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      For those of us that love not-so-dark romance… the kind where like, the hero isn’t mean to her. You know what I’m saying? Okay good!
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            by Alexa Riley

          

        

      

    

    
      Nolia is risking her life by returning to the Benicci estate. She’s back to help her father escape before they discover her betrayal. Having an undercover bodyguard at her side is helpful, but having him on top of her is even better. 

      

      One look at Nolia and Luca would follow her to the ends of the earth. Breaking into a rival mob boss’ compound, pretending to betray his best friend, and falling in love with the woman of his dreams? When can he begin! 

      

      Warning: this mafia romance is all about keeping her safe while keeping her under him. Let’s get to it! 
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          LUCA

        

      

    

    
      I had to learn to cut ties a long time ago. It was easy for me since I grew up alone. The first time I was sent to a foster home, I was too young to remember. But after the first five or six, they all blended together. By the time I was sixteen, I was living in a warehouse by the water and running errands for Vitaly’s family. 

      His father and uncle took me off the streets and gave me a way to make money. Sure, it wasn’t the most legal way to earn a living, but what I was doing on my own was going to get me killed. The life they gave me came with protection and in turn, I offered my loyalty. 

      “Are you sure you want to do this?” Vitaly asks me when I toss my bag into the trunk of the car. 

      “I’m more worried about not being there to save your ass,” I tell him, and I see the grin he likes to hide from the rest of the world. 

      “Keep yourself safe, brother,” he says and pulls me in for a tight hug. 

      We grew up together in this world, and there’s no one I trust more. But he made the decision to start a life with Pru, and that turned everything upside down. When I step back, I glance over at Nolia saying goodbye to Pru and for the first time since all of this started, I understand his motivation. 

      When Nolia showed up at the restaurant, I took one look at her, and it felt like getting punched in the gut. I knew of her, but I’d never seen her before tonight. Her father works as the head groundskeeper for Pru’s father, and she works right alongside him. 

      “We need to go,” I tell her, and she nods as Pru wipes away her tears. I have the urge to do that myself, but I don’t. 

      “I’ll see you soon,” Pru tells her and then cuts her eyes to mine. “Guard her with your life.” 

      I nod once at Pru before opening the car door for Nolia to get in. 

      “I’ll get word to you as soon as I can,” I tell Vitaly as he pulls Pru into his arms. 

      “The sooner the better,” Pru calls out before I get in the car and drive out of the underground parking garage. 

      Nolia is silent for a long time, but then I realize she’s in her head, and I can practically feel the anxiety coming off of her. 

      “You live with your father on the grounds, right?” I ask, even though I know the answer. I need her to talk so she relaxes. 

      “Yes, he's got a cottage there with a small guest room. I stay with him a few days a week, and sometimes I stay with my elderly aunt in the city.” 

      “Does Renzo Benecci know about her?” The mention of his name makes her body stiffen, but I know if she gets these feelings out in the open, then she can get through this faster. At least that’s how it works with me. 

      “I’m sure he does. She’s my father’s sister and much older than him. She doesn’t have any other family, so I help take care of her.” 

      “You pay for the live-in nurse, right?” 

      Nolia seems surprised that I know this information. Knowing this kind of thing is my job. 

      “Yes,” she says and cocks her head to the side. “You did your homework.” 

      “I had a little time.” I shrug like it’s not a big deal. “What do you think it will take to get your father to agree to leave?” 

      She lets out a long sigh as she considers this. 

      This is the whole reason for this plan. I’m pretending to defect from Vitaly’s organization so I can join Renzo Benecci’s crew. This way I can keep an eye on Nolia while she gets her father out of there. If Renzo finds out that Nolia helped Pru escape and he can’t get to Nolia, he’ll use her father to get his revenge. 

      Renzo was the head of his establishment, but after Vitaly cut out his tongue, his second in command is calling the shots. Renzo is still there, but he can’t exactly give orders quite yet. I’m probably the last person he wants to see coming through his doors. My hope is he’s dumb enough to believe I’d leave Vitaly but smart enough to know I’m a useful soldier. 

      “He doesn’t see what Renzo was doing to Pru. Or what he was going to do to her by marrying her off to Eduardo.” She sighs again like she’s got the weight of the world on her shoulders. “And he won’t listen to me.” 

      “I commend his loyalty.” 

      “That’s all that matters to you people.” She crosses her arms over her chest like she’s angry. “It’s all about loyalty and respect, but none of you stop and think about what it does to the people around you.” 

      “You’re including me with this assessment?” I glance over at her, and she bites her bottom lip in thought. 

      “I don’t know yet. I guess I’ll have to see for myself.” 

      “You will,” I say with conviction. “Tell me about his second in command, Marco.” 

      “Are you saying you don’t know where he sleeps every night of the week?” She’s relaxed a little and I get the feeling she’s teasing me. 

      “I didn’t say that. I’m curious what your perspective is. You obviously see things that others don’t, and that’s what I can’t find on a computer.” 

      She thinks it over and then shrugs. “He brings women to the house. I don’t know if anyone realizes it, but I work on the outskirts of the house. I’m in the gardens and around the fences all day, so I know the exits, even the ones they think are secret.” 

      “Good to know.” I like that she knows a way out in case things go south. 

      “Marco is the one in charge of security, so he’s got access to the cameras. If I could have gotten Pru out another way, I would have, but he would have seen it. When he wants to bring in someone to warm his bed, he can control the feed or erase time on the recordings. I’ve heard other people talking about missing time at the exact moment I saw him sneaking someone in.” 

      “Anything else?” 

      She swallows hard, and then I feel her eyes on me. “The women he brings over don’t always leave. If you know what I mean.” 

      I nod once because I can imagine. I’ve known of men like that in this organization, and I’ve taken out a few of them on my own. 

      “I want you to have this,” I say as I reach in my pocket and take out a pen. 

      “What for?” She takes it from me and looks it over like it’s going to sprout legs. 

      “Click the top,” I tell her. 

      When she does, my phone vibrates, and the screen flashes once. It’s subtle enough that if someone saw my phone do it, they might think they imagined it. 

      “Anytime you need me, you click the pen and I’ll be there,” I say and then make the last turn for Renzo Benecci’s estate. 

      I’m pleased when she holds it close to her chest. “How long do you think this will take?” 

      I pull up to the iron gates, and up ahead I see two guards walking toward us. 

      “As long as it takes to keep you safe,” I say and then slide my hand over the space between us and grab her thigh. The bare skin below her shorts is warm and soft. “I’m not going to let anything happen to you.” 
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          NOLIA

        

      

    

    
      It takes a lot to get me panicked. That was pretty clear when I went barging into a dinner party filled with some of the most dangerous men in the country. My only thought was to get to my best friend. She called me, and I rushed to her.

      I have always been more reactive, and I think it’s because I work better off the cuff. When you’re mixed into this world, living at the fringes of it, I believe that works best. You never know what might happen at any given moment. 

      I’m quick to come up with a reason for doing something I might be caught in the middle of. This time, however, it’s different. I’ve had way too much time to think things out, and anxiety is trying to eat its way through me.

      “Breathe.” Luca's fingers caress the inside of my thigh. 

      The sensation somehow soothes me. I normally loathe being touched. Men around the Benecci estate are handsy, and it’s given me a distaste for men.

      I don’t know this man, but Luca puts me at ease. I’m going to trust him because I’m not the worst at reading people. It’s the reason why I let my best friend run off to Vitaly. I sensed that he would save her and that he wasn’t going to let her be married off to some old psycho. I knew he would end up claiming her for himself. If I didn’t know it for sure, I never would have agreed to her plan.

      Vitaly is a feared man. There are so many stories of things he’s done, but while he might be feared, I’ve never heard of him being cruel. At least without reason. 

      I let myself relax into the seat, trying not to show my fear. I know the two men walking toward us, and they know me. When they are almost to the door of the car, Luca removes his hand from my leg. I have to fight myself to keep from reaching out and pulling it back. But I wouldn't have been quick enough even if I had tried.

      In one smooth move, Luca pulls a gun out and presses it to the side of the door as he rolls down the window. The second Bruno sees who is behind the wheel, he pulls out his own gun, aiming it at Luca’s head. 

      “I have a gun pointed right at your dick, Bruno.” I shouldn’t be surprised Luca knows his name, but it catches me off guard. 

      Luca must be deep in this world. He knows everyone down to the groundskeepers of the families that he doesn’t even work for. I suppose that’s why he’s Vitaly’s right-hand man. He didn’t get into such a high position without a reason. The heads of families are born into it. They are placed there by birthright. The rest of the positions have to be fought for.

      “The flower cunt? That’s who you thought you could bring here and make some kind of deal with?” Bruno spits out in disgust. As if he hasn’t grabbed my ass more than once. 

      I swear I see a vein in Luca’s throat pulse. Is he scared or pissed that I was just called a cunt? I honestly can’t see it being either. In this world, men talk about women in the worst ways, and I can’t see Luca being scared of anything.

      “She showed up at the restaurant trying to see Pru.” I swallow hard at Luca’s response. 

      I know this is the story, but that doesn't mean I'm not worried it's not going to work. I have to trust him. There’s no other choice if I want to make it out of this along with my father.

      “And you’re so kind as to bring her back to us?” Bruno lets out a humorless laugh.

      “I just wanted to see her,” I blurt out. I should have taken theater in high school, but I wasn’t really the type. I was more of a tomboy. I've always been on the curvy side, but I loved being outside and playing in the dirt. “I was worried about her,” I add. I’m trying to sell it, but it’s also true. 

      Bruno gives me a nod, presumably aware that Pru and I often spent time in the garden together. Pru never got to leave the gates. Thankfully, they have yet to figure out that I was the one who snuck Pru out.

      The first day after she was gone, I worked on pins and needles. I kept waiting for someone to come find me and drag me to the dreaded basement by my hair for my torture session. In the afternoon, I asked a few of the men where Pru was and if she was sick. They of course told me to mind my own fucking business and get back to work. I’d hoped it would deter them from thinking I was the one helping her make her escape.

      “I’m here to have a chat with Benecci,” Luca says. 

      “That so?” Bruno shakes his head. 

      I shrug as though I have no idea what's going on and pretend to be the stupid lost girl. “He made me come with him,” I sniffle before wrapping my arms around myself.

      “Benecci isn’t up for visitors, but I’m sure you’re aware of that,” Bruno responds to Luca, ignoring me altogether. I’m not exactly hating it either.

      “It was disgusting,” Luca spits out, and his anger makes me tense up. “What Vitaly did.” He shakes his head. “Stealing someone else’s bride? He lost his control over some pussy he could have gotten anywhere.” A chill runs through me at his words. “To fuck up tradition and have no respect. Without respect, this is all bullshit.”

      "We agree on that," Bruno says.

      “Is Marco here?” Luca asks. 

      That man’s name alone makes my stomach turn. He’s Benecci’s right-hand man, and I avoid him at all costs. His mind is twisted and darker than I imagine the depths of hell to be.

      "All right, Luca,” Bruno says, smiling. “Come on in.”

      “What do I do with this?” Luca doesn’t bother to even glance my way. He simply nods toward me, as if I don't deserve his time. 

      Luca has been gentle with me up until now, but this version of him is so different. Which side of him is the real one? 

      Technically the plan is to use me, and I need to remember that. I suppose I’m using them too, but I got lost in a moment with Luca. I guess he was merely trying to build me up so I could play the part. 

      “She knows where to go,” Bruno says. 

      Although I’m not sure I know anything right now.
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          LUCA

        

      

    

    
      Irritation nags at the back of my neck as Nolia walks away from me. She’s headed to her father’s small cottage on the edge of the estate, but I can’t go with her. Now that the plan has begun, I can’t give away our connection. If someone finds me with her, they could get suspicious. I’ve already got a target on my back because I work for Vitaly. Well, I guess technically I used to work for him. 

      “Come in,” Marco calls from the other side of the door, and the guard opens it for me. 

      When I walk inside, I stop in front of his desk and hold my arms out wide. It’s an invitation to search me and take my weapon. It’s also a sign of respect. I’m telling Marco he’s in charge, and I’m willing to bend the knee to prove it. 

      “Welcome to the Benecci Estate,” Marco says and then nods for one of the guys in his office to search me. 

      The guy does a cursory pat-down and then removes my gun from my waistband and places it on Marco’s desk in front of me. I’m under no illusion that everyone in this room would likely shoot me before I could put my hands on it, so I try not to look at it longingly. 

      “Thank you for seeing me,” I tell him as he comes around to the front of his desk and stands before me. 

      “I’m curious why Vitaly’s right hand would show his face after what happened at dinner.” He looks me up and down like I’m dirt. “My guard tells me you don’t agree with his methods?” 

      “I think he overstepped.” I’m careful with my words because if I say too much too soon, Marco will be suspicious. He already suspects I’m here under false pretenses, so I can’t oversell it. “I didn’t appreciate the lack of respect shown in front of the other bosses.” 

      Marco is quiet for a second before he cocks his head to the side. “On that we agree.” He crosses his arms over his chest and makes a show of looking around the room. “Why is it you’ve graced us with your presence?” 

      “I’m hoping we can speak privately,” I say and then glance around the same way he did. 

      “Anything you have to say you can say in front of my men.” He says this, but I know he’s all talk. He’s the one keeping secrets from them. I know he’s been dying to take over for Renzo Benecci, and now he’s got the excuse. 

      “I would greatly appreciate your discretion,” I say quietly but keep my eyes on him. When he nods and waves for me to continue, I do. “There have been some movements happening among Vitaly Parlov’s home. I’m wondering if there’s a place for me elsewhere.” 

      He’s almost able to mask his surprise, but I can read people, and I see the flicker of excitement in his eyes. Getting me to come to his side would be a jewel in his crown. The message that would send to all of the houses would create ripples of success for him. 

      Marco knows that if the Beneccis acquired my allegiance, it would put Vitaly and his claim in jeopardy. If Marco played his cards right, he could potentially be named to take over for Vitaly were this to overthrow him. 

      I watch him closely, and I can see all of this flowing through his mind in rapid-fire. The question is, what will he do with this information?

      “I’ll obviously need to speak with Renzo,” he hedges. “But I know you’re a good man. A loyal man.”

      I nod in agreement. “I’m happy to give my loyalty to someone more deserving.” 

      “Why don’t you stay with us for a few days. It would give us time to talk and see if we can come to an agreement.” 

      “I would appreciate the opportunity to prove my value,” I say carefully. “But just so you hear it from me, I’m also considering Loizia House.” I don’t want to jump too quickly or have Marco think that I’m too eager. 

      “Ahh, understandable,” Marco says casually. 

      Marco and Loizia have bad blood, and the last thing he wants is to lose a power play to that fucker. But I made sure Vitaly spread whispers in Loizia’s direction in case Marco decides to check this out. 

      “I’m here first out of respect to Benecci House, and I appreciate you seeing me,” I say. 

      “Of course.” He nods to one of the guards at the door. “Show Mr. Cordova to a guest suite.” 

      I follow the guard out of the office, and he leads me to the other side of the estate. After being with Vitaly in the penthouse for several years, I’m not used to a home being so spread out. We take an outside covered path to a building separate from the main house. No doubt this one is surrounded by cameras so he can watch every moment of his guests. 

      If Marco is smart, he’ll be suspicious of me, and that means there’s probably some kind of listening device in my room too. Vitaly and I knew this would be a possibility, so we won’t have any contact until the mission is over and I’ve got Nolia and her father over that wall. 

      “I have a bag in my car,” I tell the guard. 

      “I’ll have it brought to you.” He holds out his hands for my keys, and I toss them in his direction. No doubt they’ll have my car searched as well as a tracking device put on it. 

      Once he’s gone, I look out the window across the acres of the estate. In the distance is a little stone cottage, and I see smoke coming out of the chimney. That’s her father’s house and where Nolia is sleeping tonight. I can’t go to her right now, so it feels like she’s on the other side of the earth. 

      My chest aches, and I rub at the spot. Why does it keep hurting every time we’re apart? 
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          NOLIA

        

      

    

    
      The creak of the old wood floor in my bedroom makes my eyes spring open. I slide my hand under my pillow, and my fingers wrap around the handle of the knife. I’d placed it there before I went to bed last night, and now I’m grateful I have it. 

      “Lia.” The name my dad has called me since I was a little girl has me letting the knife go. “It’s only me.” 

      It’s not like my dad to just come into my room without knocking or calling my name first. “Is something wrong?” I sit up and turn on the light next to my bed. Only a small amount of light filters through my curtained window, and I can tell it's still early.

      “I don’t know. You tell me.” He never misses anything. 

      Dad is still wearing his robe and slippers. He always has to have something on his feet if he’s not in bed.

      “Why don’t we have coffee first, Dad?”

      “You don’t drink coffee.”

      “You know what I mean,” I manage to say around a yawn. 

      “I’ll start breakfast.”

      “Okay,” I agree, though I don't feel hungry at all. If I don't eat, it will raise more suspicions, and he’ll know for sure something is wrong. After all, breakfast is my favorite meal of the day. “No bacon or sausage,” I say and give him a pointed look. He grumbles under his breath but leaves my room.

      I’m not going to fight like hell to get us out of here only for him to have a heart attack on me. Now that we've finally got his cholesterol levels under control, he believes he should be allowed to have cheat days.

      Snatching my hair tie from off my dresser, I pile my hair on top of my head before I pull back the curtains to peek at the big house. 

      It took me forever to fall asleep last night. I’d so badly wanted to sneak back inside to see if Luca was okay. If Marco didn’t buy his story, for all I know, Luca could already be dead. At that thought, I let the curtains drop and rub the burn that lights in the center of my chest.

      Why am I so concerned about a man who is only using me? Not that I’m any better. Technically I’m using him too, but I don’t want to go there. I rush through getting ready for the day, grabbing a pair of overalls and my favorite boots. 

      This is pretty much my standard outfit for work. I don’t put on a speck of makeup or do anything with my hair. I always end up putting a hat on anyway because it helps keep the sun off my face. It also plays down the fact that I’m a girl. I make every effort to blend in and avoid drawing attention from the men around here.

      Dad has already placed our breakfast on the small dining table situated in a nook off the kitchen. My gaze once again strays through the bay windows toward the big house. Would they keep him in the guest quarters? If that’s where he ended up, I should tell him they are watched closely. I’m sure Luca already knows that. He didn’t make it this long in this world without being smart.

      “Looking for something?” Dad asks, and I realize I wasn’t being as sneaky as I thought.  

      “Just seeing what the weather is going to be like today.” It’s not a total lie. I will be out there working all day, and I usually check before we leave. 

      “Eat.” Dad pulls out his chair and takes a seat. He lets out a small groan, and I know his knees are hurting him. By the end of the day, they will be killing him, and he’ll limp home. I hate it.

      I take a seat next to him and pour the syrup over my pancake. “Have you ever thought about getting a job where you don’t have to move around so much?”

      “No, my place is here.” I fight not to roll my eyes. “Lia, this is the life I’m used to.”

      "Just because you're accustomed to something doesn't mean you should continue doing it." I shove a giant bite of pancake into my mouth. Not only does this prevent me from saying more, but as soon as I finish my plate, I can go check to see if Luca is around. Or I suppose I can wait for him to find me. I want to be in the garden, and he knows I work there. I don’t think he could come down to the cottage without someone taking notice.

      “What else would I do?” I really wish I had an answer for that.

      “I hate it here,” I half-whisper, not that I need to. My dad might be an older generation, but he knew to check for listening devices and hidden cameras. We can talk freely here.

      “Lia.” 

      “Would I even be allowed to leave? Could we leave if we wanted to?” I ask. 

      My dad’s fork pauses almost to his mouth. Ah, so that’s the real reason. I had a feeling, but he’s never said that’s why. 

      “No one gets to leave.” I see the sorrow in his eyes when he says it. “I brought you into this, but I didn’t—” He lets out a sigh, cutting himself off. When people are part of this world, they can’t just walk away. I think he was partially wrapped up in something here before I’d taken my first breath. “This is how things are.”

      “It’s okay, Dad.” I reach across the table and place my hand on top of his. “I’ll figure it out.” 

      When I go to pull my hand back, he snags me by the wrist, stopping me. “Lia, don’t get yourself mixed up in things.” 

      It’s far too late for that. “You know me, Dad.” I try to say it playfully. He stares at me for a long second, then releases my hand. We finish our breakfast in silence, and after I clean the dishes, I grab my hat and kiss him on the cheek. 

      “I’m headed out.” 

      “I’m serious, sweetheart.” My dad’s tone has now turned to pleading. “Keep yourself out of trouble.” 

      I stare at his lined face, and I swear over the past two years he’s aged so much. There’s barely any black on his head with all the gray that’s taken over. The worry around his eyes deepens. 

      This place is slowly draining the life out of him, and it will do the same to me. 

      If I let it.
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          LUCA

        

      

    

    
      The sunlight streams across the grounds of the estate, and I have to admit they are magnificent. I’ve missed being outdoors like this, and I didn’t realize it until now. Working for Vitaly is something I’m proud of, and he’s always been good to me. I can’t say the same about other bosses to their employees, but my time with Vitaly has given me a sense of purpose. 

      But now that I’m away from the city and breathing in the fresh air, it’s like a cloud has been lifted. It’s as if I was in fog before now, and the morning light is allowing me to see clearly. 

      I’m starting to see why Nolia has stayed here for so long. It’s truly a wonderland if you don’t think about the horrors that go on inside the estate walls. She should be proud of what she and her father have done here. 

      Images of Nolia working in a garden I’ve built for her flash through my mind. My chest tightens, and I rub at the place over my heart. It’s never done this before. Am I having a heart attack? 

      I turn the corner up ahead, and there’s a little gazebo surrounded by flowers. There’s someone kneeling in the dirt pulling weeds, and I stop. They have a hat pulled down low, but I would know it was her with my eyes closed. 

      “Nolia,” I whisper. I’m too far away for her to hear me, and I barely breathe her name, but her head snaps up like I’ve shouted it. 

      “Luca.” I see her lips move, but I don’t hear her say it. 

      I clench my fists at my sides because I need to go to her. Maybe I’ve been walking out here in hopes of finding her. My subconscious could have led me around thinking she’d be nearby. But I couldn’t have predicted my body’s reaction to being separated from her. Now that I’m seeing her again, I can’t control the pull to her. 

      She looks around like she’s making sure no one else is with me before she tosses her gloves in the bucket beside her and gets to her feet. Instead of coming straight to me, she goes to the gazebo and grabs her bottle of water and takes a long drink. She watches me while she does it, and I don’t hide my own perusal. 

      She’s got on baggy overalls that hide every bit of her curves, but it would be impossible for me to forget her silhouette. Without thinking it through, I walk toward the gazebo, my purpose intent. She doesn’t tell me to stop but instead backs farther into the shelter. 

      “It’s safe here,” she says when I step inside. “Pru and I would spend our afternoons here talking about ways to escape. If there was some kind of camera or listening device, we would have known by now.”

      “Are you okay?” It’s the first thing that comes out of my mouth as I move closer. “I couldn’t stop thinking about you.” 

      The admission might scare her off, but I don’t seem to have control over myself. Even now, my hand lifts, and I trace the softness of her cheek. 

      “I’m okay.” Her lips part, and I see tears form in her eyes. 

      “What’s happened?” The tone of my voice changes in an instant, and I need to know who’s hurt her. 

      “It’s nothing, I’m okay.” She waves me off, but I don’t budge. Her shoulders sag, and to my delight, she falls against my chest. “I’m just worried. That’s all.” 

      I wrap my arms around her and wish that I could snap my fingers and fix everything for her. Part of me wants to storm Marco’s office and take him out so we can leave and be done with this place. But I know it wouldn’t be that easy. It never is. 

      “I know.” I rub my hands slowly up and down her back and then I bend down and kiss the top of her head. I feel her arms come around to hold me, and she relaxes further against my body. “I’m here, and I’m not going to let anything happen to you.” 

      “I don’t think I’m going to convince my father to leave.” She looks up at me, and I nod. 

      “It’s almost impossible to walk away from this life.” I touch her cheek again because I can’t help myself. 

      We might have embraced in a hug that someone could take for friendly, even comforting. Two people in a stressful situation relying on one another. But when I look at her, I don’t feel anything friendly. I feel possessive. 

      “Do you have the pen I gave you?” She nods and reaches in the front of her overalls. “Good girl.” Her cheeks flush at the endearment, and I like her reaction. I’m going to remember that. “If you need to talk to me, click the top, and I’ll come here. Okay?” 

      “Okay.” She bites her bottom lip, and I feel like there’s something she’s not saying. 

      “What is it?” I ask, my fingers stilling on her cheek. “Tell me what you’re thinking.” 

      “That I’m scared but I’ve never felt more safe.” The edges of her lips turn up in a smile, and my heart beats faster. 

      “I feel that way too,” I say softly. “But I’m not afraid of the men around us. My fear is that I could lose something that I wasn’t sure I could have.” My thumb brushes over her bottom lip, and I bend down. “Something that I didn’t think was possible.” 

      When my lips press against hers, I can feel her body push closer to mine. Her mouth opens, and her tongue comes out to taste me, tentatively like she’s shy. I groan at how good it feels and then my hand on her waist moves inside her overalls. When my fingers find the edge of her panties, I grab her ass. 

      The moan she makes is so sweet and delicate that I have to stop myself. It takes all my strength to let go of her ass and take my hand out of her overalls. Giving her one last kiss, I step back and take a deep breath. It’s as much to get myself under control as it is to fill my lungs. I’m almost certain she sucked the soul out of me with that kiss. 

      “Wow,” she says and puts a hand to her forehead. 

      “Yeah,” I agree, and then we grin at one another. 

      Fuck, I want to kiss her again, but we can’t get caught out here. I need to go back to the house to meet with Marco, but I have to see her again. 

      “Meet me tonight,” she says, as if reading my thoughts. 

      “Where’s safe?” I look around, and although this spot is okay, it’s too risky out in the open. 

      “There’s a boathouse on the other side of the estate. It’s another hideout Pru and I use, and it will be safe.” 

      “I’ll try and get away after dinner,” I tell her, and she nods. 

      Before I can stop myself, I put my hands on either side of her face and pull her in for another kiss. It’s nearly impossible to let her go the second time, but I manage to do it. 

      After that I make my way back to the house and curse everything that’s keeping us apart.
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          NOLIA

        

      

    

    
      Why don’t I have any sexy underwear? I dig through my dresser drawers and come up with nothing. He’s going to think I’m so lame in teal-colored panties, but that’s the best I’ve got. They aren’t even silk or lace, just plain cotton. All I have to choose from is teal or white. 

      I huff and shut my dresser in frustration before I catch sight of myself in the mirror. I’m fresh out of the shower so my hair is still wet. All I'm wearing is a bra and underwear, but at least they match. For some reason, I want to be sexy. Never in my life have I wanted that, but when Luca kissed me, my whole world tilted. Now I’m thinking about things I never have before.

      My mouth still tingles from his kiss, and I wonder if he knew it was my first time. I can be headstrong and have some bite, but I’m finding that when it comes to having a crush, I’m so out of my depth. I have no confidence in this area because I’ve never fallen for a man before. 

      Luca has me believing that maybe he and I could be more. That this could go beyond using each other as a means to an end. When I'm close to him, I think anything is possible. When we’re together, he makes me feel that it will all work out. Only the second he's away from me, doubt seeps in, and my own mind turns against me.

      “Lia,” my dad calls from the other side of my bedroom door.

      “Just out of the shower,” I call back. 

      “I’m headed to bed.” 

      “All right, Dad. Love you.” I could tell he would turn in early. He looked exhausted over dinner and could barely keep his eyes open. 

      “Love you too, sweetheart,” he calls back, then I hear his bedroom door close a few seconds later.

      At least I won’t get any questions about where I’m headed off to if he’s asleep. I’d rather not sneak out of my window. I feel like an asshole when I do because I’d much rather use the front door. Most of the time I don’t because I know he’ll worry over what I’m up to.

      I darted off after dinner to get ready to meet up with Luca. That is, if he can make it. I heard that there was a small party happening tonight, so I know what that means. Women will be brought.  

      They’ll all hang out on the east side of the estate, where they have an area that is always set up for these kinds of events. The men play cards while half-naked women wander around the room. They openly give blowjobs and have sex while getting drunk and high. The parties are infamous and sometimes go until dawn.

      I’m willing to bet all those women would have the sexiest panties and bras. I huff again before falling back onto my bed. What if Luca doesn't show? Then I'll know he's at the party. My stomach turns at the thought. I suppose there’s only one way to find out. 

      If I don’t show up and he does, then he would definitely end up back at the party. I shouldn’t care, but I do. I loathe the jealousy I’m feeling right now and hate myself for it. I shouldn’t get attached to this man, but that doesn’t stop me from getting off the bed. 

      I style my hair in a braid and apply some lip gloss and mascara. The sexiest outfit I have is jean shorts and a shirt that I turned into a crop top. It will have to do. Right before I’m about to pull on my shorts, I decide to ditch my underwear. If they're not sexy, there's no better option. Right?

      When I finally make it to the boat dock, I’m disappointed when I don’t see Luca there. I sit down to wait. 

      “Crap,” I mutter when I realize I forgot the pen Luca gave me. Not that I would use it for this. I know it’s only for emergencies, but he told me to have it with me at all times. 

      I sit on the dock waiting, and time drags by. With each second, my stomach grows tighter. I remind myself that he said he'd try to slip away. But I know he won’t do it if it will draw attention or put either one of us in danger. 

      That has to be the reason. Not because he’s up at the party having sex with some random girl. 

      Would he kiss her with the same affection he’s shown me? When we kissed it felt so personal, but maybe he kisses everyone that way. I could be one of many. 

      After an hour, the sun has fully gone down, and I give up. I start to make my way home, but curiosity gets the best of me. I know this place like the back of my hand, and it’s too easy to sneak to the other side and see if Luca is there. I’ve done it before when I was bored. It’s how I know what goes on at the parties. I'm also good at getting around here without being caught.

      Before I can second-guess myself, I make my way around the estate to the other side. I can hear the voices and music getting louder as I close in. On this side of the estate, there’s a walk-out patio. The glass wraps around, allowing anyone to see right inside the party area. No one has ventured out to the patio, but they have slid the doors open.

      I spot two girls on their knees in front of one of the newer recruits. Their heads are bobbing up and down as they both give him a blowjob together. He has his phone out, recording them. 

      At one of the poker tables, I see Marco, but I don't spot Luca. Where the heck is he? Worry starts to fill me. I'm stressing over the possibility that he's hooking up with a girl when he might actually be locked up in the basement, or worse, dead. It’s risky, but I have to check. If he's down there, I can't leave him in the basement. That place is what nightmares are made of.

      Right when I’m about to sneak to the front of the house, I see him. Luca walks out of one of the many rooms that are off the main party area. He’s following behind a tall, thin blonde running her fingers through her hair like she is trying to fix it.

      She’s only wearing a sexy red bra with matching panties, and it shows pretty much everything. There are garters connected to some kind of belt around her waist, and she’s wearing a pair of heels that I would break my neck in. 

      I'm so fucking stupid. Why did I ever think that I could actually turn Luca on in my overalls and cotton panties? At least not when he had other options. I swallow the lump in my throat. 

      I will not cry. I was about to risk my life to save him. The hurt makes me clench my fists. I knew better. 

      All these men are the same, and I hate that I let myself get close to Luca. I’m a stupid girl searching for a fairy tale in the middle of hell. No one around here pretends to be good, which is why I thought Luca was the real thing. 

      Looks like I was wrong about him.
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      I’m in the bathroom trying not to throw up when someone opens the door behind me. 

      “It’s occupied,” I call out, but by the time I turn away from the sink, I see it’s too late. The woman who has been following me around is already here and locking the door behind her. “Get out.” 

      My teeth are clenched, and my fists are at my side, but I won’t touch her. I’m not like those men out there, and I refuse to pretend any longer. 

      When Marco told me what was going on tonight, my stomach soured. I’ve heard of the kinds of parties they have, and I knew he’d expect me to participate. I’m good at pretending, but I can only do it for a short time. After a while, I knew I wasn’t going to be able to hide my disgust much longer. Which is why I came into the bathroom alone. 

      “What’s wrong? Don’t like what you see?” She moves her hands down her body, but I don’t watch where they go. I’m too fucking angry to look at her or anyone else here. 

      “Leave,” I say, and the threat is clear. 

      “Come on. We don’t have to do anything you don’t want to. We can go to a private room and talk.” I turn my glare in her direction, and that seems to put some fear into her. “I’m sorry, I just thought maybe you weren’t interested in the group activities. Or women.” 

      “If you don’t get the fuck out of here, I’m going to tell Marco you were the one turning me down.” I know these girls get paid well for their services, and the boss doesn’t want anyone complaining about their performance or eagerness to join them. 

      She squares her shoulders like she’s offended at the suggestion. At least she’s happy to be here. “Fine. Enjoy your evening.” 

      When she walks out of the bathroom, she makes a show of fluffing her hair and wiping her lips like she was servicing me in there. She knows I’m not going to say anything because it would make me look suspicious. 

      Once I’m out of the bathroom, I realize there’s nowhere safe for me to go. The party is a way for Marco to show off to all the other men and get in their good graces. If Pru’s father Renzo isn’t going to be leading this organization any time soon, then we’ll all have to endure Marco’s reign. I have to give it to him, it’s a smart play to keep the women, drugs, and money flowing. They’ll all be so addicted to it that they’ll do whatever the fuck he tells them to. And when he decides to overthrow Renzo, he’ll have their allegiance. 

      Vitaly wasn’t this kind of leader. He would rather have his men loyal to him because he made smart decisions and aligned himself with leaders who did the same. He didn’t rule with emotions, and that’s all Marco seems to be doing. This might benefit him in the short term, but if he manages to take over, he’ll be left with people working for him that would rather party than work. 

      Glancing around the room, I see that Marco is occupied at the card table. He’s not winning, which means he’ll be there even longer. 

      I was going to make my escape earlier, but I didn’t want it to look suspicious. I needed Marco to see me here talking to his guys before I left. Now when I’m gone, he’ll assume it was to take a woman to one of the private suites. 

      The night air is getting cooler as fall gets closer. When I step out onto the patio, it’s a literal breath of fresh air. I can’t stand the smell of all that cigar smoke and perfume. I’m about to make my way to the boat house when I see someone in the distance running away from the house. 

      Someone that looks a lot like Nolia. 

      “Fuck,” I hiss under my breath. Then I make sure no one is following me before I take off after her. 

      She must have gotten tired of waiting and came to see if I was here. She could have seen me walking out of the bathroom, and that would make things much worse. My heart is pounding against my chest when I see her go back to the boathouse instead of her cottage. 

      “Nolia,” I whisper when I reach the house and see the door ajar. There’s a light on in the distance, and I walk down the hallway, hoping I was right and this is where she was headed. “It’s me.” 

      “Go away.” Her voice is firm, but then I hear something that sounds like she’s been crying. 

      “I’m not going anywhere,” I tell her as I push open the old wooden door and find her inside what looks like a converted storage room. There are shelves on one side, but the rest of it looks like a bedroom that’s newly decorated. The bed is small, but the space is clean and a lot different than the rest of the old boathouse. Nolia is sitting on the bed, but she’s not looking in my direction. “What is this place?” 

      She brings her hand to face, and I think she wipes away a tear. “It’s Pru’s old room. Well, the one she would sleep in when those parties were going on.” 

      “Tell me why you’re upset.” I kneel down on the floor beside the bed, right at the edge of her feet. 

      “It’s nothing. It doesn’t matter.” She waves her hand in my direction like she’s trying to shoo me away. 

      “It’s not nothing.” I put a hand on her thigh, and she tenses. “And it does matter,” I say gently. “You matter to me.” 

      “Clearly.” I can practically hear her eyes roll as she turns to glower at me. Her tear-streaked face makes the ache in my chest turn painful. “I saw you with that woman, Luca. Don’t try and deny it.” 

      “Did you see when I refused her advances?” I ask, and she presses her lips together. “Did you see me tell her no and to get out? Did you see when I told her I would report her if she didn’t leave me alone?” My heart is beating faster at the thought that Nolia thinks I could ever touch another woman when I feel so strongly for her. 

      “She didn’t look like you turned her down.” She looks away, and her cheeks flush pink. “It’s fine, I get it. She was beautiful.” 

      “How could I look at another woman when all I see is you?” I shake my head because it’s the truth. “You’ve consumed me, amore.” Her eyes meet mine at the Italian word for love. “There is nothing and no one that could make me look in another direction. Let me prove it to you.” 

      “How?” She whispers the word so quietly as my hands slide up her thighs. 

      “Let me kiss you.” I bend down and brush my lips over her knee. “So I can show you how much you mean to me.”
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          NOLIA

        

      

    

    
      My breath hitches as I stare at the man on his knees in front of me. I might be crazy, but I believe him. He didn’t have to chase after me or pretend to want me. We’re going to help each other no matter what, so there’s no reason for him to do this. Or a reason for him to lie. 

      I don’t think.

      “You want to kiss me?” I lick my lips. They suddenly feel very dry. Although what’s happening between my legs is the total opposite. I want to press my thighs together, but I can’t with Luca between them.

      “I want to do more than fucking kiss you, but I’ll take it. For now.”

      “For now?” I smirk. That means he wants more than a kiss and likely beyond tonight. I shouldn’t let my mind go to the future. I need to focus on tonight.

      “Don’t tease me, amore.” When he calls me amore once again, my heart flutters. “I’ve been thinking about you all day. It’s the only thing that got me through it.”

      “Really?” I drop my eyes, suddenly feeling shy. Only Luca has ever made me feel shy before. In a strange way, I find it endearing. It makes me feel feminine and soft. 

      “Nolia.” His hands caress the outside of my thighs as he leans forward.

      “You can kiss me. In fact—” I don’t get the rest of my sentence out before Luca presses his mouth to mine. I moan, parting my lips for him. My entire body gently melts into him as liquid heat floods me.

      Luca deepens the kiss, and it feels like he’s devouring me. His tongue strokes mine, trying to taste me. I return the kisses with the same intensity, and once again, I wonder if Luca knows how inexperienced I am. 

      His hands grip my hips before lifting me. The next thing I know, Luca has taken my place on the small bed, and I’m straddling his lap. The hard ridge of his cock is against my sex, and I let out a small gasp.

      “You wet for me, amore?” 

      “Yes,” I breathe. His mouth travels down my chin and then my neck, and I can feel his tongue tasting every inch. I’m unable to control my body and shamelessly rock against his cock. My fingers dig into his shoulders while I rub and rub and rub. 

      “Let me kiss your pussy too,” he says and nips my neck. I close my eyes, thinking about his mouth doing the same thing between my thighs. I try to answer him, but I can’t get a word out. “You’re already so close, aren’t you?” I nod my head. 

      Luca tightens his hold on my hips, grinding me down harder on his cock. He thrusts up at the same time, and it hits my clit perfectly. I’m shocked at how quickly I go off as the orgasm zings through my body. Its unanticipated ferocity knocks the breath out of me. 

      I’m so lost in paradise that I don’t notice that Luca has pushed me face down onto the mattress. He’s behind me pressing against my back while he yanks my shorts down my legs. 

      “No fucking panties,” he growls, and it makes my nipples hard. It’s almost painful. "I'll spank your little ass, amore."

      “You can’t spank me.” My words come out with no power behind them.

      “I can do anything I want to you.” Then he yanks my hips up so that my ass is high and my knees are spread wide. “I’m proving to you that you're mine.” 

      Luca's hand comes down on my ass in a loud smack. I gasp, and then he does it again, but this time it’s on my bare pussy lips. The sensation isn't painful; more than anything it’s a shock of pleasure. It goes right to my clit in a sharp tingle, and my knees give out. 

      “Luca!” I hiss at him and look over my shoulder. He only smirks before flipping me onto my back. 

      “Say it’s mine,” he orders as he spreads my legs. He’s between them now and lowering his mouth toward my sex. He stops right before he makes contact, but he’s so close I can feel his warm breath against my skin.

      “Now who's the tease?” I whine, desperate for him to keep going. I try to lift my hips, but he's got me pinned again. We both know I’m under his control. It should irritate me, yet it only intensifies my attraction to him.

      “Amore.” He dips his head and circles his tongue around my clit. “Give me what I need.” His Italian accent bleeds through, and it’s so damn hot. 

      “Need?” 

      He says something in Italian that I don’t understand. I only catch the word amore again. I have no idea what he said, but it is the most seductive thing I’ve ever heard.

      “It’s yours,” I moan. “I’m yours.” 

      Luca’s mouth covers my sex, and then I feel his tongue sliding between my folds. I whimper as he grazes my clit exactly where I need him the most. But it’s like he knows I want him there and he’s teasing me. Then I feel his tongue push inside me, and I grip his forearm, my nails digging into him. 

      “So fucking tight,” he says when he pushes a finger inside me. “I’m going to have to work you up to be able to take me.” 

      “Luca.” I stare at him, but his dark eyes are trained between my thighs, watching his finger as it thrusts in and out of me.

      “You’ll take more for me, won’t you, amore?” 

      "Yes," I respond, opening my thighs wider. His nostrils flare in approval, and Luca pushes a second finger into me. It’s tight, but I love how full he’s making me. “Never had anything inside me before,” I pant, my breathing growing heavy.

      “You’re going to make me fucking cum,” he grits out at my admission. Then he’s licking me again, and my hands go to his hair. 

      His mouth latches on to my clit as his thick fingers thrust in and out of me. Suddenly my core tightens, and I know I’m going to cum again. This time it’s different, and I’m almost afraid of it. It’s too much, too intense, and I shake my head. I can’t form words, but my grip on Luca tightens. 

      My breathing is choppy, and I’m not sure I can handle it. That’s when Luca hooks his fingers inside of me, and I have no choice but to give in. All at once, the explosion hits me like a tidal wave as pleasure like I’ve never felt cascades over my body. 

      “Luca!” I cry out as I squeeze my eyes shut. 

      My hips jerk, but Luca keeps me pinned in place, working every bit of pleasure out of the orgasm until I’m limp.

      “Fuck yes,” I hear him say before I feel his face press against my neck. “You’re mine now, Nolia. All fucking mine.” 

      I hope that means he’s all mine, too.
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      My cock throbs as I rock against the softness of her thigh, and my body tenses. “You’re mine,” I say again before I cum all over her pussy. 

      Her eyes open, and she looks down to where I’ve marked her. Cum drips slowly from the end of my cock, but there’s no missing the mess I’ve made. It’s all over her pussy lips and inner thighs because it shot out of me like an explosion. 

      Needing just a little more, I use the tip of my cock to push the cum inside her. It’s only the tip, but it feels so good to have her heat around me. 

      “Luca,” she moans, pulling me close. 

      “I have to put it in you,” I say, the possessive need gripping me like never before. There’s an obsession brewing like a storm around us, and I stare at her pussy. “I can’t stop.” Wrapping my hand around my cock, I jack the hard length with the tip still notched inside.  

      “Wait, I’m not on anything.” Nolia blinks at me but doesn’t push me away. 

      “Good.” My fist moves faster. 

      “I could get pregnant, Luca.” I don’t miss the way her thighs open a little more. “Be careful.”

      “Are you ovulating?” I look into her eyes, and she bites her bottom lip. “Christ,” I growl and push in a little more. The thought of breeding her has my cock swelling. “You are, aren’t you?” 

      “I could be.” Her eyes are pleading, but she’s not telling me to stop. If anything, she’s getting wetter. It helps my cock slide in farther. 

      “You’re making it so easy for me.” I look down at my cock and it’s already halfway inside her. “Let me go in all the way. Just one time. I’ll pull back out.” 

      She nods and I thrust all the way inside before she changes her mind. Her tight little cunt grips my cock and a whimper escapes her. She’s so fucking small, but goddamn, does she feel good. 

      “Fuck, that’s it,” I say, and after a second she takes a deep breath. I haven’t moved yet, and when I start to pull out, she whimpers again. 

      I’m all the way out except for the tip, and my cock is dripping with her desire. Then I see the trace of her virginity around it, and that possessive need bears down on me. 

      “One more time,” I say and look into her eyes. 

      “Okay.” She nods quickly and then when I thrust, she moans in pleasure. 

      Holding my cock deep, I grind against her clit, and it makes her eyes roll back. “Fuck, I wanna cum in you.” 

      I force myself to pull back to the tip again and wait. When I’m inside her, I lose all sense. 

      “Luca!” Nolia cries. “One more time.” 

      Her hands tug me closer, and I thrust back into her wet heat. “Shit.” I rub against her clit, and she squeezes around me impossibly tighter. I didn’t mean for things to go this far, but I can’t stop myself. “I want to get you pregnant.” The words are out of my mouth before I can stop them. 

      “But—” 

      “I want my baby in you,” I say, cutting her off. Then I’m grinding on her pussy so she can’t think straight. I want her as far gone as I am so she lets me do it. “Are you going to tell me no?” 

      She whines as I go deeper but doesn’t push me away. Instead, she raises her knees and wraps her legs around me. 

      “That’s it, amore. Let me do it. Let me cum in you.” I’m not even pretending to pull out now. I’m fucking her with shallow thrusts and getting as deep as I can. “Virgin pussy this young and soft should be easy to breed.” 

      “Luca!” She screams and then I feel her cumming. Her pussy gets wetter and clenches around my cock. That’s all the invitation I need. 

      When I start to cum, I tilt her hips up so that every drop stays inside her. My body shudders with the intensity of it, and all I can think about is my seed taking root. I’ve never had this overwhelming demand beating down on me before, but it’s like my base instincts have taken over. Breed her. Breed her. Breed her. That’s all I can think as I keep cumming until there’s not a drop left inside me. 

      The caveman in the back of my mind roars with pride as I bend down and kiss her. 

      Nolia kisses me back while I whisper words of praise in Italian. I say all the things I don’t know how to say in English, but they roughly translate to you’re mine. 

      “That was dangerous,” she says, and her big eyes blink up at me in concern. 

      “We’re surrounded by danger.” I push deeper, my cock reminding her that I’m still within her body. “But breeding you doesn’t scare me.” My nose rubs against hers. “Having you tied to me in a way that makes it impossible for you to leave me doesn’t scare me.” Her lips part in a silent gasp. “Losing you is the only terror in my life.” 

      The way she looks at me is like she’s afraid to believe what I’m saying. “How do I know this is real?” She brings her hand to my face, and I lean against her touch. “What if you change your mind?” 

      “This feels real to me.” I rock against her, and we both moan in pleasure. “And as for me changing my mind?” 

      She nods as I brush my thumb across her cheek. 

      “I’m a loyal man, amore. The moment I saw you, I made up my mind. There’s no going back from here.” I place a soft kiss on her lips. “And I’m going to make sure you can’t change yours.” 

      This time I thrust harder with more determination than ever. Her body welcomes me, and I fall on top of her, pinning her to the bed. I’m single-minded with my focus to keep her from getting away.  

      But deep down, I know that when the sun rises, I’ll have to let her go.
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      “Luca!” I cry out his name as the orgasm brings me fully awake. A stupid, happy smile takes over my face, and I slowly open my eyes. Luca’s expression is smug when he wipes his mouth with the back of his hand. 

      "I want to start my morning like that every day." He moves on top of me before claiming my mouth in a long, slow kiss. 

      You'd think we have all the time in the world. I wrap my arms and legs around him, never wanting to let go, but I know at some point I’ll have to. 

      When Luca pulls back, he’s smiling. He’s always so serious that I adore seeing the expression on his face. It makes me feel special. How is it that everything this man does intensifies my feelings for him? I know it’s insane, but I think I might be in love with him. 

      I’m going to owe my best friend Pru an apology for all the shit I gave her when she was half in love with Vitaly after only seeing a picture of him. I get it now. Perhaps our souls have simply recognized their counterparts. That has to be it because there’s no other way to explain this feeling.

      “Do you have any idea how handsome you are when you smile?” 

      "I only care if you think I'm handsome." I believe him. Luca isn’t the kind of man that needs his ego stroked. He is who he is. This only enhances his overall sex appeal. “But I think it’s safe to say you’re the good-looking one in this relationship.” 

      My stomach dips at the thought of us being in a relationship. I mean, I know we are after everything that we did last night because there’s no going back. With how many times we made love through the night, I’ll be shocked if I’m not already pregnant. This makes the stakes so much higher.

      “You know that, don’t you, Nolia? You’re the most beautiful woman I have ever seen in my life.”

      “Really?” Once again, Luca makes shyness come alive inside me. I've always been quirky and more of a tomboy. It’s hard to think of myself as beautiful.

      “Fuck yes.” He grinds his hard cock against me. “My dick doesn’t go down around you, and your pussy makes me cum in two seconds.” A giggle pops out of me. “Love that sound.” 

      Luca kisses me again, and he doesn’t stop until I’m breathless and begging him to be inside of me.

      “More.” I try to reach between us for his cock, but he snags my hands by the wrist, pinning them above my head to stop me. “Hey.” I puff out my bottom lip for extra effect to get what I want.

      “You’re sore. I already took you too many times.” I can see the remorse in his eyes. I bet no one in the world knows what a sweetheart Luca can be, but then again, I bet it’s only for me.

      “Pinning me down isn’t helping.” I rock my hips against him, and he groans.

      “Don’t be naughty. I don’t have time to spank you right now.” 

      “Well...” Before I can say anything else, he cuts me off with another kiss. Luca isn’t wrong. I do feel sore after everything we did, not that I’m complaining. 

      “Don’t try to tempt me, amore. You have more control over me than you realize.” 

      My breath hitches at his response. A man in this world would never admit such a thing. Tears sting at my eyes, but I push them down.

      “You make me feel safe,” I tell him before leaning up and brushing my mouth against his. 

      “I need you to stay safe. I'm contemplating calling it now and getting you out of here." Luca pushes off the bed, and I sit up and watch as he pulls his pants back on.

      “I can’t leave my father,” I remind him. If I were to leave, he would face the consequences of it. I could never live with myself if anything happened to him. 

      “We could drug him,” Luca suggests casually before tugging on his shirt.

      “I don’t want it to come to that,” I say, and Luca lifts a brow, surprised at my response. “At this point, I’m willing to do anything to get my father out of here.” I grab my shorts off the floor and wiggle them on.

      “We still need to talk about you not wearing panties. You only do that shit when it’s the two of us. Understand?” Jealousy lights up his eyes. 

      Why is his anger so damn hot? “It's sexier than my stupid cotton panties. I don’t have anything nice like those—” I don’t want to mention the women from last night, so I wave in the direction of the party. 

      Luca snags me around the waist, pulling me flush to him. “You could wear a paper bag, and I’d still want you more than anyone else.” He brushes a piece of hair out of my face. “You had me cumming in seconds. I fucked you bare. I don’t do that shit.” He shakes his head. “You’re not like everyone else, amore.”  

      Whoa! 

      “All right, I’ll wear panties,” I agree, making him smirk.

      “When we get out of this place, I’ll take you to buy whatever the fuck you want.” 

      “That sounds kind of fun.” I’m not a shopper, but I think I’d enjoy trying on things for Luca. The man is good for my confidence. “After we get out of this, though. We can’t quit until then.”

      “I’ll handle your father,” Luca pushes, and I can tell he’s on edge. I am too because I know we’re about to part ways, and I hate it. He has to get back to the main house, and I need to check in with my father before he realizes I’m gone. 

      “It’s more than that, Luca. These men need to be taken down. I get that this world works outside of the rules of the law, but you all still live by a code. These people don’t. Renzo Benecci, Marco, Bruno, they all hurt innocent people.” I’m sick of knowing what’s happening here. There have been girls that went missing and I was unable to do anything about it. Now is the chance to stop them. “You and Vitaly could take them down.” 

      Luca lets out a few curse words in Italian. 

      “What if I was one of those girls in there?” Again, I point to the house. 

      “Don’t.” His hold on me tightens, and I know it’s because he doesn’t want to imagine it.

      “Please.” I place my hands on his chest and give him a pleading look.

      “You’re already using the control, I see.” Some of the tension leaves his body, but I know I’ve got him. Luca is a good man, and I don’t think he wants to leave Marco standing either. This whole place needs to be taken down.

      And my Luca is going to be the one that does it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          LUCA

        

      

    

    
      It’s been twenty-four hours since I’ve seen Nolia, and I feel like I could come out of my skin. Since I left her yesterday at dawn, I’ve been with Marco and his men going over plans. It’s clear that Renzo isn’t going to ever fully recover from Vitaly cutting his tongue out, so Marco is planning his ascension to the throne. He’s the right hand, and although he isn’t next in line by birthright, Renzo had no male heirs, and his only daughter is married to his enemy. 

      Pru won’t be upset when her father dies, and that could be any day now. The problem is the chaos that will follow once this happens. Marco is looking to make a play for Vitaly and his territory, and I’ve had to tell him how to do it. 

      “And you’re sure we can set the ambush here?” Marco asks again for the tenth time. 

      “Like I’ve told you, every Thursday at three. He’ll be there.” I sigh and rub my eyes with the heel of my hand. I haven’t slept in almost twenty-four hours too, and it’s not helping. 

      “I had some of my men check to make sure you aren’t lying.” Marco looks across the table at me. 

      “And?” I raise an eyebrow. 

      “As far as they can tell, all the information you’ve given us is trustworthy.” He seems skeptical, but I’m playing my part well. “I wasn’t sure I could trust you at first.” 

      “I can understand why.” I tap my finger on the table and lean closer. “But I told you, men like us have to take what we want in order to gain power. We can’t have it handed to us like the rest of them.” 

      Marco nods thoughtfully. “And you understand that taking power means eliminating Vitaly?” 

      “Of course.” I’ve learned over the years how to control my emotions, and right now is the true test. “Losses are inevitable when power changes hands.” 

      “His pretty bride will need to go.” Marco says it like he’s talking to himself. “It’s a shame she’s already pregnant. I would have liked to keep her for myself.” 

      It takes all my strength to keep my breathing even. “We can’t leave the Benecci line active,” I say without emotion. 

      “Exactly. You get it.” Marco scowls in disgust as he waves to some of the men in the hall. “Unlike those idiots. No one wants to get their hands dirty anymore.” 

      “These young ones forget it’s work. They think it’s all partying.” I try to steer the conversation away from Vitaly and Pru. 

      “Is that why you disappeared the other night?” he says, and the hair on the back of my neck stands up. 

      “Yes. I’m here for business.” I pretend to be casual but inside I’m tense. “I think your men would do well with fewer distractions.” 

      “Hmm.” He cocks his head to the side like he’s thinking it over. “I think you’re right. That's why I’ve decided to dispatch a retired soldier tomorrow night to make the hit.” 

      “What?” I have to swallow down the panic. This is the first I’m hearing of something happening tomorrow. 

      “Now that I know the intel you’ve given us is useful, I’m putting it to use. I’m sending out a stealth attack with one of my less conspicuous men. Someone who knows how to get the job done.” 

      “A stealth attack? I thought we were planning an ambush for next week.” I’m already rolling through the possibilities when Marco grins widely. My stomach drops because I have a feeling I know what he’s going to say. 

      “Have you been through the gardens before?” He narrows his eyes like he already knows the answer, so I nod. “The head groundskeeper used to be the top soldier when Renzo took over. He wasn’t a right-hand, but if you needed a hit, he would deliver. He owed Renzo a lot of money, and it was his way of paying back his debts. Now we keep him around to plant pretty flowers and rake up leaves. He knows too much to let him go.” 

      My entire body hasn’t moved an inch since he opened his mouth. I can’t let on that I know who he’s talking about or that this is the worst possible plan. I have to get word to Vitaly and Pru. I have to find Nolia and get her the fuck out of here.

      I knew her father was involved somehow, but they will never, ever let him walk out of that gate alive. And sending him to Vitaly to make the hit is as good as a death sentence. 

      Fuck, Marco knows I’m with Nolia. He has to. 

      “How can I help?” I say, and I’m shocked at how calm I sound. 

      “Oh, you’ve done plenty,” he says, his sadistic grin growing by the second. “In fact, why don’t you go back to your room and rest.” He stands from his seat, and so do I. “I think after your night in the boathouse you could use some sleep.” 

      The doors to the office open up behind me, and four guards walk in at the same time. Two of them are armed and pointing their guns in my direction. I turn around to face Marco, and he’s nodding to his men. 

      “Let’s not make a scene, shall we? Once this business with Vitaly is over, you’ll have proved your true loyalty.” 

      “If you really wanted me to prove it, you’d send me to do the job.” I’m desperately searching my brain for a way out of this. 

      “I think it’s better this way. This way you don’t get a chance to tip off your old boss before the job is finished. You can stay in your room and wait for it to be over.” He straightens his jacket before checking his watch. “And don’t worry about the gardener's daughter. We all like to slum it on occasion. In fact, I think I might see what all the fuss is about before I get rid of her.” 

      “Marco—” I start to say, but he’s already striding out of the room. 

      I’ve got two choices. Either I fight now and hope that I can take out these four men and who knows how many in the hallway. Or I play nice and get to my room. From there I can try and find a way out and get to Nolia. 

      As much as I want to rage, I know the smart move is to play it cool. If I show emotion, he’ll know this whole thing has been a lie, and it could get everyone killed. 

      “Lead the way,” I say to the soldiers and walk casually back to my room.
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      My dad is up to something. I can tell by his mood. He may think he's hiding it from me, but I can sense it. I’m sure he can tell I’m off too. He hasn't mentioned that I didn’t come home the night before, and he had to know. Still, neither one of us is mentioning it.

      “Hey, sweetheart.” My dad knocks on my own door, and I notice he’s not dressed in his normal jeans and shirt. He’s wearing black pants and a black shirt. 

      “You’re going somewhere,” I say before he can.

      “I have a few things I need to handle.” He comes in to sit down on the bed next to me. 

      “What do you have to handle?” My dad never goes anywhere. Not even to visit my aunt, his sister. He calls her from time to time, but that’s about it. I swear this place has an invisible chain on him.

      “Just some things.” I hate how vague he’s being. It’s making me paranoid. “I’ve been thinking about what you said.” 

      “What? That you should stop sneaking bacon?” Dad chuckles, but the laughter doesn’t meet his eyes. In fact, his eyes seem sad. The same way they get when he talks about Mom.

      “About getting out of here.” 

      “Really?” I sit up on my bed and cross my legs. This sounds too easy. Why has he suddenly had this change of heart? Does he know about Luca or think we might be in danger?

      “It won’t be easy, but when the sun goes down, I want you to sneak out of here with the intention of never coming back.” Of course, he’s aware of my escape route. I never told him as much, but my dad sees more than most people realize. “Do you understand?” 

      “Okay,” I say, but this doesn’t feel right. “What about you?” 

      “I’ll meet up with you tomorrow.” 

      “Dad, why don’t⁠—”

      “It has to be this way, Lia. I pulled you into this world, so I’m going to get you out of it.” He's serious about this. Right now I know that no amount of arguing will change whatever he has his mind set on.

      “We should go together.” I try once more. I need to get word to Luca. If my dad is going to leave, this is my chance. I wonder if Luca will have to stay behind to finish what he’s started. I don’t think my father and me leaving would draw attention to Luca, but I don’t know for sure. 

      “This is how it’s got to be.” Dad stands. “At nightfall, you have to leave.” He gives me a pointed look, and I nod my head. At least it elicits a smile from him. He leans down and kisses the top of my head. “I love you.” 

      “Love you too,” I say back before watching him leave my room. 

      I sit there in a daze of shock, but when I hear the front door open and close, I jump up and run over to the window. I watch my dad make his way up the path toward the main house until he disappears from sight. 

      The sense that something is off gets heavier. Knowing that I need to do something, I grab a bag and shove it full of my stuff. I don’t have much, but I treasure the few pictures I have of my mom. 

      When I’m finished, I change into black yoga pants and a black hoodie. If my dad is in stealth mode, I should be too. I’m certain he’s going to be sneaking around—the question, though, is why.

      Against my better judgment, I go into my father’s bedroom. His room is simple, with a queen-size bed and nightstands on each side. He has a dresser with a television on it, and there are a few framed photos of me and Mom, but that’s about it. His small space is pristine, though. Even his blanket is crisp white and tucked in tight like he’s in the military and someone is going to come in and bounce a quarter off it.

      I’ve never ventured into my father's room, mostly because there wasn’t a reason. We hang out in the living room together or in the kitchen. Our bedrooms are too small, and this always felt like somewhere I wasn’t supposed to go. 

      There are only a few drawers, but I go through them. I pause when I see a handgun in the nightstand and debate taking it. Other than that, there isn’t much so I try the closet next. 

      The moment I step inside, I know something isn't right. I have been living here for many years, and this space feels shorter than it should be. I step back, my eyes roaming over the closet before I run my fingers along the base of the wall and up the sides. Eventually I push his clothing out of the way, and I notice a small crack in the wood. 

      “Score,” I mutter to myself and slip my fingers inside. When I tug on the wood, the wall opens, revealing guns, knives, and other items I'm unsure of. These are obviously weapons of some kind, but there’s also a laptop with a file on top of it. 

      Why the hell did my father need so many freaking weapons? I might not be as good at reading him as I thought. I grab the laptop and file and toss them on the bed before I move the wood back into place. Just in case someone comes in here, I don’t want them to know what he’s hiding. 

      When I take a seat on the bed, I notice a photo has slipped out of the file. I pick it up and see it’s a picture of Pru and Vitaly. 

      “What the fuck, Dad?” I whisper to myself. Why in the world would he have this? Then I see the paper with today’s date and a time and location. It’s tonight. “No.” I shake my head, stepping back from the folder, willing this to not be real. 

      What if he went to warn them? I want that to be true, but I’m not so sure anymore. Clearly there’s a whole other side to my father that I didn’t know about. Either way, I need to get to Luca and tell him what I’ve found. This can’t be good, no matter what it is.

      I grab the laptop and put the papers and photo back into the folder before shoving them down into my bag. I glance out the window and realize I still have some time before nightfall, but I'm not sure if I can wait. I have to act now before someone gets hurt.

      After what my dad said to me, I don’t think he plans to ever return here. And I’m not sure that he’s going to meet me afterwards like he said he would. Now his words sound more like a goodbye than a true future for us away from this estate. 

      I have to stop him. If he does try to make this hit, he’s as good as dead. I go to slip my bag on my shoulder, but I’m stopped when an arm wraps around me from behind. A hand covers my mouth, cutting off my scream.

      I’m too late.
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      When I’m back in the small guest house, the guards wait outside and lock me in. The house is basically one big room, and I can see through the windows that they are walking the perimeter. I’m also aware that this house is bugged and there are cameras around the exterior. 

      It’s going to be almost impossible to get away, but I’m not giving up. The first thing I need to do is warn Vitaly. If I leave now and go after Nolia, I might not be able to tell him afterwards. I want to be able to find her and get the fuck out of here before they suspect anything, but I can’t bet his and Pru’s life on it. 

      Taking off my boot, I pop open the secret compartment in the heel and pull out the tracker. Vitaly has people keeping a watch on it at all times, so I tap the button on it three times before I toss it on the floor and crush it. That’s the signal that trouble is coming their way and to be prepared. It’s not enough, but it’s all I’ve got. If I call or make a move to communicate with him, they’ll know about it. This is a signal for him to get Pru to safety and prepare for a war. 

      Once the alert is sent, I strap my boot back on and go to the bathroom. The first time I took a shower in here, I noticed the steam escaping through a crack in the ceiling. I’m not sure who designed this house, but after a quick inspection, I could see a way out. 

      I search the bathroom thoroughly to make sure there were no cameras or listening devices, but when I stand on top of the closed toilet lid, I still make sure to stay silent. As I push against the crack in the ceiling, a large panel lifts over my head, and I can see light. This must have been used for maintenance access, but they didn’t seal it up completely. 

      Reaching up, I pull myself through the panel and then gently put it back in place. Once I’m in the crawl space, I see where the light is coming from. There’s an air vent on the other end of the house. Crawling on my hands and knees, I go over to the vent and pop it open. 

      I’m going to have trouble squeezing through it, but I should be able to use it as an escape as long as there aren’t any guards outside. As carefully as I can, I peek outside and look down at the ground. There are two guards below talking to each other, and I strain to hear what they’re saying. 

      “How long are we supposed to be out here?” the one wearing a gray suit says. “I’m not in the mood to babysit.” 

      “You heard Marco,” the guy in the black jacket sighs. “We’re supposed to stay here until he gives us the signal.” 

      “I’m really not in the mood to clean up a dead body,” Gray Suit huffs. 

      “Especially one the size of that guy.” Black Jacket shakes his head. 

      “This is stupid. He’s not going anywhere. He told Marco exactly where to find Vitaly, and he’s already dispatched the hit. What does it matter now?” Gray Suit’s walkie-talkie beeps, and he holds it up to his mouth. “Say again. Over.” 

      “Tell Marco we’ve got the girl. She was trying to leave, but we’ve moved her to the basement. Over.” 

      A mixture of panic and rage flows through my veins as I think about someone capturing Nolia. I’ve heard stories of tortures that happen in the basement and the thought of anything happening to her makes my blood run cold. I have to find her and get her the fuck out of this house of horrors. 

      “Where the fuck is Marco?” Black Jacket asks the question, but Gray Suit shrugs. 

      “How the fuck do I know? He sent us here.” He hits the button on the walkie-talkie again. “We’ll tell him. Over,” Gray Suit says and then tucks it into his belt. 

      “Why’d you say that?” Black Jacket asks. 

      “So we can be the heroes that tell him where she is. Come on, he said he was looking for her.” Gray Suit slaps him on the back, but Black Jacket is reluctant. 

      “If he doesn’t kill us for leaving our post,” he mumbles but ultimately follows after him. 

      Once they are gone, I release a breath I didn’t know I was holding. Just as I’m about to pull myself through the vent, my watch buzzes. Nothing on the face of the watch changes, and it’s so subtle anyone else would have missed it. But I know exactly what that means. Nolia has clicked her pen. 

      She’s in danger, but she’s able to communicate with me, so she’s still alive. I slide my finger across my watch and enter in a code that connects me to the pen. I send a ping back to her so the pen vibrates and tells me her location. A small area map comes up, and I can see a red dot southwest of my location. That’s where she is, and that’s where I need to go. 

      The sun has almost fully set, so I know I’m running out of time. I can’t do anything more to help Vitaly and Pru, but I have to get to Nolia before Marco does. 

      I’m able to shoulder my way through the vent and then drop down to the patio below. Thankfully I’m on the back side of the house, and it’s probably why the guards came back here to talk. There aren’t any cameras back here, so they wouldn’t get caught leaving. 

      In the distance are rows of shrubs that border the main house, so I crouch down next to them for cover. While I’m low to the ground, I make my way to the kitchen entrance at the back of the house. This is where they do big deliveries with steps down to the storage below. I studied the blueprints of this place before I left, so I know there’s a secret passage from the storage to the rest of the basement. They put in a lift to the upstairs kitchen, so it’s not used anymore, but it’s still there and the perfect way for me to sneak in. 

      Taking the gun out of my belt, I hold it in front of me as I descend the steps. There’s no going back now, as if there was even a choice. 

      I’m leaving here with Nolia or they’ll carry me out in a body bag. Either way, I’m not going down easily.
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      When I feel the pen vibrate in my hand, I stop fighting the brute that has his arms locked around me. It’s pointless. There is no way I’m going to break free of his hold. I’m only going to end up hurting myself. 

      Plus, I know Luca will be coming for me soon. He’s going to save me. I know that to my core. Others might think I’m crazy for believing it, but Luca is the other part of my soul. It recognized him from the beginning.

      “Why are you doing this?” I ask. 

      What could have given me away? I thought I’d been safe since I returned. No one has given me a second glance. Or was I so distracted by Luca that I missed it? I’m clearly not as good at reading people as I thought. I’m disappointed in myself that I didn’t know my father as well as I thought. God, that freaking stings. He knows how much I adore and love Pru, and the fact that he would do this rips me apart inside.

      “Your boyfriend gave you up,” Antonio says against my ear. His warm breath against my skin makes a chill run through my entire body. 

      I bite my tongue so that I don’t call bullshit. My hand tightens its grip on the pen. If Luca gave me up, he wouldn't be sending me a signal. I just need to be calm and wait for him to come find me.

      “Nothing to say to that?” Antonio's hand slides and grips my breast, giving me a painful squeeze.

      I let out a yelp but lean forward at the same time to throw him off balance. Then I slam the heel of my shoe down on top of his toes. He lets out a scream like a little baby bitch, but he releases me. I’m not quick enough, though, and end up falling to the floor on my knees. Shoving the pen into the top part of my pants, I try to hide it.

      “You bitch.” Antonio grabs me by the hair, pulling me to my feet. I clench my teeth together to prevent myself from giving him the satisfaction of a scream. He and anyone else around would enjoy that far too much. As he tightens his grip on my hair, tears burn in my eyes.

      “She’s feisty,” I hear another man say. “Think Marco will let us play with her?” I see the man in the corner, and he’s licking his lips. He takes his time looking me up and down, but I don’t recognize him. That’s been happening a lot lately. I think Marco is bringing in his own men.

      "If Marco doesn't go first, Bruno will call first dibs. He's had a thing for her for a while, and he's pissed that Luca got to her first."

      “Can I call dibs on her ass then?”

       Bile burns at the back of my throat. I hate all of them. I would love nothing more than to watch Luca kill them one by one, but more than anything, one of us has to get word to Pru and Vitaly. I’m not sure if Luca knows what’s happening. All he does know for sure is that I need help right away.

      “Luca told us she’s really tight.” Antonio yanks my hair again, and I fall back against his body. “Are you still nice and tight or did Luca wear that pussy out like he told us he did?” 

      “With a dick the size of yours, I'm guessing nothing is tight.” The other guy laughs at my response. 

      “You cunt.” I see rage take over Antonio’s face, and I close my eyes, bracing myself for a strike. 

      When nothing comes, I peek up at him and see a sick satisfaction on Antonio's face. He’s pleased he got a reaction out of me. That's his ultimate desire. It’s not about the physical pain for him; it’s more about the power he wields.

      “Come on. If Marco beats us down there, he’ll be pissed.” None of them want to face his wrath. He can be far crueler than Renzo at times.

      “We’re far from done,” Antonio whispers in my ear, then grabs my arm to guide me forward. His hold is so hard that I know I'll have bruises, but I do my best to keep from showing my pain.

      I know where we’re going, and there’s no need to ask. My feet feel heavy with every step as we get closer to the basement door. It was naïve to think I’d never be taken there. I wonder if this is the only way out. The men take someone into the basement, and then we never see them again. That’s the extent of their indifference to life. It’s easily snuffed out.

      The screams I’ve heard from within those walls will always haunt me. I’ve heard grown men pleading for their lives. The guards are all simply too stupid to understand that they, too, could eventually find themselves here.

      The smell of piss and blood assaults me when the basement door opens. I grudgingly walk down the old wooden stairs that creak with each step, giving extra effect to the horrors of this place.

      When I get to the bottom step, my eyes lock on a figure tied to a chair. Their head is dropped forward so that I can’t see their face. It takes me a moment to realize who it is, and I let out a small gasp, not because I feel sorry for Renzo, but because it dawns on me what’s really happening. The head of the Benecci family is here in the basement. Possibly murdered. 

      “Is he dead?” I find myself asking. I don’t need to see his face to know they did a real number on him. 

      “Maybe,” Antonio grunts, like he hasn’t served Renzo his whole life. He was a born and raised soldier for the Benecci family.

      Renzo Benecci hasn’t been seen since Vitaly cut his tongue out. Did his second in command, Marco, do this to him? He wanted to take over the Benecci organization; I’m willing to bet there’s nothing he wouldn’t do.  

      Glancing around the room, I see a large table against one wall with tools scattered across it. Blood can be seen on some of the tools. There are chairs nearby with restraints next to them, but that’s not what has fear rippling through my body. 

      No, it's the beds that are solely equipped with mattresses. All of them are stained. I have to fight the urge to vomit when I see bed posts are adorned with the same type of restraints.

      “I’ll let you pick which bed you want.” Antonio gives me a shove and releases his hold on me. “But first you need to strip.”
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          LUCA

        

      

    

    
      I can hear the men in the room with her, and I grip my gun tighter. As much as I want to take aim and kill them both, I need to do this as quietly as possible. Marco is on his way down here, and there are a dozen men on the property. Renzo Benecci is dead, and there’s no one that’s going to stop Marco from taking command. If he somehow alerts them that I’ve turned against him, then it could put Nolia in danger. 

      Deciding that I can’t use my gun, I tuck it behind my back. I watch the men from a hidden door that leads to the room of horrors. When one of them shoves Nolia toward the bed and tells her to take off her clothes, rage explodes inside of me. 

      My hands are shaking with barely controlled anger as I silently slide open the door and move behind them. Nolia doesn’t see me yet; she’s too busy staring at the mattresses in front of her as I make my way to the table. The first thing I grab is a dirty butcher knife and grip it tightly. Then I reach for the hammer with my other hand, and a calm settles over me. 

      The two guards have guns, but the one talking to Nolia passes his to the other one. Deciding to keep the noise to a minimum, I turn to the one holding the guns and make my move. 

      Nolia’s gasp of surprise is the only sound in the room when I bring the hammer down on top of the guard's skull. There’s a sickening crack before he collapses to the ground and blood pours out of his head. 

      “What the⁠—” 

      The second guard doesn't get a chance to finish his sentence before I whip my hand across his neck and slice it open. There’s a gurgling noise as he reaches for his neck and then slumps to the floor. I step over his body as I drop the knife, and then Nolia and I are crashing into each other. 

      “Luca,” Nolia sobs as I squeeze her impossibly close. 

      “Are you all right?” I do a quick check, but she’s already nodding. 

      “Yes, I’m okay. Listen, we have to warn Pru and Vitaly. My father⁠—” 

      “I know, I’ve told them. They’re safe.” I’m not sure if that’s a lie, but it’s what I hope is true. “Let’s get out of here and we can talk.” 

      “Why would you leave when all the fun is about to begin?” Marco’s voice comes from behind me, and I turn to see him standing in the entrance of the basement with a gun pointed at me. “I should have known I couldn’t trust you.” He shakes his head in disgust. “You were never one of us.” 

      “And I never will be.” I push Nolia behind me as I use my body to shield her. “Vitaly will send his army in here.” I nod to Renzo’s body tied to the chair. “You don’t have enough of his men left to protect you.” 

      “They’ll never breach the walls,” he scoffs, like it’s a ridiculous thought. 

      “You don’t think his wife told him how to sneak in undetected?” I say, and Marco’s eyes narrow. “You and Renzo never figured out how Pru was able to escape, did you?” Nolia’s fingers tighten on my back, but Marco doesn’t know she was the one that helped Pru sneak out in the trunk of her car. All I need to do is make Marco believe that there’s a way in and out of here that he doesn’t know about. That it’s likely Pru knows of a secret entrance and Vitaly is going to use it to enter this fortress. 

      Marco’s brows furrow as he begins to calculate this scenario he didn’t plan for. “It doesn't matter,” he says, but it’s clear he’s worried. 

      “Are you willing to bet your life on it?” I look over at Renzo. “You saw what he did to the last man that disrespected his wife. What do you think he will do to the man who tried to rape and torture her sister?” Nolia might not be related by blood to Pru, but there is no stronger bond than the one they share. 

      Marco tightens the grip on his gun and aims it at me. From this distance, I’m too far to rush him before he could get a shot off. 

      He opens his mouth as his finger squeezes the trigger, but then there’s a sound from somewhere behind him. At the last second, he turns his head, and the gun lowers. It’s my only chance to take him out, so while he’s distracted, I bend down and grab the butcher’s knife from where I dropped it.

      I throw myself at him, and the weight of my impact causes him to drop the gun. We fall to the floor, but I’m stronger and quickly pin him to the ground. In the distance, Nolia tries to muffle her cries as I plunge the knife into his chest. Marco’s mouth opens in a silent scream, but there’s no sound before his eyes roll back. With one last twist of the blade, the last breath leaves him, and I grab the gun next to him. 

      “We have to go,” I tell Nolia as I hold out a hand to her. She looks at it, and that’s when I see the blood. Before I can wipe it off, she grabs my hand with hers and I’m pulling her behind me through the secret door. “Stay close to me,” I order as I pass her the extra gun. “Keep this but don’t shoot it unless we have to.” 

      “Okay,” she says, and her voice is strong. That’s my brave girl. 

      “There’s a car in the garage,” I whisper when we go through the back entrance to the first floor of the house. There’s another door that’s hidden, and it leads through the upstairs kitchen. “We can go through the kitchen and get out that way.” 

      “But what about all the guards?” Nolia asks when she peeks out and sees one pass by. 

      “Can you play along?” I ask and she looks confused before nodding her head. “All right then, come along, prisoner.” 

      Her eyes widen as I push open the door and grab her upper arm. “What are you doing?” she hisses. 

      I move my body so the gun she’s holding is behind her back while I keep my gun at my side like I’m using it to guard her. “Be quiet or I’ll show you what your mouth is good for,” I say a little too loudly, and Nolia blinks up at me. 

      “Hey!” The guard that’s patrolling the hallway stops in front of us and looks us over. “I thought she was supposed to be in the basement.” He narrows his eyes on me. “And you were supposed to be locked up?” 

      “Marco had a change of plans. He wants to take her to the party room,” I say, and the guard instantly relaxes. 

      He looks Nolia up and down with a sick grin and all thoughts of me being locked up float away. “All right. So we’re partying tonight?” he asks, still keeping his eyes on Nolia. 

      “Yes. Marco wants me to tell everyone to meet there now. He’s having the usual party supplies brought in.” 

      “Excellent. I’ll make the call.” The guard licks his lips and smiles at Nolia. “And I’ll see you there.” 

      He takes off in the direction of the party room, and Nolia lets out a breath I didn’t realize she was holding. “I wish I could kill them all with my bare hands,” I say. 

      “We can’t just leave,” she says as I pull her into the empty kitchen and open the back door. 

      “I have to make sure you’re safe. Then I’ll deal with everyone else.” I’m not going to argue this point with her. We are running out of time before someone notices we’re gone. 

      “Wait.” She pulls on my arm and points to the stove in the kitchen. “Isn’t that gas?” 

      I look at the cooktop, and understanding dawns on me. “That could work,” I say, and we hurry to it. “But we’ll have to break the gas line. If someone smells it too soon, they could turn off the burners.” Tugging the stove away from the wall, I see the gas line feeding to it. “Back up.” 

      When Nolia is behind me I raise my leg up and then drop my boot down on top of the gas line. When it snaps in half, the scent of gas begins to fill the room, and I go over to the microwave. 

      Grabbing a handful of metal forks from the drawer next to it, I toss them inside and set the microwave for five minutes. It won’t be enough of an explosion to burn the entire estate down, but it will create a distraction, and that’s what we need to escape. 

      “Let’s get out of here,” I say. I grab the keys next to the door, and we rush out to the garage. 

      We climb into the truck that’s normally used for deliveries, and I hit the button for the garage door. When it opens and I pull out, I can see a few guards in the distance heading for the party room. We don’t have much time now. 

      Up ahead, the gate is open, and at first I’m surprised there’s no one there manning it. That’s when I see the row of black SUVs on the other side and Vitaly standing in front of them shooting the guard. 

      When the guard falls to the ground, Vitaly turns his weapon on our truck. Then he sees it’s me, and relief floods his face. He comes over to the side of the truck, but before he can say anything, the explosion happens. 

      It’s much louder than I imagined it would be, and Vitaly’s expression changes to one of delight. “That’s your handiwork, I take it?” 

      “Is Pru okay?” Nolia asks, and Vitaly nods. 

      “She’s fine. And so is your father.” Nolia sags with relief, and I feel the same. “Get Nolia back to my house,” Vitaly says and then nods in the direction of the estate. “We’ll take care of this.” 

      I’m torn between staying and fighting with him and getting Nolia to safety. As if he can understand my dilemma, he pats me on the arm. 

      “Several of the other houses have joined to take this place down. They were eager to put an end to what Renzo and Marco created. Don’t worry, we’ve got this.” 

      “You’re sure?” I ask him, and he nods. 

      With his assurance I drive out of the gates and see the rows of people waiting to get in. Reaching over, I pull Nolia against my side and kiss the top of her head. 

      “It’s over,” I say and hold her a little tighter. “We made it, amore.”
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          NOLIA

        

      

    

    
      "What do you think Vitaly meant when he said my father is fine?" I wring my fingers together, still unsure what to make of his part in all of this. My mind is reeling from everything that has happened over the past few hours.

      “If he said he’s fine, that’s what he means.” Luca’s hand is resting on my thigh, and he gives it a small squeeze to try and reassure me.

      “I found a hidden room in his closet,” I admit. I don’t want to keep anything from Luca. Not after what we’ve been through. “He’s not who I thought he was.”

      “Hey.” Luca pulls over, and the second he stops, he pulls me into his lap. “Parents try to protect their kids. Does your dad have secrets? Yeah, he does. But I think he hid them to protect you. There could also be some guilt and shame in there too.” 

      “Yeah, maybe.” I can see my father doing it for that exact reason. It matches some of the things he said over breakfast the other day.

      “He’s made mistakes, but I think he’s always tried to do what he could to protect you.”

      “He loves me.” I know that much, for sure.

      “You’re impossible not to love, Nolia.” I suck in a breath. Is he saying what I think he is? “Yes, amore. I love you. When everything went to shit, I knew I needed to get word to Vitaly, but nothing was more important than getting to you.” 

      “Really?” This time, I don’t fight the tears that start to form in my eyes. I always try to hide my emotions, but with Luca, I want to show him everything.

      What he’s saying is bigger than love. In this world, you always put the head boss above everyone. Your allegiance is to them first and then your own family. I never understood that, but it’s how everyone operates.

      “Yes, really.” His hand cups the back of my neck. “You will always come before any other. You’ll be my wife, the mother of my children, my amore.” He pulls me into him, pressing his mouth to mine. 

      When I part my lips, he tastes me, and for a few moments, we forget about everything else. It’s only us as the rest of the world slips away. 

      “Nolia,” he groans against my mouth. “We should stop.” 

      “Should being the key word.” I smile as I lean back, sliding my hands up his chest and around his neck. 

      He came for me like I knew he would. Then he destroyed the men who sought to hurt me. I could see the fury in his eyes as he struck, and the satisfaction was palpable as their bodies hit the floor.

      “Tonight,” he promises. 

      “Tonight,” I agree. “But I want you to know that I love you too.” Luca drops his forehead to mine. “And that I want to be your wife, the mother of your children, your amore.” I could very well already be the mother of his child. Only time will tell.

      “You’ll be all those things and so much more.” Luca gives me one more hard, possessive kiss before putting me back in my seat. 

      When he gets back onto the road, he reaches over and takes my hand into his. All the nerves and worries inside of me settle because I know that whatever I face with my father, Luca will be by my side through it all.

      The drive back to Vitaly's is both long and short. Luca gets waved into the underground garage by two guards, and for some reason, I thought we’d be going back to his estate in the country. 

      “Is this where Pru’s been staying?” 

      “Yes. With everything going on, Vitaly wanted to keep her close. They needed to be in the city.” That makes me smile. Pru really is going to be Vitaly’s everything. Men tend to keep their mistresses in the city and their wives out of town. Vitaly is keeping Pru wherever he is. “I’m sure he knew Pru would want you close too.”

      "Does that mean I'll be in the city?" It dawns on me that I have no clue where I’m going or where Luca and I will live. He must understand my confusion. 

      “Yes, you’ll of course be living with me, and I own the two floors right below Vitaly's.” 

      When he stops, I lean over and kiss Luca on the cheek. “I love you,” I say to him, and he pulls me onto his lap once more. 

      “Good, because you’re stuck with me.” He opens the door and places me on my feet. Then he takes my hand as we walk over to the elevator. I watch as it scans him before the doors open and we step on. “I’ll have you added to the system, but you won’t leave this building alone.” He keys in a passcode and the elevator starts to rise. “Ever.”

      “Really?” 

      “Yes, amore. I know you didn’t pick this life, but being with me could put a target on you.” 

      “I could be used against you,” I say, and he nods. 

      “Very much so. I’m sorry for that.” His brows pull together, and I think the realization is truly coming to life. With so many other things happening, it was hard to think about what would happen once we got out of there.

      “I didn’t choose this life,” I agree with him.

      “I'll get us out if⁠—” 

      I place two fingers over his lips, silencing him. “I didn’t choose this life,” I repeat. “But I’m choosing it now. I’m choosing you.” Luca and Vitaly differ greatly from the Beneccis. I hated them because they were cruel and only cared about their own sick pleasures. I know that things will be different here.

      “Amore.” He leans down to kiss me again, and I melt into him.

      “Well, isn’t this interesting?” I jerk back at the sound of Pru’s voice. She’s standing in the doorway of the open elevator doors. 

      “Pru!” I fling myself at her, and we hug each other tightly. 

      “You have so much to tell me, you little hussy,” Pru whispers in my ear. 

      It makes me laugh in the best way. “I was so worried about you.” 

      “Me?! You were the one back in the estate. I’ve been worried sick about you.” She hugs me again, tighter this time. “But we did it.” 

      “We did,” I agree. “We got ourselves out of there.”

      “You got me out of there.” Pru’s bottom lip puffs out. 

      “Don’t you dare start crying, because I will too. We did it.” 

      “There is someone here to see you,” Pru says, and I glance over her shoulder to see my father standing there. 

      “Sweetheart.” The one word has me rushing over to him. 

      He wraps me in a bear hug, and I feel guilty. I believed on some level that he betrayed me. I knew he wanted to get me out, but I thought the cost he was paying was too high.

      “I thought⁠—” 

      “It doesn’t matter,” he says, cutting me off. “Just know my goal was always to make sure you girls made it out of there. Even if it cost me my life.” 

      “Dad.” I swipe away the tears that fall.

      “Everything is okay.” He presses a kiss to the top of my head, and I peek over to see Luca and Pru watching us with smiles on their faces.

      He’s wrong. Everything is more than okay. It’s actually pretty dang perfect.
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Epilogue

          

          LUCA

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Seven Months Later… 

      

      

      “We don’t have time,” Nolia whispers, but she still pulls up her dress as I spread her knees. 

      “Are you trying to rush me?” I kneel down in front of her as she sits on the edge of the table. Her white dress is bunched around her waist, and she looks like a glowing goddess above me. 

      “Never.” She bites her bottom lip and then looks at the door behind me. 

      “Don’t worry, I locked it,” I tell her as I hook a finger into her pretty cotton panties and pull them to the side. “Look how pink you are.” 

      “Luca.” She still manages to get embarrassed when I say filthy things to her, and I hope it never stops. 

      Whatever protest she was about to make is drowned out by her gasp of pleasure, followed by a moan. She plants her hands on the table behind her as she leans back and I tug her ass toward my mouth. 

      I run my tongue up and down the slit of her pussy before sucking on her clit. She’s so fucking wet, and I rub my face in it. Getting her desire branded on me like a badge of honor is something that I love doing. 

      “Right there.” Her voice is getting higher as she rocks her hips, and it’s taking no time at all to work her up. 

      “You cum too quickly,” I grumble, and she lets out a humorless laugh. 

      “Only you would be disappointed in how quickly you can get me off.” She rocks her hips against my mouth for me to continue. 

      I should go slowly and torture her a little with the tease, but we don’t have a lot of time. As much as I hate to rush things, I’m ready for what happens when we leave this room. 

      “I love you, amore,” I say and then cover her pussy with my mouth. A flick of my tongue along with the suction of my mouth is all it takes to make her cum. 

      She muffles her cry of pleasure as much as possible, but if someone is outside this room, they are going to hear her. I’m hoping that Pru and Vitaly are keeping the hallways clear. 

      As soon as I lick away the last of her orgasm, I get to my feet and unbuckle my belt. “Fuck, you’re so much wetter now.” I place a hand on her swollen belly as I guide my cock into her entrance. “So soft.” I grit my teeth as I sink into her pink heat and feel her clench around my cock. “Hot and tight.” 

      “Deeper,” she moans and spreads her legs. 

      I’m afraid to go too far and too hard because of how far along she is. But the feel of her pussy on my cock makes me forget to be as careful as I should be. 

      “I love filling you with cum when you’re already carrying my baby.” I rub my hands on her belly and thrust deeper. “There’s so much more of you to hold on to.” 

      “Just like that,” she moans and squeezes her eyes shut. “Oh god, Luca, I’m going to cum again.” 

      “Your little clit is poking out, begging for attention.” I graze my knuckle across it, and she squeaks with a mixture of delight and need. “My horny bride is in need of more cum?” 

      “Please.” She looks at me, and our eyes connect. I can see how desperate she is for this release. I know that if she doesn’t cum around my cock, then it doesn’t feel like she truly got off. 

      “Your pussy is greedy today.” I thrust into her over and over, and she falls limp against the table. “Maybe she’s eager to be my wife.” 

      “Yes,” Nolia moans as her body opens and welcomes me inside. 

      “Tell me what I want to hear,” I order, and she does it instantly. 

      “I love you, Luca. I love you so much.” 

      “And I love you, amore,” I say and then I feel her cunt clench around me. She puts her hand on top of the one I have on her pregnant belly. The sight of it while her pussy milks my cock is too much. 

      “That’s it,” she breathes when she feels my cum pulsing inside her. Her own orgasm hits her, and I don’t bother to quiet her screams. It’s our wedding day; we can fuck as loudly as we want. 

      The pleasure goes on for what feels like an eternity, but when my heartbeat begins to slow, I pull out of her heat. I’m still hard and ready to fuck her all over again, but we do have a little ceremony to attend to. 

      Even as I pull her panties back into place, I can see my cum soaking them and running down her legs. 

      “You’ve made a mess of me.” She grins, and I help her sit up. 

      Holding her face with both my hands, I place a kiss on her lips before looking into her eyes. “I’m going into this marriage as I plan to continue it. Deep inside of you.” 

      “I’m going to give you so many babies,” my bride giggles, and I kiss her again. 

      “You keep saying that, we’re not going to leave this room.” I shake my head. “Your pussy is too tempting right now.” 

      “Then let’s get this done so we can start the honeymoon,” she says, and I lift her into my arms. 

      “I couldn’t agree more.” 

      When we walk out of the room, I see the hallway has been blocked off with chairs so that no one could get through. I’ll have to remember to thank Pru and Vitaly for that privacy when I was too far gone to care. 

      “Ready, my bride?” I ask, and Nolia nods. 

      “I’ve never been more ready for anything in my life.” 

      Keeping her in my arms, I carry her down the aisle as we begin our happily ever after. 
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            Guarding His Obsession

          

          BY ALEXA RILEY

        

      

    

    
      When Drake Hart's security team is hired to find a stalker, he has no idea what's in store for him. However, the day Zoey Lewis' picture lands in his lap, there's nothing he won't do to save her. He's always been quiet and shy, but seeing her changes everything.

      Zoey is missing a filter when it comes to interacting with people. She's used to being lost in her computer and being taken care of by her sister. She's an oddball, and people find it hard to deal with. But when Drake Hulk-smashes his way into her world, she doesn't feel so out of place.

      When Zoey is threatened and needs protection, will Drake save the day? With a body like his, all signs point to yes!

      Warning: He owns a security firm. She's a little nerdy. It's a classic trope and a recipe for sugary-sweet erotica!
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          ZOEY

        

      

    

    
      “I don’t need a bodyguard,” I huff into the phone, holding it between my shoulder and ear as I dig through my messenger bag for my keys.

      “This isn’t up for debate,” my own assistant snaps through the phone. Maybe having my older sister as my personal assistant wasn’t the best idea. That’s a lie and I know it. Hell, who am I kidding, she holds my life together. I might be the brains of this duo, but she’s way more organized than I am. It probably has something to do with her modeling career and always having so many things going on in her life at one time. She’d done it from the age of seven all the way until her mid-twenties when she retired. Elle is the order to my chaos, and I need her.

      Now that I think about it, I don’t think I even hired her. She just barged in, in true Elle form, and took over. It wasn’t like she needed the job. She saved her money and I, in turn, helped her invest it in ventures I knew would do well.

      “Grr. Where are these stupid keys?” I mumble to myself, digging deeper into my seemingly bottomless bag.

      “Front left pocket.”

      I roll my eyes, only because Elle isn’t here to see it. I can hear the smug tone in her voice. I reach into the front left pocket and pull out my keys.

      “It’s creepy when you do that.”

      “No, what’s creepy is the stalker who seems to only be getting worse.” I hear the worry in her voice. I’d probably be the same way if this was directed at her. But a stalker for me just seems strange. If anyone should be stalked, it’s her. Some of the letters she would get when her modeling career was in full swing went from weird— like wanting to shave off all their hair and send it to her—to crazy, men offering her the world if they married her. Even telling her they wouldn’t make her sign a prenup. You should see the way men get all dreamy eyed around her. It’s actually kind of funny. How they follow her around like lost puppies with no brain. I’ve seen firsthand the smartest of men go utterly dumb in her presence. I’ve worked with some of the most intelligent, gifted men in America, but when Elle would show up to drop something off for me, they’d go from brilliant to incapable of putting a sentence together.

      I insert my key in the door, turn it, and the alarm to my condo starts to sound. I hit the disarm button on my keychain before dropping the keys back into my bag, not into my left front pocket. Just a little rebellion because Elle can’t see me.

      “Okay. I’ll meet with someone.” I give in easily because there really isn’t much of a choice. Fighting Elle on something she wants is like fighting a brick wall. It’s better to spend your energy elsewhere.

      I flip the lock back in place and turn, hitting a concrete wall of a man.

      “Good, he’s already there,” I hear Elle say as my eyes travel up and up an endless span of chest. Up, up, up, until my eyes finally land on a hard face with a clenched jaw.

      I blow my hair out of my face, trying to get a better look at him. Jesus. He’s hot in that oh-my-God-he-could-crush-me way. Wait, is that hot?

      It’s then I realize he has his hands locked on my shoulders, holding me in place. I likely would have landed on my ass as hard as I ran into him if he hadn’t grabbed me. My body presses against his, and I watch his nostrils flare as he takes a deep breath, like he’s breathing me in.

      His arms release me, and one hand goes to the glasses on my face, fixing them.

      “What’s he made of? Concrete and sex?” I whisper into the phone like the man in front of me can’t hear me. He has the words “Hart Security” on his chest. I watch as he takes two steps back from me.

      “Is he hot?” my sister asks, seeming to have perked up at my words.

      “Hot is putting it mildly.”

      The man in front of me narrows his eyes as they travel down my body. I’m short, with lots of curves, and for the first time in my life, I wonder if a man likes what he sees when looking at me. My sister always gets the male attention. This isn’t new to me, nor does it bother me. It is what it is.

      It’s how it's always been. She’s tall, blonde, and has the bluest eyes. She’s also skinny as hell, even though she could out-eat me. I’m the complete opposite. Short, lots of curves, with brown hair and eyes. I tend to blend in. I actually enjoy this since I’m not the best conversationalist. I have this problem where I have no mouth-to-brain filter, and that seems to make others uncomfortable. I’ve seen Elle cringe on occasion from the things that have slipped out of my mouth. It doesn’t bother me like it seems to everyone else, though.

      Just like Mr. Sex here, who has already taken a few steps back from me.

      “Wow. He’s got to be amazing. I don’t think I’ve ever heard you call someone hot.”

      My stomach flutters at her words. They ring true. No, I don’t think I can ever recall a time when I thought a man was hot. Symmetrical, maybe, but he definitely isn’t that. His nose looks like it’s been broken a time or two and a small scar runs across his left cheek.

      I wonder if he has more. I take a step towards him, wondering if he’ll let me see. I have no idea why I have the need to know if he has more. It doesn’t make sense. I always have a reason for doing things and thinking things.

      “Do you have more scars? Can I see them?”

      I hear his intake of breath, and then Elle bursts into giggles.

      “Did you just imply you wanted him to get naked?” Elle says through laughter.

      The man in front of me clenches his fists, and I wonder if this is another one of those times I’m making someone uncomfortable again.

      “I…” I pause to think about it for a second. I didn’t think about him having to undress for me to see more of him, but now I like the idea. I lick my lips.

      “Let me talk to him,” Elle says, still giggling.

      I clench the phone in my hand for a second before I pull it from my ear. I’m thankful she isn’t here in person, and I instantly feel guilty for that thought. I love my sister, but the idea of her getting this man’s attention, a man I don’t even know, bothers me. That can’t be normal.

      I hit speakerphone and let her know she’s good to go.

      “Mr. Hart, it’s Elle. We talked on the phone this morning. I just wanted to thank you again for taking the job personally and not handing it off to someone else. I’m told you’re the best.”

      “Ms. Barber, the security here is shit. I got in past the alarms completely unnoticed. The doorman didn’t even give me a second look.” His eyes lock on mine again for the first time since I was plastered to his body. “Furthermore, your sister seems to have no fucking problem with a man she doesn’t even know standing in her home.”

      The last bit comes out in a yell and makes my eyes widen.

      “I’ll call you back.” I click the end button on the phone screen before narrowing my eyes at Mr. Hulk-man over there. Where the Hulk turns green and gets all giant, this guy seems to go all red and appear even larger than his massive self.

      “Listen here, Hulk. You can take your incredible body and vacate my home. I won’t be needing your services.”

      My face warms a little at the word services.

      He takes two steps towards me, crowding my space, a space he didn’t seem to want any part of a little while ago. He lowers himself so we’re nose to nose.

      “Sorry, cupcake. Contract’s signed. You’re mine.”
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