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HER…

Never again will I let a man enslave me.

 

Never again will I let fear rule me.

 

I’m going to fake it until I make it, or crash and burn.

 

THEM…

She came.

 

We saw.

 

We will conquer.

 

 

Game on…


 

 

 

 

 

 

PROLOGUE

 

 

CARMEN

 

 

Everything hurt. Carmen shivered, lying on the kitchen floor. The cold from the marble tiles seeped into her bones, turning them into shards of ice. Yet, somehow, her cheek that wasn’t plastered onto the floor felt burning hot. 

Why couldn’t she move? 

Something dripped down her cheek and got caught on her broken lips. A coppery taste; blood. 

Her breath caught as the last gruesome hour of her life came back to her with the velocity of a Mack truck. Then she heard the most hated and feared sound in the universe—her husband’s voice.

“There’s no more loyalty left in this world. You think you can just leave me? I’ve bought you, slut. Paid good money for your virgin body. You can’t leave me. You will never leave me!”

Carmen’s head pounded. She tried to open her eyes, but her vision spun. 

Oh, God. She’d told her sister she was going to leave Franco. Jazzy had left to get her a moving truck. Any minute now, she could return. She didn’t want Jazzy to get caught up in her mess. Jazzy wasn’t anything like her—she was brave, bold, and would fight Franco with her every breath. 

He will hurt her.

She desperately tried to get a view of her surroundings, but all she could see were Franco’s boots through the slits of her eyes. He kept on talking, though she could barely make anything out of his words anymore. There was a loud ringing in her head, and it felt as if any second she could pass out.

Still, like nails on a chalkboard, his voice penetrated through her foggy brain. 

“The cold, barren slut actually believed she could leave me.”

Barren. Ah, yes, one of the reasons he hated her so much. The very thing he taunted her with.

Another shiver went up her spine. A dark, distant memory, scratched against the surface of her brain, trying to escape its prison.

No. I don’t want to remember. I want to forget the past ten years of my life. Please, God, take me to your kingdom. Let me have peace.

Something crashed against the wall. From the sound of it, it must have been one of Franco’s whisky glasses.

Then she heard her sister’s voice.

“Franco, please. Carmen’s bleeding. Let me call an ambulance.”

Oh no, Jazzy was already here. Carmen tried to make a sound, warn her sister off, tell her to run and save herself. No one knew better than her how unpredictable Franco was when he got drunk. Or the monstrous things he was capable of. Another dark memory resurfaced but she quickly pushed it away. She’d vowed to never think back on the night he had finally broken her.

Franco snorted. “Why? I didn’t shoot her. I just broke her leg, so she can’t fucking walk away.”

“There’s a lot of blood, please.”

It killed her to hear Jazzy’s pleading voice. She’d never heard her little sister beg for a thing in her life. 

I’m not going to let him break you too, sis.

“Don’t know why she’s bleeding like that. She never did before.”

For some reason, the mention of blood pushed their conversation into the background. She could feel it now. A cold, yet somehow still warm feeling from her belly all the way to her thighs. Her heart started pounding and she felt sick.

No…

The next second, when she heard Jazzy mention Franco had a gun, her heart froze. She forced herself to shut out her brain for all and everything but her sister’s safety. That was the only thing that mattered right now. Not her pain, not the tears streaming down her face for something that would never happen. The only thing she could think of was keeping Jazzy safe.

I’m not going to fail you too, Jaz.

When she re-opened her eyes, she saw Franco had lifted Jazzy by her hair. Her anxiety reached peak level when he waved a gun in her sister’s face. 

“You’re not taking her anywhere,” Franco snarled. “She’s mine. She will always be mine.”

“Fuck you!” Jazzy spat. “She isn’t a piece of property you can just kick around. She’s a human being, you asshole.” 

Franco knocked Jazzy down, making her drop to her knees. Her sister’s gaze was immediately on her. Their eyes locked. Jazzy looked past her though, to the window.

Where was she looking at? What was she trying to tell her?

Carmen silently screamed for Jazzy to run. She opened her mouth, but she had no breath left to form words.

Then Franco pointed his gun at her sister and Carmen’s brain almost short-circuited. A fire started in her belly, and she slowly pushed up on her good leg. 

A jeans-clad figure suddenly stormed into her vision, knocking Franco away from Jazzy.

Tommie…

Thank God for blue-haired angels. 

Carmen could hear the men struggle on the floor, as she forced her legs to move. Her arms finally came back to life and she pushed herself into a sitting position.

A shot went off and she froze. Franco got up, leaving a bleeding Tommie on the floor.

The devil always rises again…

Jazzy yelled and launched herself at Franco, getting in hits wherever she could land a kick and a punch. The gun clattered onto the floor, but Carmen was in no condition to look for it. She crawled to the cabinet nearby and pulled herself up.

Jazzy managed to kick Franco against a wall. Pots, pans, and all kinds of cutlery dropped onto the floor. The metallic sound made her head pound, almost knocking her back to her knees, but she couldn’t give up. Not while Franco kept storming toward Jazzy. 

She grabbed the first sharp object she could get her hands on.

A butcher’s knife.

Perfect. 

She slowly neared Franco’s back. Just as he was about to punch Jazzy again, she struck.

It wasn’t like in the movies; there was no blood pouring out of his back like a fountain. Instead, she heard a sick thud as the knife lodged into his lower back and hit bone. 

With all her might, she tried to pull it out, just so she could strike again, afraid she hadn’t finished him. Unfortunately, the knife was stuck. Sheer adrenaline kept her on her feet. The second Franco dropped onto his face, her body swayed, and she fell behind him. Within seconds, a pool of blood formed around her.

Not all of it is his…

Her hand went to her flat tummy and she gagged as silent tears streamed down her cheeks, forming a river of pain.

I’m so sorry, little one. So sorry I let him snuff the life out of you before you could even blossom.

She couldn’t look away from Franco’s body, afraid that the second she unlocked her gaze, he would rise again. He always came back to torment her. 

Jazzy hurried over to Tommie, who seemed to have a gunshot wound to his shoulder. Carmen couldn’t see for herself, because that would require her to look away from Franco. If she took her eyes off him, he might get up and hurt people again. After all, he had survived a mafia war, an attempted assassination, even a car bomb, but always landed back on his feet. 

She needed to make sure he would never get up again. Because this time, it wasn’t only her he would go after. Jazzy had defied him and once Franco got back his strength, he would kill her. He wouldn’t care that her sister had married a man far more dangerous than he could handle. He believed women to be beneath him. Considered them to be dolls; to be played with, then broken, whenever he deemed fit.

She had to make sure he was dead. The ringing in her head started acting up again and her vision grew blurry. Jazzy was yelling something at her, but she couldn’t make out any words.

Her last thought before the world faded into black was that Franco had vowed she’d never be free from him. 

I will find a way.


 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 1

 

 

CARMEN

 

 

Going to an adult club in a dominatrix outfit wasn’t the way Carmen had planned to spend Halloween. She’d rather be at the Detta mansion, making cupcakes with her honorary niece, Zoe. Instead, she had found an obscure “invitation” on her doormat, summoning her to go to this party tonight, or else…

Thinking back on the crumpled letter she’d stashed into her bodice, once again, a white-hot rage poured down her back like liquid fire. With Franco dead for a year now, she’d thought the days of people trying to blackmail her were over.

Clearly, she’d been wrong. Not only was she trying to keep two rivaling mobster families off her back, now she had to deal with extortion on a more personal level.

 

Meet me in the Purple Room at Club Obsidian tonight, or I will make the pictures public.

 

D.

 

She had an inkling who this “D” was and the mere thought of having to face one of Franco’s sadist friends again was nauseating.

Still, here she was, standing in the entry hall of the kind of club she had sworn never again to set foot in. The kind of place that made her skin crawl and chest ache from the memories it forced upon her.

Club Obsidian catered to people with a less than vanilla lifestyle. Unfortunately, she knew all too well what that meant.

Pain. Humiliation. 

Blood. So much blood.

She shook her head, trying to rid her mind of memories that clung to her like ghosts visiting from her past. She continued forward, forcing her feet to move.

The darkened club was already packed with people dressed in all sorts of fetwear. Some wore leather pants, or tight, knit lace slips, combined with corsets. Others were dressed up in chained armor complete with a ball gag, following after their master. She saw a group of women in the corner without shoes, the bare feet marking them as submissives.

Even in her aversion to the place, she couldn’t help but admire the dark, hardwood floors, dark-red satin walls, and the huge chandelier that cascaded pieces of light to every corner. 

She bit her lip, trying not to think of the club’s owner. 

Vince Detta. 

Even though his brother was married to her sister now, it had been over a decade ago she’d last been alone in a space with her secret college crush. A status quo she intended to maintain, which meant she had to avoid him at all cost. 

She looked at her friends, Tess and Tommie, who she had basically tricked in accompanying her tonight. Unlike her, they were dressed for the occasion, in costumes that truly represented them. Tommie, as Freddie Mercury in a red royal mantle, and Tess, like the geek she was—a cross between Darth Vader and a princess. They were nothing like her, pretending to be something she wasn’t, all in an attempt to gain strength and courage from a costume.

Pathetic.

Taking a deep breath, she continued inside, ignoring the silver platters filled with champagne flutes that were handed out by scantily dressed submissives. She had to get to the Purple Room, but first, she had to ditch her friends. They couldn’t know why she was truly here.

Tess pulled her toward her guy, Luca Detta. Carmen tried her best to ignore the tall man standing next to him in black slacks and a white shirt. Vince Detta—the man who had stabbed her in the back over a decade ago. 

So much for avoiding him.

The moment his eyes landed on her, she felt that familiar pull; part pain and part pleasure. A dull ache when she remembered he hadn’t come through on his promise, and what that had cost her. And then there was an unwanted joy that hit her right in the gut, simply for being in his presence. Once, he had stood for comfort, and hope. For some reason, the remnants of those feelings still lingered. Apparently, her brain hadn’t delivered the memo to her treacherous heart that he was not to be trusted again.

Coming face-to-face with him during her sister’s wedding had been hard. That night, she had passed out on the dance floor only to wake up in his arms. Of all people, it had been him to pick her up from the floor instead of her husband. His arms had held her. Strong arms that had made her feel safe, even when she was terrified that any second Franco would show up and make her pay for letting herself get touched by another man. Little did anyone know that after Franco, Vince was the man she hated the most in this world. Not her dead grandfather, who had sold her to Franco in the first place, or Franco, who was simply a monster, but Vince.

Just ignore him. He’ll do the same.

Really?

Of course.

Her inner voice was wrong. Unfortunately, Vince wasn’t prepared to ignore her. She could see it in the way his broad shoulders tightened and his jaw set. His piercing blue eyes settled on her the second he spotted her. A frown appeared between his dark eyebrows as he looked her up and down and a heat came over her, setting every fiber of her being on alert when he reached her cleavage. Damn him for making her feeling self-conscious over her own body. How was it that he still had this effect on her after all these years?

“Why are you dressed like that?” he snapped. “You’re not a dominatrix.”

Whip. In. His. Face.

Instead, she slapped it on the palm of her hand. “And how would you know?”

Vince took a step toward her, forcing her to step back. “Stop pretending to be something that you’re not, sweetheart.”

Gone was the temporary hold he’d had on her. This time, it was rage that lit her body on fire.

“No, you stop pretending like you know me. I can be whatever, or whomever, I want. And don’t call me sweetheart. I’m neither sweet nor do I have a heart.”

With her head held high, even though she was shaking in her stiletto boots, she gave him her back. Moans and the whooshing sound of a whip hitting flesh floated on the air. Goose bumps washed over her skin when she heard the groans and screams. She disappeared into the crowd, making her way downstairs to the private rooms in the back. Rooms that, no doubt, held horrors inside. A particular room like this had once been her nightmare, dowsing her body in an inferno. 

The snap of a paddle in a nearby room pulled Carmen back from the sewer of her memories. She took a deep breath and kept on walking until she reached the Purple Room. 

She couldn’t help but wonder why the asshole who was blackmailing her had chosen this location, of all places, to have a tête-à-tête with her. She never frequented this place. In fact, if it weren’t for Halloween—the one night a year when members could bring a plus-one—she wouldn’t have even been let in. Still, whoever it was that had sent her that message chose this place for a reason. Maybe it was because of the privacy the owners guaranteed.

Her lips thinned as her thoughts trailed back to Vince Detta; another knife in her back she could never get rid of. She had barely made it past him. For some reason, he believed he had a right to say anything about the black latex outfit she wore. 

Screw him. It didn’t matter what he believed. Besides, she had far more pressing issues on her mind.

Someone had found out about her biggest shame and was exploiting it. She wasn’t entirely sure who he was, but she was about to find out. Just another cross she had to bear for having been married to Franco.

She grabbed a hold of her whip tighter, as her other hand rested on the wall for a second. Her stomach roiled and acid crept up her throat. After taking a deep breath to stop herself from heaving, she continued. She pushed the door open and stepped just inside. Trepidation made her hesitant to enter the place further. The room was dimly lit, like every other corner in the club. Except, this one was eerily silent. 

She swallowed as she took in the room that was colored in shades of purple and black. If it hadn’t been for the fact she knew it was a BDSM club, and for the hooks in the ceiling that could be tied to the massive bed, she would have believed it to be a regular room in any upscale hotel.

A quick scan showed the room to be empty. Maybe she should check the bathroom. Except, she really didn’t want to. Bad things could happen when you got cornered in a bathroom…

Carmen, my scared, little, innocent lamb.

Abort, memory.

Abort!

Bile rose up her throat as Franco’s words went through her head.

With her heart hammering in her chest, she full-on walked into the room. She was no longer innocent, and she refused to be a lamb, for lambs got slaughtered. Whoever this person was that had something on her, she refused to show him her belly. Gripping her whip tighter, she checked out the bathroom, which was empty. Then, something caught her eye. A foot stuck out from the other side of the massive bed.

Slowly, loosening her whip in attack mode, she peeked over to the other side of the bed. 

As she had feared, it was Dwight, Franco’s shady go-to man. He lay face down on the floor, wearing leather pants only. There was a knife in his lower back, and his bald head was turned in a weird angle. 

Oh, God.

A piece of paper was stuck into his hand. Trying her best to ignore his dead eyes, she grabbed the paper from his hand. The message in black ink swam before her eyes.

 

He’s my gift to you.

 

Her legs turned into jelly and she slumped against the wall.

Someone had killed Dwight, for her. The implications of the sick gesture almost blew her mind. Someone else knew about her shame. Or perhaps, it was all a set-up? Franco loved tormenting her with scenes like this. 

She pushed the paper into her bodice. No one could ever see it. She needed to think, figure out what had happened. What if this guy was just the entrée? What if the mastermind who had staged this scene was yet to appear? Hadn’t that been Franco’s M.O.? Make her believe she was safe, before pouncing on her. 

A cold chill washed over her as she pondered that possibility. She snapped the whip, the sound comforting her like nothing else could, reminding her she was no longer defenseless. She knew how to wield a whip to turn skin into shreds.

Then, the door opened, and a tall, looming figure appeared in the doorway.

In sheer panic, she lashed out.


 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 2

 

 

SY

 

 

Sy shook his head as he walked down the stairs, following after a woman with a bouncy ass and a mean look on her face. What was the world coming to? A sub strutting around in a dominatrix outfit was looking for trouble. Of course, it was Halloween—anybody could become anyone they liked for a night. Except, this wasn’t just any woman. She was Carmen Caruso, widow of Franco Caruso, a former enemy of his.

The closer he got to the private rooms behind the dungeon, the more subs he encountered, trying to pull him into a booth.

“Master Sy, could we—”

“Not now, Delilah.” He looked past the pretty redhead, trying to figure out which room the fake queen of fetish had entered. He’d taken his eyes off of Carmen for a second and lost her. Shit. That one had trouble written all over her delicious body.

He couldn’t have anyone messing up his club, as it was one of the few ways he made cash that was IRS-proof.

Admit it. You wanted to fuck her the second you saw that ass.

No, I want to spank her. Fucking her is just a bonus.

After the third door he threw open, he finally found her. His gaze went up to the curvy woman holding a whip. Perfect white teeth bit on a slightly too big bottom lip. She had long, curly hair. He felt his hands twitch with longing, aching to run his fingers through it. She was leaning against the wall, as if she needed the support. Tears were streaming down her heart-shaped face, but she didn’t make a sound. 

He followed her gaze and saw a pair of feet sticking from the side of the bed. 

Fuck.

He walked up to the bed and stared down at a fresh body. He didn’t remember the guy’s name, but knew him to be an investment banker. They ran a “members only” club, but for one day a year, on Halloween, members were allowed to bring a non-member. Potential members were allowed inside as well, to get a taste of the club and what it had to offer, which was a decadent, top-notch place where you could fulfill your every desire, with guaranteed privacy. After all, they had a very diverse clientele, from politicians to celebrities, and every other prominent figure that enjoyed San Francisco’s BDSM scene. Another thing they provided was a safe place. Clearly, their security had been slacking.

He quickly assessed the situation. There were no marks on the male’s body or face. His neck fell at an odd angle though, which indicated it was broken. Snapped like a twig.

He turned toward the one person in the room holding a weapon—Franco “The Bull’s” widow. It would figure that during her marriage to that scum, she would have picked up a few scaring tactics of her own, such as how to wield a whip. Still, didn’t mean she would be strong enough to bring a big guy to his knees.

It bothered him that half her face was covered by a thick mass of dark curls. He needed to see her eyes. There was a reason those orbs were called a mirror into one’s soul. They were important. It was the last thing he saw before he took someone out. 

Then she turned around. One look in her haunted eyes and his world shifted on its axis. She saw him. Actually saw him. Didn’t look through him or avoid his gaze as most women did, afraid of his cold look.

“Carmen.” He didn’t know what it was that prompted her name from his lips. 

It was a mistake. He knew it the second her bewildered look turned icy and her eyes flashed.

“You!” 

Slash.

Pain radiated through his bicep. Then, like a wildfire, it spread to his bare chest. He defensively put one arm before his face so she wouldn’t get him there. The damn woman wielded the piece of rope as if there was no tomorrow.

His skin felt too tight. Too hot. A familiar pressure started to build up inside him, a sure sign he was about to lose control. 

She got one more hit right onto his chest before he grabbed the end of the whip, wrapped it around his wrist, and started to pull. It turned black before his eyes. Tucked away memories of the days he woke up with a beating, knocked into him like a sledgehammer. No one got away with hitting him. No one. He couldn’t remember the last time anyone hit him and lived to tell.

Don’t ever let anyone hit you again, Sy. Skarsgards don’t get hit.

He shook his head to get rid of the memory of his brother, Viking, holding a hammer over their stepfather’s body.

Next thing he knew, his hand was around Carmen’s throat and his body covered hers.

On the bed. 

Fuck. How the hell had that happened? 

She was writhing underneath him, panting like crazy. Her tiny fists pounded into him from the sides.

He closed his eyes, trying to push away the darkness in his head. It was like a living, roaring beast inside him that came back to surface, demanding retaliation.

An eye for an eye. 

“No… Franco. Please, no… no…” 

Franco? The word penetrated through his foggy brain like a bullet. It pierced through his rage and shattered it.

His gaze locked onto hers. Carmen’s eyes were teary, her pupils widened in terror as she clearly relived a nightmare. It was as if part of her had left the building; she wasn’t completely there.

Jesus. She was more messed up than he was.

He grabbed her wrists in one hand and put pressure on them. She gasped from the pain but refused to back down. He was barely keeping himself from strangling her.

With his other hand, he grabbed her chin and forced her to look him in the eyes. It took a moment before her gaze refocused.

“Stop fighting me,” he growled.

“You bastard,” she spat. “What, do you feel like a man now? Blackmailing me? Hurting me?”

He loosened his grip but didn’t let her go. She was spitting mad and he’d learned at an early age that no matter the gender, you didn’t let go of a loose cannon. In fact, women were more dangerous than men when they felt threatened. He knew what a woman could do to a man—rip his heart right out of his chest, creating a monster that would devour the world.

“Stop moving or I will fucking hurt you. I don’t give a shit that you’re a woman. I will break your pretty face.”

She didn’t listen. The woman was mad, which only fueled his desire to make her submit to him. Damn, her movements had an unexpected side effect, making him hard.

When she felt his growing bulge press against her belly, she went instantly still.

“Please… no…”

Sy found he hated her pleading tone. He’d rather have her feisty, trying to kick his ass.

“Don’t worry, doll face. I’m not into rape.” And then, because he was a bastard, he added, “I’m not giving you my dick before you ask for it.”

Just like that, her switch flipped to the other side of hell.

“That will never happen, asshole,” she snapped.

Oh, she sounded so crisp and proper. Then and there, he decided he would have her.

“I’ll take that bet,” he drawled.

Her eyes widened in surprise, then narrowed.

That’s right. Never think you can figure me out.

A familiar voice broke their stare-off. “What the hell are you doing, Sy?”

He wondered how long it would take Vince to follow after her. After all, they shared the same taste in women.

“Look at the other side of the bed,” he ground out. 

Vince cursed when he saw the body. “He still breathing?”

“Dead as a doornail.” Having killed so many men, he could tell after a single look.

“I didn’t do it…”

She sounded deflated, all fight having left her body. Her eyes were staring into the distance and she hardly noticed him stepping off of her. He took position before the door, not planning on letting her get off the hook that easily. His chest ached and there were streaks of red lines marring his skin.

An eye for an eye. Always. Promise me, little brother.

Always, Viking. I promise.

Carmen jumped off the bed and grabbed her whip from the floor. Her shoulders sagged, as if a massive boulder pressed on them.

“Carmen, what happened?” There was a softness in Vince’s voice Sy had never heard before.

“I don’t owe you any explanation, Vince.”

“The hell you don’t.”

“I don’t owe any man anything.” Followed by a nearly inaudible, “Especially not you.”

Much to Sy’s surprise, Vince let that remark go. What the hell was going on here?

Carmen went for the door, her back ramrod straight. 

Sy didn’t move an inch when she tried to pass him. Which, unfortunately for her, meant she was stuck. There was no way she could slide past his bulky frame, not unless he allowed her to.

Her eyes narrowed. They held a challenge, which was quite a bold gesture for a woman barely reaching his chest.

Ah, little doll, you don’t know who you’re messing with. Yet.

Vince had never mentioned her, but Sy made it his business to know everything about the people who mattered in his life. Vince may not be his brother by birth, but they were blood brothers. As such, he was familiar with Vince’s brother’s sister-in-law.

She was the widow of, and heir to, Franco Caruso’s estate. Probably spoiled to the bone, having never worked a day in her life or worried where her next meal would come from. They had absolutely nothing in common.

Except, a strange thing happened during their stare-off. He saw beyond her glossy two-hundred-dollar haircut and annoyed heart-shaped face. The princess was in pain. Dark secrets and deep fears hid behind her hazel eyes. For the first time in his life, he wanted to uncover the mystery that was a woman. This woman. Yeah, he wanted her, there was no denying that, but he needed to know what made her tick as well. And, more importantly, how to push those buttons, making her yield to him, instead of defying him.

Her face was ashen and, despite her pretend bravery, she couldn’t hide the slight tremble in her chin, or white knuckles clasping the whip.

Silly girl. Trying to pose as a wolf, while you’re a lamb.

I'll huff, and I'll puff, and I'll blow your house in.

My time will come.

He stepped aside, so she could finally move past him. She all but ran, as if hellhounds were chasing her.

The second she disappeared, he turned to Vince. “You want her.”

“So do you.”

Yeah, he did. And what he wanted, he always got. 

“You know me,” he answered. “She’s drawn first blood and is going to pay for it, one way or the other.” 

Vince cocked a brow as his gaze went to the red lines on Sy’s body. “You do know that you’re the dom and are supposed to be the one wielding the whip, right?”

He answered by flipping him the bird. “You never mentioned her. Not once.” He wasn’t sure why he sounded accusatory. It wasn’t like he believed Vince hid her from him. That wasn’t in his nature. On the contrary, they both liked sharing women. And he intended to share this one.

“Couldn’t. She was married.”

All that mattered to him was that she wasn’t any longer. “What’s stopping you now?”

Vince pulled out his phone and starting typing. Probably to call in the cleaning crew. The man could rule a country with his connections.

“She isn’t like other women we’ve shared,” Vince said, tucking away his phone. “She doesn’t know anything about the lifestyle. If it weren’t for Halloween tonight, she wouldn’t have even been here.”

His gaze turned to the dead guy. The faux dominatrix would have been here all right, he was certain of that.

“We could teach her.”

“Fuck no. It’s too soon. You get anywhere near her and she will have your balls.”

Sy chuckled. He had every intention of handing her his balls, though not in the way Vince meant.

“I disagree. She’ll bend and crumble.”

Vince shook his head. “That would be because of fear, not desire. She was married to Franco. You know what an abusive, sick pervert he was. Carmen’s damaged, Sy.”

“We’re all damaged.”

And if history had taught him anything, it was that it was better to be damaged together than alone.

“Also, she hates my guts.”

“Well, how about that. A woman who hates you more than me. Guess there really is a first time for everything.”

“She thinks I betrayed her.”

Now, that just couldn’t be right. Vince was a Detta, and they came as loyal as could be. Over the years, they’d had each other’s back, and Vince had saved his hide a time or two. To hear him say he was being accused of betraying someone was odd, to say the least. Yet, there was something in his voice…

“And? Did you?”

A vein pulsed at Vince’s jaw. “In the worst possible way.”

“Hell.”

“Doesn’t matter though.” A familiar determination crept into Vince’s voice. “Whether Carmen wants to admit it or not, she needs my help. And I’m gonna give it to her.”

Interesting. “That woman ain’t gonna accept shit from you.”

Vince looked over at the dead body. “I wasn’t going to ask.”

“Didn’t think you would. And I don’t think she’s gonna mind us getting rid of a guy who was blackmailing her, but that still won’t get you into her good graces.” He’d just met her and already knew Vince was on her shit list.

“Blackmailing her?” 

Sy shrugged. “All I know is that she thought I was in on it too, hence the slashing and dashing.”

Vince cursed. “Morelli and Keegan are after her casinos. It must have something to do with those pricks.”

“Morelli,” Sy growled. “Hell will freeze over before I let that shit stain get those casinos.”

“He won’t,” Vince assured him. “Not if everything goes according to plan.”

Yep, that sounded more like the Vince he knew, always plotting and planning. But first, he had to know.

“You and her. You two have history.”

“It was a long time ago.” Vince sat down with a sigh. “Long story short, when push came to shove, I chose my brothers. We were just about to make a name for ourselves. Gio was working day and night to provide for us, starting Detta Corp. You know how it goes. The world is brutal when you have a cross behind your name. It took a long while before he got out of our father’s shadow. And even today, there’s still a hint of disdain at the thought of the Detta name. I knew back then, if I wanted us to succeed, I couldn’t have anything or anyone holding me back. Carmen would have been a weakness. So… I let her go.”

There was more to it. Sy was certain of that. But he wouldn’t ask. Not today. Not when Vince obviously wasn’t ready to talk yet.

“So, now what? You want a second chance? Thinking of keeping her this time?”

“I’m going to own her.” Vince looked up, straight into his eyes. “We both are. I’ve seen the way you look at her.”

They’d talked about this. Yeah, they shared women but to him, it was just that. He would take her body, enjoy it, give her pleasure in return, but it wouldn’t be anything more than that. There wasn’t a woman alive that would put up with him for a long time.

Last time they had a woman over, she’d lasted for two weeks. She had loved Vince and the gifts he showered her with. Just like all their women, she saw Sy as only a sex toy. They were drawn to him because of the danger, and his bad rep. He knew exactly what and who he was—a stubborn S.O.B. set in his ways, just looking for a good fling. He would never settle down. Couldn’t even imagine what being homey would be like. Not in his line of work and definitely not with his fucked-up family as an example. 

“You sure about this?” he asked. “’Cause if you’re serious about her, I’d only be dead weight in the end.”

“First of all, you should give yourself more credit. And second, we’ve talked about this. I’m never gonna put a woman through what my mother went through. At least, when she has two protectors, Carmen will always be safe. I know that, should anything happen, you’ll take care of her.”

There was a look in Vince’s eyes he hadn’t seen before. It was somewhere in between pissed-off determination and his badass master look getting a sub to drop to her knees. 

“Tell me what you need.”

“I need you to help me break her.”


 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 3

 

 

CARMEN

 

 

She had literally hit rock bottom. As Carmen stared at the piece of paper on the bathroom floor, her thoughts went back to the night before. The blackmailer. The club. The dead body that had somehow been a sick tribute to her.

What was she to do? Once again, her life had turned into a nightmare. Someone else knew about her secret, her shame. It not only made her sick to her stomach, but it had her reliving her nightmares.

I’m still paying for my sins…

Someone had killed her blackmailer. That person couldn’t possibly have good intentions toward her. For one, he was a murderer. Even if he had killed Dwight for her, it didn’t make it right. She didn’t feel relieved. At least she knew what Dwight wanted. Well, she could make an educated guess. Money. Or perhaps the two remaining casinos she had left from Franco. Her husband had lost most of the Caruso family business before his death, but she was still stuck with the casinos. Two large, shiny places of fun and games that several families were after. 

