his and stood behind me, giving me an unobstructed view of what was happening. Israel was still with Alice, all right. At the end of this hallway, through a set of double doors. I saw them out on some sort of patio, sitting and drinking and smiling. He looked down at her and laughed a laugh I’d never heard before. And when her head fell back with giggles, I felt a piece of my soul break off.

      “Israel?” I asked softly.

      I knew he couldn't hear me. Not above the laughter he was sharing with this woman. I held my hand out, catching myself against the wall as the two of them continued to laugh. Israel said something, and Alice snorted. She threw something back, and his shoulders shook. The sight was sickening, and I wanted no part of it.

      So, I turned around and closed my eyes.

      “I’m sorry,” Giovanni said, but his tone lacked apology.

      My eyes whipped open. “No, you’re not.”

      He nodded. “You’re right. I’m not. Despite what those two have been through, they were always well-suited for each other. Hell, I didn’t even know Israel was over her until he agreed to marry you.”

      I blinked. “What?”

      He snickered. “Yeah. Israel had it bad for her. I mean, her name was Alice Shaeffer back then. But now that we know she’s the daughter of Carmela Esposito? Well, that simply makes her perfect.”

      I swallowed down my own vomit. “I have to go.”

      “You sure you don’t want to—”

      I shoved my hand against Giovanni’s face, stumbling off balance. I felt him grip my wrist, and I fumbled on my feet, but not before I jammed the crook of my thumb and my pointer finger directly against his throat. “I know you set this up. I know you and your father are cut from the same cloth, you disgusting piece of shit. You don’t give a damn other than overthrowing Israel and taking his spot. But I have a little surprise for you.”

      Giovanni held his throat as he tried to catch his breath.

      “Your brother already knows that,” I whispered.

      I gathered my dress and walked off as I clutched my purse. I walked straight past the entrance to the ballroom and started for the elevator, ready to get to my room. I wanted nothing more to do with this night. I refused to be paraded around a second longer. I loved Israel, that much was for certain. So, if what he wanted was Alice, then I’d let him go.

      But that was a conversation he and I would have.

      Not a conversation that would be had for us.
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      My eyes opened the next morning and the sun burned. I groaned as I rolled over, looking towards the bathroom door. I didn’t even know what room I was in any longer. One minute, I was with Israel, and the next minute I was sleeping downstairs. The sun streamed harshly through the windows, so I turned back over, tossing the comforter over my head.

      Until I heard my cell phone buzzing on the bedside table.

      “What now?” I grumbled.

      I threw the covers off and sat up. The sun was out in a full-on spectacle, which meant I probably needed to get up anyway. I looked at my heels tossed onto the floor and my dress hanging over the edge of the bed. I looked over at the pillow and saw my day-old makeup strewn all over the white satin pillowcase. I reached for my buzzing phone and cleared my throat, but I didn’t check to see who was calling.

      I really should have.

      “Hello?” I asked.

      “You’re in way over your head, Bon.”

      I froze. “Pava?”

      He chuckled. “What, I’m not even your uncle anymore?”

      My back straightened. “Not after you tried to have me killed. Twice.”

      “That’s the price of doing business. And you’ve been doing business on the wrong side of the fence.”

      I rose to my feet. “I take it this is you calling me and telling me I have another chance to reconsider?”

      “Oh, no. This isn’t that kind of phone call. You already had your chance, and even your cousin couldn't talk any sort of sense into you. This is another kind of phone call.”

      “Are you about to set this penthouse on fire and go for round two? Because I’m pretty sure Israel’s upstairs.”

      “You’re pretty sure? Are you sure you’re ‘pretty sure’? Even after the deal you two made?”

      A shiver rushed up my spine. “What are you talking about?”

      He chuckled. “You really shouldn't have gone and fucked with my businesses, Bonnie. I have ears and people in places you could never dream of, and I know more than you could ever want me to know.”

      “Why are you doing this? Why the hell can’t you just leave us alone? Haven’t you killed enough people in your climb up the ranks? Weren’t my parents enough?”

      The phone call fell silent before my uncle cleared his throat. “I see he’s really gotten his talons in you, then, if you really think I could kill my own brother.”

      He’d tried to kill her. “All I want is the truth. All I want is for all of us to come out of this situation with what we want. Is that too much to ask?”

      “In this lifestyle? Yes. I took you in, Bonnie. I raised you after losing my own damn brother, the only shred of family I had left in this world. Every time I looked at you, I saw him. You have his eyes, Bonnie. His wide, sparkling, telling eyes. And every time I looked at you when you were a child, it hurt me all over again. I relived that night all over again. Time after time. And yet, I still took you in. I still fed you, clothed you.”

      “Groomed me to be a killer before you tried to kill me too.”

      “Wow. He’s really gotten inside your head.”

      “This is all me, uncle. You want me, not Israel. And if I have to keep chiseling away at what you love more than anything on this planet, I will. Is that clear?”

      He snickered. “Have you even figured out what you want in all of this?”

      I blinked. “What?”

      “What’s your end goal, Bonnie? Hm? What do you get out of all this?”

      I slowly sat back down. “That’s for me to know and you to find out.”

      “Let me take a guess. You either don’t know what you want at all because you’ve been blindsided by Israel, or that’s what you want at the end of all this. Israel. And judging by the conversation you had with my daughter—”

      “My cousin, you mean. Because you sure as hell don’t—”

      “I’d watch what you say next, Bonnie. Look down at your chest.”

      My eyes slowly lowered, and I saw not one, not two, but three different red dots.

      All of them, dancing around my heart.

      “What are you doing?” I glowered.

      “I know you’ve fallen in love with the man. I know you’re fighting this war on his side so you can get him to fall in love with you. I know you two have a deal that you go nowhere without one another, yet Israel leaves all the time with you left behind. I know where you are, Bonnie. I know how your mind works. I know weaknesses you don’t even know you have yet. So, listen closely before we cut this call. Are you listening?”

      “Actually, no. I’m not.”

      I shot up from the bed and lunged into the bathroom. I hung up the phone call and crawled my way into the stone shower, then curled up into a ball. I expected to hear gunfire piercing through the walls. I expected hollow-point bullets to start battering the outer limits of this penthouse. I waited on bated breath for the pain to swallow me whole. But at least I could do knowing I stuck it to my uncle the only way I knew how to at the time.

      Except, absolutely none of that happened.

      “Hello?” I asked.

      I slowly lifted my head and let my hands fall to the ground.

      “Hello?” I asked again.

      I stood to my feet and inched my way out of the stone shower. I got down onto my hands and knees and avoided all the windows as I crawled out of the bedroom. The second I made it into the hallway, I scrambled to my feet. I rushed up the stairs and made a break for Israel’s room, my heart pumping wildly in my chest.

      “Israel! Are you in here!?”

      I threw his bedroom door open and looked around, but he was nowhere to be found.

      “Israel!” I exclaimed.

      My cell phone started vibrating again, and I knew exactly who it was this time.

      “What do you want?” I hissed as I answered the phone.

      “You know, he really enjoys his grapes, doesn't he?” my uncle asked.

      The hairs on the nape of my neck stood on end. “If you hurt one hair on that man’s head—”

      “Oh, he’s fine. Just doing a bit of grocery shopping. Though, I’m curious to know why he didn’t wake you up and take you with him. That is your agreement, right?”

      “What do you want?”

      “I want you to walk away and leave my businesses alone. The three you’ve converted are already talking, and it’s cost me two more businesses I worked very hard to obtain. Now, I’ve decided to excuse those two businesses because it’s not like they made me any money. So, Israel I said ‘good luck’ with those. But Bonnie?”

      “What?”

      “If you leave the rest of my businesses alone, I’ll call off the hit on you.”

      A way out. “So, you do have a hit out on me right now.”

      “You call this war off, and I’ll call the hit off.”

      “Israel, too.”

      “Can’t do that one. He’s direct competition. It’s just business, though. I’m sure you understand since you’re grown enough to rob the hands that fed you.”

      I shook with fury. “Then, you can shove your hit where the sun doesn’t shine. If you don’t lay off Israel, then I don’t give a shit what you do. Because you’re going down, either way.”

      He sighed. “I really wish you wouldn't have said that.”

      He hung up, and I dropped the phone to the floor. I pressed my back against the hallway and slid down, allowing tears of fear and anger and frustration to trail down my cheeks. I let them drip down my neck as I clutched my phone, trying to still my quaking body.

      But now, I was painfully aware of just how many windows this damn place had.

      You have to call him. You have to call Israel.

      “And say what, though?”

      Tell him what happened. Tell him about the snipers.

      “Is he really going to believe me, though? I can’t even get the man to sleep with me, much less trust me.”

      What’s it going to look like if you don’t try, though?

      “I don’t know. Like I was secretly working with my uncle all along? He already believes that, right?”

      You never know until you call.

      I looked down at my phone and sighed. I needed to know if my uncle was bluffing. I needed to know if he actually had sights on Israel or not. So, I picked up the phone and dialed his number.

      And when I heard him munching on something, my stomach dropped.

      “What is it?” Israel asked.

      “Are you eating grapes by any chance?”

      He paused. “Yes…? Why?”

      “And you’re in a grocery store right now?”

      I heard his cart crash into something. “I’m leaving now. When I get home, you’re going to tell me how you know this. Got it?”

      “My uncle called.”

      “Not on the phone. When I get home. I’ll have the groceries delivered.”

      “He had snipers—”

      “When. I get. Home. Stay put. Stay away from the windows. I’m heading back now.”

      “I’m so sorry,” I whispered.

      I heard a car door open. “I’ll be home soon. Stay in the hallway upstairs. Okay?”

      “I’m already here.”

      “Good girl. ETA is five.”

      Then, he hung up the phone. Leaving me to cry by myself as I curled my knees to my chest. When the hell did everything get so fucked?
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      “Where are you going?”

      Bonnie’s voice fluttered from the stairs as I slid my arms into my coat.

      “Out,” I said, rage fueling my every move.

      “Let me grab my purse and I’ll—”

      “Alone.”

      Silence filled the room. “I thought the deal was to go wherever one another went. Especially after what happened yesterday.”

      I fluffed the collar of my coat. “That’s why I need to go alone. I know they’re waiting for you to leave this penthouse before those snipers appear again. They know we know they’re watching. The best thing we can do is conduct business as usual.”

      “Which is, apparently, not keeping our word.”

      I turned to face her. “You started that trend when you decided to go against your uncle’s wishes and not kill me. This entire relationship is built on us not keeping our words. Why would this shock you now?”

      The hard truth of his words widened my eyes. “I’m not shocked, Israel. I’m just hurt.”

      Her words cut deep. “I’m sorry you feel that way.”

      “I just want things to be different. I want us to be a team.”

      I reached for my scarf. “Then give me room to make that happen.”

      “It doesn’t feel like you’re making anything happen.”

      “Says the woman who’s got a hit out on her head but isn’t dead yet.”

      She sighed. “Israel, that’s not—”

      “I have to go. I’ll bring home dinner. Five o’clock sharp. If I’m not back? You know who to call.”

      “I do. Yeah.”

      I pressed the button for the elevator. “Wonderful. Try to get some rest today. I know you must be frazzled still.”

      “You think me weak when I’m anything but.”

      I stepped into the elevator, then turned to face her. “You’re the strongest woman I know, Bonnie. But even the strongest have their weak points.”

      The doors closed between us, and I focused on the task at hand. I had to get to the police station. I had an appointment with the chief of the department, Wiles Anderson, and we had much to discuss. Hell of a name for the chief of police, but I suppose it suited him well enough.

      I wanted to speak with him about Bonnie’s family.

      My security guard at the bottom of the elevator nodded as I stepped out. “Afternoon, sir.”

      Another guard followed me to the front lobby door. “Let me get the door.”

      And yet another one spoke into his wrist as I opened my town car door and slipped inside. “Bossman’s in the car. One scheduled destination.”

      The security men talked around me as I slid into the back of my town car. I motioned for my driver to leave, then rattled off where we were headed. I slid my scarf off and gazed out the window, searching the rooftops for any glint of sunlight that didn’t belong. Once we pulled up to the police station, I focused on what I needed to do.

      “Can I help you?” the plump man at the desk asked.

      I gave him a professional smile. “I’m here to speak with Chief Anderson.”

      A voice sounded behind me. “Follow me, Mr. Rossi.”

      I turned around and found a worn, aged man standing behind me. He looked me right in my eyes before he turned around, motioning with his hand to follow me. I nodded at the officer behind the desk before I followed the trench-coated man, who still hadn’t slid his sunglasses off even though we were inside.

      However, once we got into his office, he took them off. And the black eyes told me everything I needed to know about him.

      “Rough night?” I asked.

      He eased himself into his office chair. “Always, when you’re on duty. What can I help you with, Mr. Rossi? You seemed pretty urgent to take up my time.”

      I slid the folder out of my coat and set it on his desk. “I’d like you to reopen this case.”

      He flipped the folder open with a frown. “Ah, I remember that night.”

      “Seems everyone does.”

      He peered up at me. “You want me to reopen the Moretti case. Why?”

      “Because I can promise you I can find evidence that will make it worth your while.”

      “Evidence you don’t have now.”

      “Evidence I don’t have proof of yet.”

      He nodded slowly. “So, you’re telling me this wasn’t a drunken car crash.”

      I shook my head. “Nope.”

      “What does your information say it is?”

      “If you’re the right person for the job, you already know. I’m hoping you are, though, Chief Anderson.”

      He sighed. “I had my best men on this case. They would’ve known if it was murder.”

      “And you know Pava Moretti’s got more hands in this police department than I do. I’m asking you to work with me. I’m not asking you to flip and become some bad guy.”

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa. When did Moretti get into this game?”

      So, maybe he wasn’t the right guy. “When I figured out he was the one who killed Bonnie’s parents.”

      “Ah, that was her name. Bonnie.”

      I nodded. “This wasn’t a car crash. This was planned. Pre-meditated. And I’ll pay whatever it is you need to put your best men on this that aren’t dirty.”

      He stood. “None of my men are dirty. I want you to hear that right now. This department went to great lengths—”

      I waved my hand in the air. “Cops in this city will always be dirty so long as there are men like Pava Moretti out on the street. Again, I’m not asking anyone to turn. I’m asking that your overtime be paid by me in exchange for your best clean men to reopen this case and give it another look.”

      He glared at me. “Overtime?”

      “Yep.”

      “For all of my men that touch this.”

      “All of them.”

      “And we don’t owe you anything?”

      I shrugged. “All you’ll owe me is the actual verdict, and whoever it is that staged this to look like an accident.”

      He nodded slowly. “And if someone who staged the accident is one of my men?”

      “Then, I guess your department isn’t as ‘dirty cop free’ as you think.”

      He pinched the bridge of his nose. “All right. Yes. Okay. I’ll re-open the case.”

      I nodded. “Wonderful. All of my contact information is at the back of that folder. I want to be kept up to date as quickly as you have new information. Understood?”

      “Yeah, yeah. I got it.”

      I stood to my feet. “And Chief?”

      “Yeah?”

      “I want this done right. The woman who’s paying for this is a good woman. I want to give her closure.”

      “You have my word she’ll get it.”

      I turned toward his office door. “I sincerely hope you’re right.”

      I made my way out into the hallway and headed back for the front doors of the precinct. Even though the officer behind the plexiglass stared at me from the front desk as if I’d grown a fourth head, I nodded my appreciation to him anyway. No use in coming off like a dick since we had enough of those in town. However, the second I walked to my town car, I saw a very familiar figure leaning against it.

      And the sight of Pava made me sick.

      He grinned. “Israel. Fancy meeting you here.”

      I swallowed down the urge to put a bullet in his head as I approached. “Pava. I didn’t realize we were on a first-name basis.”

      He chuckled. “Cute.”

      I drew in a deep breath. “Did you come here with a threat? Or a punch? Or more snipers? Because it really is growing old, and I have a date to keep.”

      “Just came here with a warning, that’s all.”

      I opened the door of my car. “Then, spit it out so I can go on about my business.”

      He stared me down. “You keep that woman of yours in check. You hear me?”

      I smirked. “You mean, the woman you raised and claimed to love? That woman?”

      He growled. “Keep her in her place, or war is coming. A war unlike anything your family has ever seen.”

      I looked over at him, leveling him with a heated stare. “War was inevitable after what you did. After what you’ve already done. And I promise you; you will pay heavily for it. You and your family.”

      He snorted. “Are you really still upset over the fact that you married Bonnie and not my daughter? Are we really stuck on that?”

      “It’s cute you think I’m even mentioning that in the first place.”

      His face fell. “Well, if you don’t want to keep her on a leash, then why don’t I extend the idea of a peace offering?”

      “In exchange for…?”

      “Two hours alone with Bonnie.”

      What is wrong with this man? “You’re delusional.”

      I tried to get into my car, but h slammed the door closed before I could. “You listen to me and you listen good. Whatever I want I get. That’s how it’s always worked. Bonnie’s been a thorn in my side ever since you fucked with her mind and made her jump ship. I don’t know what you did and I don’t know what you said, but I’m telling you right now. If you don’t hand her back over to me—”

      I hovered over him, cloaking him in my shadow. “You’ll what?”

      His back straightened. “Take the peace offering and give me my time with my daughter.”

      “She’s not your daughter. Never has been, never will be.”

      “You watch that tongue of yours, you selfish son of a—”

      I wrapped my hand around his neck. “You won’t get her or me or anything even remotely related to me. All you’ll get is revenge. That’s the peace offering I give you.”

      Then, I tossed the man to the ground in front of the police station and got into my car.

      “Driver? Home, please. As quickly as you can.”

      Because the sooner I could get back and see that Bonnie was all right, the better I’d be.

      And the more my bloodlust would be abated.
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      My eyes scanned the papers in front of me as blood thundered throughout my body.

      That chief of police wasted no time in getting me documentation I could pour over myself while his men were working around the clock. And what I saw in these documents made me furious. Even to the untrained eye, it was clear something had been covered up. The redacted statements were easy enough to read, especially since they hadn’t deleted the text. Just placed faded black blocks on top of all the words.

      Almost as if they wanted someone reading what was really happening.

      I held the paper up to the light and held it down in my lap. I contorted the papers every which way, adding heat and water and scanning the documents into my laptop. I manipulated them every which way I could before I finally pieced the redacted text together into cohesive sentences that were easy to read.

      And with all of that information in play, I already had theories as to who was responsible for the cover-up of the murder of Bonnie’s parents.

      “Hey, Israel?”

      Her voice made my heart jump, but I kept my cool on the outside. “Yeah?”

      “Could we talk for a second?”

      I slid the papers easily into the file, hoping not to startle her with my movements. “Yeah. Sure. What’s on your mind?”

      She walked in and sat a glass of wine in front of me. “Here. You look like you need a drink.”

      I reached for it. “I do after that run-in with your uncle.”

      She sat down in front of me. “I’m so sorry that happened today. I wish I would’ve been with you.”

      “I’m just glad you’re okay. I had myself convinced that when I got home, you’d be dead on the floor in the living room or something.”

      “I’m fine. I promise. No one’s been here all day.”

      I threw the wine back with one gulp. “All right. Hit me with it. What’s on your mind?”

      She gazed down into her glass. “Who was that woman your father brought to the anniversary party?”

      I blinked. “You mean Alice?”

      She nodded, but still didn’t look at me. “Yeah. Her. Who is she?”

      “Just a girl.”

      “A girl you were with at one point, right?”

      I sighed. “Bonnie, look at me.”

      Her eyes slowly rose. “All I want to know is if she’s a threat to us. A rival family, maybe? Or someone your father introduced you to in order to throw you off?”

      I stared at her. “Is that all you want to know?”

      She narrowed her eyes thoughtfully, a slight tsking sound escaping her lips. “It is, yes.”

      “Because here again, I think you’re lying to me.”

      “I’m really not. We haven’t actually had a chance to talk about the party over the past few days. I’d like to talk about it now if that’s okay.”

      “And it can’t wait until tomorrow?”

      “Not unless you want me to be up all night thinking about it.”

      I slid my glass to the side. “Well, she’s no one you have to worry about. She’s a woman from my past, but nothing else. She’s staying in my past.”

      “Then, why did your father bring her to the party?”

      “Because I was supposed to have a lunch date this past Friday with her mother.”

      Bonnie licked her lips, a worried frown furrowing her brow. “I didn’t know that.”

      I shrugged. “Well, now, you do.”

      “What did her mother want?”

      “Probably to try and hook us up.”

      She scoffed. “And you didn’t think that was prevalent information I needed to know?”

      “Now you know what it feels like to be in the dark.”

      She shot to her feet. “Excuse me, but I’m not going to be talked to or treated like that anymore. We’re supposed to be a team. And while you might look for any excuse to cast me off, you at least have to give me some credit here. I was sent to kill you, and something about your demeanor changed that for me. Being with you changed that for me. That has to count for something. And now you want to blindside me with the fact that your family’s trying to set you up to marry someone else when you’ve got a perfectly good woman standing here trying t—”

      I let her rant until she cut herself off, but when she did? I stood. I placed my hands against the table and leaned forward until I smelled her wine-tainted breath waft beneath my nose.

      She slowly sat back down.

      I didn't. I gazed into her eyes even though she kept averting hers from mine. After moving around the table, I crouched down beside her, watching as she kept her eyes cast to her lap.

      “Bonnie,” I said.

      She licked her lips. “That was out of line. I—”

      “Look at me, please.”

      Her eyes fluttered my way. “I don’t hear you say that word often.”

      “Because I don’t. That means when I use it, I’m serious.”

      She nodded. “I know.”

      My eyes danced along her face. “Yes, you have proven to me on various occasions that you can’t be trusted. Even though you had good intentions, you executed them wrong. You want a partnership, but you won’t talk to me.”

      “You won’t talk to me, either.”

      “We keep forgetting at the base of everything is your uncle. We lose sight of that when we get caught up in our emotions. That’s why I’m not allowing myself to get caught up like you are right now.”

      She closed her eyes. “I know. I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be sorry for them. Emotions are what remind us we’re human. But they’re also a catastrophic distraction in a situation like this. I want you safe, Bonnie. I want you alive. Even though you make it difficult, and even though you make my head sometimes hurt with your insane ways, I just want you safe. Understand?”

      She brushed a tear away. “And I just want to prove to you that I can be the partner you want. The partner you need. But if we can’t keep our word to one another and we can’t talk to each other, all I have is sneaking around behind your back to prove my point, which only makes it worse no matter the outcome. If you keep closing me out, I can’t communicate. And that’s the hub of everything in any relationship.”

      I tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “You’re right. It is.”

      “So, I’m communicating to you that I didn’t enjoy Alice at that party and how she interacted with you.”

      “I promise you what happened between Alice and me is over.”

      “Are you sure about that?”

      I paused. “Why that question?”

      She sighed. “Because I saw you two out on the balcony laughing and talking and having a grand old time. The way you were with her—you’re never that way with me. You two seem magical together. We don’t have that.”

      I slowly stood. “You were spying on me?”

      She released a frustrated breath. “Your brother led me to the two of you. You abandoned me at the party for her. All I want to know is if you’ll continue to do that as things go on. You know, leave me for her.”

      My brother? What the fuck was he doing in all of this? “Look, the scenario is much more complicated than you—”

      She stood up, her face red with anger. “Then, why don’t you try a bit of that communication we were just talking about and tell me what the hell’s going on.”

      I gripped her chin. “You won’t take that tone of voice with me. Understood?”

      She ripped away from my touch. “And you won’t be another man on my list who takes my life and flips it head over heels for your own viewing pleasure. I’ve had enough of this. Enough of my life being controlled. Enough of being in the dark and having more questions than answers. So, tell me. Right now. Are you going to leave me for her?”

      I moved towards her, like a predator eyeing its prey. She leaned back, and I leaned forward until she was practically lying down in the kitchen breakfast nook. Anger rushed through my veins. My fingertips sizzled with a need to touch her. My cock ached with a need to be buried between her legs again. And the puckering of her nipples through her blouse told me everything I needed to know.

      But I wouldn't take her.

      I wouldn't allow myself that kind of distraction while my entire family empire was on the line. “Alice is a scar from my past and nothing more. That’s all you’re going to know right now. I’m not leaving you for her because, right now, there’s nothing between us to leave.”

      She swallowed hard. “You don’t mean that.”

      I straightened up. “Now, if there isn’t anything else—”

      “Actually, there is.”

      I sighed. “What, Bonnie?”

      She sat up. “We haven’t been adhering to our rules about leaving the house. Your rule, actually. We’ve both been breaking it.”

      “Yes, we have.”

      “From now on? We don’t. I want to go where you go, and you’ll go where I go. If you break the rules? I break them in kind because you can’t hold me to a set of standards you won’t keep for yourself. Got it?”

      I paused. “Got it.”

      “Good. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I think I’m going to order takeout. I don’t much feel like cooking any longer for a man who apparently doesn’t give a shit about me.”

      “Bonnie, that’s not what I—”

      She stood up. “I don’t know what you’re going to have for dinner, but I’m in the mood for pizza. In bed. Alone.”

      And as she walked away from me, sauntering those luscious hips of hers, I cursed myself up and down underneath my breath. I had a growing hatred for when this woman walked away from me. I had a growing disdain for her being upset with me. I wasn’t sure where it was coming from, but somehow, Bonnie Moretti was rubbing off on me. For some reason, I cared about how she felt. About how she felt toward me.

      My father’s sentiments on women and marriage continued echoing off the corners of my mind. Women are for business only. Marriage is for alliances only. Love has no place in a life like ours. But, as I watched Bonnie storm out of the kitchen, I had to fight the urge to rush after her and pull her into my arms.

      Damn it.

      I needed this shit to get wrapped up so I could punish her in all the wonderful, heated, lustful, glorious ways I dreamt about at night.
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      The hustle and bustle of the grocery store was almost foreign to me.

      It wasn’t often I set foot into a place like this. A place that was so brazenly filled with people and ripe with risk. But, the delivery times for food were backed up for five solid hours, and we didn’t have anything to cook for lunch. So, with a grocery trip out to restock on some items came the fulfillment of the promise Israel and I made to each other.

      And since I was going out, so was he.

      Every once in awhile though, I stole a glance at him. I peeked over my shoulder at him and watched as he turned apples around in his hands. I saw him pick up an avocado and smell it before trying to thump it, like a melon. And it took all the energy in me to not laugh at him. Clearly, he wasn’t in his element. He had no idea how to check to make sure produce was fresh, nor did he know where the expiration dates on any of the meats were. If it hadn’t been slowing me down so badly in the store, it wouldn’t been endearing. But, the way Israel lagged behind gave me the sense that he knew trouble was about, which forced me to pay attention more to the people around me instead of the food.

      And that meant spending longer in this place than I wanted.

      I pointed to the cantaloupe. “Are you a melon fan?”

      Israel studied the head of broccoli not far from me. “Not particularly.”

      “Have you ever tried it?”

      He wrinkled his nose. “When I was a child, yes.”

      “Is it a texture thing, or…?”

      He grinned. “If you want cantaloupe, get it for yourself. I just won’t eat any of it.”

      “Well, I was thinking about making this ice cream Mom used to make for me when I was really little. I remember the recipe like it was yesterday, though.”

      I felt him staring at me. “What kind of ice cream?”

      I smiled, picking up the cantaloupe. “Cantarum cream is what she called it. She cooked down the cantaloupe with some coconut rum, then pureed the mixture, and used it in a basic ice cream recipe. My God, that stuff was outstanding.”

      I felt his hand on the small of my back. “We’ll get the ingredients for it today, then.”

      I smiled up at him. “Really?”

      “Really, really.”

      “Yes! Okay. You're going to love it. Seriously. I’m going to go find a few other things we’ll need and I’ll be back. Okay?”

      “Just watch out. Keep an eye on your surroundings at all times.”

      “Like you taught me, yes.”

      He patted my back. “Good girl. You’ve got fifteen minutes before I come looking for you.”

      I nodded. “I won’t take a smidge over ten. I promise.”

      I placed the cantaloupe in the cart as he chuckled and I took off. I knew exactly what we needed, and the idea of sharing this small moment from my childhood with Israel tickled me with delight. It was one of the handful of memories I remembered about my parents. And for me, it was almost as if I was introducing Israel to them.

      “Come on, where the hell are you?” I murmured to myself. I searched the sugar for a very specific kind before my eyes dropped to the bottom shelf. “Aha! There you are. Come to mama.”

      I bent down to pick up the sugar, and the next thing I knew, I couldn't see. I tried to draw in a deep breath, but all I got was a mouth full of cotton. I felt my body being lifted from the floor, and I kicked my legs out, listening as the sugar went tumbling to the floor.

      “What the—Is—!”

      A hand clamped over my mouth and I felt myself moving. I tried to get my feet to touch the floor, but I was much too high in the air. I wiggled around, trying my best to slither away from the person who had blocked off my ability to scream or see. And as I stumbled around, trying to catch my footing, I heard a door slam open.

      Before it closed behind us.

      “Israel!” I cried out.

      I heard a man chuckling before my body plummeted to the floor.

      “I’m gonna get paid so big for this,” he said.

      I growled. “Over my dead body.”

      Even though I couldn't see, I started to fight. I threw punches and tackled the man to the ground, using everything Israel had taught me. But nothing worked. Every time I moved, the man had a counter-attack. By the time I finally got the damn hood off my head, the room was so dark I couldn't see anything anyway. I felt something wrap around my neck. I raked my nails down the man’s arm, and he grunted in pain before releasing me. I crawled around on my hands and knees, searching for anything I could use as a weapon. But the second he gripped my hips, I felt the man flip me over.

      Before pinning me to the ground.

      “Gotcha,” he hissed.

      I stared up at the man and watched his deep brown eyes smile back at me. The smell of blood and freshly-sliced meat made my lower lip quiver once I realized where we were. Holy shit, this man had dragged me into the back of the butcher shop the grocery store always advertised. I couldn't move my arms or my legs. I couldn’t wiggle away as the man brandished the biggest knife I’d ever seen in my fucking life. My eyes widened at the jagged edges. I watched his tongue lick the shining metal before he held it to my throat. And as I felt that sharp metal press against my artery, my life flashed before my eyes.

      A life I thought I might have lived with Israel.

      I saw myself in a beautiful white gown with him on my arm. I saw my belly, swollen and pregnant with his many sons. I felt him on top of me, his hand in my hair and his cock buried between my legs. I felt the love he had for me, even if he never said it. Even if he refused to utter the words, I felt it in the way he looked at me. The way he made love to me. The way he protected me.

      Then, one brief thought passed through my mind.

      Your uncle wants you dead. So why not live just to piss him off?

      “You’re mine now,” the man sneered.

      As I laid there, with my legs spread and my hands pinned to the ground, I realized something. I realized that vengeance wasn’t about killing my uncle but living long enough to see him fall to ruin. I realized that vengeance against Pava wasn’t about slaughtering his empire or his workers or his hitmen. No. It was more than that. It was deeper than that.

      True vengeance on a man like that was living a life he never thought possible for me to live. A life with the man he’d groomed me to kill. A life with his biggest enemy.

      A life with the man I loved.

      “I’m sorry, Israel,” I whispered.

      And as I closed my eyes, readying myself for death, I felt that knife dig deeper into my skin.

      Before I felt the weight against my chest relieve itself almost immediately
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      “Get off of her. Now.”

      Seeing that man on top of Bonnie filled me with a rage I’d only experienced one other time in my life. And while I didn’t have time to stop and process those emotions, I knew to use them to my advantage. I saw that knife piercing her skin. I saw the blood tainting her clothes. I saw that this man already hurt what was mine.

      And nobody—I mean, nobody—touched what was mine.

      Hearing Bonnie whimper pierced straight through my heart. Watching her struggle made me grind my teeth together. I charged the man in the back of the butcher’s shop and tackled him to the ground, but I certainly wasn’t finished with him.

      I heard Bonnie take a long, deep breath, and that told me the knife hadn’t penetrated too far into her skin. That wouldn’t help this man, though. It was dying today, whether he planned on dying or not. I took the brutish man to the ground and wrestled with him, getting him onto his stomach. And when I reached for his knife, slipping it from his weakening grip, I held it to the back of his neck.

      “Are you ready to die?” I felt a bombastic urge to murder this man. “Hmm? Because I’m ready to kill you.”

      I heard the man gurgling beneath me as I clamped down on the back of his neck even harder. He could bleed out or suffocate. I didn’t give a shit what happened at this point. Ten minutes. That’s what she’d told me. Ten minutes was all she needed. And it was all this man needed to rip her away from me. I didn’t know how long this man had had her in his claws, but she hadn’t even been gone five minutes before a shiver had worked its way up my spine out there in the expanse of that grocery store. I’d been feeling up tomatoes and trying to find the best bag of red grapes they had when I’d seen a man out of the corner of my eye—a suspicious man—wearing a black long-sleeved shirt and jean shorts with sunglasses. I mean, who the fuck wears jean shorts nowadays?

      Fuckers. That’s who.

      The second I saw him I knew something was wrong. We were being tracked and it wasn’t until I’d heard Bonnie’s muffled screams behind the wall of the butcher shop that I finally found my way to where she was.

      With this asshole laying on top of her.

      “Israel, look out!”

      Bonnie’s voice ripped me from my trance and I found myself on my back. The searing pain that ripped through my nose came on the heels of the warmth trickling down my lips. I wiped at my nose and found my fingertips covered in blood. Damn it, that asshole probably broke my nose. When he tried to pin me down, I quickly slid away.

      Before standing up and kicking him straight in his abdomen.

      “Fuck,” he groaned.

      He fell to his back, and I gazed into the face of a man I recognized. I stomped my heel into his groin, watching him curl up into himself to get away from the pain. I knew this man. He was one of Pava’s hired men. “Nice to see Pava reuses men who can’t get the job done.”

      “What?” Bonnie asked softly.

      I kicked the man one more time for good measure before I walked over to her. “Are you all right?”

      She clung to me. “Do you know that man?”

      I held her to my side. “I do, yes. Don’t you not remember him?”

      Her eyes widened. “Holy shit.”

      I nodded. “That’s the man who dragged you out of bed and down the hallway the night we were attacked.”

      Her eyes danced across my face. “You’re bleeding. We have to get you home.”

      I scooped her into my arms. “My thoughts exactly.”

      “I guess we should stick to grocery delivery for a while then.”

      I walked us out of the back exit. “That might be wise, at least for now.”

      What she didn’t know is that I had every intention of leaving that night. After I knew she was asleep, I had every intention of dressing up, taking my two best men, and tracking this asshole down.

      Just so I could show him what happened when he attacked my woman twice.
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      I knocked on the bathroom door. “Bonnie?”

      “Yes?”

      “You okay in there?”

      She giggled. “I’d be better if you were here, but yes. I’m fine. Thank you for asking.”

      I sighed. “You really should stop making comments like that.”

      The water turned off. “Why? Do they make you uncomfortable?”

      “Not sure ‘uncomfortable’ is the right word.”

      The bathroom door whipped open. “Oh, really now?”

      I tried not to look at her naked body. “I had the doctor look at my nose. Just like you asked.”

      She nodded. “I see that. A nose cast suits you, actually. Kind of sexy in a rugged sort of way.”

      I quirked an eyebrow. “You sure he didn’t hit you in the head?”

      She tsked. “Israel, come on now. You know you’re an attractive man no matter what someone does to you. So, cut the act.”

      She brushed past me and electricity sent my mind in all sorts of directions. I steeled myself, trying to push down my desire for her. But ever since we’d gotten back home, I don’t know. All I wanted was to make her mine and remind her who had her back. It was the weirdest thing, a feeling I’d never experienced before. And as I slowly turned around, I saw Isabel sitting at her vanity.

      Naked.

      While doing her hair.

      She met my gaze in the mirror with a slight smile. “Yes?”

      I felt my cock hardening. “Do you really have to do that naked?”

      She turned around. “I suppose I could do other things naked if you wanted to.”

      I growled. “Why are you always tempting me?”

      She stood. “Because maybe I’m just waiting for you to give in to what I know you want.”

      I charged across the room and scooped her into my arms. For weeks now, the tension between us had been palpable. Thick. Warm. Like her curves, or the way her pussy cradled my cock. She gasped as her hands clung to my arms, her eyes dancing along my face. My cock stiffened even more against her.

      She pushed softly against me. Harder, as if she were trying to tease me with the whole of her body at once. “I want you, Israel. So, why can’t you just admit you want me, too?”

      I swallowed. “You’re a distraction.” An amazingly tantalizing one. “And we’re at war.”

      “No one said it had to be a long session, you know.”

      I felt the beast inside me rattling around. “What did you say?”

      She threaded her arms around my neck. “Romance has its time and place, sure, but sex can’t always be romance and extensive foreplay, right?”

      I backed her to the bed. “Are you sure about this?”

      Her cheeks flushed. “I’ve never been so sure of anything in my entire life.”

      I pushed her down onto the bed and stood there, watching her curves bounce. Her beautiful tits danced for my viewing pleasure as her nipples puckered. I licked my lips as I unbuckled my belt, pushing my pants to the floor. I kicked off my shoes and freed my cock from my boxers. I stroked myself as my eyes roamed along Bonnie’s body. Her legs, long and shapely. Her stomach, toned, with a small pooch behind her belly button. The slope of her waist called to my fingertips, but the pulse point of her neck called to the tip of my tongue.

      “Are you going to just stand there and stroke yourself? Or are you going to come get what’s yours?” She spread her legs.

      Something inside me snapped. I leaped onto the bed, smelling her womanly scent as it filled my nostrils. I slithered between her legs, pinning her hands above her head. I felt my thick dick fall between her pussy lips as she bucked against me, lubing me up with her arousal. My lips bent down to reach for those beautiful nipples. I lapped at them, pulling them between my teeth and pinching them softly. The gasp of pleasure she released pulsed my cock. And as I lined myself up with her entrance, I released her breast.

      Pleasure rushed over her features. “Israel, I can—ooooh, God, yes.”

      I shuddered. “So fucking tight.”

      She shivered. “Israel. Oh, yes. Fuck, it’s been so long.”

      I bottomed out against her and already felt her juices dripping down my balls. She was so wet for me. So tight for me. So wanton for me.

      I threaded our fingers together as I pounded against her, filling my bedroom with the sounds of skin slapping skin. She locked her legs around me. She dug her bare heels into the small of my back. I felt her pussy pulsing around me as my balls quickly pulled up.

      “Israel. That’s it. Oh, it won’t be long. Shit, right there. Right there. Right there, harder! Please!”

      I growled as my hips worked. I watched her body flush a deep shade of red for me as every peak of her body jumped for me. Her juices sprayed against my pelvis as she wiggled and quaked. Her wet walls quivered around me, milking me for all I had as her back arched. “I’m coming! That’s it! I’m coming! That’s it!”

      I buried myself inside her. “Oh, fuck. Bonnie. Squeeze that dick. That’s it. Oh—shit—”

      “Is—rae—oh.”

      My vision tunneled as I collapsed against her, feeling her curves molding to my body. Her arms lazily wrapped around me, holding me close as my cock emptied itself within her. I felt her pussy pushing me out until my spent dick fell against the wet bedsheets. Our intermingled scent filled my nose, pushing me closer to round two as I felt my cock rising again.

      “Thank you,” Bonnie choked out.

      My eyes snapped up to her face as I pushed myself off her body. “Are you all right?”

      She smiled. “That was so good. Thank you for letting me have that.” She wiped away a tear.

      I slid to the side and pulled her close to me, even though my body was ready for round two. My cock cradled itself in the small of her back. I pulled the covers over us, even though it was still the middle of the day. With my broken nose buried in her hair, I wrapped my arms around her waist as tightly as I could afford.

      I kissed her shoulder.

      She pushed her body closer to mine. “Thank you for letting me have you like that.”

      I kissed her shoulder again. “The pleasure is all mine, I can assure you of that.”

      And as I laid there, holding the most amazing woman I’d ever come across, I felt a small part of me give way to her. I felt the smallest part of my walls crumble to her presence. Even though I couldn’t afford it—even though we were in the middle of a war—even I couldn't deny her beauty any longer. Her strength. Her intelligence. Her fortitude. Had we met under different circumstances, I would’ve had no issues telling this woman I loved her.

      But this war was hard. And complicated. And always rife with lies and deceit. I had to be absolutely certain this woman was on my side. I had to be absolutely certain she wasn’t my Trojan Horse.

      You know, before I told her how much I adored her.
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      As I stirred my creamer into my coffee, I couldn't stop smiling at Israel from across the breakfast nook. He read his newspaper and peeked around the edge every once in a while, tossing me a playful wink. And oh, how it filled my heart with joy. “How’d you sleep?”

      He chuckled. “Well. You?”

      I sipped my coffee. “I’m a bit sore, but other than that, I got a great night’s rest.”

      He peered around his newspaper. “Sore?”

      “A bit.”

      He put his newspaper down. “Are you okay? Should I call someone?”

      I giggled. “You overly fuss sometimes, you know that?”

      “I just want you to be all right. Should I call someone?”

      I reached for his hand. “I’m fine. Just a bit sore from, well, you know.”

      He took my hand. “Trust me, I know. I just wanted to make sure it wasn’t something else.”

      I sipped my coffee as I gazed into his eyes, but all I could think about was the night before. How many times he’d taken me. How many ways he’d had me. The episode in the shower this morning had been icing on the cake, and I’d never felt more alive or more cherished in all my life. I never wanted things to end. I simply wanted to keep going and let him explore my body until I was spent, and he was satiated.

      The elevator came to life.

      “Are you expecting someone?” I asked.

      Israel stood from the breakfast nook. “No, I’m not. You stay here.”

      “Israel, I’m not sure if—”

      He pointed at me. “Stay, Bonnie. I’m serious. If you want to stand by my side, you need to know when to buck and when to listen.”

      So, I kept my seat while he inched himself into the hallway.

      I abandoned my coffee and strained my ears to listen. I heard muffled voices down the hallway, but I couldn't make out what they were saying. I felt like I recognized the other voice, though. I simply didn’t know from where.

      Until Israel came back to the kitchen with his fucking brother.

      “Giovanni,” I said as I stood.

      Israel snapped. “Sit.”

      My eyebrows rose. “I’m sorry, excuse me?”

      Giovanni raised his hands in surrender. “You should sit for this.”

      I slowly regained my seat. “What’s going on? Why do you look so angry, Israel?”

      He sat down in front of me, and his eyes never once left my face.

      “Let her hear it,” he said.

      I paused. “Hear what?”

      Giovanni placed a recording device onto the table and pressed a small green button. And when my voice filled the space between us, my eyes widened.

      “That’s exactly what’s happening, yes. When he least expects it. Once I have Israel’s trust, I’ll—”

      “What is this?” I asked.

      “One more word and I’ll kill you myself,” Israel said coolly.

      My jaw dropped open in shock as I continued listening to the botched recording.

      “You heard me right,” my voice said, “once I have his trust, that’s when we strike. When he least expects it. You know he’ll never see it coming. And we’ll finally win this.”

      I shook my head. “I didn’t say this. This isn’t me.”

      Israel pointed. “That’s not your voice?”

      I scoffed. “It is my voice, but it’s edited. Can you not hear that?” The room fell silent as I leaned back against the breakfast nook booth. “Are you kidding me right now? You can’t hear how edited that recording is? It’s as plain as day!”

      Israel’s eyes drilled into me. “All those times I saved you.”

      I shook my head, thoroughly confused. Why was I fighting so hard for this man who gave so little of himself? “I’m telling you, this isn’t what it seems. Your brother is trying t—”

      Israel slowly stood. “All the times I risked my hide to save your life, and now I have to contend with something like this?”

      I shot to my feet. “Dig down deep. Listen to this again. This. Is. Edited. I never said anything like this. I don’t even talk like this.”

      Giovanni shrugged. “A voice never lies.”

      I glared at him. “It does when it’s edited and spliced together to say whatever you want to. Israel, look at me.”

      His eyes diverted. “I can’t right now.”

      I reached out for him. “Israel, my uncle did this shit all the time. He would record people, conversations, phone calls, anything. And when he needed to burn someone, he’d take their voices and—”

      He stepped away from me. “Shut up, Bonnie.”

      I dropped back into my seat and fed up with this game. “Your brother has been hounding me and cornering me for two weeks now. Ever since he got back into town, he’s always found his way upstairs, or back in this penthouse, or seemingly around the corner from me. And always my fault.”

      “Silence!” Israel roared.

      I shrugged. “You’re going to kill me anyway, so why should I go silent?”

      Giovanni chuckled.

      Israel quieted him with a piercing look. “Bonnie, look at me.”

      I did as he commanded. “What?”

      He pointed at me. “This is what I was talking about.”

      “I’ve done nothing.”

      “You’ve shown me how you can’t be trusted, and while my brother is a slimy sack of shit, he’s also my brother. And there were times during our childhood where he bent over backward to save me from shit I never even saw coming. So now, even with the evening we just shared, I have reason to doubt you when I have no reason to doubt him. This is what I was talking about. This rocky foundation you and I have. It doesn't play out in your favor, especially when you aren’t watching your steps.”

      I had no idea if he was defending Giovanni or me. But at that point, I didn’t care. I was done defending myself to someone who obviously didn’t care.

      “And now, I don’t know what to believe out of the two of you. You’ve been at one another’s throats since he got here, and I’ve got no clue whose side to take!”

      Giovanni snorted and rolled his eyes. “We’re family, Israel. I’d never lie to you about something like this.”

      I scoffed. “Says the man who showed me Israel and Alice at the wedding party only to try and convince me that Israel didn’t want me.”

      Israel turned a pointed look at his brother.

      Giovanni shook his head. “Look, it doesn’t matter. I stumbled upon this recorded phone call—”

      “Who was I talking to, then? Hmm? Why can’t you hear another voice?” I asked.

      “Enough!” Israel bellowed.

      We both looked at him as he stepped away from the nook.

      “I need some time to think,” he murmured.

      “Israel, wait,” I said.

      “Of course, brother. Whatever you need,” Giovanni said with a smug smirk.

      I wanted to wring the man’s fucking throat. I wanted to slaughter him where he stood. But I kept my eyes on Israel as he walked out of the kitchen, leaving this python and me alone. Together. With knives surrounding us.

      I’m good with knives.

      Giovanni chuckled. “Once Israel kicks you out, I’m sending you back to your uncle. He’s been waiting for you, you know.”

      I nodded slowly. “You don’t want to kill me to get me out of the picture, so you’re going to let him do that. Wonderful. Coward.”

      “You know damn good and well your uncle’s been waiting for this moment. Why would I rob him of the vengeance he deserves?”

      I looked up at him. “Tell me, were you wire-tapping my phone? Did you have recording devices placed in this penthouse? Because I’d really like to know how many hours’ worth of footage you had to comb through to come up with that fifteen-second piece of shit.”

      “Doesn’t matter. You’re going back to your uncle. Your death warrant just needs to be signed. And once I hand you over, everything can go back to normal.”

      I shook my head. “Doesn’t shock me that you’re working with Pava, you know.”

      He made a comic sad face. “It’s time for you to come with me.”

      “I beg your pardon?”

      He gripped my arm. “You’re coming with me. Israel’s going to want you out of his place immediately.”

      I fought against him. “I’m not going anywhere until he comes down here and tells me to get out himself.”

      “Get up, you stupid bitch.”

      “Israel,” I called. He couldn’t really be so upset that’d let his brother take me away to be murdered. Help!”

      “I said, get up!”

      When he wrenched me out of my seat, I yelled at the top of my lungs. Hoping and praying, that Israel would come to my rescue, that he would come to his senses. That he helped me instead of throwing me to the damn dogs as he’d always done. But no matter how hard I screamed and no matter how hard I fought, Giovanni got me into the elevator.

      I wouldn’t let him take me down, though. I wouldn't let his asshole come in and destroy something I had worked so hard to obtain.

      I won’t let you down again, Israel. I promise.

      And the second those elevator doors opened, I punched Giovanni straight in the dick.
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      “Bonnie!”

      I yelled for her as I came down the staircase after taking some time to think.

      “Bonnie, we need to talk!”

      I got into the living room just as the elevator doors opened, and I watched my brother step into my place. Again. He had a slight limp he hadn’t had before, and I felt a chill work its way up my spine.

      “Where’s Bonnie?”

      “She’s not here,” Giovanni said with a tired sigh.

      I paused. “Where is she?”

      He hooked a thumb over his shoulder. “I did you a solid and sent her back to her uncle.”

      I clenched my fists. “You did what?”

      “Hold on. Sorry, Iz. I’m just a bit—”

      I charged my brother and grabbed his jacket. He groaned as I shoved him against the wall, listening to the elevator doors close. I picked him up off his feet. I saw him roll his eyes as I pulled him back, slamming him against the wall.

      “What. The fuck. Did you do?” I asked, with each body slam.

      He sighed. “Damn it, Iz. Why can’t you just do things that are good for you in the first place?”

      “What did you do?”

      I slammed him against the wall again before dropping him from my hands.

      He crumbled at my feet.

      “Tell me the truth,” I demanded.

      He shook his head. “I’ve already done—mmph!”

      I kicked him in his gut. “Tell me the truth, goddamn it, or I’ll kill you myself.”

      He looked up at me. “You’d really kill your own brother over some pointless bitch?”

      I leaned down. “Is she right?”

      “What?” He looked thoroughly confused.

      “Was that voice recording you played for me edited?”

      He snickered. “Not like you’ll believe anything I tell yo—aaahh!”

      I grabbed a fist full of his hair, raking my nails along his scalp. “Squeal like the pig you know you are and tell me the truth, Gio.”

      When his lower lip started quivering, I shoved him to the ground. I kicked him one more time in the ribs just to make myself feel better before I reached for my things. My brother wanted to ruin my life on purpose. Bonnie had known that from the moment she’d heard that recording.

      I should’ve listened.

      “She’s already dead, you know.” Giovanni called spat a mouthful of blood onto my pristine marble floors, and that alone was enough to warrant the taking of his life.

      “I’ll send my clean-up crew for you,” I jammed my hand onto the elevator button, summoning the doors to open and ready to go after Bonnie.

      The person I should’ve trusted in the first place.
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      My eye hurt. My stomach turned over onto itself. It felt like I’d broken one of my knuckles, and the scratches down my legs had clotted over with scabs. The car I rode in the back of pulled up to my uncle’s estate. I gazed up at it, wondering what other tortures I might face before my death.

      You were born into a dangerous life. You always knew that.

      The car came to a stop, and my eyes danced along the pressure-washed facade of the house. I reflected on the way I had lived my life up until this point. Quiet. Meek. Mild. Never one to anger people or raise my voice. I had been born into a dangerous life, and instead of owning that, I’d decided to play it safe. I’d become weak. Naive. Acting as if this world didn’t exist, when it really did.

      But now, I felt something else blossoming inside me, felt something else taking hold of my soul. The darkness that had always draped me entered through every orifice in my body, filling me from my toes to my nose.

      It’s time to get back to Israel.

      However, the second my uncle stepped onto the grand front porch, all of my strength dissipated. The wild grin on his face and his growing eyes told me I was about to endure tortures I didn’t even understand to exist. He walked closer to the car, and I slid to the other side. Trying my best to get away from him. My body was sore from last night, but the scratches and the bruises had Giovanni left behind were only an appetizer to what Pava would do to me.

      After all, I was privy to his techniques. I’d heard the screams from our sound-proof basement, even as a child. I knew what happened down there. I knew what Pava did once he got his hands on someone he wanted to eliminate.

      So, when he opened the door, I expected him to yank me out. I expected him to beat me senseless before tossing me over his shoulder.

      But instead, he smiled at me and offered his hand. “Come. It looks like you could use a hot bath and a nice meal.”

      As memories of my parent’s death crossed my mind, I shook my head. Because even though he was playing nice, I knew he wouldn’t be that way for long. I knew he’d play the psychological game with me until I begged for death.

      Time to get back to Israel, Bonnie.

      I just didn’t know how to make that happen.

      I didn’t know how to make anything happen anymore.
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      I had this feeling I couldn't shake, a feeling that changed the course of everything happening. I walked up to my father’s residence intent on straightening this out once and for all. I was getting Bonnie back.

      “Dad!” I slammed the car door closed as I marched up to his front door. “Dad! Open this door now!”

      I banged my fist against his front door before it fell open, and I found my father standing on the other side.

      “We need to talk.” I didn’t give him time to usher me in before I brushed past him.

      “What is it, son? What’s going on?” he asked, closing the door behind me.

      I whipped around. “Don’t act like you give a shit about me right now.”

      “Care to inform me where this attitude is coming from, then?”

      I narrowed my eyes. “A hitman attacked Bonnie in the grocery store.”

      “Oh, my word.” His eyes rounded, but he didn’t look sincere. “That sounds horrible. But does it really shock you?”

      “I recognized him as one of the men who’d broken into my home and tried to kill Bonnie and me while we were in bed a few weeks back. He was the guy who dragged Bonnie out of bed and down the hallway.”

      “That sounds terrible. But again, does it really shock you?”

      I took a step toward him. “I only caught two of the intruders that night. The third one got away. And while the two I interrogated admitted that they worked for Pava Moretti, I never did find the third one.”

      “Sounds like you’re slipping, Israel.”

      “Dad, did you hire that third hitman that night? The one who came after us in the grocery store?”

      He blinked. “Is this a serious question, or…”

      “It’s as serious as it gets, Dad.”

      He sighed. “Why in the world can’t you just let that woman go? Can’t you see she’s causing you more heartache than she’s worth?”

      “Answering a question with another question isn’t good, Dad.”

      “And neither is accusing your father of trying to murder some woman and the heir to his throne! But you’re here doing it.”

      “Just answer the question.”

      “Let me ask you this, son. Why are you so stuck on this woman? She provides nothing for you. We didn’t get an alliance of any sort out of the deal. We didn’t get money or protection. We got a war out of her, Israel. Why can’t you see that?”

      I hovered above him. “I could still have Pava’s empire through her.”

      He chuckled. “Is that really what you think?”

      My eyes danced between his. “I think it takes some serious balls to try and kill your own damn son.”

      He snickered. “I’ve never done anything of the sort.”

      “And yet, here I am. Inclined to trust Bonnie more than my own father.”

      “You’ve been inclined to trust her from the beginning. She was raised by Pava, and we know how strong his psychological game is.”

      “What reason other than that do you have for not trusting her?”

      He held his chin high. “I see what a mangled mess she’s made of your mind. Of your confidence. That’s why I don’t trust her. And through it all, I’m wondering what this has done to you. I’m wondering whether or not you’re really fit to run this empire.”

      There it was. “Did Giovanni hire that hitman?”

      “What?”

      “Answer me, old man. Did Giovanni—”

      He pointed up at me. “Don’t you dare come into my home and use that kind of language around me. I gave you everything, Israel!”

      “And now my own family’s trying to kill me off because of the woman I chose to have at my side!”

      My father’s face reddened with anger. “What did you just say?”

      As I stood there, arguing with my father, it clicked. All of it clicked. The choices I’d made up until this point had all been manipulated and pre-established by my father. I’d never been the leader in this situation. Not since he’d approached me about marrying the Moretti girl in the first place. I’d been nothing but my father’s pawn.

      And as fury filled my gut, I made myself a solemn vow.

      I will become my own man with my own empire.

      “Israel? Is that you?”

      I blinked and turned to the woman who’d broken my heart so many years before. “Alice?”

      Dad smiled. “I’m glad you dropped by, though. Alice and I were having a wonderful talk. Why don’t you come in and have a drink with us?”

      “I’ll deal with you later.” I turned away from him to face Alice.  “What are you doing here?”

      She smiled sheepishly. “Your father seems to be under the impression that we could have a second chance together. And I’m inclined to agree, you know. After the anniversary party?”

      I shook my head. “I’m sorry, Alice. But whatever conclusions you drew from—”

      Dad interjected. “What he means to say is—”

      I put my hand in my father’s face. “What I mean to say is there’s no second chance for us. I’m sorry for whatever my father’s dragged you into, but—”

      He smacked my hand away. “If you know what’s good for you, you’ll listen to what she has to say.”

      Alice walked toward me. “We could make every other family jealous whenever we go out. They see you on my arm, see me on yours. We’d be two unstoppable families, and no one would mess with us. Ever.”

      How many times could I be played? “So, you only want me for the power my family could give to yours.”

      She furrowed her brow. “What?”

      “Because with what you’re saying—after everything we’ve been through—it only sounds like you want this team-up for your own benefit and not mine.”

      Dad piped up. “You’d get something out of it, too. Just like you were supposed to get from that Moretti girl.”

      Alice frowned through a smile. “And I could love you, Israel.”

      Could? “What?”

      “I could love you. We could both love one another again if we simply gave it time.”

      I couldn’t believe I was standing here listening to this. “You’d be shunned by your family. You’d lose everything if you hitched yourself to my wagon. There’s too much—”

      She closed the distance between us. “Israel, I don’t care about what they’re talking about out there. Or what they say about your family. I love you. I’ve always loved you.”

      A moment before she’d said she could love me.

      “And the only thing I want is a bit of your time to prove to you that you could love me again, too. No secrets. No lies. I’ll be upfront with who I am, and there will be no more hurtful anything between us. You have my word.”

      She’d said something similar the last time. I took a step back. “Dad, I have t—”

      He pressed his hand against my back. “Talk to the girl, Israel. The least you can do is that.”

      Alice looked up at me with puppy dog eyes. “I know you’d never be so weak as to roll over and lose everything. You’re too proud of a man for that. You’re too strong for something like that to happen. And I don’t know what’s going on with you and your father or your brother, but I want to help. I want to aid you, Israel. Not hurt you. Not like it sounds like this other girl is doing.”

      I slowly turned around. “What have you told her, Dad?”

      He held his hands up. “Nothing she wasn’t already privy to. When she says people are talking, Israel, she means it. Everyone knows what’s going on right now.”

      Alice placed her hand on my shoulder. “Let me give you a clean slate. Let’s get each other a clean slate and try this again, yeah? For once, Israel, go after what you want.”

      My eyes locked with the wall. “You know what, you’re right.”

      Dad chuckled. “I knew you’d see it our way.”

      I turned around to face Alice. “I have to go after what I want.”

      She smiled up at me. “Then, go get it. Because it’s right here, waiting for you.”

      I grinned. “You have my word that I’ll get exactly what I want out of this entire situation. No matter who it crushes in the long-run. And that includes you, Dad.”

      “What?”

      I slowly turned around to face him. “Mark my words, I will get what I want. I will prevail over all of this. Even if I have to crush you in my wake.”

      Then, I moved past the man and headed for the front door.

      Carrying with me all the answers I needed to make the clearest decision I’d ever made in my life.
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      Alice yelled after me. “Israel, wait!”

      My father’s voice bellowed over the parking lot. “If you leave this house in this condition, boy, you’re in for a world of hurt!”

      I brushed off his threat and kept trucking towards the car until I dropped down against the seat.

      “Where to, sir?” my driver asked.

      I drew in a sobering breath. “Just drive around. I need to figure out where Bonnie is before we go anywhere.”

      “Of course, sir.”

      I pulled my phone out of my pocket and dialed Bonnie’s number. No one picked up. I knew I had just stepped into some pretty deep shit with my father, and I knew beyond a shadow of a doubt what my brother was up to now. I had to track Bonnie down. I had to get to her before her uncle sank his claws into her.

      “Come on, pick up,” I murmured.

      And as my driver eased down my father’s winding driveway, the phone call picked up.

      Another voice answered. “You know, I was wondering how long it would take you before you called her,” Pava said.

      My back stiffened. “Where’s Bonnie?”

      “She’s with me. She’s fine.  For now.”

      I growled. “What do you want?”

      “I want to have a meeting with you. Man to man.”

      “I know you’ve sent plenty of your men to try and kill Bonnie. And if you harm her--.”

      “All right. If your mouth doesn’t want to talk, then maybe your wallet will.”

      I shook my head. “Money, Pava? Really? Is that all you can think about? You have no sanctity for the idea of family?”

      “Israel!” Bonnie exclaimed.

      A chill rushed down my spine. “For every mark you leave on her, I’ll slaughter a person in your family. For every bruise, I’ll execute them in front of you. And for every drop of her blood that spills—”

      “You really are into theatrics, aren’t you?”

      I put my hand over the receiver of my cell. “To Pava Moretti’s house. As quickly as you can get there.”

      “Yes, sir,” my driver whispered.

      Then, I removed my hand. “I’ll pay whatever you want for her. But if she’s harmed—”

      “Fifty grand,” Pava said.

      That seemed a little light. “Done.”

      He chuckled. “For every piece of her body.”

      That sounded more like Pava.

      “Israel, no! Don’t do it,” Bonnie shrieked.

      There wasn’t a word in the English language to describe the sheer and utter fury that rushed through my veins.

      “So, let’s see. She’s got two arms, two legs. Hmmm, two hands, and two feet. Two ears—”

      “Don’t you dare hurt you.”

      I heard him counting on the other end of the line. “Ah, let’s make it a cool million, and we’ll be finished here.”

      “Israel, it’s a trap,” Bonnie yelled.

      I heard a resounding crack over the phone, and the beast within me finally rattled free. “You’re going to die for that. I’m going to hang you from the beams of your own fucking ceiling.”

      Pava sighed. “You’ve got four hours to transfer the two million dollars—”

      “One million.”

      “Consider it interest. You’ve got four hours to transfer the two—”

      “One and a half.”

      He chuckled. “Now, it’s three.”

      Bonnie started crying. “Just leave me, Israel. Go be happy.”

      Pava chuckled. “Four, because she just won’t shut up.”

      I wasn’t paying him a dime. “Four million. Got it.”

      “Good boy. I want you to transfer it into the account I’m sending you. And if it’s not done within the next four hours, I’ll start sending the pieces of her you haven’t paid for yet straight to your doorstep. Understood?”

      “Stop this, Pava,” Bonnie screamed. “Cut it out! Leave him alone!”

      And then, yet another resounding crack sounded on the other side.

      Your entire family is dead.

      “I’ll be waiting,” Pava taunted and then hung up.

      “Fuck,” I roared.

      I threw my phone to the ground and slammed my fists against the leather seat I sat on. I felt torn as if two sides of me were trying to rip me apart. On the one hand, my family never indulged in ransoms like this. We didn’t negotiate, we didn’t shovel out money for shit like this, and we sure as hell never showed how much it got to us. But this was Bonnie. This was the woman I had fallen in love with, whether I wanted to say it out loud or not.

      And I couldn't let this happen to her.

      “Sir?” my driver asked.

      I held up my hand. “Just give me a second.”

      “We’re five minutes out, sir. Are you sure you still want to go there?”

      And for once in my life, I didn't know what to do.

      I actually didn’t know where to step next.
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      I already felt ashamed about breaking down and crying. But now, I was locked up in my uncle’s basement. My only saving grace right now was the fact that he hadn’t tied me up. I felt it coming, though. Especially with the threat my uncle made to Israel.

      I’m a dead woman.

      I heard the basement door open and I froze. I straightened my back and made myself look as strong as possible, even though I felt weak and tired on the inside. I just wanted this nightmare to end, whether or not Israel came for me. Whether it ended in my happiness or my death, I just wanted this shit scenario to be done.

      I wish you were here, Daddy.

      “Well! I’ve got good news,” Pava said.

      I nodded. “And?”

      He grinned. “Israel’s going to be paying for you after all.”

      Relief and horror flooded my system. “Great. Wonderful. Now, when the hell do I get to leave?”

      He chuckled. “Who said anything about you leaving?”

      I blinked. “But you said—?”

      “You know, I honestly didn’t think he’d pay for you. Not after all of the heartache you caused him. I guess the man really does like you, which I can use to my advantage.”

      “If you harm one hair on that man’s head, I swear to you I’ll—”

      He waved his hand in the air. “Cute, but not necessary. You've caused all of us enough heartache. First, you destroy my plan. Then, you flip sides. Then, you try to sweep my businesses out from underneath me. You really think I’m going to let you go after all of that? Alive?”

      My stomach hit the floor. “You’re going to kill me anyway.”

      “Of course. It’s what any man in my situation would do. You really should have reminded yourself who your actual family is.”

      I snarled. “The only family I’ve got you took from me. I know you killed them, Pava. I know you killed my parents!”

      He nodded. “Well, then it sounds like I have more reason to kill you then.”

      I teetered on my feet. My God, did my uncle really just admit to killing my parents? I felt sick to my stomach. I mean, Israel paying for me instead of abandoning me was a shock in and of itself. But this? “I’m going to be sick,” I murmured.

      Pava shook his head and raised his eyebrows as if unimpressed. “You’ll be kept in one piece long enough for the money to clear. But once I have it? You die. And let it be a lesson to anyone who comes after you: I’m not to be fucked with.”

      My back fell against the wall. “You killed them. I—I can’t believe you—”

      “Anyway, one of the kitchen hands will be bringing you some food. Your aunt is insistent that we at least feed you, the insane woman. Not like you’re going to need meat on your bones.”

      I blinked. “She knows I’m down here?”

      He nodded. “Of course, she does. She always knows when I’m entertaining work down here. You would’ve done well to take some pointers from her. Because sometimes, business is nothing but business.”

      “Was killing my parents business?”

      He shrugged. “Of course.”

      I charged him. “I’m going to kill you myself!”

      His hand snaked out, wrapped around my neck, stopping me in my tracks. “Your time is ticking down, Bonnie. And rightfully so. I’ll be glad to be done with the collateral damage you’ve become in my life once I have my money because the truth of the matter is, you should have died with them. You should have died with them that night instead of staying behind at the last minute with some kind of babysitter. But you won’t be my worry in a few hours. You won’t be anyone’s worry once I’ve got my money.”

      He tossed me to the floor, and I cried into my arm. I tried to keep it as silent as I could, but I couldn't help it. Everything bubbled over, and the truth had finally been set free. Pava had not only killed my family, but he had every intention of killing me too.

      My time was ticking down. And I wanted nothing more than a future with Israel.

      I wanted to live the full life my parents never got. I wanted to indulge in my love of Israel every day for the rest of my life. I wanted all of the things my uncle ripped blindly away from my family because of some selfish need for more money. But as I laid there crying, a voice sounded in my head.

      You won’t get what you want by being weak.

      “I’ll see you in a few hours, Bonnie,” my uncle called as he left. “I can’t wait for our party to start.” He slammed the basement door behind him.

      I pushed myself up from the floor. “All right, Bonnie. Time to get crafty.”

      If I was going to get my ass out of this mess, I had to be cunning. I had to play this smarter, not harder. I wiped the tears away from my face and stood, searching for any sort of weapon. A gun, or a knife, or a crowbar for crying out loud. Anything I could use to defend myself.

      I found a broken piece of glass on the floor and drew in a deep breath. “All right. Now what?”

      The basement door opened. “Yeah, yeah, yeah. I’m taking it down to her now. Tell the old man to shut his trap.”

      I slid the piece of glass into my bra as the guard walked down the stairs with a tray of food. The only light I was afforded was a small bulb that kept flickering with every step the behemoth guard took. And as he rounded the corner to face me, a quick plan formed in my mind.

      So, I dropped to the floor and acted like I’d fainted.

      “Shit.” the guard froze.

      I groaned as I closed my eyes then swallowed hard.

      “Shit.” He stood beside me. “Are you sick or somethin’?” He pressed his toe into my stomach.

      I faked a heave. “Fuck,” I moaned.

      “Uh, you good?” the guard asked.

      “Pava. He—”

      I held my head and faked another heave before I forced myself to dry-retch.

      “Holy shit!” the man exclaimed.

      “Con—concuss—”

      I heaved again and managed to spit up a bit on the man’s shoe.

      “Oh, fuck me. The damn man hit you too hard in the fucking head.”

      I gagged. “The food. I—I— can’t. I’m sorry.”

      He bent down. “Damn it. Come here. I gotta check your eyes and shit. Can you sit up?”

      I shook my head slowly. “I don’t know. I don’t—I don’t think—”

      “Here. Let me help.” The man picked me up.

      I groaned in pain. Well, fake pain. And while he was distracted, I pulled the massive piece of glass from my bra. I hid it in my palm as he sat me down in a chair in the corner. And almost immediately, he began doing things like checking my eye function and tilting my head from side to side.

      “You got some nasty bruises on your eyes. I don’t see any on your head, though.”

      I heaved again. “My neck. It—it hurts.” I held the piece of glass at the ready while another plan formed in my mind.

      “Here. Let me take a look. Moretti’s gonna shit himself if I don’t check you out before going back up there.”

      As he rounded around to my left, I grinned. I slid my hand down and found the butt of his gun before slipping it silently from its holster. I slid it under my shirt as he moved my head forward. I felt his fingertips dancing around, moving my hair out of the way.

      “I don’t see any bruising back here, either,” he said.

      And as I smiled to myself, I clutched both of my weapons in my hands.

      “I don’t know what it is, but I—I—”

      I leaned forward to fake another retch, and the man quickly backed up. I knew I didn’t have long before I had to act, so I made sure the gun was cocked. With the glass in my left hand and the gun in my right, I readied myself for action.

      The guard walked back around to my front.
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      “May I make a suggestion, sir?”

      My driver’s voice pulled me from my trance. “I suppose that depends on the suggestion.”

      He pulled over before turning around to face me. “You’ve been very good to my family and me for the two decades I’ve worked with your family. And it was very generous of you to take me on full-time when you assumed the role your father previously held.”

      I hoped he was getting to a point soon. “I appreciate that. Thank you.”

      “But you know Pava Moretti is going to kill that girl one way or the other.”

      My gaze hardened.

      “I’ve been privy to a lot of stuff over these years, and one thing I’ve noticed is that your family really likes their recording devices. Your father always carried one around, and now it seems your brother’s done the same.”

      “And?”

      “Why don’t you carry one around, too?”

      I blinked. “What is your name again?”

      “Gary Conrad, sir.”

      I patted his shoulder. “Gary Conrad, you’re a fucking genius.”

      He chuckled. “I take it we need an electronics store?”

      “Yes. Pronto. Then, we’re heading back to Pava’s.”

      After riding across town to snag myself a top-of-the-line camouflaged recording device that could fit in the breast pocket of my suit, we headed back for the Moretti estate. And as we drove around, I nailed down the last seeds of a plan forming in my mind. All I needed to do was save Bonnie and work Pava up enough to get him to admit everything he’d done. From kidnapping to trying to have us killed, to working with my family in order to separate Bonnie and myself because if I could get it all on record, I knew I could use it to bring Pava down.

      As well as be used in the murder case I’d had the chief re-open.

      My cell phone rang as I leaned back against the seat. Fifteen minutes and counting before we got to Pava’s place. And then the real war began. I checked the gun on my hip before pulling out another gun from beneath my seat. I pulled the two knives I kept in the car out of the storage pocket in the back door and slid them into my pockets. I checked to make sure the recorder was functioning before I pulled out my cell phone.

      I grimaced when I saw it was my brother calling. “What the fuck do you want?”

      He coughed. “An explanation.”

      “I don’t owe you one.”

      “Why the hell are you willing to throw everything away for some woman who tried to kill you?”

      Why was everyone asking the same question? It was like it came from the same source. “If you really think this is just about Bonnie, then you’re as thick-headed as Dad.”

      “I’m serious. I don’t get it. What does she provide for you?”

      “Well, brother mine, an empire can’t be run without an empress.”

      He snickered. “So, you really do love this bitch.”

      I growled. “Call her that one more time, and I’ll add your body to the count.”

      “I know you, Iz. You don’t love that woman. I’ve seen you in love. I watched you with Alice. And I saw how much it crushed you when she didn’t accept your proposal.”

      “Alice lied about her name, who she was, and where she came from. Just like Bonnie did. But unlike Alice, Bonnie stuck around. She didn’t leave when I found out her secret. When she was backed into a corner, she didn’t cut her losses and run. She stayed and fought beside me. She explained her position, and I did my best to understand because that’s what you have to do in a partnership, Giovanni. Which is something I wouldn’t expect you to understand because you’ve never looked out for anyone but yourself.”

      “Are you being serious right now?”

      “And as for loving Bonnie? No, I might not love her fully. What I feel might simply be infatuation because of the amazing sex. But you know what? She’s been working with our family to empower it. To empower me. To grow this empire while you and Dad conspire to manipulate me any way you can.”

      “Iz, listen to yourself. Do you eve hear what you’re saying?”

      I smiled. “I do, Gio. I do hear myself. But here’s the kicker: no one cares about what she’s done for this family and for this empire and for me, of all people, because she made one mistake. A mistake she didn’t even follow through with, mind you. And I won’t make that mistake twice.”

      “What mistake, Israel!?”

      I snickered. “Are you listening, Gio? Because it almost seems to me that if it’s not about you, then you don’t listen.”

      “Iz, don’t you hang up on me. Iz, just tell me where you are right now. Let me come find you so we can—”

      “Gotta go, Gio. Good luck on the other side of this thing.”

      And as we pulled up to Pava Moretti’s home, I hung up my cell phone before removing the battery from the back.
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      The cold metal against the palm of my hand fit in well with the landscape around me.

      Cold, barren walls of dark gray and black trim. Crimson red furniture with a roaring fire to remind them of their powerful color. High-backed chairs fit for kings and queens, chairs I grew up watching my aunt and my uncle sit in. My uncle, with his legs spread and a grin on his face, my aunt, with her leg crossed over her knee and her lips pursed.

      I had spent so many nights of my own childhood creeping into this room just to figure out why they loved it so much. Why they loved spending their nights sipping cocktails and laughing with one another in a room that held nothing but a fireplace. I understood it now, though. I understood this room, and why it existed, and why the people who raised me loved it so much.

      The black canvases of thick fabric hung on the walls like expensive pieces of art. They dotted the landscape around me, covering the four walls of the room in as much sound absorption as possible, so no one could hear the screams of Pava’s interrogation victims. The hardwood floors were a beautiful cherry mahogany, in case blood seeped between the fibers and laid waste to its home. That way, the beautiful cherry mahogany detracted from the small pieces of crust that had a tendency to flake out from between the individual wooden slats.

      This was Pava’s interrogation room. A place where so many men had seen death. A place where he and my aunt not only sought entertainment, but solace. This was a room that knew many ghosts. That had ushered many souls over to the other side at the hands of my own uncle. And as I stood there, with the barrel of the guard’s gun pressed against his temple, only one thought rushed through my mind.

      You’ll join your ghosts tonight.

      “Well, what an interesting turn of events,” Pava said.

      I pressed the barrel of my stolen gun harder against his temple.

      “You’ll never have the strength to pull it, you know.”

      My aunt hissed. “Stop taunting her. I’ve told you this girl has always been stronger than you give her credit for.”

      I grinned. “Hear that, uncle? Strong.”

      He chuckled. “It’s cute that you think she’s telling the truth. The psychological game, remember? It’s always being played even if you think it isn’t. And even if you did pull that trigger, Bonnie, you won’t inspire anyone to rally behind her. Everyone I know and love—and employ—will gun for you until you’re as dead as your parents.”

      I hadn’t thought to rally anyone behind my aunt. “Mention them one more time and see what happens.”

      He sighed dramatically. “Empty threats. What have I always told you about them? Besides, who’s going to look on in favor at the orphan who killed the only remaining family she had left? Who in the world would want to support you after that? If anything, you’ll look crazy, and there will be a bounty so high on your head civilians themselves would come out of the woodworks to put you down. No, no, Bonnie. If you kill us right now? You’ll be on the run for the rest of your life. You think Israel will want you then? Hmm?”

      The truth of the matter was I still didn’t want to kill my uncle. It had been surprisingly easy to subdue that guard and get up the stairs. It had been even easier to find my aunt and uncle. In the back of my mind, I knew this was all a set-up. But I couldn't stop the anger, the part of me who wanted to see this man’s brains scattered at his own fucking feet even though I couldn’t pull that trigger. “All I want is to live my life free of your threat. Why can’t you give that to me?”

      Pava looked at me. “Everything we want comes at a cost. If you want to be free of me, you’ll have to walk around with my blood on your hands for the rest of your life. If you want to be free of my physical presence, understand you’ll never be free of my spirit. Ever.”

      I had to pull this trigger. It’d be so easy. My finger tightened against the trigger.

      “Moretti,” Israel called. “I’ve transferred your money! Give me Bonnie. Where the hell are you?”

      Pava grinned. “We’re back here, Israel! Down the hall and through the double doors.”

      My aunt whispered. “Put that gun away before he sees you.”

      I grinned. “What makes you think I don’t want him to see?”

      Never in my life did I think Israel’s footsteps would be such a relief. But hope filled my heart as he grew closer to the room.

      I felt his eyes lock onto my body.
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      “Bonnie?” I asked, not quite believing what I was seeing.

      She peeked over her shoulder. “Hey.”

      I saw her two black eyes, and I promptly looked down at Pava. “I hope your wife is prepared to die for one of those bruises.”

      He grinned. “She’s prepared to die for anything. That was part of our wedding vows.”

      Bonnie sneered. “You’re disgusting; you know that?”

      I held up my hand. “Bonnie, take a break.” Mostly, I needed her to take a couple of steps back. The only reason she was still holding the gun so close to Pava’s head was because the man was allowing it. The question was why.

      Pava chuckled. “Yeah, Bonnie. Take a breath.”

      I knew there was something wrong when I siphoned his money into my own accounts and Pava didn’t call me out on it. I had an inkling there was something afoot when I emptied the bank account he filled up at the beginning of all this and I wasn’t called out on it. But in all my days, I never expected to find Bonnie holding a gun to his damn head. Both Pava and his wife had their hands tied behind their back. They sat in comfortable chairs in what looked to be a reading room, with books settled in their rightful spaces along the inset bookshelves. It was a sight to behold, and it made me wonder just how much I had been underestimating Bonnie this entire time.

      This was my chance, though. My chance to get everything I could recorded.

      So, I switched my tactics around a bit. “Well, since you’re here, I might as well ask you some questions of my own.” I picked up a chair and swung it around before I sat in front of Pava.

      “Bonnie, keep that gun steady but take six steps back. And if I give the command, pull the trigger.”

      Pava barked with laughter. “Good luck. She couldn't even kill the guard downstairs before she got up here.”

      Bonnie took the steps backward. “I didn’t need to. I promised him a job working with the Rossi family once we settle this. I hope that’s okay.”

      That was quick thinking on her feet. “I’ll find a place for him. It’s fine.”

      Pava’s face reddened. “What the fuck do you want?”

      I held out my arms. “A conversation. That’s all.”

      “Well, whatever it is you’re seeking, I don’t have it.”

      “Oh, I really think you do, though.”

      He bared his teeth. “Ask me anything you want, but I’m not going to answer.”

      I crossed my leg over my knee. “Fair enough. Did you kill Bonnie’s parents?”

      “Yes, he did,” Bonnie said. “He admitted it to me in the basement.”

      Pava smiled. “No. I didn’t.”

      Bonnie gasped. “Yes, you did!”

      I held up my hand. “It’s okay, sweetheart. Let me handle this.”

      Pava’s face fell. “What did you just call her?”

      I folded my hands in my lap. “Did you arrange to have them killed?”

      “No,” he said.

      “Did you play any part in how they died?”

      “Not one single bit.”

      Bonnie sniffled. “You’re lying, and you know it!”

      I looked up at her. “Bonnie, my love. You really need to take a deep breath.”

      Pava lunged at me. “What the fuck did you call her?”

      My eyebrows rose wondering just how far he’d take the chair. “You don’t like that, do you? That I could get one of your family members to love a monster like me. What you didn’t count on, though, were my emotions in the matter. What it might do to me and how I might end up feeling.”

      Pava sank into his chair, confused.

      I slowly stood and stalked over to him.

      “Israel?” Bonnie asked softly.

      I put my hands on my knees and dipped down, careful to stay out of Bonnie’s shot as I gazed into Pava’s furious glare. “I’m really glad to know you didn’t kill Bonnie’s parents because I think I’ve figured out who has. And I have to admit that kill is going to give them a lot of street credit. It takes balls to kill off someone like that. To pay off police officers and make it look like an accident when we all know it was anything but.”

      “What?” Bonnie asked.

      I shot her a look.

      She frowned but slowly nodded, finally jumping on board with me.

      “Who the hell’s claiming responsibility for that?” Pava demanded.

      His wife whispered something to him, but I didn’t catch it. And it didn’t matter. Because I knew this man’s pride and hubris would bury him before we ever could.

      I shrugged. “Why do you care? Now, you can avoid all the heat that would’ve dropped down onto your shoulders and, well, Carmela Esposito—”

      “You really think the Esposito's carried out that hit?” Pava demanded, spittle flying from his lips. “You really think that’s what happened?”

      “It’s the only logical explanation at this point. Also, it’s the word on the street. We all know you wouldn’t kill your only brother. I mean, come on. You’re not that good at what you do.”

      He lunged at me, his chair almost tipping over. “That’s what you think. That’s what you all think. But you rest assured I did pull that off.”

      “Pava, shut up,” his wife bellowed.

      “I killed that man and his wife. And Bonnie should’ve been with them that night. All of them should’ve been in that car, except my wimpy brother had to go and make it a bullshit date night. I swear to fuck, it took me forever to get that damn bomb built.”

      “Bomb?” Bonnie asked.

      I grinned. “I never thought you’d be so intelligent as to craft your own bomb, Pava.”

      He chuckled maniacally. “Make my own? Hell, no! I outsourced that shit. But you’ll never be able to prove it. I destroyed all the contracts. I took care of all the recordings. I paid police officers so well that most of them have already retired and moved out of the country to live there on my dime. And if it hadn’t been for that pathetic, fat-ass wife of his, my plan would’ve gone off without a hitch.”

      “So, you did kill your brother. And his wife.”

      Pava snarled. “And I’d do it again to usurp his business in a heartbeat. What that man built has made me richer than I ever could’ve made myself. You’ve dug yourself a hole you can’t fill, Israel. You’ve messed with the wrong man. And once I’m out of these ropes, the first head I’m staking on my property is yours.”

      I leaned away with a hiss. “That’s what I thought. Bonnie?”

      “Yes?” she asked weakly.

      “You can drop the gun. Though, don’t set it down. You might need it.”

      Pava blinked. “Wait, what?”

      I plucked the recording device from my pocket, and I watched the man’s face go white as a sheet.

      “I told you he was recording you,” his wife said.

      Then, I stopped the recording. “What part do you want me to play back for you? Hmm?”

      Bonnie sighed. “You’re brilliant, Israel.”

      I nodded at her. “You’re not so bad yourself, beautiful.”

      “That’s it!” Pava roared.  “Let me out of this fucking chair and fight me like a goddamn man, you son of a bitch!”

      “Psychological game, right?” I asked.

      He glared up at me. “You’re done for, do you hear me? You’re finished, Israel! You and your entire pathetic, weak-ass family!”

      I slid the recording device back into my pocket and planted my hands on the arms of Pava’s chair, before placing my face so close to his I could feel his putrid breath against my skin. “I’m going to leave you here to free yourselves but enjoy the moment. Because if there’s anything you don’t give a man like me, it’s time. I’m using this time to plan, Pava. I use time to connive and concoct and concur. So, enjoy the time you have trying to get yourself out of these bonds. Because when you come out of this room? I have a plethora of games waiting for you. Games I’ve wanted to play with you for a long, long time. And if you don’t play them? If you don’t enjoy them? If you don’t give it the good ole’ college try? This recording goes to the police, and I’ll let the men you’ve abandoned slaughter you in gen pop. Am I making myself clear?”

      Pava grimaced. “Crystal.”

      I leaned up. “Come on, Bonnie. We have dinner plans.”

      When I offered her my arm, I found her staring at me with wide, untamed eyes and a small smile against her cheeks.

      “I could use some food,” she said as she took my arm.

      We left in stride together, keeping in time with one another while her uncle yelled curses after us.

      Curses that wouldn’t do him a bit of good with the hell I was about to rain down upon his head.
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      The fresh air that wafted up my nostrils contrasted the stingy basement I’d been locked in. It contrasted the darkened home we just escaped from, and it definitely contrasted the phantom feeling of that gun pressed against my palm.

      I looked down at my right hand to remind myself that I wasn’t holding it any longer. Instead, I held Israel’s hand, our fingers intertwined and his thumb stroking my skin as if I were some sort of beautiful prize to him.

      I love you, my Israel.

      We approached his car and he reached for the handle. “Your door, beautiful.”

      I nodded. “Thank you.”

      “Of course. Anything for you.”

      My heart fluttered at his words. “Do you really mean that?” I sat down inside the car.

      He sat next to me before his eyes met mine. “I meant everything I said in there and then some.”

      I shook my head. “I still can’t believe you came after me, that you risked so much money and the entirety of your empire to come rescue me.”

      “Well, I’ve found out a few things about my own family since this debacle started.”

      That was a curious turn. “Wow. It hasn’t even been a full day.”

      He chuckled. “Nope. Been a long day, though.”

      I leaned back against the seat. “I’m starving.”

      “I meant what I said about food. Gary?”

      “Yes, sir?”

      “Back home, please.”

      “Of course, sir.”

      I furrowed my brow. “Gary?”

      “Yes, ma’am?”

      I released a ghost of a chuckle. “No, no. Sorry. I just—since when do you call him Gary?”

      Israel grinned. “It’s a new development.”

      “And the ‘please?’”

      He winked at me. “You tell anyone I use that word and you’re dead meat.”

      I smiled. “Sounds like foreplay to me.”

      He growled. “Don’t I know it.”

      I looked down at the device in his pocket. “Are we going to take that to the police?”

      “Oh, I’m having the chief of police meet us at my place. I’m going to hand this off to him, and then your uncle is going to be facing a very interesting trial.”

      “So, you think they’ll arrest him and hold him without bond until the trial?”

      He chuckled. “Trust me, that’s going to happen.”

      “Do I even want to know?”

      He shrugged. “You might as well since the Moretti family’s going to need a leader in your uncle’s absence.”

      The weight of that reality settled into my lap. “My aunt is going to take over?”

      Israel smiled deviously. “No.”

      “Well, Brianna’s not nearly as knowledgeable of Pava’s empire as she is.”

      “There’s someone else who’s better suited, though. And since it’s very clear on that recording that your aunt was trying to get him to shut up—which is circumstantial evidence that your aunt knew about his plan—that means she won’t be able to step up in the first place.”

      He meant me. “Oh.”

      He nodded. “Oh, indeed.”

      I pointed to my chest. “You mean…?”

      He took my hand. “Yes, that’s exactly what I mean.”

      “But I—I can’t—you really aren’t—me? Take over the Moretti family?”

      “He said it himself. You’re family. He might have tried to backstab you and kill you in the process, but you’re family. And with your aunt’s arrest right behind his along with your admission that Brianna isn’t smart enough to step up to the plate, it leaves only you to resume that role.”

      My legs went numb. “Oh, wow.”

      “Think of it like this. If you head up one family and I head up another, they won’t have a choice but to work together. The two of us will wield more power than any other family in this game if you step up to the plate and work with me.”

      It was a brilliant idea. “You really think we could pull this off?”

      “I know we can. All it takes is the same strength I saw back in that house. The same strength that got you out of that basement and enabled you to put a gun to your uncle’s head with a direct order to kill him if I asked it of you. Would you have done it?”

      “Done what?”

      “Killed him if I asked.”

      She swallowed hard. “I actually think I would have.”

      He squeezed my hand. “Then, take your rightful place as the head of your family. Show your uncle and the rest of them how strong you really are. Show them that, no matter what they take from you, fate will always find a way to intervene.”

      It was a terrifyingly, thrilling idea. “If we do this, that means your family will leave you alone, too. They’ll never be able to go head to head with both of us.”

      “That’s what I’m counting on.”

      I leaned toward him. “If I do this, you owe me an explanation for everything. What's going on, what Giovanni did, what your father is wrapped up in. We need to sit down and have an explicit conversation with one another about everything. Front to back for business reasons.”

      “And you’ll get that conversation once you agree to the plan.”

      How could I resist? “You and me?”

      “The both of us.”

      “Together?”

      He kissed the back of my hand. “Through the whole of it.”

      I drew in a deep breath. “Then, I accept.”

      He bit his lip and smiled. “There was no offer to accept, Bonnie. Only a moment for you to take for yourself and realize exactly what you were born to do.”

      I smiled. “I’m going to run the Moretti family.”

      “Yes, you are.”

      “And I’m going to make sure this family stands by a moral code they should’ve stood by when my uncle was plotting my father’s demise.”

      He kissed my forehead. “There’s my good girl.”

      I can do this. I can do this. I can do this.

      As Israel cradled me in his arm, I thought about the future. About what it would mean on the streets for me to step up and assume the head position of the family. What would they think? What would they do? Would it open us all up for attack? Or would people gun for us even harder?

      “Settle that mind, for now, beautiful. One step at a time,” Israel whispered.

      I smiled. “You always can read me like a book.”

      “And that will never change, beautiful.”
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