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Unlawful Lies


My enemy is my one desire.

Nicola Salvatore’s father has tasked her with getting close to their worst competitor: Edward Balestra. The name everyone fears. That family is ruthless and hell-bent on toppling any rival operation that poses a threat.

Except she’d rather dance with the devil than bring him down. And Edward wants to claim her, too, whether she’ll have him or not.

One taste is all it takes to alter the fate of their futures. The two of them are playing a dangerous game, both out to destroy the other and both powerless against the lust between them.

Will their love be strong enough to survive or doomed to fail under the weight of their families' hatred?

If you like the sensuous bite of Kresley Cole, C.R. Jane, and K.R. Knight, then you’ll devour this prequel to Melanie Kingsley’s dark, brilliant Balestra Family mafia series.

Tropes: Enemies to Lovers, Rival Families, Power Play, Possessive Hero, Mafia, Criminal Underground


A Note to Readers


The following story contains mature themes, strong language, and sexual situations intended for adult readers. Those with triggers are encouraged to proceed with caution. Triggers may include: extreme violence, strong language, dubious consent, and sexual situations.


Balestra Playlist
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Want to get pumped up? Scan the code to listen to the accompanying playlist for the Balestra series.


Edward


30 years before the events of His Deadly Lies

These business meetings are the bane of my goddamn existence. I go because I have to, not out of any enjoyment. Father insists.

That’s always been his name. Nothing as quaint as Papa or as disgustingly cute as Daddy. Father.

The goddamn head of the organization and the ruler of the family, the king in his castle, and right now, he’s standing beside me as straight as an arrow. His tie is done with the utmost precision, and even his handkerchief has been starched and ironed.

I’m a fucking slob in comparison.

He glances at me sideways, a quick and disapproving purse to his lips before he smooths out the wrinkles once more. It’s a silent urge to uncoil my spine, to look ahead and somehow tame my hair without moving a muscle.

Father asks for miracles like this all the time.

We’ve been standing in a sterile white-on-white office waiting for this meeting for a good fifteen minutes, which amounts to a slap in the face.

“A little longer,” my father murmurs under his breath. He clasps his hands tighter behind his back. “Then we will make a graceful exit.”

A power play. Of course. And one that is too on the nose to be respected on any level.

Father won’t allow either one of us to sit in the all-too-uncomfortable-looking lacquered chairs placed in front of Arden Salvatore’s desk while we waited for the man of the hour to show his face.

It’s all about grace and strength with Father. Old-school Italian from the swoop of his dark hair to the rigid posture and the golden glow of his skin. Looks of Father’s magnitude open doors where they might not necessarily be otherwise. I am lucky to follow in his footsteps.

Lucky.

Sometimes, I’ve got to remind myself when he grates on my last raw nerve. When nothing I do is ever good enough, and he removes his belt with a quick snap of leather, reminding me of my place even at twenty-five.

There is no place outside of his shadow. When the hell am I going to remember it? Do I have to carve it on the inside of my skull for the reminder to always be there?

I open my mouth to respond, to assure Father once again I understand the importance of carrying on the Balestra name, when the door to the office opens.

“My apologies for the tardiness.” Arden’s voice holds a bit of a Sicilian accent.

Whatever I’d been about to say died on my tongue, not at Arden’s swagger or the way his shoulders fill the doorjamb, but at the sight of the slender woman behind him. The singular bright spot of these arduous meetings: Arden’s daughter.

Nicola.

Whenever she decides it necessary, she swings those Sophia Loren hips into the room with such exaggerated motion I’m captivated in an instant.

She does it to tease me. I know it. She knows it.

Damn me but I’ve been waiting for her to show herself, one of the only reasons I haven’t started an argument with Father to liven up the dead space of silence.

Nicola glances my way before turning her nose out of joint, her sleek hair a wave of motion down to her shoulders.

It stops neither of us from playing these games, and a part of me wonders if it comes with the territory. We’re young adults groomed for a life of power, responsibility, and death. We’ve got to find the fun where we’re able to find it. Not to mention, she is absolutely drop-dead gorgeous.

She is the bright spot in this mausoleum. The place smells wrong. Stagnant, stale, lacking life despite the bodies shifting from room to room.

“You’ve kept us waiting long enough, so there is little time left to swallow excuses,” Father says. His voice is a cold whip of sound. “We have more important meetings this afternoon to remain here much longer.”

Arden holds his hands out wide in mock supplication. “Then perhaps you should schedule better.”

Father grunts, clicking his heels together as he straightens inhumanly, his posture perfect enough to make angels weep.

I can’t look away from Nicola. She hasn’t said a word, and her silence speaks novels into existence.

She follows her father to the desk and stands directly behind him with her hand on his shoulder once he situates himself comfortably. Her dark eyes flick over to mine and drop away just as quickly.

Maybe she teases me to make her daddy mad.

Either way…I drag my gaze along her curves, those wide, flaring hips and tiny waist. Her slender peach bosoms and the soft fall of hair. Her lower lip is larger than the top, and it is all I can do to keep myself from imagining how she’d taste if I bite her.

She knows it, too.

She counters my scrutiny and never takes her eyes off of me. The look is potent enough to stroke my skin in a way that brings goose bumps to life.

I react whenever she joins us. I fucking hate it.

“Perhaps it’s time someone taught you manners.”

Arden chuckles as if my father’s thinly veiled warning is a joke. “Oh, Giovanni, there’s that famous Balestra humor. And Edward, it’s good to see you again, young man. A chip off the old block if I’ve ever seen one.” He spreads his palms out flat against the desktop like he’s laying all his cards on the table.

“Let’s get straight to the point, Salvatore,” Father snaps. 

Surnames only.

He hates being called by his first name, another thing he sees as a weakness. He is the helm of the Balestra crime family, and he has been since his father dragged him and his brother to the States in their teens.

Nicola’s father, on the other hand, has risen through the ranks over the past decade to establish himself as one of our city’s most notorious gang leaders. With a famously bad temper and a drinking problem to boot. Arden has been a thorn in my father’s side for years for establishing a rival operation to our drug smuggling.

And damn it, but the man is getting big enough to be a real threat, too. His son is groomed to take over the same way I’ve been shaped and molded into my father’s creature.

Thus, the meetings.

Arden blows a raspberry and reaches into the depths of the desk for a bottle. “Knock it off, Gio. We know you’re the big fish here, but that doesn’t mean I’ll allow you to determine the speed of these things. You’re in my house, after all. Sit.” He unscrews the silver cap and takes a long swig without offering. “Make yourself comfortable and take a load off. God knows you need it.”

My father stands up straight yet, his shoulders thrown so far back as to look inverted. “We’ll stand.”

The man is drunk already.

I gasp air into my lungs. It’s the middle of the day, and Arden is three sheets to the wind, forced to his chair out of necessity. Now that I’ve noticed, it’s impossible to ignore the stench of stale liquor in every inhalation. His breath is potent enough to light on fire.

Not to mention the pale set of Nicola’s face, the way her dark eyes are even wider, blacker, set further into her skull. She hasn’t said a word yet she’s scared beneath the layers of bravado. Scared to even be in the same room with the man.

My fingers clench into fists at my side, and I hurry to shove them between my back and hide them from view.

Arden has a lot of nerve showing up to a meeting shit-faced, even more nerve to drag his daughter along with him today and force that expression on her beautiful features.

Fury is a song in my blood, and I force my attention to remain on Arden and his ruddy cheeks. The silver flask clasped in his hand.

“We’re here because you’ve sent your men across our territory lines,” Father continues. “We came to an agreement, should you continue to pursue your avenue of shipping. Our contracts are in place for a reason. I’ve been lenient thus far. None of your people have been harmed, but the intrusion is jeopardizing our shipments.”

“We’re not hurting anyone,” Arden insists. His smirk, his chuckle, add up to grind my teeth together.

I expected him to offer up an excuse, not an admittance of guilt.

“So you aren’t choosing to deny my claim.”

Father isn’t playing around, and it doesn't take a genius to see the way his calm is nearing its shatter point. There is nothing he detests more than belligerence, especially when it accompanies a good drunk.

“You’re too high up on your pedestal to see the bigger picture here, Gio.” Arden leans forward and laces his fingers in a steeple in front of him. “It’s about expansion for all of us. We’ve come this far working together. What are territory lines but imaginary walls between us? Your contract is a choke collar.”

Nicola shaking her head catches my attention.

So this isn’t a new argument, then. Something her dad has harped on before.  How many times has she heard it before?

Arden crosses his arms over his chest with the bottle pressed squarely against his heart.

His gaze settles on me, and I shiver at the intensity despite the dullness of liquor. An uneasy silence falls between us, making room for tension to crawl its way into my belly.

Nicola clears her throat. Her fingers twitch on her father’s shoulder. “Daddy, I don’t really think this is the time to get into such things,” she says softly. “Perhaps it would be best if we stuck to the agenda we agreed on before the meeting. They have valid concerns.”

She pats him, her fingers standing out like slender spiders against the dark of his button-up shirt.

“Nicola, I swear to fucking god.” Arden’s hand closes around his bottle and squeezes until his knuckles go white. Even my father isn’t ignorant of the violence in the gesture. “Get the fuck out of my sight and keep your mouth shut. Get out of this room. Now.”

Things are going to get heated in seconds, and I have half a mind to ask the rest of the guards we’ve brought to stay here with Father in case things go south. Judging from current circumstances and the pressure crawling its way along my limbs⁠—

We and our people always leave our weapons at the door, metaphorically speaking, when these meetings commence. But you don’t need a gun to kill a man. Only desire.

Nicola flushes and looks like she’s got more to say but eventually bobs her head in acknowledgment and saunters out of the room, pausing only at the door to look over her shoulder at me in a clear demand.

I wait for her to disappear before turning to Father. “Will you be okay without me?”

He doesn’t drag his attention from Arden but lifts a hand to gesture for me to get the fuck out as well. The men are speaking.

I look him up and down and bow my head, earning a barely swallowed chuckle from Arden. The walls of the room press in around me with every beat of my heart jerking against my ribcage.

Nicola has a head start on me but it’s a small matter to catch up, my strides longer than hers, and we walk side by side silently out the rear patio doors. We’ve only spoken to each other a handful of times over the past six months like words are currency, and we’re both low on funds.

Between the towering mights of our respective rulers, the only time we’re able to speak freely is the moments before and after meetings.

She’s made herself scarce, coy, a flirtation.

I’ve made myself a fortress.

I rub my throbbing temple, my shoulders hunching forward and mussing my hair even more. Nicola pushes the door open as wide as it will go in desperation for fresh air.

The backyard of her compound is a mess of roses and winding trails. Something I highly doubt Arden had any part in creating.

Only when we’re alone, and I’m sure of it, once I’ve motioned for my personal guards to hang back, do I brave speaking. “It was getting bad in there.”

She turns to me with wide-eyed curiosity. “Does it scare you?”

“That’s where you go? Right out of the gate with a parting shot?” I smile at her. “No, I’m not scared.” Only for her.

She shrugs, wholly unconcerned, and stops to trail her fingers along the soft petals of a sunrise-yellow rose. “There’s no shame in being nervous. My father punches like an ox. Especially when he is deep in the bottle.”

“If an ox had hands,” I add.

Her eyebrows knit as she stares at me. Her nostrils flare, torn between laughing and reprimanding me for adding insult against her father only she is qualified to make. “I really didn’t need an escort for my own gardens, Edward. It’s fine.”

Edward. She’s never used my name before. The way it falls from her tongue like we've been friends for years rather than casual strangers eases a bit of the emptiness in my depleted system.

“Has he ever used those hands on you?”

I’m not sure why it bothers me, but it does. The thought of anyone touching Nicola, out of anger or lust or anything in between, has me seeing red.

“Oh, wow.” Much to my surprise, her head tips back, and she laughs uproariously, her hands shifting to her hips. “You’re more conceited than I thought.”

My eyes bulge. “Conceited?”

“I’m not your concern, hot stuff.” She’s close enough to slap my chest, and I bare my teeth, showing more emotion than I’m comfortable showing. “Stop worrying about something that is none of your business.”

She’s not only gorgeous, but she’s smart. So fucking smart it makes me feel about three inches tall.

“If your father is planning on poaching on our territory, then that makes you my business. You and everything else that falls under his family name. It’s a matter of honor.”

Her hand scalds where she touched.

“It seems to me that’s something for you to discuss with your own daddy.” She sniffs delicately. “Maybe you would have been better served staying inside rather than following me.” She snaps her fingers together. “Come on, then, since you’d rather sniff at my heels than work on your business. We’ll take a walk.”

She leads the way deeper into the garden, and I linger near the rosebush, staring at several unopened buds. I’ve got a gut feeling Nicola Salvatore will be a thorn in our side, just like her father with his secrets and his fat purse.

Unless I’m willing to do something about it. And the best thing to do is get her on her back underneath me, with her legs open, and remind her who we’re supposed to be.

But I still follow her.


Nicola


Ireally don’t want to like Edward Balestra.

It’s a matter of principle.

For one thing, he is the most arrogant son of a bitch I have ever met in my life. Worse than his father, who likes to walk with his nose permanently bent north.

As if everyone and everything else in his life is a stepping stone toward the heights of heaven.

Edward is the oldest son, and of course, he is primed to take over the business once his father either dies or hands over the reins.

Judging by what I’ve already seen of them, there will be no easy handoff, which leaves only death, and whether Edward wonders about that day is unclear to me.

A big ego and a bigger bank account make for a troubled young man who believes the world owes him.

From what I’ve seen and heard, I’m not wrong.

The only thing I know for certain is the heavy, heady sensation of his eyes on me whenever I enter the office for the meetings, dangled around as a distraction. For the father or the son, it doesn’t matter to Daddy.

My footsteps make no sound over the soft moss.

Balestra Senior never makes eye contact. The son, however, gives me all the attention Arden hopes for and I secretly enjoy.

I don’t want to feel anything for Edward besides disdain. He’s dark, and broody, and grumpy. My enemy. You’re supposed to hate your enemy with every fiber of your being, right?

That is what all the experts say on the subject. It’s either hatred or forgiveness, and I’ve purposely kept from learning anything about Edward, so there will be nothing to forgive him for. His dark heart is his own business and whatever reckonings will commence on his end, it’s not for me to say.

“Well?” I call back. “Are you coming?”

A low growl answers me.

Rather than wait for him to catch up, I increase my own speed, heading down trails I’ve memorized since childhood.

Mother’s garden, her territory, and the flowers are more her family than either one of her kids. It’s fine with me. I know how to grow and adapt to what I need to be. For my brother Scott?

Not so much.

“Where are you going, little bunny?” Edward teases behind me. “Think you can try to lose me in your warren of flowers out here?”

Or maybe I’ve done my best not to get too close to the Italian lothario who will no doubt take what he wants if given even the smallest amount of encouragement because I sense it.

Unfortunately, it’s a hard line to straddle when your father wants you closer.

I pause only long enough to check from the corner of my eye that Edward is actually following me into the garden before I start walking again.

Daddy wants me to infiltrate Edward’s organization to gather entail. Which is an idea I agree with to a certain extent, but not when it is unspoken but known that infiltration will be possible by a single means.

Daddy wants me to use my body for information. His newest plan and one he believes will be key to their downfall.

Which makes me, instinctively, less inclined to even fantasize about Edward the way I’d started to before that plan was formulated. Fantasize about all the ways he might use those hands of his or the way he might make me scream his name.

“Perhaps the plan is not to lose you but to take you away from the rest of the outside world.” I think I say it low enough for him to miss, but his dark chuckle tells me otherwise.

“What will you do with me once we’ve made our escape?”

“Enjoy the day,” I retort.

“Is that all you want to do?”

A curse falls from my lips. With him? No, sadly.

His gaze shoots arrows through my back. I disappear around a bend, the shade of a maple tree castling dappled sunlight on lupine, foxglove, and lavender.

Too many things about Edward draw me despite our families’ long-standing feud. How do you erase years of bad blood to actually consider someone a friend, or at the very least, someone to commiserate with?

I stop underneath an arbor bursting with white climbing roses, their scent intoxicating. The stone bench underneath is shaded from the midafternoon sun, and I settle down, patting the empty space beside me once Edward catches up.

He’s windswept and unable to pull himself together from whatever he’d done last night. His skin bears the purple darkness of a night spent doing anything other than sleeping.

He shakes his head, and from this vantage point with the sun at his back, his features are cast in darkness. He looks like a phantom straight out of a wet dream, and my skin tightens uncomfortably.

“I’d rather stand,” he replies.

“Now you sound just like your father. Stiff.”

“Heaven forbid.” Yet he makes no move toward me, and instead of giving in to the power dynamic where he’s the looming shadow and I’m the helpless little bunny, I stand as well and rook a finger toward him.

“It’s okay, Edward,” I murmur. “I’m not going to bite.”

He still refuses to move. “I see what you’re doing, Nicola.”

“What is that?” I question. My breath trembles.

“You’re going to use me to either distract from your alcoholic, abusive father or to make him angrier than he was when we left the office. I refuse to play a part in either of those things. Especially considering the way the Salvatores have trespassed on our shipping routes.”

I cross one leg over the other. “I have nothing to do with what Daddy chooses to do.”

“No doubt one of the first truths you’ve told all day,” Edward replies.

Except the heat in his tone and his eyes tell me a different story, and it’s that narrative I force myself to latch on to. For my family. For the business my father has been desperately trying to build to get us out of poverty.

When you come from nothing, every penny you scrape to save might mean the difference between a night with an empty stomach or a plate of food.

I stand as well and lift my arms overhead, stretching until my fingers graze the arbor overhead. “Come closer.”

Daddy will do it, too; follow through on the beatings he’s only threatened when it comes to the Balestras.

Once he decided on the part I’d play, there was no turning back.

He wants me on my back for this man? Someone on the inside to ferret out secrets to use as weapons, and he doesn’t care if it debases me. Deflowers me. Whatever D comes along with his plan, he’s willing to let me pay the price.

My attraction is my secret. I like looking at Edward.

I like his tone of voice and the rogue glint in his eyes.

Edward refuses to move from his spot, his hands sliding into the pocket of his dark gray slacks. “It’s not you I’m worried about, Nicola. It’s me.”

My eyes go wide at his honesty. “You think you’re going to scare me? Is that it?”

His growl echoes through the garden. “It’s not about scaring you. I think that if I get close to you and feel the heat of your skin, I’m going to do something I might regret.”

He breathes hard, my stomach giving a heated flip at the sound. It clutches when he steps forward and bends, his brow a firm line, to take my hand. It’s the first time we’ve touched since the first meeting. A sharp pull brings me to my feet.

“I’m sure regrets haven’t been enough to stop you in the past. You strike me as the type of man to do whatever he likes when he likes.” I force myself to leer. “Within the limits of your father's reach, of course.”

His fingers tighten on my knuckles, a cool and unbreakable hold. “This isn’t about the past, either,” he replies.

“Then what is it about?” For the family. I take a bold step closer to Edward and make sure he sees the intent written on every line of me. “Because the way I see it, you and I have been playing our positions for long enough that we can be real with each other. There is no one here tugging at our puppet strings and forcing us to dance together.”

I suck on my bottom lip as he grips my hand tighter, holding it near to his lips.

Suspicion lifts at his intentions. I know the look of desire on a man. I’ve seen it before enough to know I can’t mistake his expression for anything else, but what are his motives?

Does he want me as a woman, or is there another layer beneath it?

Does it even matter?

“The strings might be invisible, but they are always there. Trust me when I tell you.” He sounds bitter.

I tug at his hand, but he doesn’t let go. Not yet.

“They’re biting too deeply for you. Aren’t they?” I cock my head to the side as I take him in, from the way he forces himself to be loose and nonchalant. The way he tracks my every minuscule movement. “Those invisible strings. What? Is there anything else you wish to do in this life? A way you want to pave for yourself?”

He clucks his tongue and finally drops my hand. “Those are subjects much too deep for such a lovely day. And for your company.”

“Why is that?” I press. “Because you don’t think I’m able to handle anything deep or dark? Or, heaven forbid, deprived? I’ve seen more than you’re giving me credit for seeing.”

“I think I don’t know you or your motives well enough to allow even an inch of my boundaries to slip. No matter how beautiful you are.”

For some reason, it irks me, which is completely illogical, and I know it. Especially considering he spoke my internal monologue out loud.

There will be no going back from this moment. We are alone in the garden with no one to witness what we say to each other, yet the moment is charged with the poignancy of a thousand eyes on our skin.

Waiting for our next move.

“I understand that the chains bite no matter what else you might want to do. The footprints of our lives have already been laid out long before our birth, it seems, a trajectory set for that that takes us up to the stars.” I reach for him and rest my hands lightly on his shoulders, noting the way he flinches. “There is nothing wrong with feeling the pressure.”

“It’s a different sort of pressure than anything else. But what choice do we have?”

“None,” I admit.

No choice but to endure and to make every pain into a link of our armor. I knew pain. I knew the sting of well-placed words as well as the cut of a fist in the right place, somewhere no one else would see.

I’m sure Edward does, too.

“Not even in our affections,” he continues.

I haven’t stepped away, and neither has he. “Is that your way of saying you have affection for me? Be still my heart. A master of flirtation, I see.”

“Please,” Edward scoffs. “Don’t tell me you’re proficient in that language as well. I’ve heard you speaking English, Italian, and even a bit of German. Adding flirt to the mix is overkill.”

“And you’re pointedly avoiding my previous statement.” I let my hands drop back to my side. “I’d like to circle back around to the fact that you have the hots for me.”

My joke lands flat and dissolves into the over-dry ground, sucked of all its moisture under the heat of a summer sky.

He takes a step back like I’ve burned him, his handsome features twisting in an immediate frown. “Our first conversation, and this is where you go.”

Is he on to me? Does he know why I’ve had to learn my fourth language when the only real practice I had was a kiss from a gardener?

“I suppose I thought your father kept you on a tighter leash than that,” Edward adds.

“My leash is just as tight as yours. Yes.” I scowl, thinking of all the past experiences when I’ve tried to sneak out of the house to join the girls at my private school on their outings. Clubs, the movies, anything that involves moving my body and hooking a mate, even if it’s just for the night.

Daddy puts the kibosh on everything. My free time, after at-home tutoring for college prep courses, is spent learning his trade alongside Scott as Arden lectures us until my ears bleed.

I’m the only one he tells to stay away from boys, at least, until last week, when he changed his mind.

“I’m sure it hasn't stopped you.” The twinkle returns to Edward’s eyes.

The tension of the moment passes like a cloud across the sun. “Any guard I’ve even attempted to flirt with has been taken away. Moved to that farm in the country where pets go when they die.” My smile is grim. “Heaven forbid the ones who tried to indulge me in a kiss.”

I’ve got to steer the conversation back around, and quickly.

But Edward’s a sneaky one, and I don’t even realize that he’s maneuvered me into a verbal corner until I’m trapped. “A kiss,” he repeats. “I knew you wanted something out of me, drawing me out here.”

I’ve come too far to turn back but I can’t stop the tendril of fear and desire weaving through my vertebrae.

I jolt when his calloused fingertips skim across my cheekbone. “Are you thinking about getting handsy?” I ask. My voice trembles. “Since we’re alone?”

“Seems to me you’ve got me maneuvered, little bunny, but now that it’s time for you to put your money where your mouth is…you’re scared.” His gaze drops down to my mouth.

I jut my chin out obstinate. “I’m not scared of anything. Little fox.”

“Careful. Foxes eat rabbits.” His mouth curves up. “It seems to me maybe I’ve coined you wrong. You are the fox, attempting to make me the rabbit.”

I force myself to steady, to accept the heat flowing through me, which has nothing to do with duty and everything to do with lust, and say, “Why do you think you’re here, Eddie?”

He groans at the nickname, bending down to capture my lips in his next breath. Stealing mine in the process. This kiss⁠—

I shouldn’t. I don’t want to.

I drop my arms around his shoulders and hold on, nails biting down into hard muscle. I need. Him.

It’s a first kiss, and it feels like we’ve done this a thousand times, making a mockery of every kiss I’ve had before. A shiver races down my spine at the darkness in him, the spicy taste of his tongue with a hint of smoke. There is no emotion in the kiss, and every part of me aches to feel the rest of him.

This strutting peacock of a man.

His hands slap against my ass and grab, pulling me tightly to his front. Those same treacherous hands slide along the curve of my rear, up to my waist, and down to where my thighs meet, the hardness of his erection pressing to my front.

An immediate reaction…for me.

This isn’t a stolen moment where we have to tiptoe around each other. Asking permission for a small bit of intimacy.

We’re nothing but beasts.

Ready to tear each other apart.

I pull away, and he kisses a ragged line along the side of my neck before hoisting me off of my feet. I’m forced to wrap my legs around him to hang on, and he moves back to my mouth to kiss me roughly.

The taste of him on my lips is intoxicating, and he growls possessively before shoving his tongue inside my mouth. He drags his hand through my hair, mussing the strands. I’m on fire and shivering and gasping in a combination of surprise and desire.

“Little fox, do you know how hot you are?” he asks against my skin. “How I’ve wanted to do this since the moment I first saw you?”

The feeling is mutual.

I absorb those words, my head dropping back on my neck and arching into him. Those horribly plump lips trail fire down past my collarbone to the swell of my right breast, then my left.

I need to stop this.

I need to send him far away because this type of man is dangerous to my health, and if I let him go too far today, it will jeopardize every plan in place. I’ll be of no use to him once he gets what he wants.

Edward sits beneath the arbor with me on his lap. The intoxicating scent of roses adds another level to my already overstimulated senses. He spreads my legs wider, my skirt riding high up my leg. He pushes the material north, his hand still threaded in my hair, using it to pull my head back further. He nips at my throat, and his growl is louder as he squeezes my inner thigh.

“I’ve wanted you for so long, Nicola. So damn long.”

I can’t speak. Pulling away, I catch a glimpse of his heated eyes before he runs his hands higher yet, skimming the lining of my panties.

Another inch, and he’ll have his hand on me, in me. I jump, which only brings me into closer contact with those thick fingers.

“Stop.” The whispered plea is half-hearted at best.

Edward chuckles, the dark sound like an electric volt through me.

“Why, little fox, when you feel so good? You’re hot, and I’m willing to bet you’re wet. For daddy’s enemy. Is this where you thought we’d be when you suggested a walk?”

Emotions boil inside of me, and I huff out a breath. The sound incites Edward’s laughter. Tell him to back up, now.

My mouth opens just as he slides his fingers across my core. His dark chuckle is lost in my mouth, his fingers gliding in clear demand. He frees his other hand from my hair and drags my shirt down, my breast popping free of my bra.

He curves his hips up against me. “You’re just going to let me do what I want with you, aren’t you? Do you feel how hard you make my cock?”

He slides his index finger home. The intrusion has me gasping, my throat clutching. Holy hell, he’s bold. He slides his finger deeper inside of me and curls it.

Half a second. That’s how close I am to throwing everything my family and I have worked for just to get it on with this horrible man I can’t seem to resist. My core aches, ready for him. Ready for whatever he plans to unleash on me.

Then someone pulls a trigger, and the sound of a gunshot rips through our moans.


Edward


Well, fuck. Just when things are starting to get good.

I’m ready to ignore the gunshot and keep ravaging her. Her nipples are pert, hard little buds underneath the thick fabric of her bra.

In the next half a heartbeat, I’ve got her shirt pulled down, her nipple just poking out of the top and rolling between my thumb and forefinger.

Christ.

She’s a taunt and a taste, and I know better. I fucking know better than to take advantage of a young woman, an innocent I barely know. So why can’t I control myself?

I pinch her nipple until she gasps and kiss her lips, our tongues tangling.

One gunshot is fine to ignore. Not a second. Especially not when it’s accompanied by voices lifted in mangled shouting.

“Eddie—” Her tone is a sultry moan. “I think we need⁠—”

“I know.”

I pry myself off of Nicola, helping her readjust her breast into her bra and her shirt and buttons over the lace. Her skirt as well. There’s not much to do about all that hair, though. It’s a deep red and brown cloud around her head. Her eyes are darker than midnight as she stares at me with her chest heaving.

Her chin is red and scraped from my stubble, her lips bruised and plump and pink.

A few more seconds, and I would have thrown away every ounce of convention I have and fucked her underneath her arbor. Whether it was her plan all along or not, I’m not willing to ask, and there isn’t time to play these word games anymore.

“Let’s just hope nobody’s dead,” Nicola mutters, sounding bitter and disappointed as hell.

“Come on.” I reach out and grab her hand, pulling her along behind me on our way out of the garden. Back toward the main house and the meeting I’d absolutely forgotten.

Not with the heat of her body against mine. Not with the way she smells, sweeter than any bloom around us, and her distinctive taste of old soul and innocence.

Honestly, even if the two old fucks did shoot each other, I can’t bring myself to care. Not when I still taste Nicola on my tongue and feel her clenching underneath my fingers. The timing of the gunshot couldn’t have been any better.

Or worse.

I haven’t quite decided how I feel about the whole thing yet. Guess I have to see what fresh pandemonium we walk into.

Her fingers link through mine, and I stomp my way back through the house while pulling her at a breakneck pace. The door to the office is already open, and several men from both operations have poured inside. Yet there are our fathers, Giovanni and Arden, both holding literal smoking guns pointed at the other.

Only Arden breaks eye contact to stare at me.

There’s a bullet hole in the wall near Father’s head and a shattered picture frame behind Arden.

I drop Nicola’s hand, shaking my head and stalking in between them with the foolish confidence of a man in his twenties with nothing to lose. “Can’t leave the two of you alone for a goddamn second,” I tell Father.

And my head snaps back, pain ripping from my cheek after he pistol whips me. “You don’t talk to your father like that, boy. Respect your elders.”

My face burns, and the frustration inside of me shifts into something much more insidious. Something that skirts the line of hatred, but not for the family I’m supposed to hate. Tears prick the corners of my eyes. But toward my father for treating me like a goddamn pussy in front of our enemies.

I snap my spine into place and square my shoulders, staring him dead in the face even as smoke from the spent bullet burns the inside of my nostrils. “Yes, sir.”

Obedience is key, and pride is the price I pay for it. No matter how old I get, things will never change.

“He brought it on himself,” Arden argues belligerently. “Damn fool doesn't know when to quit.”

Father pauses only another moment before he clicks the safety back on the gun and lowers his arm, making the first move to disarm. “Perhaps if you hadn’t shown up to our meeting drunk, things might have gone a different direction.”

I glance over my shoulder to where Nicola froze in the doorway. Her gaze meets mine, and her statement is palpable enough to be shouted even though she refuses to speak.

Where did they hide the guns if neither one of them was supposed to be armed?

Sneaky fucking bastards.

They will fight to the end despite any contracts signed or their tentative truce. Hell, these two are like dead men, still standing at arms, still ready for battle. Honor.

My gut tightens and twists.

I’m willing to bet Arden made the first shot as well. He wouldn’t have drawn his weapon without provocation. Talk about lack of trust.

“This is absolutely ridiculous and would not be an issue were you not so voracious in your appetites,” Father tells Arden as he slides the gun back into the inseam of his jacket. “You’ve become greedy. Seems to me it’s led to more than a few oversteps.”

Arden’s face is dead calm, although the ruddy blush from being drunk has somewhat faded. “I’m not sure what you’re talking about,” he says slowly, cocking his head to face me. “Perhaps you need to ask your son about greed.”

Father takes immediate offense and bristles. His cheeks quiver, and a muscle near his temple ticks. “That’s enough.”

“The first thing you’ve been right about all day, Gio.” He snaps his fingers and Nicola, who had been holding back behind the guards at the door, now steps forward.

She clears her throat and holds her head high. Our time in the garden never happened.

“Tell me about the painting, Salvatore,” Father demands. “I’m done messing around with you and your attempts to stall. We both know this meeting goes beyond your pretense of excuses for overstepping.”

“What painting?”

“Stop playing dumb.” The tremulous grasp Father has on himself threatens to unleash. He sneers at Arden. “The portrait of the steed and the hart that has always hung above the fireplace in my den. You admired it on your last trip to the house and it disappeared a week later. It’s valuable.”

Arden shakes his head and says, “You’re losing your mind, old man. Are you so blinded by your rage at my overstepping that you’d accuse me of stealing?”

“Of course you would take the painting. Why not? Your girl likes pretty things.” Father sweeps his gaze toward Nicola, and I bristle but make no move against him.

Not even when her lips thin out, her eyes narrow, and her father seems to grow by a full hundred pounds.

“You have a lot of nerve coming into my home and accusing my daughter of stealing from you.”

“Not your daughter,” Father corrects. “You. Just another middle finger to me and my family.”

Arden hasn’t stowed his gun. He turns it in a lazy circle, swinging it like a cowboy of old. “I have more than enough money to buy a painting. There’s no need to steal.”

“It’s not about the money,” Father counters. “It’s about power. Over me.”

“You have a rather large head. How have I never noticed?” Arden breaks their standoff to move to his desk and grab the bottle.

“I think it is absolutely ridiculous you would come here and attempt to cast the blame on us for something personal. If you want to argue about our men overstepping the boundaries of the territory, then fine. I’m sure Father will be amenable once we’ve all come down. But this⁠—”

Someone flicked a switch inside of Nicola. Like the injustices heaped too high for her to continue ignoring them anymore. As quickly as she erupted, she fell silent, even before her father shot her a death glare.

“Nicola, no one is blaming you,” Arden snaps.

She’s not having any of it, though. Nicola storms out of the room and leaves me torn. The tension is thick enough to choke on and burns every piece of me it touches.

“Oh, go on and fuck off out of here, Edward,” Father says. “We both know you want to follow her. No one needs your bleeding heart.”

I’m invisible. He sees everything, even what I want to hide. With my face still aching from the slap of the gun, I grunt out an agreement and follow Nicola outside.

My longer strides catch up to her quickly. Her back hunches, her shoulders forward, and her fists lifted to her eyes.

“Leave me alone!” She knows I’m there, and it pisses her off even more than Father’s accusations. “I’m really not in the mood for company.”

“What do I want?” I repeat.

Too many things to give voice to any singular one of them. I want to be free, as she accurately pointed out earlier. Chasing this dream of expansion, Father’s dream, doesn’t come close to the simple life I always pictured for myself. Maybe some gardens like the one Nicola retreats to yet again. Her comfort area, I realize with a start.

None of the soothing aspects of the simple life are available to me or people like me. Not when you’re born a Balestra. It’s become synonymous with power, with the underground, with crime and a thorough demolishing of anyone who stands in our way.

She may not be in the mood for company, but she will get it regardless. Because I’m curious about her reaction and the way she went off. I’m curious about what makes her tick and what secrets are stored inside her pretty head. I want them.

I want to know what they are and steal them from her the same way my father accused hers of stealing.

If only Father knew the truth…

“Well?” Nicola says, and her voice is the only thing that snaps me out of my head and back into my body.

I blink at her. “What’s the matter?” I ask.

“I asked you what the hell you want and why you’re following me and nothing. You disappeared even though you’re standing right there.” She glares at me with her hands on her hips. “I’m waiting for an answer.”

She’s as regal as a queen. There, with the sunlight gilding her with a crown, I wonder why I’ve never seen this side of her before. Was she so adept at keeping it under wraps?

Or had I not looked close enough?

“I just…can’t seem to stay away from you.” When in doubt, fall back on charm. It works almost every time on any person. “There is something about you I’m powerless to resist.”

Except Nicola Salvatore, it seems. She sets me with a look and a dubious tilt to her head. Right then, she reminds me of her father, but not in the same swollen and blustery way. Not in the same pickled from the inside way, either.

“Feed me another line, Eddie, and see if it takes.” But she loses a bit of the height and bluster at the words. Now, she just looks tired.

“You think I’m feeding you lines?”

Her hands fly into the air, exasperated, and Nicola takes a right turn this time rather than a left and heads to a different part of the garden. Hopefully not too far from the office because I want to be nearby in case the two men lose their tempers with each other again.

Who knows how long it will be until the inevitable happens? An actual snap and a step taken down a path that neither one of them will be able to erase.

Perhaps it’s Father’s plan all along. I’d never know. He never let me in.

But if he ever found out about my deal with Arden⁠—

“I think you will say whatever it takes to calm my temper when I can assure you, it’s not your job. I am also fully capable of dealing with being talked down to.” Nicola stops in her frantic pace and draws in a deep breath, holding it in her lungs to the count of five before she exhales slowly. “It’s nothing new for me. Sometimes, it just feels like too much.”

“You’re not the only one who has to deal with shit like that,” I assure her.

She glances at my cheek and the throbbing skin that has surely turned the mottled colors of a bruise at this point.

“I also think,” she adds, turning her face to the sun, “that if things blow up between our families, it will ruin all of us. What can we do to make sure it won’t happen?”

Threads weave together in a tapestry of brilliance, and I narrowly resist reaching over my shoulder to pat myself on my back. “I’ll help you clear your father,” I offer. “We’ll find the painting together.”

Fuck the painting. If the old man says it’s missing, it’s missing, but I highly doubt it’s stashed away somewhere in the mansion.

Arden is a drunk, but he’s got money. He doesn’t need the painting.

The search, however, will be a great help to me personally. On multiple levels.

I fully expect her to laugh at the suggestion. I don’t expect it to hurt as much as it does.

“You?”

I bristle. “Anyone better?”

“I’d rather handcuff myself to a clown in the circus than rely on you for anything. Sorry, Eddie,” she finishes. “The answer is no. There’s no painting. And there is no we.”


Nicola


The ludicrousy of his offer strikes me so sharply it’s hard to move, and for a long moment, I only stare at Edward like he’s grown a second head. He…wants to help me?

I want to tell him it’s not my problem, the missing painting. Except it is. If Daddy takes personal offense to the accusation, he’ll make my life, all our lives, a living hell.

He’ll launch a counterstrike against the Balestras and obliterate their truce. 

Not to mention, I really don’t want to work with Edward. Just like I don’t want to like him. And his offer reeks of subterfuge, and I’m the only one doing the colluding here.

If Daddy ever finds out I snubbed the offer to get closer to Edward, things will take a turn, and I’m pulling at every option my mind offers, looking for the one that will hurt less.

“I swear on my honor.” Edward holds up two fingers pointed at the sky. “I’ll do whatever it takes to help you and clear your father. I know it wasn’t you who took the painting. I know better than anyone else. Giovanni won’t stop until he finds it and the quickest way to get scrutiny off of you will be to search.”

“Ah, so you’re the one who took it.”

Edward snorted, his brow furrowing and shade deepening the wrinkles below his hairline. “No, little fox. It wasn’t me.”

“For all I know, maybe it was your brilliant plan to kiss me stupid while your father makes a move on mine. Then you rush in like a black knight to save the day and make me trust you.” I lean in closer. “Newsflash, Eddie. You and your whole damn clan can go take a flying jump. I’ll help Daddy on my own.”

It won’t look good for me to appear eager. I damaged my reputation badly enough with the kiss, and how I wanted it, liked it, almost let it go too far.

I stay to the outskirts of the garden maze rather than heading down moss and rhododendron paths. Heaven forbid we make our way back to the arbor or the extremely romantic fountain at the heart.

Having Edward here is a bad idea. Refusing his offer is worse. Do I trust myself to play my part without losing control and running it?

I glare at him over my shoulder and almost miss my next step.

Do I trust him to keep his hands to himself? I might be able to pull this off if he stays a foot away at all times.

“Please. It would be my honor to do this for you.”

“Why are you so insistent?” I want to know. “You don’t even like me. You’ve never liked me.”

Besides, men and women don’t have to be friends to kiss. I’ve seen my parents together. They flit around the house, him a tyrant and her a ghost, and they have children. They hate each other.

Edward would use me as a conquest to undermine the Salvatores and secure the reign of the Balestras. Which is fine. It’s business. I’m using him as well.

I used that kiss in the garden to lower his guard even if—I shake my head. It’s ridiculously difficult to admit to myself the other reasons I kind of want to let things progress between us. Then again, as Daddy says, I’ve always been feisty and stubborn. I do things my own way, no matter what society says is proper.

He’s never been able to degrade it out of me.

“I like you well enough,” Edward insists. His soft smile shifts into a leer when I turn to face him. “I like the way you feel.”

I roll my eyes even when heat spirals down into my stomach, and certain parts of me he’s already stroked start to tingle again. “And what do you get out of this? Hmm? What are you expecting as payment?”

“Nothing.”

He answers too quickly to be innocent.

I slide my hands off of my hips. Down toward the crook of my inner thighs before letting my arms hang limply at my sides. A suggestive gesture he no doubt takes note of.

“Look, I’m sure that you have this entire situation handled, Nicola.” He steps toward me, and the distance between us goes up in flames. There’s no room to breathe, and there’s no room to escape. Even if I wanted to…it's becoming harder and harder to want, if I’m being honest.

Which I hate being because that makes this so much harder to look at objectively.

“I’m sure you have all the resources you need at your disposal, but I have a gut feeling you're a little too close to this to remain objective. Am I right?”

He’s the epitome of control, and it irks me. The arrogance, the sheer belief that he is the one who knows best in all aspects, even this, gets under my skin.

But…

And it’s a big but.

What wouldn’t I do for my father?

Edward senses me wavering and hurries on to say, “We have the opportunity to start a war before it begins.”

I shake my head. “No one said anything about a war.”

“You see what they did to each other the moment they were alone?” Edward sweeps an arm back toward the house. The heat of the day has plastered his shirt to his chest beneath the suit jacket. My mouth goes dry. “They missed on purpose. It won’t happen again. And all that because of an insult. My father believes he’s correct. He’ll do whatever it takes unless we either find the painting or clear Arden.”

I wish he was wrong. Then, let them destroy each other. I nearly say it out loud before catching my tongue.

“I’ve got more resources than you do. More established means of finding out information. 

“I don’t need your resources. We have plenty of trustworthy and competent people at our disposal. If Giovanni is serious in his accusation against mine then I’ll get to the bottom of it on my own. Not to mention, I’m not in a position to pay whatever it is you’ll ask for your help.”

“Who says I want any monetary compensation?”

My head whips up at the dark invitation in those syllables. “I wasn’t talking about money.”

No, we both understand the flimsy foundation we stand on and how easy it will be to have it all crumble beneath us. That’s what happens when you build any sort of relationship, even a tentative friendship or begrudging respect, on sand. Heat and chemistry are not a good place to start, and considering how easy it was to get lost in those sensations⁠—

And our families, held back on chains of halfhearted promises and air, both of them ready to collide.

Then, the farther I stay away from Edward Balestra, the better. Even when my father is the one who pushes me toward the young man.

Even when working with him might mean a chance to rub Daddy’s innocence in Giovanni’s face to boot.

“How long do I have to think about it?” I ask into the silence.

Edward huffs out a laugh. “I’d say the sooner you agree to let me help you, the better it will be for everyone.” His gaze hardens, and all hints of mirth disappear. “Nicola, you know your father’s reputation, and I’m sure there is much talk on the street that is not just conjecture. He’s a drunk, and he’s a gambler, and he’s made his living by stepping on other people’s toes. It’s made him rich, but how much longer can his luck hold out? Father won’t stop.”

I stay quiet because Edward is right, and there is no point in arguing about it.

“I’m sure he’s done some fucked up shit in his time, just as my father has. Just as I have.”

It’s like the door is open for me to step through and admit to the terrible things I’ve seen. I haven’t done enough. Nothing that will stand up against the black hearts of the men in my life, and right now, that includes Edward.

“What will he do? Giovanni?” I ask tentatively, drawing my fingers along the cottony soft bell of a foxglove blossom. “If he truly believes Arden stole from him?”

“You already know the answer to it.”

“I want to hear it from you.”

Edward groans and slides a hand through his night-black hair. “He’ll make a statement, whether he’s right or wrong.”

“Obliteration.”

“Scorched earth,” Edward agrees. “Only you did not hear it from me.”

Of course not. If either monarch found out that kingdom secrets had been spilled, even something someone on the outside might coin as innocent, we were done.

“Let me use what I’ve learned for you this time. I am at your disposal.” He holds his arms out wide, and a sudden deep and irresistible urge makes me want to walk into them. To lean into the comfort and stability he’s offering.

Get close. By any means necessary. Those were the words I’d heard before the fist raised to make sure I understood, the period at the end of a horrifying sentence.

Damnit, Daddy.

“Fine,” I agree. “But you’re in trouble now. I expect a great deal out of your so called help.”

Edward arches a dark brow so high it disappears into the lock of hair across his forehead. “You’re serious.”

“I am.”

“Seems like a far cry from your earlier no, little fox. I’m not going to stop to question it, but I am going to make you shake on it.” He thrusts his hand between us, and I stare at it like it’s a snake ready to lunge at my throat. “On your honor.”

“My honor? Is that really what we’re questioning?” I force out a laugh and ignore the way I shiver looking at those fingers. Knowing exactly where they’d been and what they’d done.

“My honor, too. Let’s call this a step toward the peace those men in there are constantly touting and yet never manage to accomplish. We’ll be the change we want to see in this tiny world of ours. We’ll work together,” he finishes.

I slap my palm against Edward’s, and he squeezes my hand. Why does it feel like I’m signing away my soul to the devil himself? Willingly, too. “Then tell me where we’re going to start. Since you talk like you’re the man with the plan.”

“I’d say let’s start by searching your house for this painting. Or whatever else we come across.” He stumbles over his words at the immediate glower on my face at the suggestion that we’re starting here because my father is guilty. Why else? “I know your father didn’t do it, but at least that way, we can both say for certain. Father won’t question me if I back you up. He’ll trust my word.”

“You’re a jerk,” I growl out, tugging my hand back from his.

Only Edward refuses to let me go and grips me tighter to keep me in place. He slowly lifts my knuckles to his mouth and kisses one after the other. “I’ve never claimed to be anything else. Jerk is a compliment.”

How easy it would be to lean forward on my tiptoes and kiss him again. To taste the strength in those lips of his, to feel his tongue tangle with mine, and the way his hands are a brand on my body. He’s started to write himself on my skin in a way that no other man has before.

My inexperience will be the death of me.

The stolen moments over the years will have to count, the fumbling fool around of someone who knows their time is short. Several of the guards made great playthings. Even when I knew what would happen to them if we were caught.

And the one time I managed to sneak out with a friend, only to meet a boy. I’d been there for an hour before the guards found me and dragged me back to the house.

But in that hour, oh, that hour.

I’d been kissed in a storage closet. I’d gone down on my knees for a stranger in the storage closet and been in awe of the manhood in front of me, only because it was so different from anything I’d felt before. Longer than I bargained, softer than my imagination. And harder once I had it between my lips.

Would Edward go farther than the boy in the closet?

Right now, he seems to know exactly where my mind has gone and follows me down that path. “Nicola.” My name comes out as a growl. “I’ll come back tonight. But you’re going to have to let me in.”

I finally manage to tug free of him and flip my hair over my shoulder. “Haven’t I already?”


Nicola


Ibite my nails down past the tips of my fingers, waiting for Edward to arrive.

It’s well past ten, the rest of the house already tucked in for the night. Except for my father, who decided he needs to be “out” with his men, which is code for a trip to the bar.

The same trip he makes every night and is either too proud or ashamed to admit out loud to his family. But we know. We always know.

My mother, Mary, gave my hand a phantom pat on her way out the door. In Arden’s absence, it was better for her to visit her own friends, those she wasn’t allowed to see normally. And Scott? He’s barely here these days.

Either way, it gives us a better chance of searching the house without anyone getting in the way. Once Daddy is gone, Mom usually chases the rest of the guards outside. Says their presence makes her feel like she’s in prison rather than in her own home.

She’s not wrong, either. Ever since the wild hair caused my father to get into the trade and push for expansion, he hired more men to protect us. His pocket grew, and so did the threats against us.

From the Balestra family specifically.

Tonight, however, that leaves me, the housekeeper, and a few scant guards around the perimeter. Kismet, I tell myself, tearing off a piece of my cuticle and wincing at the flash of pain.

Standing on the front stoop gives me the perfect view of the rolling hill down to the main road and the few headlights cutting through the gloom. None of them make the turn up to the house.

I wrap my arms around my torso against the chill, the movement forcing me to stop my anxious nibbling. Nothing but good will come of this. That’s what I have to tell myself, to say on repeat until it becomes the truth. Edward is helping me. And although it might give him a front-row view of the inner sanctum, this is not the base of our operation.

There will be nothing for him to find and everything for me to learn by getting closer to him.

Beneath his skin.

So close to his heart that he’ll melt in my presence and spill all of his secrets at my feet. I tell myself those lies, too, unlawful though they may be. Along with the other ones, the worse ones, that make me want to crush him into a thousand pieces only to remold him into someone who would actually want to be with me.

Me.

Not Arden Salvatore's daughter. Only⁠—

“Nicola?”

A throat clears, and I glance up sharply, forced out of my head. My eyes squint against the darkness like it will make a shit of difference. My heart thuds a steady rhythm against my ribs, and suddenly my chills vanish. There’s enough heat in those three syllables of my name to make my knees go a little jelly.

“I’m here,” I whisper back.

My breath gusts in front of my face even though it’s early June.

Edward separates himself from the rest of the shadows like my personal boogeyman come to life. The guards are situated around the fence line, and they won’t be passing by this space for another five minutes on their rounds, leaving us a small window to get him inside without anyone noticing him.

“I thought you were going to drive,” I hiss, motioning him into the house.

“And shine a spotlight on us?” Edward scoffs. “I know better.”

How lovely it would be if we were different people. Any other two people who didn’t have our families at war with each other and an impossible road ahead of us. No matter what we may choose for ourselves, things are not going to get any easier.

Even if we find this painting that’s missing.

I gesture for him to come forward and push against the front door. He straightens and I stare up and up and up until I meet his eyes. Tall. Imposing. Dressed in a black-on-black ensemble that makes my mouth go dry and other parts of me go wet.

“I like being your dirty little secret,” he admits in a low undertone. If he wasn’t so close to me then I would have missed his words entirely. As it is, he’s in my space, and the statement becomes a physical caress, slicking along my skin.

“You’re not,” I insist. “You invited yourself if you remember.”

“Sneaking into your compound in the dead of night certainly feels like I’m a secret.”

He follows a step behind me along the trails up toward the second-story house. Not a house, I mentally correct, only four walls in a compound. Has it ever been a home?

I go tense, every one of my nerves awake and attuned to the positions of the guards on the property. We haven’t had an attack in over six months, and that works in our favor tonight. Not that the men patrolling are complacent but they’re not looking for trouble. Not expecting it.

Edward is silent on our way inside, the lights off and only a dull glow from the hallway showing the way forward.

I lock the door behind us and sling the curtains shut to block out the outside world. When I turn around, Edward is there, stealing every atom of oxygen from my lungs with his presence.

Oh, lord.

I swallow hard enough for him to hear. This is a terrible idea.

“You look good enough to eat, little fox,” he whispers. “This dress is the perfect color for you.”

Where he is dark as night, I’m the first peony blooming in spring, the button-up dress coming all the way up to my chin. I thought it would make me demure. Instead, I'm ready to choke.

I point a warning finger at him, digging it into his chest and attempting to step around him without further touching. There’s plenty of space in the living room to avoid him. Yet Edward steps with me and blocks off my path. He cuts off my escape.

Suddenly, my brain fractures. How do I play this? He’s not a toy. What would a girl like me do in this situation with a boy if we were normal?

I stop myself. Edward is no boy, and I’m far from normal. He’s too dangerous for me to drop my guard for even a second. He’s definitely too dangerous for me to focus on the kiss we shared and its effect on me.

Worry has taken its toll on me if my cuticles are an indication.

“We’re not going to be effective if you won’t let me through,” I tell him sweetly.

Edward rubs his chin, and my teeth grind together. “You’re right. I can’t help myself when I’m around you. There is something about you, Nicola…” he trails off. “Something I can’t ignore.”

He’s going to have to help himself, just like I am.

“Think about it later. Right now, we’re trying to search my house to look for a stupid painting.”

It still rankles me to think that Edward wants to start here, but at least I’m on my turf. The roles are not reversed, where he’s the one sneaking me into his house. Talk about unsteady footing.

Finally, I push past him, shoulder-checking him on the way, and his loaded chuckle trails me to the far corners of the room.

It’s too damn late for any of this; my situation is locked and loaded. My head and my heart pound in unison even as alarm bells go off inside of me. Having Edward here is a huge risk, and I have no clue what’s going to happen if someone finds us together.

Without saying a word, we head for the office, the logical first place to check. The chill on my skin is contagious and spreads to every extremity.

“Your father has secrets, little fox,” Edward whispers. “How do you feel about finding some of them out tonight?”

His hand skims my lower back to push me along, get me moving faster. Apparently, I’m too slow for his taste.

A racecar is too slow for him.

“I know my father,” I argue softly, although the tone gives the words a decided lack of punch. “He isn’t capable of doing the things people say he is. He deserves to go to hell and sit on the evil’s lap, but…” Do I tell Edward I think his dad is looking for an excuse to strike?

I worry my lower lip.

“Yes?” he prompts. Knocking me with his pelvis in time with the word.

I gulp again, louder this time. “I think this is all a ploy.” There. Now it’s out in the open.

Edward is silent, mulling over my opinion. “It’s hard to say. Alcohol can change a personality beyond recognition.”

I whirl around and glare at Edward. “I suppose you’re the definitive source on the subject then?”

“I know my way around a bottle.” He arches an imperious bow, and my breath hitches. “I’ve been there before. Nowhere near the level of your dad, though.”

I grind my back molars together and stalk past him, terribly aware of Edward prowling the hallway behind me. He’s not here to insult my family. He’s here to save us all. To absolve us.

Right?

A hand wraps around the back of my neck seconds before his opposite palm slaps against my mouth. The one on my neck slips down, a strong arm wrapping around my torso, and my back suddenly pressed to his front. I feel every line of him. Every hard, unyielding, dominating line of Edward Balestra as he bends to my ear and whispers a plea to be quiet.

It’s never been my forte. But my skin breaks out at the sound of footsteps. An ungainly gait toddling down the hall toward the foyer seconds before the front door slams.

“I thought you said we were going to be alone?”

The tone sets my bones trembling.

I bob my head, unable to say anything against his palm. Those rough calluses push against my lips, heat trailing down from the touch all the way toward the center of me. This close to him, the scent of spice and liquor and smoke twine together. Intoxicating.

I arch my hips slightly, and Edward slips his hand from my mouth to rest it at the base of my neck, but he hasn’t moved. Neither have I.

“We’re supposed to be alone,” I hiss. “The housekeeper is usually in bed by this time. I guess today she’s late. Midnight snack?”

“Is she also half blind? Because this armoire is doing a shit job of hiding us from view.”

I smirk. “Something like that.” And because we’re too close and because it’s too easy for me to stay here and draw his scent into me, memorizing it, I push back against him. When that does nothing, I dig my elbow into his stomach until Edward chuckles, and his arm goes slack. Hand slipping away.

“Message received, little fox.”

I feel his touch on my skin like a brand through every step we take away from our hiding place.

The door to the office is open. Arrogantly open because Daddy never expects any of us to go in there. It’s his mess and his chaos, his domain and filled with his possessions. The only time I went inside was for those meetings where he insisted I be present.

If Edward notices how I linger at the door, he says nothing, clamping down on his jaw and bringing its shape to my attention.

He increases the pressure at my back. “You never struck me as a coward.”

I go stiff. “Coward?” I test the word. “How do you figure?”

“You’re staring at the threshold like it’s the line to the underworld.”

Is it not? Considering what happens in this room, how many lives hang in the balance when Daddy sits at his desk…

I clear my throat. “It’s just not the kind of place you go if you want to remember happy times.”

“We all have skeletons in the closet.” Edward says it as if I should remember his own skeletons.

Before I have a chance to engage in the witty repartee I desperately want to use as a smokescreen, his lips press to the back of my neck, and I freeze. His body crowds mine, taller and stronger, and heat blasts through me.

“What are you doing?” I whisper.

“Searching.” His hands land on my hips to steady me as he kisses his way along my neck, first on the left, then the right. Edward nips at my ear before his palms slide down to my thighs, smoothing up to the curve of my ass. He brings his palm down with a muffled spank I feel all the way through me.

“You’re such a tease.”

“In the best possible way.” His voice is a purring growl of sound. “You like it, little fox.”

More than I’m ready to admit.

A gentle tug breaks our contact, and it’s only the meagerest ounce of control that takes me from Edward’s probing hands to the bowels of the Salvatore home base.

“He wouldn’t keep the painting out in the open. He’d stash it somewhere.”

“What makes you think he wouldn’t hide it in his bedroom?”

“He’d want it somewhere public. Where his competitors would never know it existed, but it’s still under their nose.” I know him too well.

Through every step, I’m keenly aware of Edward’s bulk. Is it really better to work with the unknown demon to help the devil I know? I’m just not sure. Especially not when his presence has sucked up every atom of air in the room, and my chest is tight in all the wrong places.

I’m too loose in others and have to clamp my thighs together to keep them from trembling.

Those hands would feel so good on my actual skin. What else do those lips of his do?

“You’re not going to find a painting on me, Nicola.”

I glare at him, flushed at being caught staring. “I know,” I snap.

“Although I do have a tattoo.” He offers the comment casually enough for my interest to immediately perk. “It’s somewhere hidden. Somewhere you’ll only get to see if you’re a good girl.”

“Is it on your…ass?”

Edward chuckles before asking, “How badly would you like to find out?”

The tension at being caught any moment adds to the sexiness of the banter and when his chuckle grows darker, I know he’s seen the flush to my cheeks.

I lift my face to his, jutting my chin out. Uncomfortable because I know there’s no painting here. We’re going through the motions of a perfunctory search before I throw my hands in the air.

“This is pointless.”

Edward straightens from where he’s searching the shelves for hidden mechanisms. “What about a safe?”

“It’s not large enough to hold the painting Gio described,” I reply.

“Then maybe we need a break.” He crosses the room in three strides and takes my head in his hands, his fingers scouring through my hair to gently tip my face up to meet his.

“What—”

It’s also pointless to ask. My breath hitches in my chest, and I’m squirming beneath his hands as he lowers his lips to mine. A shadow veils his eyes before I lose sight of him. He drags me to his chest, mouth open, kissing me deeply until our tongues tangle and my stomach bunches.

This is different from the kiss in the garden.

My body reacts immediately, going hot and pliant like it somehow trusts him when I’m not sure it’s warranted.

Wetness pools between my legs, and his tongue in my mouth tugs at me. I nip down on his lip, running my hands over his where he holds me, softening.

As long as he doesn't stop kissing me. As long as he keeps touching me.

Edward groans and shifts his head to change up the angle. He kisses me harder. I should run. I should give in. I should get control of myself because I’m not supposed to feel this safe in his arms. Not when he’s bruising my lips and so close to sweeping me off my feet.

I gasp as his hand drops to my breasts and squeezes.

“Not tonight,” I somehow manage to get out.

“That implies the possibility of it happening another night,” he counters.

But he’s smiling when I break away. Tingling and horny, we manage to search the rest of the ground floor before a yawn splits my lips. For a different reason.

“I think it’s time we call it. The painting isn’t here. We knew it wouldn’t be.”

My heart constricts at the way he looks at me.

Edward leans forward slightly forward. The top few buttons of his shirt are undone, giving a brief glimpse of dark chest hair and perky muscle. My mouth goes dry, and I lick my lips to prove to myself, and to him, I’m not impacted by the sight at all.

Except I am, and he notes the gesture if his smirk tells me anything.

“Try to keep your nose clean, Nicola,” he purrs. “I’d hate to have to come back and bail you out of trouble.”

“You are trouble.”

“I never said I wasn’t. Except I’m the type of trouble who will make sure you survive it if only to play another round.”

“And the trouble I might find if you are not around?”

This time, I’m not even surprised by myself. Normally, I hold my tongue. I keep the boldness to a minimum.

Edward is to blame. He coaxes it out of me.

“Let’s hope you never do. That is something you won’t survive. And I like the look of you. It would be a waste for you to die.”

He purses his lips in a facsimile of blowing me a kiss before pushing back from the doorjamb. The darkness swallows him whole, the murky light from the cloudy sky overhead not giving me enough light to track his movements.

He’ll be fine, I tell myself.

He’ll crawl back to whatever den he came from, and I'll stay here dealing with my own demons. Whatever bullshit he and my father get into, it has nothing to do with me, and it’s stupid to get involved when there is no need.

Except Daddy needs me. He’s not fit to do any of this on his own, not anymore.

I stumble on my first step backward, reaching out to grab hold of the corner of the bookshelf to steady myself.

Where do we go from here? How do I proceed?

Daddy forgives me for many things, but if he ever finds out that I snuck Edward into our home, he’ll be furious. Beyond enraged.

The slamming of the front door is the manifestation of these fears and I swallow hard, my tongue knotting itself, my stomach turning to acrobatics.

“Nicola!”

My name is a blur of sound with all the syllables slurred together. He’s back from wherever he’s been drinking, slurring his words, drunk off his ass.

“Nicola, where the fuck are you?” Arden calls. “Scott? Mary!”

It doesn’t matter that it’s the middle of the night. No matter where Daddy stands in the house, his voice carries, and if I’d been in my room, I would have heard him just as well. Nights like these…it’s best to just do as he wants.

Knowing what those fists can do, how they feel in the soft parts of a body, it’s best to steer clear of him. It will be the first smart thing I’ve done today.


Edward


Smoke clouds the air in billowing gusts pushed from too many mouths.

They blur together in a mass of laughter and curses and drunken revelry. Lives are molded, for worse or for better, with money on the table ready to change hands.

It’s been three days since the stolen kiss at Nicola’s, and I can’t get her taste out of my mouth. No matter what I do, she is there, lurking spectral at the corners of my mind and in my fantasies.

I wake up hard and wanting her, and the thought of her practically conjures her scent.

The green felt beneath my fingertips becomes the softest material I’ve ever touched, familiar and comforting and draining at the same time. The bane of my existence and the only thing that gives me pleasure these days.

Well, not the only thing.

I roll the poker chip between my fingers, marking its path over my knuckles.

“Call?” the dealer asks.

“I’m all in.” My hand is good. Better than any of the shit I’ve had in days past, but tonight, I’ve been on a roll.

It’s a welcome change for everything I’ve clawed my way through. Winning is fucking fantastic. I need it. With tonight’s earnings, I’ll have almost enough to pay off the last of my debt.

It stops here.

No matter how bad the draw gets, no matter how sweaty I am and sick to my stomach when I need a fix, it ends with the debt paid and my name struck from a ledger I hadn’t been able to find.

I set the cards on the table at the same time the rest of the boys around me do, and their chorus of groans is a symphony to my ears. I’ve won again.

A proud, somewhat sly smile splits my face, and the cigarette dangles from the corner of my lips as I reach for the pile of winnings and draw it to me. Lil Joey, a regular at the table and a fixture of the club, shoots a glare in my direction, and I know if weapons hadn’t been checked at the door of the gambling den, he’d have a gun to my head right now.

I stack the chips into tiny towers and take a long draw of smoke until it curdles in my lungs.

Lil Joey is the least of my problems.

It took me the past two years to clear up the majority of my gambling debt, a fucking godawful habit I picked up in college and easily got out of control when things hadn’t gone my way. Dad took care of some things, threatening death should I accrue any more debts.

Tonight is my time. My winning streak is as wide as the Mississippi River.

I’ve learned my lesson. I just can’t stop yet.

Not until every red cent is back where it belongs.

There’s a control at the table. I’m the one with the power to make or break a night. There is no one else responsible for the cards except me, even if I have to borrow the money to continue the control.

What the hell will I do when I draw the line for good?

What new high should I claim?

Excitement lights a fire in my gut that has me placing my bet for the next round and watching the dealer eagerly as he shuffles the deck. I know what I’m doing. I know how to handle myself and I know how to play poker with the best of them.

“Think you’re going to kick our asses again, Balestra?” Hognose Pete Jones lets out a snort from my left, the reason for his rather unflattering nickname.

My current smoke is down to the rotten filter. I grind the stub down on the crystal ashtray before I pause to grab another and flick the lighter, turning the end to glowing amber. The first inhalation of smoke in my lungs adds euphoria to the excitement. “It’s not a plan, Pete. I’m going to beat you bloody.”

Joey sneers. “Maybe you should stop while you’re ahead.”

He’s right. I need to stop before I empty my wallet and rank up the debt yet again. Before I even have a chance to make good with⁠—

I’ll be a dead man walking if I dig a deeper hole.

But the smoke in my lungs and the chips in front of me are too controlling to pass up. It’s a narcissistic relationship where I gaslight myself into being unable to say no. My index finger peels away from the rest of my fist and lifts in the air.

Within seconds, a subtly dressed man walks over and inclines his head to mine, waiting for my order.

“Brandy, neat.”

Hognose Pete rolls his eyes back into his flesh forehead. “Trust you to be high and mighty with us.”

“The liquor is a personal preference,” I state. “One I don’t expect you to understand.”

A few sips stolen at my grandfather’s knee when I was little cemented my taste for the stuff. Father’s never approved. But he’s not fucking here. I am.

The chance of winning holds too much sway over me to give in to my annoyance. These two yahoos are the least likely to cause a problem, no matter how they huff and they puff. There have been some real pieces of shit in the club before, those who decide to stick a knife in the tip of your dick for looking at them sideways.

I’m one of them.

I blow a puff of stale breath into Pete’s face, grinning when the server returns with my brandy.

“Deal,” I bark at the croupier.

The unblinking man is probably in his forties, stone-faced, utterly ambivalent to whatever goes on around him. His emotions have either been carved out of him physically or disappeared bit by bit over too many years at the table. He’s one of the best goddamn card players when he’s on this side.

Thank god he’s not tonight. I’d never be able to beat him.

The first sip of brandy stings, room temperature brings out the notes in the liquor.

My new hand is less than stellar and I flick the queen to the top of the pile, ordering the rest of them behind her. Queen of Hearts.  Nicola immediately flashes in my mind. The way she’d looked in the garden the other day. Flushed, chest heaving, her lips bruised from our kisses, and her pussy throbbing around my finger.

Forbidden fruit is the poison of the gods. She’s the tastiest. I’ll happily die with my head buried between her legs, lapping at her sweet pussy.

My cock gives a jump of awareness, and I glance up only when the croupier asks who wants to open the betting round.

I slide three cards forward. The queen stays with me. She’s always going to stay with me if I have my fucking way. I don’t give a shit what it takes—Nicola is going to be mine. I made up my mind in the office the other night.

Forbidden fruit, indeed. She’s the last woman I should want, and if I push Father too far, he’ll ignore every want and wish and arrange a marriage for me the same way my grandfather arranged one for him.

Nicola Salvatore will not be in the running.

Father hates Arden too much to be connected legally to the family.

Too damn bad. If it’s for a night or a life, I’m going to fuck that woman. I’m going to take what no one else has taken before and imprint my cock on her insides. No one else will do when I’m done with her. I’ll get the secrets out of her head and her body.

A chair crashes to the floor near the door.

A regular enough occurrence, and I don’t bat an eye. Not even when the shouting begins.

Hognose Pete gives another snort and shuffles his new cards into order. “Looks like someone is at it again. I glance up sharply at his tone. “Come again?”

He gestures toward the door. “Goddamn bum,” he mutters. “Why he’s got to come here just to piss away his money, I’ll never know.”

“Dude practically lives here,” Lil Joey agrees. “I can smell him already.”

Just like that, I know who they’re talking about.

My eyes narrow, the staggering figure clearer when he stumbles into the dim light of the den. Arden lists to the side and knocks into one of the guards standing watch over the door. The man shoves meat-sized fists into Arden’s chest to spin him in the opposite direction.

Drunk, I automatically assume, rejecting the gut reaction to help him. Aligning myself with him tonight, in full view of the others, will give them the wrong impression and make more enemies for the Balestras. That kind of weakness will set the vultures on you faster than a fresh kill in the middle of a road.

Father beat the lesson into me more times than I can remember.

“Pay him no attention.” I adjust my cards to incorporate the new ones the croupier slid across to me. Not bad, but not nearly as good as my last hand.

Still, I glance at Arden from the corner of my eye, puffing away on my cig like a chimney in the middle of winter.

Something’s wrong with him.

It doesn’t take a genius to note the way he skids forward, dropping over an empty chair to grab his bearings. Worse than drunk because Joey and Hognose are right.

He’s at the club more than he’s at home.

We’ve seen Arden Salvatore drunk more than we’ve ever seen him sober, but tonight is different. His face has a slightly green cast to it, his neck mottled, and the black shirt clinging to his frame with sweat.

Even from this distance, his trembling hands shake hard enough to cause an earthquake.

Fuck me.

Nicola will never forgive me if I do nothing. If I sit in this chair with my ass glued to the seat and ignore him like every other man in this place, she’ll know. Somehow, it will get back to her.

Why now, though? Why would I jump to his rescue when I never have before? There are protocols we follow, those spoken or written and those living under our skin invisibly.

She’ll rip me from navel to asshole in a heartbeat, which will certainly put a damper on my plan to bed her.

“Balestra? Call it,” Hognose Pete presses.

With a sigh of impatience, I toss my hand into the center of the table and stub out my cigarette on the green felt. “I’m done. Take this as your miracle for the night, boys. Now you might have an actual chance.”

“You can’t be serious.” Lil Joey stares at me with his mouth half a second away from unhinging. “You were winning. You’re going to walk away?”

Impatience knots my brows together. “And now I’m done.”

This is suicide. The thought dogs my steps all the way to the entrance. Arden stumbles to his knees, and I reach down to grab him, his skin fish-pale with a strange green-and-white cast to his features.

His eyes are black orbs in his face and too wide to be normal. He’s shitfaced, but that’s not all.

I know the look. I’ve lived it a thousand times myself.

He smells like sweat, shit, and something metallic.

“Salvatore, get control of yourself.” I grip his shoulders as I hoist him up and set him square on his feet. “If you want to get high, then do it at home when there's no one to see you.”

I whisper the last part in his ear and covertly steer him toward the restrooms.

His body resists movement, his feet stumbling over themselves and his knees locked together. He reaches for me, grasping my shirt and almost taking me to the floor with him.

My stomach drops.

“Ed…. ward?”

It’s an effort to get out my name, and those two syllables cost him his breath. Instead of leaning on me for support, he pushes back, again turning and falling into the door.

Laughter trails us all the way outside.

“Let him go!” someone calls from the back of the room. “He’s a loser.”

“Better yet, bring him back,” another person yells. “Let him piss his money away.”

He’s got more money than I do on his worst day. Addictions are terrible masters, though. They ride you hard and make you do things a sane person wouldn’t do.

My fingers itch to grab my gun, hidden in my holster and unloaded, as per the rules of the club. The metal detectors at the door and the less-than-savory pat down keep the animals inside in line.

Outside the doors, though, honor and mercy disappear. The bouncers at the door hand off my personal box of belongings. Inside, the bullets stand at attention like rows of obedient soldiers.

I hustle to shove them in my pockets and hurry.

Outside, the sultry night air shoots down my lungs and adds twenty pounds to my weight.

“Salvatore, come on,” I shout after the wobbling figure. Shadows reach out from the walls and cloak him like a fine mist. “I’ll get you a cab. Let’s get you home.” I groan, my vocal cords rubbing together almost painfully. “I’m sure your family is worried about you.”

The fucking man is losing his marbles, and he’s going to be a bigger liability than we thought if he keeps this up. Father won’t take this news lightly unless I can find a way to smooth things over.

Fuck, I can’t leave Arden this way.

Instinct prickles the back of my neck, and I cock the gun, now fully loaded and primed at the man’s back in case he decides to go squirrelly on me, the box in my pocket.

I’ve been caught off guard by less.

The night is bleak, and the stars are hesitant to shine in this part of town. The shadows only grow longer and darker and colder the further we walk, and it takes me half a heartbeat to realize I’ve lost track of him.

The hot stench of garbage assaults my nostrils and I wonder how many windows of the above buildings have opened just to throw their filth outside. Arden is somewhere among them.

Up ahead, flesh collides with flesh, the sounds muffled by the mist.

“You can go fuck yourself. I’m not giving it up. You have a better—chance…fuck you.”

That’s Arden, more coherent than he’d been half a second ago.

“You have a lot of nerve, Mr. Salvatore.”

And he’s not alone.

“I’ve got all the nerve I need to deal with bullshit artists like you.” What the hell is Arden doing, and why is he out here? Who is he meeting?

I press my back to the wall and hold the overheated, stench-filled air in my lungs, waiting for the other person to speak again before I make a move. My nerves are shot, screaming at me to back up and pretend I haven’t heard anything. Something keeps me bound in place.

The other man laughs. “What do you think you’re going to do? My cock is bigger than your fucking blade.”

“It’s big enough to gut you,” Arden argues.

“I’d love to see you try. Please.” He pauses, and from the street, someone leans on their car horn. “Give me your best shot. I am an open target.”

I chance a look around the corner, seeing nothing but the hazy outline of Arden’s back. His bulk obscures the other person from view. Only the top of his fedora is visible from this angle.

My throat goes dry and scratchy. What kind of stupid prick wears a fedora?

Arden goes down. One moment, he’s standing; the next, he’s on his side and curled in a semi-fetal position. The fedora disappears out of sight.

Cold dread snakes along my spine and goose bumps erupt, an odd contrast to the sheen of sweat on my neck. Arden doesn’t get up.

The same instinct that had me drawing the gun sees me pausing there, waiting for the other man to leave. From somewhere in the distance, a siren cuts through the evening hush, and a chorus of angry dogs howl in its wake. The shrillness pierces my eardrums.

Sure we’re alone, I head out, crouching beside him.

“Salvatore, damn you, get your ass up. I’m taking you home.”

He’s still beneath my probing hands.

I get him onto his back, his eyes open and wide and unseeing. The end point of a knife sticks out from a wound in his gut, and the puddle of blood seeping from it grows wider with every second.

“Goddamn it.” The words are a whisper and a curse.

Murder.

He’s deader than a gutted fish, and I’m the only witness.


Edward


Murder is the opposite side of the coin from life, and in my wildest dreams, I never thought I’d give a fuck about Arden dying. In fact, I’d contemplated doing it myself not too long ago.

At least until I fingered his daughter in their garden. Plans have to change in this business when you find something you want.

Goddamn it, I shouldn’t have followed him.

I lurch out of my crouch, working the kinks out of my neck. “Fuck.”

There’s no need to check for a pulse. Not with this kind of wound. Stomach punctures are known to be a slow way to die, and an inch or two to the left might have left Arden gurgling as he choked on his own blood.

As it was, whoever stabbed him knew what to do, and they’d gotten lucky, slicing through the right blood vessels and arteries for an instant death. He was in a pisspoor way before this conversation, too.

I wouldn’t be surprised if an autopsy illuminated a cocktail of crap in his bloodstream.

I’m the wrong person to be here right now. Wrong person, wrong time, wrong fucking night.

Just when I thought things were taking a turn for the right.

I draw blood-slicked hands through my hair. A lone dog barks in the distance and a puff of foul-smelling smoke belches from the sewer grate.

Sweat pours down my spine and pools at the waistband of my pants. With a sigh, I head back inside the club to use their phone.

Wrong person, wrong time, a ton of trouble hardening like cement at my ankles.

It takes hours to get my father’s men to the scene. To search for clues and clean up, wrapping the body in a rug and duct-taping it at the edges.

It’s nothing we haven’t done before.

Usually, it’s Father giving them the orders, but they'll listen to me because of who I am.

The procedure leaves me covered in blood, staring down at the spot where Arden had died. I can’t exactly say it’s a waste that he’s gone. But fuck, Nicola is going to be heartbroken. How would I feel in her shoes? If my old man were the one with the knife in the gut instead of hers?

The scary part is that I’m not sure how I’d feel. Delighted, on one hand. I’d be a complete prick if I didn’t admit it to myself. Sad, of course, filled with grief over the loss of a stoic and hardworking leader. Relieved, I supposed, to have the reins of control firmly where they belong: with me.

Things would almost be easier if it were Gio Balestra rather than Arden wrapped in a tarp in my trunk. At least now there's no need to worry about the goddamn painting.

I finally drop like stones into the front seat of my car.

“Sir? Are you sure you want to go alone?” The man my father hired as my personal chauffeur, chaperone, and bodyguard stands to attention a few paces away.

“Yes, go home. I’ll handle this myself.”

“It won’t be safe,” he retorts.

I scoff loud enough for him to hear. “I’ll handle it myself.” The door slams, a punctuation to the conversation.

And the moment the wheels hum over the sidewalk, exhaustion presses down. Death turns the night into tortures without end.

This might not be the first time I cleaned up after a mess I did not make, but this one is going to be tough. Nicola won’t take this well.

She deserves to hear it from me, from someone who saw what happened, in a manner of speaking. Someone with the brute strength and the gunpowder to figure out what exactly happened and find the bastard responsible.

The thought is so vehement and violent that I sit up straighter.

Why do I want to make this my problem?

For Nicola? For some sweet pussy who doesn’t mean anything to me outside of her beauty? And her connection to Arden?

The smartest thing to do is stay as far away as fucking possible from this chaos before I get my own people into trouble. Yet I don’t course correct. I say nothing on the drive up to the house after the guards wave us through.

And what is there to say when the housekeeper pulls open the door, takes one look at me covered in blood, and bolts to grab her master.

Mistress, I correct silently. The master, with his iron fists, won’t return home again. It’s no great loss, but it changes the game, and I don’t like it when the circumstances shift suddenly.

I should be used to it by now.

Footsteps sound like a herd of wild horses, and Nicola rounds the corner, her hair tucked into a messy bun at the base of her neck. Her eyes narrow when she takes me in.

“Been rolling around on the floor of a slaughterhouse?” she says with a hint of a smile. “Eddie, you know how to get into trouble.”

For the first time in my life, I’ve got no clue how to start. Words feel paltry and insufficient.

“Where are your mother and brother?” I ask.

Nicola glances over her shoulder. “Well, Mom is in her room, hasn’t left it for hours, and Scott went out to a party. Why?”

“We need to talk.” My heart drops the moment I say it because those three words are always bad news. They never preface something decent and good.

No man covered in blood would show up on the doorstep of a powerful family close to midnight with good news.

I watch the color leach from her face. “Tell me.”

She cuts right to the chase, this girl. I fucking wish there was another way to do this. But there isn’t. The merry-go-round continues whether I like it or not.

“Why are you covered in blood?” she presses when I’m still for too long. “Something’s going on.”

I hold out a hand for her to take. “Come with me.”

Nicola eyes it like I’ve offered her a king cobra.

“Goddamn it, take my hand. Now.”

A single command might be ignored, but a second one? We both knew the lesson well. Maybe we both had it beaten into us at the same time to obey without question. Only in my case, I’ll graduate from the one on his knees to the one giving the orders.

Nicola will not. As a female with an older brother, her duty is to keep her head bowed and obey. Yet there she stands, balking and red-faced, her eyes going dark and narrow as she pierces them through me

Without waiting for her to give me an answer I’ll no doubt hate, I reach out and grab her wrist, tugging her over the threshold.

“You’re going to get blood on my dress.”

“Then you’ll have it dry cleaned.”

I pull her toward the car and keep hold of her wrist as I fumble for the trunk. A press of a button has the lid popping open, and inside, god, inside⁠—

“Look, I’m sorry.” I maintain eye contact with the woman trembling in the moonlight, staring at the body wrapped in plastic. “I’m sorrier than I can begin to express.”

Only the top of his head is visible above the blue tarp. If you zoomed in on Salvatore’s face, he might only be sleeping. Might be taking a quick nap in the trunk while his body cooled and rigor mortis set in.

Nicola’s mouth opens to scream, but no sound comes out. Nothing happens.

Her gaze fixates on her father’s head. I’ve seen horror before. I’ve seen fucked-up shit that haunts me when I close my eyes, but the emotions on her face are too fast for me to follow and even harder to feel myself.

Those kinds of things disappear when you’re in this line of work. Any shred of compassion or humanity has to die in order to be successful. Maybe I have too much of the stuff left because the sight of her breaking tears at my heart with iron fists.

Her silence makes it all the more surprising when she launches herself at me. Her fingernails make contact with my cheeks before I push her hands away.

“How could you? Why? Why, Eddie!”

She’s going for the eyes, and those claws of hers are sharp enough to cause serious damage. Pain flashes, and heat trails along my skin. She’s scratching the shit out of me, and I’ve got to push it all aside.

I force ice into my veins. “I’m sorry. It wasn’t me. I had nothing to do with this.”

“Then why is he in your trunk? Why do you have him?” Nicola screams. “Why is he dead?”

I fumble with her, and she lands another powerful scratch across my right eye. Growling, I somehow manage to spin her around and lock my arms around her torso to quiet her. But Nicola is uncontained motion and grief.

She bucks against me and slams her head backward. She’d have broken my nose if I hadn’t ducked at the last minute. Instead, her skull cracks against my shoulder.

“Let me go!”

I pull her back with such force her legs leave the ground, and she’s kicking at the air. The end of her heel slams against the car hard enough to leave a dent in the paint. The next time she kicks, she’s going straight for the inside of my knees.

“I can figure out who did this. Okay? I’m the only one who saw it happen, and that’s how I have your father. I can help you.”

She’s screeching like a banshee and hard enough to wake the damn dead. I’d be less surprised if her father pried his eyes open and took another breath than I would have if Nicola believed me without objection.

“The same person who tried to frame your dad for the theft is more than likely behind this.” I squeeze her tight enough to shove the breath right out of her lungs, but Nicola won’t cease. “Now fucking stop! I can’t help you if you kick the shit out of me.”

She won’t stop screaming, and she refuses to go quiet. I’m seconds away from knocking her out for her own good when she falls limp in my arms, sinking forward like someone flipped a switch inside of her.

This is worse. This is so much worse when the fight is gone.

“Are you ready to actually listen to me?”

She’s got no answer for me, and when I set her on her feet, I keep my hands on her waist to steady her. She stares at the ground and refuses to look at the car any longer.

I swipe a hand over my face, and the scratches sting. Blood stains my cheeks, trailing down to my chin and dripping over my collar.

Not like I don’t have a ton of suits to replace it, but man, I never thought she’d do so much damage.

“Look, I’ll help you,” I say, proud when my voice remains steady. “I’ll figure out what happened to him. I’m not going to leave you alone.”

Nicola slowly straightens, like a flower finally getting the water it needs to flourish. She lifts her face to the sky, and when she turns to me, there isn’t a hint of a tear anywhere. Only grim determination. “I’m not alone.”

I won’t state the obvious: her mother is useless, a shell of a woman, and her brother is too concerned with his parties and his friends to take the necessary steps. Their organization is ripe for a takeover, and once news of this death gets out, there won’t be anyone around to stop their competitors from moving.

She’ll be auctioned off to whoever is first to get her, and from there, I can’t help her.

Will she trust the evil she knows, the one she’s kissed? Or will she take her chances with whoever comes in to steal her?

“Why were you there?”

Her question takes me off guard. “Does it matter?”

“Yes. To me, it matters.”

“This is a small town. I saw something I shouldn’t have. Unfortunately, I wasn’t fast enough to stop the inevitable.”

Because this was bound to happen to Arden. He was too drunk, too rich, too much of a liability for anyone to leave him alive for long.

“What’s your connection, Edward?” Nicola presses. “You must have been there if you have his body.”

If I tell her the whole truth, she’ll never forgive me. “It’s you. You’re the connection. I want you to be happy.”

“Bullshit.”

She’s compliant when I draw her against my chest. And despite the blood, she lets me kiss her, pressing my lips first to one cheek and then to the other. I paint her as red as I am, and with her father cooling between us, I capture her mouth, sliding my tongue against hers.

“He came into the club tonight. He looked unwell, so I followed him outside. I didn’t catch a good look at the man who did it, but enough to be able to piece things together. I’m going to take care of you. And this,” I murmur.

“There’s no way you can.” She sounds like she’d rather be anywhere else, with anyone else, then she’s kissing me, and I taste her disgust and sadness.

I taste the emotions I no longer feel with every rough inhalation she makes, with every moan I’m powerless to keep silent. Her nipples are hard, and awareness skitters straight down to my cock. It brings me to life.

If I don’t draw the line, then I'll take her right here against the car. I’ll thrust inside her tight little cunt and take her virginity with the corpse of her father watching us. No blessing, only a curse.

I like Nicola too much to do that to her.

Drawing every ounce of self-possession at my disposal, I rear back before the kisses go brutal with need.

“We’ll figure it out together,” I assure her.

“What are we going to do with him?”

I blow out a breath and take a step back. The night air is chilly but not nearly cool enough to calm the raging lust. And those fucking nipples of hers, so high and perky against the fabric of her sweater⁠—

“Where is it? The place where your dad stores the bodies?”

Nicola jolts back. “He doesn't have a place like that.”

“I assure you, he does.” My gaze hardens. “Would your brother know about it?”

“My brother barely knows how to tie his shoes properly without a joint in his hand.”

“Then maybe your mother. They have to know more than you.”

Telling her she’s been sheltered isn’t the right way to get what I want, and what I want right now is another cigarette and some sleep.

I want to fuck Nicola Salvatore until she’s screaming my name hard enough to shake the ceiling rafters. My gut tells me none of those things are going to happen.

“Do you trust me?”

She scoffs. “Not a damn bit.”

“You’re going to have to. I’ll store your father, and in the morning, we’ll arrange for a discreet funeral. That’s what he wanted, right?”

She blows out a breath, shaking her head, her eyes going glassy. Her lips are red and plump, and her chin raw from our kisses. “I have no clue.”

My chest puffs out. The daughter of my enemy, my dead enemy, and she’s delicate and pretty and breakable. It doesn’t matter what complications brought us together, and it doesn’t fucking matter what sins we’ve committed against each other. I want to do this for her.

“I’ll handle it. Let me take him someplace, and I’ll be back.”

Before I take a step, her arm whips out, and she grabs my jacket. “Don’t leave me.”

Ah, fuck. It’s exactly what I want her to say and the opposite of what I need her to say.

“I’ll be back. Which one is your bedroom?”

Wordlessly, Nicola points to a room on the second floor at the corner of the house. A light burns inside, muffled by some kind of sheer curtain.

“When I’m back, I’ll find you.”

It takes hours to arrange the body with the funeral home my family bought off. Hours to get the details hammered out with them—they ask no questions—before I’m in the shower and pulling on a clean change of clothes. The cigarette never happens, neither does the booze, and my head is clear enough to make me wish I had both.

Why did I agree to go back?

Why did I agree to do anything for her?

Because I’m a fucking sadist. Because I want to torture myself with the person I can’t have, and I want to be the one who holds her through her sorrow. Not that Nicola will cry. I’ve got a feeling I'll find her with her eyes dry and her nipples still perky.

By the time I drag my ass back to her place, it’s nearing three in the morning. Being in the house before helps, and Nicola left the back door open for me. I climb the stairs, finding her room with the door ajar and the light still burning for me.

She sits up in bed, and her dark hair falls over her shoulders, richer for the paleness of her skin.

She’s changed into her nightdress and the material cuts low.

Any other time, I would have done it. Gone straight for what I want and damned the consequences.

But she’s reaching for me, and I’m falling into her arms, cradling her head against my chest.

“I’m so sorry. I’m sorry, little fox.”

There’s no sex that night.

Nothing except a few stolen kisses. Nothing except her suffering and my lies. Nothing until the paper in the morning, delivered with my morning coffee after I sneak out of her house with the first rays of light.

Three days later, I’ve drained half a cup of coffee with my first three gulps when Gio strides into the room. He knocks me down two feet with his biting glare of distaste.

“Where were you all night?”

I shrug, setting the cup on the counter. “Out. Does it matter?”

I expect him to launch into a tirade about the gambling. The past two nights, I’ve gone back to the den, pressing the others for information about Arden and his contacts. As I thought, most of the guys are tongue-tied.

Instead, the sides of Father’s lips twitch upward before completing their insidious curl.

“What’s wrong with you?” I ask.

Despite the early hour, he’s already dressed in a three-piece suit with his grandfather’s pocket watch tucked neatly into his breast pocket. “Wonderful news,” he says evenly. “Arden Salvatore has been murdered.”

I stiffen. Did Father take a trip to the mortuary? “You don’t say?”

“It takes care of a number of our problems, Ed,” Father continues. “Especially considering the police are on the way to question his family. The daughter specifically, so my contacts tell me.”

My spine frosts over in dread at his words. Somehow, the murder has been leaked, and I’m willing to bet it’s a purposeful move by the man in the fedora. Now Nicola is under the butcher’s knife.


Nicola


Sorrow is a really strange thing when it's tempered by delight.

My dad is dead, and the thought of never having to navigate the halls to avoid his fists again…In Edward’s arms, I sleep well for the first time I can remember.

There’s only the dull ease of liberation. Even Mom doesn’t bat an eye when I deliver the news to her in the morning. The usual gray cast to her face doesn’t lift, and she hardly smiles, yet something in the air releases the longer we stand in the kitchen.

She doesn’t ask me if I’m sure or how I found out. She doesn’t insist on overseeing the funeral arrangements herself when I assure her it’s being taken care of. There’s only the habitual pat of her hand on the top of my head and a hastily muttered “good girl” before she zombie-walks to the fridge.

She stills only on her way to the stove to make the same breakfast she always does for Daddy, as if realizing she never has to slave over it again.

For the rest of the day, things are calm. Blissful. The rooms are silent even when Scott stumbles back from his party, his smile blossoming like sunshine after a week of rain.

Families shouldn’t be happy when a husband, a father, dies, especially not when it’s murder.

Yet we are.

Edward will handle things for me. For us. For the first time in my life, I feel like I can lean on someone without terrible effort. The blissful feeling lasts for a handful of hours. Until it pops.

Until the newspaper shadows my downfall and police slap handcuffs over my wrists, tightening them to the point of pain.

“You have the right to an attorney,” the young cop on the left drones.

The one on the right, hardened to the point he is way past his prime, only glares at me as though he is hoping to pin every unsolved murder of the last five decades on my shoulders.

“If you cannot afford an attorney, then one will be⁠—”

Mom is somewhere in the background screaming at them to stop, telling them they’ve made a huge mistake and our lawyers are going to fight them tooth and nail.

I hold the other cop's stare with one of my own, and say nothing about the cuffs. This isn’t the time to break. My father might have been a drunk, a liar, and a slave master when the occasion called for it, but he taught me well. Better than he would have thought, considering I was the girl and thus someone to shrug off.

These cops won’t break me.

The lawyers will have me out in a few hours because no matter what evidence they claim ties me to the scene, it’s bogus. A ploy to take us down while we’re weak.

Someone leaked the death to the media.

My mind spins in useless circles as my gut churns and their questions buzz in my ears like a swarm of angry bees. This kind of thing isn’t unusual. Witnesses can place my brother at his party, the young one tells me, while my mother is too frail to leave the house for too long.

It leaves me with motive and with means, they assure me. Even Mary couldn’t assure them I’d been home all night with her. She’d confined herself to her room with the door locked.

They’re blind. They’re looking in the wrong direction and too hungry for a high-profile case to listen to reason, so I supply nothing. Not a word while the wheels churn behind the scenes.

Should I have expected this? Yes. Mental berating is the only constant through the interrogation. Because I’m so stupid, it hurts. I trusted Edward when he said he had it handled and what did he do the first chance he got?

He ran to the cops to point his finger at me.

It makes sense.

He’d know exactly where to strike and when. The opportunity practically fell in his lap. I’d handed him the key to the Salvatore downfall.

Gio Balestra must be dancing the tarantella.

There’s always a spotlight on families like ours. Just like there is always someone holding the purse strings of the cops who bob along and play their parts. Good little marionettes. True to form, my father’s lawyer gets me out of things in a matter of hours.

In the back of the car, I scrub my wrists and the dark red lines from too much pressure.

“Are you all right, Miss Salvatore?” the driver asks.

Our lawyer, a tall man with pinched features and a slightly hitched stride, fixes him with a glare of reprimand before pressing the button to raise the partition between the back of the car and the front.

“There are a few things we need to go over together,” Mr. Cunningham begins. His suit is buttoned up to his pointed chin, and it’s vastly appropriate for him to resemble a crypt keeper.

There is no compassion in the mafia.

One of the first lessons taught from the time you’re able to walk, even for the children who will never be more than pawns, who will never lead.

“There has been a storm of press and media attention already.” He cuts to the chase. “Along with this.”

From his briefcase, he draws out a set of photographs along with what looks like a typed-out statement.

My numb finger grips the edge of the photograph. The image hasn’t been doctored in any way I can see. “My mother should be here for our meeting.”

Mr. Cunningham adjusts his seat, one leg balanced over the opposite knee. “Your mother is in hysterics, and your brother has decided to flee rather than deal with the consequences of this. Which leaves you, Miss Salvatore. Only you.”

I shake my head vehemently. The image blurs, but I see it clearly enough because I lived it. It’s a still shot of me staring down at the back of the car the other night when Edward brought my father’s body home.

I’m alone, the top of Dad’s head visible in the shot, but Edward is nowhere to be found. Blackmail. I’m not so stupid to categorize it as anything else.

“I’d feel more comfortable if Mom were here,” I insist.

Hysterics? The woman is prone to them, of course, but Cunningham is wrong. I’m not the right person for him to deal with. I’m the target. I’m the person Daddy moved around on the gameboard, one of his pieces, in order to expand his empire, and I’d failed.

“We’re talking about blackmail here, Miss Salvatore. It’s the sort of thing your father has dealt with before, but now the attention has transferred to you. There is a reason the police chose to target you in this matter.”

I slowly suck in a breath and hold it to the count of six before releasing it in a slow hiss. “I had nothing to do with his death. I wasn’t there when it happened.”

“Of course you didn’t. However, this type of press will create a problem for you and your family, and in the melee, others will attempt to step up.”

“Such as?” I snap.

“The Balestras.”

Yes, I knew it. Separating my feelings for Edward with the reality of who he is and what he does is a herculean task. I sink back in the seat, my gaze going unfocused.

The grainy photo slips out of my hands.

“Your family needs a leader,” Cunningham continues, ignorant of my mental stress. “Someone is going to have to step up to do what needs to be done; otherwise, we are going to disappear. Die, or be absorbed by another organization.” His tone reeked of all the things that might happen if the latter came to pass.

“Don’t talk to me like I have no idea what’s going on.”

“I’m simply reiterating for you.”

“And right now, I have a headache.” I pinch the bridge of my nose. “We’ll discuss this once I’ve had a chance to…”

I trail off. Once I’ve had a chance to what, exactly? Taking a bath won’t make the issues disappear or lighten their severity.

Cunningham stares at me with an infuriating mixture of disappointment and sympathy. The poor daughter. The one who wasn’t supposed to have any part of this now thrust into the spotlight and forced to do what needs to be done.

He’s looking at me like he expects me to fail.

Throughout the rest of the ride back to the compound, he speaks in terse, short sentences. Those small sentences are easier to digest, of course, but nothing penetrates the haze over my mind.

Another car waits for us in front of the house, and a chill slides along my spine.

“I’ll be in touch with you, Miss Salvatore. Do not go anywhere. Expect a phone call from me later this afternoon,” Cunningham says on my way out of the car.

Our men move into place to hold the door, but I’ve already got one foot out, and the lawyer hasn’t lifted a finger to help me.

We never even got to the typed statement, whatever demands are going along with the blackmail picture.

It doesn’t matter.

None of it matters with my gaze locked on the black town car, no doubt housing Edward Balestra in its belly.

A knot of panic and tension grows in my chest, a pit opening up beneath it and the anchor dragging me down as well. Every breath sees it growing heavier and more complicated. I’m only halfway aware of the car rolling into motion again, Cunningham leaving me alone with the guards and the empty house.

Edward is here again.

If Cunningham is telling the truth about the hysteria, then Mom isn’t here either, no doubt checked into the clinic the same way she was the last time.

We’re alone. Just me, the guards, and our enemy.

Edward unfolds himself from the back seat, sliding one leg out of the car at my approach.

“Nicola, stop. Wait!”

I refuse to slow down on my way to the door, keeping my shoulders squared and my chin tense and high. The photos and statements are clenched in my hand, my arm stiff at my side.

“Nicola, damn it. Don’t walk away from me.” The car door slams but I’m already in the house, the guard stopping at the door.

And infuriatingly, they allow Edward through. He follows me into the foyer and stops only when I whirl on him.

“What did you do?” I bark out. “What the hell is going on?”

He looks around the room, taking in the rows of dirty windows showing the lawn and the terrace beyond. Finally, he looks at me, and I’m not imagining his smirk. “Excuse me?”

“What did you do to the guards? They should not allow you inside.” I stand up straighter, surprised.

“They know I’m not a threat to you.”

“Then they will all be fired.” As soon as I get it together. It doesn’t matter what’s come before this, only that he lied to me. He lied about everything. My opinion of Edward Balestra has changed dramatically.

“What do you have in your hand?”

“Stop talking, Edward. Stop talking to me!” I can’t breathe. The house, the four walls, presses closer and closer to me. The weight of memories and an empire hardly grown, hardly gotten off the ground, and now vulnerable to attack. It’s too much.

“I’m the only one who’s going to tell you the truth. I read the newspaper⁠—”

“Yes, because bad news travels fast.” I rub at my wrist.

His gaze immediately drops to the area and narrows. “Did they hurt you?”

“You know what the cops are like. I’m sure you’ve had your fair share of scrapes with them. My lawyer got me out.” I shouldn't be telling him any of this. Not when he’s the one responsible.

Edward was the one who brought Daddy back here. He must have known about the person waiting in the garden, taking covert pictures of us, snapping away.

“Am I supposed to be grateful your photographer stopped at the body? I can’t even imagine what would have happened if they saw you come up to my room.”

I drop the pictures on the ground between us, and a keen sense of delight fills me when Edward has to bend and stoop to pick them up. He looks handsome enough to take my breath away. The ocean lines of his suit and the slight pinstripes are tailored to emphasize the strong lines of his body. His black hair arches over his strong foreword, those cupid bow lips pursed, and a light layer of stubble decorating his proud jaw.

“Someone watched us.” His face is blank, but his eyes darken as the gears turn in his mind.

Damn me. I bite down on my lip, needing the pain. “Nice observation, genius.”

“If you’re going to bite the hand trying to help you, let me save you the trouble. I don’t have to be here,” he reminds me.

“Then get out because I’m done dealing with you and your goddamn lies.” The curse word said out loud emboldens me.

“I can’t. I’m not leaving you alone, little fox. I⁠—”

“Don’t you dare tell me you care about me,” I interrupt.

“Is it so hard to believe? I want to help you. If it means dealing with this together, figuring out our next steps together, then I’ll do it.”

“Fuck you, Eddie.”

His earnest tone gets my back up. “Is that what you want to do?”

“I want to tear your head off your shoulders. I want to make you suffer for everything I’ve been through and every slide of the knife that killed my dad.” Because he did it.

He did wait and now he’s got the nerve, the balls, to look me in the eye like he’s my savior in disguise.

“If you’re going to attack me again, then let's at least move away from the breakables. Some of this shit looks really old,” he says, holding up a hand.

I’ve got to get away from him. Except Edward trails behind me, prowling like a fucking panther and following me all the way to the living room. “This isn’t a joke.”

“I didn’t say it was. Especially not when the police hauled you in for questioning.”

I growl, ducking my head to hide the expression even with him behind me. “Get the fuck out. Your lies are poison.” What will he do if I hold my hands over my ears?

“What are you going to do? Call your goons over here? They’re not going to listen.”

“You paid them.” I sink down on the wingback chair, then gulp when Edward cages me with his arms.

His face is inches from mine and my next inhale brings with it the spicy hit of his cologne. It’s a punch to the gut and worse than any pinching from the handcuffs.

“Get away from me,” I growl.

Pink scratches mar his face, healing lines where I’d attacked him the other night. I’m not sure if they’ll scar or not, but they add a roguish element to his already dangerous features.

“You’re going to listen to me, little fox.” He points his treacherous finger right between my eyes. “I didn’t kill your dad. And I had nothing to do with this blackmail bullshit. Now, I’m offering to help you, and if you’re a smart woman, you’ll take the offer. Because right now, I’m the only person you have in your corner.”

“Or else?” I bite down on my lip again, and Edward tracks the movement. He’s too close and my skin prickles with awareness, the same kind shooting down to the area between my legs.

“Or else the police with crush you. If they don’t, someone else will come in. A pretty girl like you? A virgin? You’re a prize. I’d hate to think what would happen to you.”

I want him to hurt. I want him to cry. I want⁠—

I’m the first one who makes the move. My hands go around his neck and haul his face to mine, our lips pressing together.

“I hate you.”

Nearly as much as I hate myself right now for walking right into this trap. He needs to know how I feel about him. Especially when he grabs my hair and yanks back, hauling us both to our feet, struggling to find his balance.

His arm bands around my back, chaining us together, and I lift my knee to kick between his legs through kisses.

He squeezes my leg with his to stop me before I make a hit. “You are such a little bitch.”

“You’re a fucking demon.”

His smile widens, and I catch a flash of very white teeth before he kisses me again, hard and punishing. I match him stroke for stroke.

“You’re going to let me fuck you,” he growls against my skin. His tongue strokes against mine, and he bites down on my lip in the same place I had.

The pain is bright and sharp, and I cry out, giving him the leeway to spin me around and force me to the chair. Anger, grief, confusion, everything tangles together before the feeling of his cock against my ass obliterates them all.

“You’re going to like it when I do, Nicola.”

Edward uses his strength to force my chest down to the cushions, and I grab the arms in the same place he had, my knuckles white. He keeps his palm, unyielding, against the small of my back and slides his other hand between my legs.

“Won’t it devalue me?” I remind him.

Except I’m aroused. My core pulses, and my panties soak right through, my breasts tingling. How can I want someone who does such horrible things? Who treats me this way and hurts me? Who killed my father and blackmailed me?

There’s something wrong with me.

“Not to me. It will only make you more beautiful with my cock inside you.”

Something is seriously wrong with me when Edward grinds his erection to me, and I gasp. His lips are hot on the back of my neck when he draws my hair aside. His fingers trail above my center.

“Why aren’t you wearing a skirt? I’ve dreamed of pushing your skirt up and finding you dripping wet for me,” he growls. I reach back for him, only for him to slap my hand away. “Stay still.”

I’m not the type to take orders, especially not when he’s going for my zipper. I buck, jostling him, and manage to turn in time for him to catch me in his arms.

“I’m not going to stand like a statue and let you rape me.”

“Is that what I’m doing?” He kisses me hard, and I start to melt. “Because you want this. You want this so badly I bet you’re already throbbing. You’re going to be so tight around my cock, Nicola.”

I don’t need to turn around to feel the hardness of him through his pants. He thrusts his hips against me again.

I want to taste him so fucking badly. Saying no to him all this time has made me a challenge for him to conquer. Little does he know, I want him the same way he wants me.

Every part of me flushes with heat.

“Are you sure you want to sleep with your enemy, Edward?” My voice is a purr I equally love and despite.

Nothing matters in the end. Not when I have a pressing need to feel him.

“Do you want to be my enemy now, little fox?” His hand brushes the hair from the side of my face and grips it between his fingers.

“I want a straight answer.” Frustration laces my voice.

He kisses it away and his lips taste like desperation. He certainly doesn’t taste like an enemy right now. He tastes like a man. Hatred is our foreplay. “Answers are the one thing I can’t give you,” he murmurs against my lips.

I push hard against his chest, but Edward is immovable.

I hate him.

Except I don’t, not really. It isn’t the black, putrefied distaste driving me. Inside of me is an amalgam of grief and confusion. About everything except Edward.


Nicola


He backs me against the couch cushions, his steady fingers going to work on the buttons of my blouse.

The pain from the cuff disappears in a wave of warmth when he pries open the sides of my shirt and buries his head between my breasts. Stubble scrapes against my overly sensitized skin.

I reach down to push him away, only for Edward to grab my wrists in one of his massive hands and hold my arms above my head.

“What are you doing?”

He looks up at me only to growl. “Shut up.”

“Don’t tell me to shut up!” I try to sit up, but he forces me down, his strength much more than my own.

His hands are adept. He’s got the button and zipper of my high-waisted trousers undone and drags the material down in the next beat. I catch my breath at the bite of cool air.

“Move, and I'll punish you,” he warns before releasing my hands.

I bolt upright immediately. He yanks my pants down to my ankles and tosses them aside, panties too. Then grabs me around the neck to keep me down.

“I said not to move.”

“I don’t listen to you!” Except I’m naked from the waist down, and he still has all of his clothes.

He smirks, the prick. Smirks and then pushes my legs aside, his hand on my neck squeezing just hard enough to catch the air in my lungs. “No one has ever licked you, have they, little fox?”

His head is between my thighs, with his mouth on my most sensitive part. His tongue thrusts inside of me before circling on my core, teasing me, probing where it doesn’t belong. Only…it does. It feels⁠—

“Your pussy is incredible,” he mutters. The same voice from my dreams. “You taste so good.”

His gaze lifts to meet mine above the curve of my pubis, and I tense beneath him. If I ask him to stop, will he? Do I want him to stop?

A soft moan makes its way past my parted lips. He laps at every part of me until my thighs tremble, and I’m gripping the cushion and the edge of the couch to keep from shaking.

“The things you’re doing to me…”

“Do you still hate me?” he asks against me.

He traces around my clit with his tongue before putting pressure directly on the bud, and I yelp. How am I fine with this? How am I not fighting him?

His tongue works me, diving into my core, and every lap brings me closer and closer to an edge I didn’t understand. My leg and arm muscles tense and quiver, vibrating through him. I’m teething on the edge⁠—

“Oh, trust me, little fox.” Edward chuckles as my thighs clamp around his head. “You’re going to come.”

“Fuck you, Eddie,” I say a second time.

“I plan on it.” He releases my neck to grab my hips and hold me there while he eats me out. The anger in my system mingles with pleasure, filling me with every lick.

My moans grow, and I grab onto his hair and tug away to keep him from whatever it is he’s doing. He sucks down on my clit until my sounds shift into a scream.

Release flashes through me, there in the living room with my framed family pictures above the mantle on the fireplace.

I curse Edward with every passing beat, slamming my eyes shut so I don’t have to see my father’s stoic posture in the gilt frame. Heat rushes to the area between my thighs and my muscles tighten. Then he’s there, his zipper down and his erection freed.

He shifts his trousers off his hips, grabbing the base of his dick and pushing my legs wider yet, then wipes his mouth on the back of his hand.

My cheeks flush with frustration. “No.”

He slicks the head of his dick against me. “You’re not in a position to say no.”

Desire zaps through me like electricity, and the warm wetness of pleasure between my legs gives another pulse. “You don’t own me. Not now, not ever, Eddie. You might think I’m going to sit here and let you fuck me, but I’m not.”

“You’re challenging me now?” He kisses me deeply, still working his dick against my opening. “Always challenging me. I love it.”

The seductive tenor of his voice causes goose bumps along my skin.

“This is going to hurt a little for your first time, but I’ll go as slow as I can.”

“I’m not giving you my virginity.” My hips arch up on their own.

“I’m going to keep you safe, Nicola. I’m going to keep you, period. You’re mine,” he whispers against my ear before nipping my neck. “Even if you hate me.”

I do hate him. Our families are on opposite sides. The police are after me for a crime he committed. And I’m done fighting him.

Especially when Edward pushes himself inside of me with a long thrust, too hungry to wait any longer. I gasp, freezing, worried he’ll rip me into pieces and tear my insides. A whimper escapes, and he stops with inches to spare.

“I told you it would hurt.”

I’m breathing heavily, nodding, but I’m not going to ask him to stop. Edward skims my hair back and kisses me again before he pushes all the way inside. My muscles have to adjust to the intrusion and the size of him, the agonized pinching sensation of something being stuck where it doesn’t belong.

The discomfort doesn’t last long, though. Not when he draws out and then thrusts back inside again without hesitation.

He’s not forcing this on me. He took the bait because this is what I wanted. Him. Only him.

He’s mine as much as I’m his, and when he starts to fuck me harder, my hesitation disappears. Desire for him eats me alive, but as his cock stretches my inside, I’m willing to give him every piece of me that’s left.

“Eddie.” I groan out his name, pinned to the couch by his body.

He forces me back, driving into me, excited to bury himself as deep as possible. His movements go jerky, and too soon, he’s rocking his pelvis in shallow strokes.

“Are you okay?”

“Keep moving.” I reach for him, and he shatters.

He picks up the movement, and the fire between us erupts, the soft hairs on my arms lifting. He’s moaning my name, sliding his fingers between us to work my sensitive clit. I wrap my legs around him to pull him against me closer, shuddering through every thrust.

“Fuck.” At the last minute, Edward pulls out, gripping his cock in his hand and spasming out his pleasure on my stomach. He grunts through the orgasm and paints my stomach with his come, thick ropes of it, before his balls give a final twitch, and he releases himself.

We’re on the edge of something strange and great, I think as we stare each other down.

Will there be time to go back? Or did I just damn myself completely?

Still, there is something so sturdy about him.

As if my subconscious understands that Edward Balestra is a man I can rely on to always be the stone beneath my feet rather than the anchor I always assumed he’d be. A sense of peace and security steals over me, found only in his arms and in the nonchalant caress of his index finger over my bicep.

Instead of asking him, I press my lips together in a line that may as well be melded shut before he kisses me a final time, stroking his hand over my cheek.

Honesty has its places, but after the vulnerable sex, I’m in a terrible place to be honest.

Especially with Edward. He feels so alive, so virile and vital, on the couch beneath me. I’m draped half beside him and half over his lap with his arm around me and his opposite hand clenched over mine on his chest. To ruin this moment with honesty…

“Nicola.”

My name from his lips threads around me and draws me tighter to him.

I lift my face to meet his gaze, his profile strong. “Hmm?”

“We’re going to find out who is doing this to you and to your family. I promise.” He tucks his spent dick back inside his pants and zips them back into place.

“Don’t make promises you can’t keep.” I sigh and reach for him, unwilling to don my hatred so soon.

Not when this isn’t hatred. I’ve felt the emotion before, black and delicious and bitter, urging you to drink more until you end up poisoned. This is a different beast entirely.

“I’m going to keep it. Together.”

He’s too earnest for me. Especially when he’s not supposed to be and the entire point of my agreeing to get close to him hinged on his depravity. There was no way I’d allow my walls to drop with a complete monster. Yet here we were.

“Edward, I—” I shift slightly to put distance between us but he’s not having it only holds me tighter. “I have to tell you something.”

He groans before dropping down on the couch and pulling me onto his lap. My pussy throbs, definitely sore inside and out, but his arms band around my torso, and I’m done fighting to be free.

“You’re actually a contract killer?” he jokes.

It would certainly make things easier if I were. But on both of those counts. I swallow hard, the back of my throat constricting with bile. My stomach churns and I know, without a doubt, I’ve got to come clean. fuck. 

I’m not sure what the hell is wrong with me, but the words are bubbling up, and I know this is the right time. There’s no more hiding the truth. Or me.

I push back from him with enough pressure that he finally lets me go, and I move to face him head-on, our legs still pressed together. “My father sent me. To taunt you, weaken you, get information on you.”

Edward’s face doesn’t change, and he blinks at me.

“All the times we spoke to each other, it was because of that. Orchestrated.” I bit down on my lip.

“I know, little fox.”

I glared at him. “What do you mean, you know?”

“I mean, I suspected. There was no other reason for you to interact with me otherwise. Our families are enemies, with Scott poised to take over for your dad, not you. Why else would you be brought into the meetings? Yet here we are.” His smirk says it all. “Should I compare us to two other rival families where the couple inevitably fell for each other?”

My stomach takes a high dive. “Not when the couple in question died.”

“Then I won’t make the comparison. But I already knew.” He reaches out and smooths a lock of hair away from my head with such tenderness in the gesture I groan, the sound pained. “I understand.”

“You let me do it anyway.”

He shrugs. “I wanted to see how far you would go.”

My appraising stare shifts quickly into a glare. “I didn’t let you fuck me because of it,” I balk, ready to jump back. Needing to move.

His scowl is tempered by a chuckle, and he cocks his head.  “I never said you did. But we’re in this together now. So, are there any more secrets I need to know about? You tell me yours, and I’ll tell you mine.”

“Only the kind that breaks the law.”

“Perfect. Those are my favorite kind.” His voice lowers, scraping pleasantly against my heart. “We’re in this together,” he repeats.

I snort and tilt my head up in defiance, oddly twined together with a tentative hope he’s telling the truth. “I heard you the first time.”

“And you are going to let me handle this my way. The man I saw the other night with your father wore a fedora. It might not be much to go on, but it may work to our favor. A recognizable calling card.”

We sit together in the afterglow, a consensual and mutually enjoyed experience rather than the fight I’d been hoping for when he first crowded me.

“I am perfectly capable of being a partner and not just some little flower you have to protect from a storm,” I remind him.

Edward barks out a laugh. “I wouldn’t dare think about you that way. You’re not that kind of woman.”

I might have stayed in his arms for the rest of the day, finding safety and contentment there. When I’m with him, god, it’s insane. I am untouchable. I have never been more peaceful or joyful. And the way the man looks at me leaves me questioning reality because surely, the son of my enemy cannot look at me as though I am the queen of the universe.

It almost makes me believe he’s right. That I can meet the challenges thrown at me and figure out this mess. For my family, for my father, for me. There’s no hope of a future with blackmail hanging like a blade over the back of my neck.

Edward kisses me goodbye with a promise to check back in later. As hard as it is to let him go, I force myself to loosen my grip but stay in the shadow of the curtains and watch until his car disappears on the main road.

When I’m alone is when things start to fray and fragment.

I take dinner in the parlor after spending the rest of the afternoon checking in with the psychiatric facility and making calls. Mom is secured and medicated, which is exactly where she needs to be.

Her constitution is too delicate for her to handle these things.

Death is one of the most powerful motivators to send you into the tail end of a spiral if you’re already close. She’s spent years being too close and too fragile to even find her end in the bottom of a beer glass, like Dad.

And my brother? He’s nowhere to be found. Without a direction, I can’t contact him.

A knock sounds at the door, and half a second later, in the dying glow of evening light, the housekeeper pops her head around the corner. A pitcher of water and a dye-cut vase of fresh roses balance out the tray, with a plate of food in between.

“You have to eat,” she says by way of greeting.

“I’m really not hungry.” My stomach constricts. “But thank you for the thought.”

Louisa sets the tray down on the settee near the stained glass window and pauses with her knuckles rapping over the wood. “Honey, it’s been days. I know you’re not touching your food, and without your parents around…I’m worried about you.”

I automatically try to brush her off and stop, biting down on my tongue.

Louisa has worked for the family before we became a Family, capitalized. One of my mother’s childhood friends, she was more suited to spinsterhood and household organization than finding her way in the marriage market and seemed content to watch my mother’s kids instead.

More like an aunt than a housekeeper, although there were many times when Louisa was the one to bring down the punishment than my own mother. Too fragile, everyone always said, more of a shadow than an actually fully realized painting of a woman.

Slender, where Louisa was sturdy.

Mom’s delicate nature made her a perfect punching bag for Arden’s heavy-handed tactics.

“I know you’re worried, but I’m going to be fine.” I force myself to walk to her side and press a kiss to Louisa’s wrinkled cheek.

Her worry has always aged her faster than even childbirth would have.

“Death is a time for people to come together. That way, you can fall apart together, sweet pea.” Louisa pressed her hand to mine. “It’s not right for you to be here on your own.”

“I’m not on my own.”

“I don’t mean that devil-faced man,” she corrects.

“I was talking about you.” But it doesn’t bode well if she’s seen Edward around and made a mental note.

With one leg shorter than the other, Louisa limps over to the windows and draws the curtains closed to shut out the night. “And I’ll be here for you.” Her thin lips purse, and wrinkles fan outward. “I’ve been here long before your birth, and I will make sure to stick with you no matter what happens.”

She scoffs.

My lips press together and twist. “Why so glum tonight?”

“That man.”

“Edward Balestra is not a problem,” I hurry to say.

Louisa turns to me with sorrow in her blue eyes. “There’s so much more going on than you understand, sweet pea, and it wasn’t my place to tell you, but…” she trails off.

“Out with it.”

She sharpens at my tone. “I was cleaning in your father’s office the other day. Tidying up before, you know⁠—”

“You don’t need to say it,” I interrupt.

“Before his passing. He wasn’t the most orderly man, your father, and he left multiple ledgers out on the table in plain view of anyone to see. You might have even caught a glimpse if you had gone inside. Which you would never do.”

She’s nervous. Writing her skirts and the apron she always wears when she’s preparing dinner. Avoiding looking at my gaze. The heaviness in my gut returns with a vengeance and makes my mouth water in the worst kind of way. Goose bumps rise along my forearms. “What are you trying to say? Please.”

This isn’t easy for either one of us.

“Your Edward has a serious gambling problem.” The words leave Louisa in a rush, and like she’s trying to temper them, she reaches for me. Gripping my elbows in her warm hands. “Your father covered it up. One of the people Edward owed money to was Arden.”

I stiffen. “What do you mean?”

“I mean, the ledger is still in the negative. Balestra had not yet paid off your father before his death. I wasn’t supposed to look at the ledger, but I did. I’m so sorry, but you need to know.”

Edward…gambled? He owed my father?

Why would Daddy lend the money to the son of his rival? Was it a way to pull the rug out from under Gio’s feet?

My head goes light and spins around in dizzying circles. None of it makes any sense, though. The two of them hated each other. The families were always at odds, which was why Dad sent me to undermine Edward, knowing I’d be the perfect weapon to get close to him.

“Sweet pea, why don’t you sit? You’re worrying me again.”

Louisa gently guides me to the couch, and I let her.

“How much?” How serious is the gambling problem?

“Enough.” Louisa is decisive. “I know the two of you are getting close, and I hate drawing conclusions with thin threads, but that young man is trouble. He may have had something to do with your father’s passing, and this proves the connection between them.”

Edward also brought the body here.

I thought he was trying to do something kind, to handle things before anyone else got unnecessarily involved, but this is different. This is worse.

The lines I thought were blurred go gray and black, and all kinds of shades I can’t distinguish. Is Edward the one trying to frame me?

Louisa drops down next to me and draws me to her bosom. The dam breaks, though, and it’s impossible to keep myself contained any longer. The first sob is the first of many, and once the tears begin, the flow refuses to stop.

I let Edward in the house.

I let him inside my body, and I slept with him of my own free will. I wanted to do it. What if it was his plan to seduce me all along? To kill my father to erase his debts, to take advantage of me, and wrangle our businesses together through force and lies?

“I don’t know what to tell you to make it any better.”

Louisa is there, and she’s real. She’d never lie to me this way. So I let her hold me, and when I squeeze my burning eyes shut, I can almost pretend I’m a kid with a scraped knee rather than a woman with a shattered heart.


Nicola


Getting involved with Edward is the worst decision I’ve ever made.

Worse, because I went into it with a clear head and an end goal, and somewhere in the past two weeks, I lost both.

Dire consequences and all that. Betrayal cuts deeply, worse than a physical knife to the stomach, with my own hand wrapped around the handle.

And I know how that feels. An unfortunate accident when I was ten with a kitchen knife and a neighbor.

Heart pain is so much worse, especially because there is no place to throw the blame away. There is only me.

I’m avoiding every single mirror in the house. There’s no use looking in them, knowing I’ll only see a phantom.

Edward is a gambler. A cheat and a liar. He owed Arden money, and now my father is dead. Where does it leave us? I know where it leaves me, and it’s right up shit creek with my paddle burned for good measure.

The cops have been trailing me. Cunningham keeps them at heel-nipping distance, but Mary isn’t making any strides at the facility, and no one is willing to help me find Scott. Edward assures me he’s been working hard to track down the fedora hat killer, but it feels like a dead end.

How do you find a phantom?

How do I trust that Edward actually saw who he says he saw?

The questions add up to another brick in the wall between the life I wanted and the life I’m stuck inside, and I wonder if there’s a way to chip away before it gets too high or if I should just give up.

Another day and another grueling interview with the cops.

They’re getting nowhere with me, which only makes them hungrier to take me down. They scent blood in the water. Rather than suffocate inside, I blindly tear my way out into the rose garden.

Grief, a palpable wave of it, crashes down and catches me by surprise with its ruthlessness.

I used to pray to God for peace, where I wasn’t living in fear. Now that I’m alone, the threat is gone, but more of them rose up in the emptiness They’re worse than the beast I knew. It might hurt to be reprimanded, verbally and physically, but the unknown face of what’s underneath my bed is something else entirely.

Summer has always agreed with me. The flowers perfume the night air, heavy and cloying and familiar.

I’ve run here every time things go south.

My own private world, cultivated by the gardens like a fantasy just for me. Here, with the roses, with the lupine and the lavender and the peonies, I’m myself.

Louisa can’t do anything for me anymore. Not when she went to bed for the night and left me on my own and not in the light of day when she’s full of misplaced optimism.

The house is a cage, and the walls close in around me, melancholy and oppressive. The house isn’t a home anymore. Not like it’s been a home for a long time.

The rose garden sleeps under an oppressive cloud of pure scent and sweetness. The humid night air glides like velvet along my skin and I stumble along the path, breathing in deeply, absorbing the heaviness.

I let my feelings for Edward grow and intensify into something impossible to ignore.

There is no room for feelings in a feud of this magnitude. Wars happen. They are the danger of being involved with organized crime. The best thing for me to do at this moment would be to send our men, Daddy’s men, to take down Edward and end the reign of the Balestras for good.

It’s been three days since I’ve seen him.

I drop onto a stone bench covered in lichens with beds of Russian sage, hyssop, and echinacea on either side. Why can’t I bring myself to do it and accept him for who he really is?

If this is the price of being a leader, then I’m not ready for it. I never wanted it in the first place, and my brother should have been here. It was his place, not mine, the oldest child and the son to boot. That was the way things worked with the Salvatores. 

The roses are distasteful and tedious, the scent intoxicating and bringing back with full strength the memories of my first kiss with Edward. I stumble off the bench toward the fountain with a statue of Neptune gurgling a steady stream from the clamshell in his massive hands. Waterlilies float in the basin, and the ripples of starlight reflect over the top of the water.

This place is no longer a sanctuary but a little less like a prison than the house. At least out here, the humid breeze is a balm.

Shit, it wouldn’t even be a comfort to have Scott here. It’s one of those realizations so large they appear small, almost inconsequential. Rather than the two of us against the world, it’s every man for himself, to the point where we don’t have a relationship together.

If I ever live long enough to be a mom, I’ll never let that happen to my kids.

Just like I’ll never let their father lay a finger on them.

I head for a line of flat rocks positioned on the opposite side of the fountain and fold myself down cross-legged, skirt flowing over day-warmed stone. This will do nicely. There’s no better place to mope, really, and what I really want is a second to do exactly that.

To hide out and feel sorry for myself before I have to go back to being strong.

It shouldn’t bother me what Edward does or who he owes money to. This is the real price of business, isn’t it? You use what’s at your disposal in order to take down those who stand in your way.

Maybe I even need to borrow a page from his book.

I thought I had the knack of it and look where it got me? Absolutely nowhere.

Hidden from view, Louisa doesn’t see me as she limps into the garden. I jump at the sound of her feet over the gravel path, her attention focusing on something I can’t see. The silence stretches on, the burble of the fountain nothing but a blur in the background.

I haven’t seen her this focused since she and my mother found us children playing in the flour. The two of them went off like hell on asphalt and marched me and Scott out to this fountain, dunking us under.

I shake my head and lose my breath entirely when a second person steps out from the shadows of the arbor.

“You’re late, Stefan.” Louisa’s crisp voice carries well enough. She leans her head forward in a conspiratorial fashion. “I thought you weren’t going to show up.”

“You can’t be too careful,” the second person says. “I needed time to make sure things were clear.”

“Of course things are clear. I know what to do.”

I glance at them sharply, rubbing a hand over my chest to remind myself to stay quiet. No one is supposed to be out here, no strangers. Where are the guards?

Suspicion keeps me quiet, and I duck down to avoid detection, muscles constricting.

I only half see the man she’s meeting, but his height marks him as different from anyone else I know. And the fedora hat…

It doesn’t move from his head, not even with the wind sweeping through the garden and ruffling the leaves, setting the flower buds to flicker and dance.

Their profiles are only semi-visible from this angle, and the light from overhead is enough for me to catch a glimpse of his features. A scar, twisting the man’s lip that he’s attempted to hide with a face tattoo. The hat, the height, the scar⁠—

I lose my breath. Didn’t Edward say he saw someone like that the night of my father’s murder? What would he be doing here, and what’s his business with Louisa? I recoil back from the sight, shaking my head.

“We need to talk about the money.” Louisa gazes solemnly up at the man, and he raises an eyebrow at her, wearing a neutral expression.

My instincts scream at me, willing me to sit up and pay attention. 

To absorb and memorize every detail of their interaction because we have a traitor in our midst.

Edward isn’t clean, he isn't innocent, but right now, he’s the one I’ve got in my corner.

“The money is going to be transferred to our account once the loose ends are tied,” the man snaps at Louisa, although his face hasn’t changed. “We have to be patient. The police are working for us, not against us. Nothing will be helped along by your continued meddling.”

Louisa laughs scornfully. “You wouldn’t have even looked this way if not for my meddling. What else is left?”

“The girl.” Those two words land like hammer blows. His malice is clear, the fourth person in the garden with us.

“Nicola? She’s no one. She has no idea what she’s doing, and the police will have her too nervous to suspect anything.”

“I’m not willing to place my faith in her like you are. There’s no way to assure the girl won’t be a nuisance.”

The longer I crouch there watching, the tighter my knees. They lock in place, and my palms go clammy. It’s not possible. This isn’t happening. I’ve fainted, and this is my fever dream, the worst of my personal nightmares where everyone I care about turns against me.

Louisa can’t be involved in any of this. She can’t turn on me and leave me truly, really alone. Would death be better than that?

“Nicola is basically a child. She wants nothing to do with this life. She wasn’t even capable of bringing down Edward Balestra the way her father demanded,” Louisa replies.

The shock of hearing his name jolts me into action.

No, death isn’t the option. It’s the weak way out, giving up right when things get tough. But if I stay here much longer, they’ll find me. Their conversation will only last so long before they part ways, and one or both of them come this way. Louisa is right on one thing: this isn’t my world, not really.

I’ve been adjacent.

Before they have a chance to find me, I bolt, keeping low as I wind my way through the familiar garden paths. My tendons clack from being frozen for too long.

Voices lifted in shouts are a flag trailing me. Gravel crunches underfoot. Louisa might not be able to move, but her friend with the hat definitely can.

“Nicola, sweet pea, there is nowhere to run. We know you are there.”

She knows the gardens as well as I do, too.

Louisa is in on the whole thing. The blackmail, the cops, the murder. She knew from the start, and she tried to get me off the right path by casting the blame somewhere else. My chest constricts, and my breath races out of me like it can’t stand another moment in my tightened lungs.

What the hell am I going to do?

The killer is here, and he’s in the prime position to take me down. I have to get in the house somehow and call Edward. Call someone. Find the guards and make a run for it before they find me. If I don't hurry, then everything is done.

Is my brother even still alive?

The shock of the thought has me stumbling over my own feet, and I reach out to catch myself, snagging my fingers against the rosebush. Thorns pierce through my skin. Hissing, I slap my opposite palm to my mouth to keep from saying a peep.

Pain splits my skull, and the scream erupts anyway.

The hand in my hair yanks me backward with such force I slam onto my spine and hit my tailbone hard against the ground. In the next beat, the tip of a blade presses to my throat and digs in deep, drawing blood.

“A child, yes,” the stranger murmurs. “Nosy and incorrigible.” The blade angle changes, the knife against my throat.

“You make enough noise to wake the dead. Did you know that? You are nowhere near as bumbling as your old man, however, drunk and always putting his nose where he doesn’t belong.

The tall man drags me back, but the scream is dead. My focus narrows on the blade, and I jump, my body reacting, the knife close enough to shave off layers of skin.

“This is the same knife that gutted your dear old dad,” the man continues. “It’s a fitting irony, of course. You were next on my list no matter what your dear old nanny says.”

Gravel and sharp pieces of rock dig into my legs and hips as I kick out, but there’s no freeing myself. Not with the blade there, not with his fingers frozen in my hair, prying hard enough to rip each individual strand from my scalp.

“And now, the legacy will end here.”


Edward


“Your threats won’t work on us, Mr. Balestra,” the nearest guard says with a sneer. “We’ve heard better.”

He’s enjoying this, the rat bastard. Taking the opportunity to mock me when he thinks he’s safe behind his intercom.

It would be too easy to fire out a shot and watch his head explode and waste them all to get what I want. Frustration turns to acid in my gut. I’ve been too fucking busy cleaning up the trail of dead ends to actually stop by the house until now, but something kicks me in the ass to do it tonight.

To get here, to see Nicola, to assure myself she’s fine.

She’s hanging in there, stronger than anyone should have to be in her situation.

The woman spits fire. That’s for sure.

Desperation combines with a burning need to have her in my arms again. Not solely a stolen moment like the one on the couch but a long and drawn-out affair, to show her with my body how much she means to me. If she’ll give me the opportunity.

I’m shit with words when it comes to feelings.

Words are meaningless, easily given, and easier to fracture. Words are important for negotiations and contracts, but when it comes to interactions between people? Those aren’t my skills.

I told her we’d work together but my way, and so far, I’ve done everything myself. Everything I can, but the walls in my way are too tough to crack with my fucking skull.

We make a good team, so it’s time to bring her in as a partner.

I’ve got to stop being so fucking stubborn, as my father always says. And start depending on someone else. Someone who is the better piece of me. Who brings out the best in me and whatever I have to offer.

Someone like Nicola.

I want her. I’ve had her. Now I want her again. And these goddamn grunts are standing in my way.

My hand rests on my gun in a pointed gesture. “Let me through. Or call Miss Salvatore. She’ll tell you⁠—”

“I’m sorry, Mr. Balestra,” the guard on the left cuts in. “Mr. Cunningham has stated no visitors.”

There are five of them at the gates to the property like this is some kind of fucking mafia version of Fort Knox. They’re all looking at me like I’m the slime on the bottom of a tire, making their nights harder.

“Those are the orders.”

Something about the way he says it has me doubting those orders came from a trustworthy source. Call it intuition, call it too many years under my old man’s boot, but it amounts to the same thing.

“The lawyer is making the decisions now?” I bark out.

The guards have no answer for me, but they band together into a solid wall of muscle. “Sir, if you’ll kindly step back. You’re not welcome on the premises any longer.”

It’s a diplomatic answer and falls on deaf ears.

I know how to deal with these fucks. Violence is definitely the answer.

Striding back to the car, I drop into the front seat and twist the key in the ignition. With the door barely closed, I gun it, heading straight for the gates. The car is going to take a beating, but that’s what mechanics are for.

We’ve got the best on payroll.

“Balestra, stop!”

The majority of the guards scatter out of the way at the first roar of my engine, but one of them, the first one who spoke, lifts his gun. He fires off a round of shots through the windshield in a triangle pattern. The class cracks, splits, and shatters.

With shards raining down on me, I keep my grin in place and blow through him and the gate at the same time.

Fuck this bastard.

His horrified face stares at me through the break in the windshield, his white-knuckled fingers scrambling for purchase on the hood. Metal clashes together, and his howl of pain sounds louder than the engine.

He’s a speck of dust, a fly in my face, and urgency has me pressing my foot harder against the gas pedal.

The man’s screams cut off abruptly as the gates fall away, his body sliding down the hood of the car and disappearing beneath the undercarriage. A slight bump, and then the tires are clear.

It’s no great loss and his death is forgotten with the next tire rotation.

I gun the car, machinery squealing over the hot asphalt. The house takes up the majority of my vision field, and somewhere inside, Nicola is there.

She must not have wanted to talk to me, but by god, I’m going to make sure she listens. It’s time for me to explain why I lied about my connection to her dad. Explain all about my own darkness and make sure she forgives me.

She has to forgive me.

I brush broken glass out of my hair and laugh.

This probably isn’t the best way to go about things but might makes right. In some instances. Her guards won’t let me in? I’ll find my own way to get to her, and if said guards won’t get out of my way, then they’re going down.

If Nicola doesn’t forgive me, then I’ll persist until she does. Simple. Inelegant. Brutish.

My heart pounds out an erratic rhythm.

“Nicola, where are you? We need to talk!” I yell out her name on my way to the front door. Unlocked, and none of the other bodyguards in sight. Did Cunningham give them the night off?

A discussion with the lawyer is next on my list.

Once I find her, we’re going to have to have a talk about security. Fuck, I might even have some of my own guys come down here just to make sure she’s okay.

There's blackmail on the table, and with it comes certain dangers. If she can’t understand that in her grief, then I’ll do it for her. I’ll be the fucking specter looming over her if it means she’ll make it through this safe.

Not unscathed because there is no way to live this life without accruing scars.

“Where are you?” My voice echoes back to me in the nearly empty house. It’s not supposed to be empty.

She should be under lock and key. Someone is pointing the finger at her, questioning her innocence, and her men need to surround her rather than scatter.

The first floor is clear, along with the rooms on the second floor. There’s no use searching the attic because, sure as shit, the only thing I’ll find up there are dead bees and mice.

So where the hell is she?

The door to the back is shut but not locked, the same as the front. The gardens practically sparkle in the moonlight. Little foxes always stick to their dens. A fierce smile pries my lips apart. It’s late enough for her to be in bed, but what are the odds she’s out for a stroll among her roses?

It might take me a little bit of work to find her, though. The woman has perfected the art of standing still, which is a huge benefit to her. She’s got the spirit of a wildfire, always poking into places she doesn't belong, yet she knows when to tamper her energy and use the quiet to her advantage.

My strides have purpose.

Every step brings me closer to her, like I’m following a scent on the wind. She’s close.

I lick my lips in anticipation. When she’s back in my arms, then I'll relax. Then I’ll have a moment of peace to really give a thought to our next step. Maybe even together.

I pull up short at the sight of Nicola on her knees with a knife to her throat. And looming over her, a literal phantom, is the same man who killed her father.

Her eyes go wide at the sight of me. “Edward, please, get out.”

In the madness of my mind, a single spot sticks out to me. She’s about to have her throat slit, and she’s worried about me? If my heart had not been well on the way to belonging to her, it felt official now: it’s hers.

“I thought it might be you with all the commotion,” the man says.

My mind blanks, and my gaze zeroes in on the knife. I know the sharpness of it intimately. I know how it feels to hold a similar handle in my fingers and slice it into a man’s gut.

Black rage presses in on me until it’s the only thing I see and feel. It’s impossible to move even when I’m itching for my gun.

“You know, I’d almost hoped you would show up,” he adds in a tone as thin and icy as a winder wind. “To make things easier. Now, I don’t have to go hunting for you.”

My brows draw down in a narrow V. “And who the fuck are you?”

A body plows into me from the side and takes us both down to the dirt. A mouthful of gravel bites at my skin and scratches deep, the heft a burden.

“Edward!”

My ears ring, and when I reach for my gun, my hand fumbles, crushed immediately under the pressure of a knee.

“None of that, now, Mr. Balestra.” The voice is soft and colored with an English accent. “We can’t have you ruining everything so close to the end.”

The man in the hat bows his head, a sharp decline of a chin pointed enough to be used as a yarn loop. “I’m surprised you haven't figured it out yet. Either of you.”

The old woman, the housekeeper we’d seen limping through the manor house that night…She’s got a kitchen knife in her hand, grasped in limp fingers, and my gun in the other.

“Why don’t you stick to cutting up vegetables than people.”

“She wasn’t supposed to be here,” the old woman argues.

I’ve felt the icy fingers of disgust on my spine more than I’m comfortable counting. I know when someone truly harbors hatred in their heart, and the way the woman looks at me leaves no doubt of her true feelings. The expression breaks only when she glances at Nicola. Who, I’m pleased to see, isn’t cowering but holding perfectly still against the blade.

I study my fingernails. “A traitor. Seems a little staid, doesn’t it? The money was just too big of a lure for you to ignore, so you employed…what? A friend? A lover?”

The man chuckles, the sound of granite rubbing together. “Does it truly matter?”

“How long, Louisa?” Nicola asks. “My mother is your best friend.”

“Yes, she is. And I love her the same way I love you.” A hint of a smile plays across her lips as she teases as she draws out the moment, keeping us on edge.

Then there’s the glint in her eyes, the scrunch of her nose, and the small glimmer of satisfaction.

“You call this love?” Nicola asks, then hisses when the knife bites deeper into her jugular.

“You tell me.” Those three words are said with such force they scorch themselves across my skin.

Now Louisa glances at me, defiant, her age melting away.

Her narrowed eyes turn to the man in the fedora, and the gun bursts to life under her fingers. A rapid tap tap of multiple shots fired, and it takes me too long to realize the tall man’s body jumps with each pop.

They catch him in the shoulder, and it's enough to weaken his hold on Nicola. She remains on her knees as the fedora man stumbles, taking a massive step back and coloring the white gravel with his blood.

“You—how could you—” he breaks off with a groan, coughing up more blood. His hat skews to the side.

Louisa stares him down and holds the gun back out to me. “Sorry about the tackle, young man. Carrying my own weapon would have been too suspicious.”

“What are you doing?” Nicola is crying, and despite the distance between her and Fedora, I’m not satisfied.

I’m also unable to move from the grip of exhaustion.

Louisa turns away from me and gazes at the man on his side, trying to push himself back up to his feet, one hand on the bullet hole in his shoulder.

“How could you?” he repeats his question.

Louisa nods before adjusting her grip on the kitchen knife. “An old woman like me makes the perfect target, doesn’t she? It also puts me above reproach.” She taps her leg, the one that’s shorter than the other and limps forward. Tottering on the uneven gravel. “You’d never suspect a double cross.”

“Louisa?”

“I’ll be right there, sweet pea. Right after I finish what I start.” A hint of a smile still lightens the woman’s lips as she crosses to the fedora man. “It never pays to leave loose ends flapping in the wind, does it?”

My delight is feral as she slices the knife across Fedora’s throat. Yet as the moments tick by, the atmosphere somehow changes, growing colder. A slow chill creeps its way into my blood, and by the time Louisa finishes her hack job, holding the man’s head in her hands, I’m practically shivering.

“Off your knees, little fox.” I somehow gather my wits at the same time I gather Nicola into my arms.

She buries her face against the crook of my neck and clings to me for dear life. Thankfully for her, I’m not willing to let her go. Now. Ever. Take your pick.

Louisa tosses the head into the fountain then dusts her hands off and only succeeds in smearing blood everywhere. “No one messes with our family,” she says pointedly, staring over Nicola’s head to steal my gaze. “No one.”

I incline my head as understanding blossoms. The old Englishwoman has my eternal thanks for whatever fucking part she played tonight.

Nicola presses her hand against my thrumming heart, every part of me tight and frozen. “You came for me.”

“You doubted me.” I lift her hand to my mouth and kiss her knuckles.

Her eyes are too wide, too delicate for my peace of mind. “You are a liar, after all. What did we say about secrets?”

“I came tonight to make sure there were none left. The gambling, the debts.”

She nods in understanding. “Louisa told me.”

The old woman is already dragging the headless corpse toward the edge of the garden path. My gut tells me there’s a whole-ass novel waiting to be explored. Another time, another night.

“Death must be the glue that bonds people together,” I whisper. “I’ll tell you everything, little fox. You have my word. As soon as we clean up.”

Nicola widens her stance and grows roots. “Now, Eddie.”

The fire in her blood is exactly what I need to thaw the chill in mine. It radiates off of her in blistering waves, demanding justice for all the ways life has wronged her. And so, as the hours pass and the three of us take care of our murderer, I tell them everything.

Halfway through the tale, Nicola stops me for a scathing screaming match, ending with a slap on the hand and an extracted promise not to gamble our fortunes away.

Our.

It’s not the only promise I make that night.

The night gets warmer the moment we stuff the body in my trunk. The chill I’d felt in the garden vanishes when I press my lips to Nicola’s mouth, as does the feeling that I’m only meant for the bloodshed. That I’ll never get the happiness other people have gotten.

Then, the only person watching me is Nicola, who stares at me like I’m the most important man in the world, and I’ve stopped wondering if it’s enough.

She is.

She will always be enough.

“You’ve got a very loyal woman in the house,” I say as my hands land on her hips.

I still don’t know half of what happened with Louisa or Arden’s murder, but we don’t need to spell it all out tonight. Being here with Nicola alive and unharmed leaves me breathless.

“I should have known she’d try to protect me,” Nicola whispers. “It’s what she’s always done.”

It’s not impossible to buy that kind of loyalty, but it’s tough.

“What would you say about keeping her on when we start things up on our own.”

Nicola chuckles. “On our own? You’re not serious, Eddie.”

“I think I’ve made my intentions pretty clear,” I argue grumpily.

“As clear as mud, yes.” She bobs her head.

“I’m going to marry you, Nicola Salvatore. Wherever you want to live, that’s up to you, but you’re going to say yes to me. And we’re going to keep Louisa on to manage our house and our affairs.”

Nicola steps out of my arms, and for half a heartbeat, I’m terrified she’s going to say no. Then, a wicked grin warms her cheeks. “I suppose you’ll have to catch me first.”

She takes off into the garden, and with a yelp of victory, I bolt after her.


Edward


I’ve never been a fan of weddings.

There’s always too much pomp and circumstance and protocols to carry out. And if the slightest detail is missed, then it throws everyone into a tizzy. The brides are only a hair worse than their mothers from all the horror stories I’ve heard in the past. Weddings? Not for me.

But when Nicola insists on a big giant display, what the hell am I going to say? No?

Not in this lifetime.

She’s been through enough at this point to get her whatever unlimited genie wishes she desires. If it’s in my power to grant my little fox the massive lace-drenched ceremony of her dreams, then I’m going to fucking bend heaven and earth to my will. She’s got no father to walk her down the aisle and no brother to stand beside me as my best man.

If Scott is still alive, he’s so deep underground I wonder if he’ll ever resurface again.

Outside of a hysterical mother, Nicola is alone in this world, so I’ll paint the roads gold if she asks me to.

Luckily, gold paint isn’t on her sizable list of demands.

There are plenty of them, but nothing too unreasonable. By the time the day arrives, I’m standing underneath an arbor of red and white roses, the colors combined with some kind of meaning about unity, from what I understand. At my side are my cousins, all looking like fucking quelled beasts in their tuxes.

My father sits in the front row in that damn three-piece suit with his glinting gold pocket watch. His presence wasn’t desired or required but here he is to support us on the day. Or perhaps just to see what kind of mess my life will turn into now that I’ve chosen, in his words, “the most inappropriate woman for a bride.” Someone I’ll be sick of within a few months, he assured me.

“You sure you want to do this, buddy?” My cousin Elijah claps me on the shoulder with his blue eyes lit with mischief.

“Surer than I am of anything else in my wretched life.”

His lips go round. “Never thought I’d see you willingly accept the bit in your mouth.”

“Why the hell not?” I snap. “A man has to settle down at some point. When you find a queen, you don't let her go.”

Elijah scoffs at the word. “Lifelong bachelor.”

The words die at the swell of the first violin. Classy, understated, a sweetly gripping melody of strings.

Then Nicola rounds the garden path with Louisa escorting her down the aisle and I go mute.

I consider her the type of female who enjoys tasteful things. A cohesive design. Her dress is no expectation, and to say she looks beautiful is an understatement. The lace bodice emphasizes the smallness of her waist, while the full skirt conjures memories of what is hidden underneath.

Off the shoulders, the fabric drapes down to her mid-arm, her collarbone almost gilded by the afternoon light.

Christ, I’m a lucky bastard.

I’ve never done anything to deserve her, and as a warm, invisible hand wraps around my throat, I know I never will.

She’s high-spirited, and she knows how to get what she wants out of men, how to make them bow to her.

Her smile grows wider.

“This life is always going to be exciting, isn’t it?” I ask in an undertone once she’s reached me.

She’s not only a vision in white but glowing from within. A powerhouse, a supernova, ready to be unleashed on our enemies. Together.

Nicola nods emphatically, and a stray curl, as soft as a piece of velvet, brushes her blushed cheek. “As long as you learn to play nice with me. And keep those nasty little habits of yours in check.”

We step in front of the priest with her hand in mine. “Little fox, you know better. I’m not the kind who plays nice. But the rest? We’ll see.”

She squeezes my finger in a silent reprimand before the officiant launches into his speech.

The ceremony is nothing but a blur of words and meaning and feeling. My stomach muscles tighten when she slides the ring on my left ring finger in a binding more real than anything else in my life.

A tether to rock and stone and flesh and blood. Family. Nicola is my family, and I'll do whatever it takes to protect her from the rest of the monsters going bump in the night.

Then her lips are on mine and the people gathered to bear witness erupt in a dull roar.

Finally, the world narrows, sharpens, and there is only her with her sweet fucking mouth and her perfume. Flowers. It’s appropriate, especially the spicy undertone, speaking of black velvet and thorns.

“Congratulations, Mr. Balestra,” she whispers before nipping my lower lip.

Lust automatically zips right down to my cock. “And to you as well, Mrs. Balestra.”

I grip her hand hard enough to make her gasp.

I didn’t want to want her this way, to have her come into my world and fuck everything up. Flip the script on what my life was supposed to be. Yet here we stand as man and wife, and Nicola is all around me, inside of me, so clear when everything else turns to fog. 

It didn’t matter what happened. If we lost our business or our home because my home is with her. And for the first time in my life, I feel like I actually belong somewhere.

To someone.

My best men and her bridesmaids hustle us into the waiting limo. The moment the door closes, Nicola is on my lap. She grinds against me, her arms loose on my shoulders as she leans forward to nip my chin.

“I knew you chose this skirt for some reason. To give me unfettered access to everything underneath. You want me to touch you.” I push the fabric on either side of her legs.

“You are correct, then,” she says through kisses. “Although not all of my decisions were made with you in mind. A girl has certain dreams she needs to accomplish, too.”

My hands settle on her waist, fingers grazing the underside of her breasts. “Oh, trust me. I know it. I never would have chosen a five-layer carrot cake over vanilla. And red and white roses? Heaven fucking forbid.”

“You love my design eye. I’m going to take over the entire house,” she assures me eagerly.

“My entire life, more like.” I shouldn’t be excited about it, but the second I say the words out loud, my stomach shifts, and my heart soars open.

An entirely new life with Nicola at my side. Not only did I get goddamn lucky to find the woman of my dreams, but it’s the first step out of my father’s thumb. Gio can’t control me anymore. I’m out of the house. My debts are paid, and the strings are snipped.

Soon, we’ll have the discussion about me taking over the organization.

Soon, but not today or even in the next week.

These next few days, I plan to spend in a fog of sex and sleep.

“Yes, that too,” Nicola agrees, tilting her head. “And I am going to help you build an empire so strong our enemies will cower.”

I know the glimmer of revenge when I see it. Revenge for her father, her brother, her mother, destroying everyone responsible and leaving behind scorched earth and a guarantee that we will get so big no one will dare touch us.

“If anyone can do it, little fox, then it’s you. I chose you for a reason.”

She arches her hips and circles them slowly against my hardened cock. “I chose you.”

I grunt, digging my fingers into her hips. “Keep telling yourself that story. Either way, I am on board.” I reach past her to knock on the glass to grab the driver's attention. “Drive. No matter what you hear, drive.”

Nicola gawks at me when I turn back to her. Outraged. “You are not going to take me for the first time in the car.”

“Sweetheart, I’ve already taken you.” I cup her breasts, massaging lightly, but the thick fabric makes it impossible to feel her nipples. “This time, it will just happen on four wheels.”

“We have an audience,” she argues.

“He can’t hear anything up there.” I slide my hand from her breast to her calf and up the side of her leg. The softness of her skin has my cock hardening to the point of pain. She leans into me with her lips tantalizingly close and her chest heaving against mine.

A small push has her rolling onto her back, and her face too calm for what I plan to do to her.

She breaks out in a laugh when I grab and drag her underneath me, bunching her skirt up to her hips.

“Nicola, Christ.” The woman has on black panties, lace. Practically sheer enough for me to see the lips of her pussy beneath the material. “What the hell are these?”

“They’re a surprise for you.”

My fingers etch an entire story along her skin, racking up her thighs towards that lace. “It’s the best surprise of my life.” I grip her ass and lift her up, pressing a kiss to her overheated core. “Once again, you’ve put me in a position where I know I should go slow, but I can’t.”

I dream about her pussy in my face as she rides me to her own orgasm. I dream about taking every hole, from her mouth to her ass. Being separated until the wedding night has been a goddamn lesson in endurance.

Now I don’t have to wait anymore.

Nicola licks her lips, and I grind my aching cock against her ass.

“Eddie, please. Don’t go slow.

She wraps herself around me, melting with every turn of rubber against the road. I nod, and my lips peel back in a smile of sinister promise, holding my full weight off of her. The dress is a cloud of white puffy material, and I wrinkle it beyond repair before stealing her lips in a kiss. She nips my lower lip, and I grab a fistful of her perfect hair to hold her in place.

“You are such a good girl,” I purr.

She pants out my name again. “A good girl I might be, but I’m not always going to behave for you.”

Which is exactly the way I like it.

I’d love to take her on all fours, but I’m too hungry for her. I hook my index finger into the side of her panties and tug them down past her ankles. Palming her, I work her pussy with my hand, increasing the pressure on her clit.

It takes every ounce of self-possession I’ve got, and much I don’t, not to unzip right there and fuck her. I want to take it slower than our first time and draw out every bit of pleasure I can give to her before it’s my turn.

“Is this what you want?”

“Yes,” she mutters against my skin, then surprises me by reaching around to grip my ass and bring me closer to her. “Yes, this is what I want.”

I lift her leg to my shoulder, gliding my fingers through her arousal. She’s already wet and ready for me, groaning. I push a finger into her without warning, and her back arches, her pert breasts straining against the dress.

Pumping my finger until she cries out, I work her slowly, her moans getting me harder. Drawing us both into a frenzy. The relentless pace makes me hungrier for her. But I’m not going to let her get off until I’m ready for it.

Pulling my hand free, I grab her hips and switch our positions yet again.

“Eddie, what are you doing?”

She screeches a little as I position her on her knees, the dress still pushed up and her ass on display. I nip at her right cheek and give it a little slap before I slide my finger back inside of her. She glances over her shoulder and meets my gaze with wild eyes, panting in need.

“Take out your cock, Eddie,” she gasps.

“Is my finger not enough for you?” I continue to push in and out of her before adding a second finger to her pulsating channel.

“Stop teasing me. I’m the bride. It’s my day.”

I push my thumb to her clit. She’s about to come apart, clenching around me and dripping wetness.

“You’re right, baby, it’s your day.” I unzip with one hand and free myself, still fingering her. I’ve got my shaft in my hand. “And when we get through the reception, I’m going to make you suck me off and taste yourself on me.”

She shivers underneath me, close to getting off and panting heavily.

I guide myself between her legs and claim her with a powerful thrust that buries me to the hilt and makes her scream.

“Too much!” she protests.

“No, little fox, just enough. You’ll get used to my cock inside of you.” I drop my forehead to the small of her back for a brief second before I draw out, shoving my hips home again and again.

It’s a desperate coupling after too long spent apart. I slam into her again and again as the rest of the traffic outside continues on their way with no idea what’s happening behind the darkened windows.

“Please, please,” she cries out.

I know what she needs.

Despite my own hunger for her, I reach around to her front and finger her clit. Her body bucks with wild desperation for more. Fuck me, this woman.

I lean down and kiss her neck, dragging my teeth along her skin and shoving my cock inside of her, pleasuring her to the same tempo. She moans. Pants out my name, and I chuckle darkly.

Her pussy clamps down around me as she writhes in search of the same release.

I fuck my wife hard, thrusting in and out, dominating her until a bead of sweat plasters my shirt to my back. We find a rhythm together in sync. It’s fucking hot and everything I’ve been dreaming about since I proposed.

Her body starts to contract around my cock, and I’m not going to be able to last much longer. I thrust harder, taking her punishingly, growling out a curse when my balls go tight. 

This time, there's no holding back as I spill myself, no holding back as she comes around my cock at the same time and clenches to keep me inside of her. The ecstasy is everything, everything in my body, and for the first time, I feel like her body is the same as mine, and somehow we've made magic together.

Waves of pleasure build me up instead of breaking me down.

I slowly pull out and Nicola shifts around to stare at me, the depths of her eyes saying everything she can’t find the words for yet.

I grab her for a kiss and fight to catch my breath.

This woman is the light of my life. For good or bad, for sweet or sour, we’re in it together. I don’t know what I’ve done to deserve this gift, but I’ll never be able to offer enough to pay god back for it.

Whatever I have to do, whatever it takes, we’re in this together.

Always.

THE END

Continue the series with Edward and Nicola’s daughters. His Deadly Lies is the first full length novel of the Balestra crime family.
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