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        To my Dad.

        He’s no longer with us but he’s always in my heart.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          DOMINIC

        

      

    

    
      For years, my family was on top.

      Ruthless. Respected. Feared.

      That all changed with the death of my father. As I moved into the position of power over the Corsino empire, enemies to the family tried to take over my city. They thought I would be weakened by my loss. They didn’t know me.

      I’m Dominic Corsino, and it was time to show everyone what I’m capable of.
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          DOMINIC

        

      

    

    
      “You sure this is a good idea?” Marco asked.

      Looking around at what used to be my father’s casino, I couldn’t help but smile over at my uncle. I never cared much about the casino. I had the place gutted, and emptied of every trace of my father’s corrupt mafia legacy. He’d murdered many innocent people over his reign before he killed himself. He did a lot of shit I was not cool with. The man I thought I knew for all my life wasn’t who he really was. If I’d have known the truth maybe things would be different.

      “This is the best idea I’ve ever had,” I said, answering my uncle’s question. “It’s what I’ve wanted to do for a long time. No one’s going to take what’s mine.”

      The hotel above our underground empire in New York belonged to me and my sister now, but it wasn’t the hotel that made the Corsino name powerful. It was what we did in the dark that made us who we were. I thought I could keep the power by doing things the right way, but that time was over. Everyone expected me to back down after my father died, to let the other families assume the upper hand. The Cartwrights were the first to try and stake their claim.

      Fuck that. The time had come for me to make a choice … and I did. For years, I was the one who met with the other families to discuss business. The Corsinos were the wealthiest of them all and my father wanted it to stay that way. Our hotel brought in more income than the other families combined. I was easier to get along with than my father, and unfortunately, that didn’t work to my advantage. In my world, being nice was seen as weak, but I didn’t get off by bringing others down. It was time to show everyone that I wasn’t my father. I was stronger.

      The casino had been transformed into an arena called ‘the pit’. In the middle of the room where slot machines used to be was now an octagon fighting ring with a couple hundred chairs all around for the spectators. The casino was a way to swindle money from selfish bastards who liked to piss their earnings away. That wasn’t what I was about. I loved the fight, and what I needed more right now was fear. Fear from the other families. With my father gone, all they saw was opportunity. It was time they knew what I was capable of.

      Marco placed a hand on my shoulder. “It’s a good plan, son, but there’s only one problem.”

      With a heavy sigh, I turned to my uncle. He was my father’s brother, but they looked nothing alike, except for the Corsino eyes. They were gray, just like mine. Marco towered over me with his six-foot four frame and linebacker build. In his youth, he was on his way to play pro football, but gave it up to be second in command to my father. But even as that he was just as shocked as all of us to learn of my father’s human trafficking business. He could’ve gotten out of this life after my father’s death, but he chose to follow me.

      “I know,” I replied, turning my attention to the ring. “We need more blood.” More numbers to our ranks. Not only did we lose my father, but my uncles James and Roger went down as well. They were in prison after the FBI found out they were involved in a bombing that killed one of our rival families, and a lot of innocent people in the process. My father was involved in a lot of shady shit I didn’t know about until it was too late.

      This is mine now, my families. I’m going to keep our business as much on the up and up as I can. The families divide the city, we all have successful businesses and for the most part keep to our own, kind of an unwritten rule right now. There’s only one family that has the old school mentality and wants to fuck with us. Let ‘em try, they’ll find out we don’t fuck around.

      The door across the room opened and Marco’s son, Luca, walked in, followed by Isaiah who used to be my father’s bodyguard. Luca was twenty-six-years old and could easily pass for my brother with his brown hair and gray eyes. He looked around the room with a sly grin. “Nice work, Dom. This place is gonna be packed when we open for business.” He climbed up into the ring, and draped his suit jacket across the ropes. “Speaking of business, I found us a couple of fighters.”

      That was what I wanted to hear. “Oh yeah,” I called out. “They any good?”

      Luca chuckled. “The best I’ve seen. Isaiah and I found them in Vegas. They’ll be here tomorrow to get your approval.”

      Marco beamed. “Good job, son. I knew I could count on you.”

      I climbed up into the ring with Luca. “You say they’re good, but do they know what we are and what they’ll be doing?”

      Expression serious, Luca nodded. “They do. They’re willing to do whatever you want, especially with the price we’re offering. Plus, we need them.”

      That was for damn sure. I needed more men in my circle, but what I really needed were men I could trust. A couple of fighters I didn’t fucking know wouldn’t cut it. At least, until they could prove their worth. Yeah, it’d be great to add them to my ranks, but it wasn’t enough.

      To hold our stake in the city we needed to prove our worth. With my mom and sister now living out west it was my job to keep up with everything. After pop’s death they’ve asked to be hands off, something I totally understand. Though while I build our strength, hold our presence amongst the mafia world, I’m going to try to realign the values of the businesses the best I can. The old regime’s ways aren’t working the same as they did just a few years ago.

      Marco walked up the steps to the ring, and rested his elbows on the ropes. “You have me, Luca, and Isaiah. Your cousins Cayden and Ace said they’d help, but they don’t really want to get involved. I’d leave them out of it if you can. That’s not a lot of Corsinos in your corner. We …”

      I held up a hand. “I know, we need more.”

      Marco cleared his throat. “There’s someone who can possibly help us, but it’s up to you to make the call.”

      I’d put off that phone call for as long as I could. Yes, there was someone who could help us, but there was a problem, he was married to my sister and he was an FBI agent who belonged to a group called the Circle of Justice. Basically, he was an assassin; the kind of man I needed by my side. They’d moved to Wyoming to get away from the mafia world, but I hoped I could get them back to the city. Unfortunately, Bryce would never do anything to betray Layla’s trust. I promised her I’d do things right and not turn out like our father. Bryce’s loyalty to his family was what I banked on, and now that he was a part of mine, I had to believe he’d hold that loyalty to us as well. He’d never let us fall … or would he? I was about to find out. Huffing, I pulled out my phone, and waited for him to answer my call.

      “Dominic,” he said, his tone sounding curious. “How are you?”

      I blew out a sigh. “Could be better. I’m hoping you can help me with something.”

      “Everything okay?” he asked.

      “Is Layla around you?” I countered.

      “Not at the moment. We’re actually in New York. Layla was going to surprise you. She just got out of the car to go into the courthouse. When she’s done, she wanted to come see you.”

      Layla and I only had a two year difference in age, and being the eldest I was always her protector. Even when we were little kids, I watched out for her. Whether it was at school or on the playground, no one messed with her. We were inseparable. Last year she met Bryce who also happened to be an undercover FBI agent and assassin whose mission was to kill my father. She didn’t know at the time that she’d fallen for the enemy. He’d duped us all, but in the end, he was a good guy. When we all realized what my dad had gotten himself into with trafficking the drugs and the rest of it…let’s just say, we were thankful the law won out. Bryce treated my sister well and that was all I could ask for.

      “Courthouse? For what?” I asked. Why the hell would she take a case in the city and not tell me…

      Bryce huffed, “I guess Layla didn’t tell you. Faith’s cocksucker of a husband cheated on her. They have a meeting with him and his lawyer today to get the divorce expedited.”

      A spike of anger clenched in my gut. Faith had always been untouchable to me, but it never stopped me from thinking about her in ways I shouldn’t. I’ve known her since sis met her in college and may have fallen in love with her then. Layla never wanted a part of our world, and I respected that. That was why I stayed away from her best friend. It was too dangerous for anyone, especially someone like Faith born and raised in a small southern town. But I couldn’t deny the satisfaction I felt knowing she was done with her bastard of a husband.

      “I didn’t know that,” I replied, trying not to sound too interested. “But I’m glad you’re in town. Think you could stop by the hotel?”

      “Be right there.”

      I turned to Isaiah, and nodded toward the door. “Isaiah will meet you in the lobby.” We hung up, and I turned my attention to Luca and Marco. “He’s on his way. I never would’ve thought I’d be turning to the FBI for help.”

      Marco shrugged. “FBI or not, he’s a dangerous man. He’s our family now and we need his help.”

      I just prayed to fucking God he saw it that way.
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        * * *

      

      Marco and Luca left so I could talk to Bryce alone. While I waited, I poured myself a glass of whiskey from the bar, the amber liquid smooth as it slid down my throat. I had a feeling I was going to need a hell of a lot more than just one drink once Bryce showed up.

      I poured another shot just as the door opened from across the room. Glancing over my shoulder, I watched Isaiah walk in first with Bryce right behind him. The second he walked in and saw the fighting ring, his face hardened. He glared over at me and shook his head.

      “Seriously? This is what you’ve been up to?”

      I tossed back the whiskey and started toward him. “It’s not as bad as you think. It’s not going to be a sleezy scam pit like our dads.”

      Bryce walked over to the ring, and snorted as he looked up at it. “Could’ve fooled me. What kind of fights are you organizing?”

      I joined him by the ring. “Fully sanctioned ones with five, five-minute rounds. No one’s going to die in my ring.”

      His lips pursed. “Sure about that?”

      “I promise,” I said, hoping he could see the truth in my eyes. “I told Layla I wouldn’t do anything stupid, and I’m not. The casino had to go. The reputation of that place, tainted by my father’s followers is not something I wanted to deal with. Besides, fighting is what I’m good at; it’s what I know. I’m the one who taught Layla how to fight. It might not be totally legal all of the time, but this needed to be done.”

      Narrowing his gaze, Bryce studied me. “Is there something you’re not telling me?”

      Blowing out a heavy sigh, I stared right at him. “It’s been a clusterfuck here after losing my dad and both my uncles. I didn’t want you and Layla to know because I didn’t want to worry her.”

      Understanding flashed across his face. “The other families are trying to take over, aren’t they?”

      I nodded. “With three of the Corsinos powerhouses gone, they see us as weak. There are only five of us left, including myself. I need the others to fear me like they did my dad. This place can help me gain that reputation.”

      “How?” Bryce asked. “Are you actually going to be the one fighting?”

      “If I have to, I will.” I was pretty damn good in the ring. I’d been training for years, even had a coach who was a Heavyweight UFC champion at one point. I was tempted to call him again. “Luckily,” I continued, “I have a couple of guys coming in from Vegas. They’ll be fighting for me, and hopefully, joining my ranks. I need more numbers.”

      Sighing, Bryce rubbed a hand over his face, and sat down in one of the spectator seats. “Holy fuck. I don’t know what to say.” He huffed, and looked up at me. “Layla’s not going to like it, but I understand why you’re doing it. I just wish you’d forget this shit and leave it all behind. Your father had a target on his back his entire life, and because you’re his son, you do too. I don’t want you ending up in a ditch somewhere.”

      “I’m not,” I growled. “I’m stronger than my father. With you by my side, the Corsinos will be unstoppable. You kill people for a living for fuck’s sake. The families need to see you around again, to know that I have your support.”

      Bryce stood and shook his head. “I would if I could, but there’s something you should know.”

      “What?”

      A small smile spread across his face. “Layla’s pregnant. She was going to tell you tonight, but I think it’s best you know now.” He placed a hand on my shoulder. “I want to help you, brother, but my loyalties are with Layla and our baby. I have to keep them safe at all costs. Being back here will put them at risk.”

      I would never jeopardize my sister’s safety. She’d grown up with a target on her back as well. There were things she didn’t know, things my father and I did to keep her safe. I’d killed for her, and she didn’t even know it.

      Pop’s business was old time mafia, they tightened the screws on longtime business owners raking in the cash. Now business is online, fewer store fronts and things are getting a little tougher. Many of the families now dabble in multiple ‘businesses’, like the Cartwrights are big in real estate. The Kazakovs ‘manage’ sports events. We all have our own gigs, our location is a respected section of the city that I need to keep charge of, and unfortunately, I’ve got the Cartwrights sniffing up my ass.

      “I understand,” I said, squeezing his shoulder. “I’m really happy for you both. Truly. But I need your help. It kills me to admit that.”

      Bryce sighed and averted his gaze to the ring. “You need more numbers, right?”

      He turned back to me and I nodded. “Yes.”

      “The fighters you have coming in won’t be enough. Who’s to say they’ll be loyal. They could easily turn to the Cartwrights, the Rossis or any of the other families.”

      “That’s what I fear,” I admitted. If any of them betrayed me, I’d make sure they paid for it. I wasn’t about to tell him that, even though I promised my sister I wouldn’t resolve things with violence. Unfortunately, it was the way the world worked. I couldn’t change that and neither could she.

      Bryce pulled out his phone, and started to type away, but then stopped and looked at me, his gaze narrowed. “There’s only one way I’m going to help you, Dominic.”

      I already knew I wasn’t going to like the words that were about to come out of his mouth. “What?”

      Eyes dark, he stepped toward me. “I’ll get you more men, but only for a few weeks. I’m not letting my guys get trapped here. If they want to stay longer, that’s on them, but I highly suggest you do what you gotta do and then get out. If things get out of hand, I’ll take everyone down myself.”

      And there it was, the one thing that was going to be a problem. Bryce may be a vigilante killer, but he was on the good side of the law. He’d take me down, I had no doubt. “Fine,” I gave in, hoping he couldn’t see the lie behind my eyes. “Once I’m done doing what’s necessary, I’ll leave New York.”

      His gaze narrowed harder. “Seriously? You’d leave all of this behind?”

      “Get me my men and I will.” Right now, I had no choice but to lie. I needed his help. It’d also get my sister off my back if she were to find out.

      Bryce pulled out his phone and typed away. “You may be my brother-in-law, but you’re going to owe me big time for this.” He finished up his texts, and slipped his phone back inside the pocket of his suit.

      “Who did you text?” I asked.

      He stepped toward me, his expression serious. “Having people in your inner circle you can trust isn’t easy to come by. I texted my brother, Reed, – and a colleague of mine, Micah Perry – to come out here and help you, if they’re willing. They both know everything about your family.”

      I’d met Reed before when I visited Bryce and Layla in Wyoming, and I knew he was an assassin just like Bryce. It took a certain kind of mentality to do that for a living, a mindset that I needed. I’d also heard Layla talk about Micah, but I didn’t know much about him. Unfortunately, there was only one problem. “They’re both FBI agents,” I stated blandly. Bryce working with the FBI was one thing, but bringing in men who had no clue how my family worked would be a clusterfuck. Not to mention, they probably had morals. They wouldn’t be able to do what I needed them to do.

      Bryce shrugged. “And?”

      I looked at him like he’d lost his damn mind. “They work for the government. What if they don’t like the way I run things around here? I need guys who don’t mind breaking the rules.”

      A small smirk spread across his face and he snorted. “Nothing to worry about. Reed could use an adventure, and Micah’s a good one to have around. He’s not your conventional agent.” There weren’t many men I trusted, but I did trust Bryce. He held out his hand. “Trust me, they’ll be perfect for the job. You have nothing to worry about.”

      I shook his hand. “I’m trusting you. If this works, I’m really going to owe you.”

      He squeezed my hand. “Just don’t get my brother killed.”

      “I promise. He’s your family which means he’s part of mine too. But first, we have to see if Reed and Micah agree to come.”

      Bryce nodded. “Hopefully, I’ll hear something back soon and give you an answer tonight. There may be someone else I can call as well, but I’ll let you know.”

      Relief washed over me, but it was too soon to celebrate. He turned on his heel and headed for the door. “Layla and I will come by once she’s done at the courthouse.” Stopping at the door, he glanced over his shoulder at me. “Oh, and when Layla tells you she’s pregnant, try to act surprised. She’ll kill me if she finds out I told you first.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh. “Got it. I’d hate to see her kick your ass. She has a powerful punch. I’ve been on the receiving end of that a few times when I trained her.”

      Bryce chuckled. “Don’t I know it.”

      He walked out the door, and I looked around the room. In a couple of weeks, it’d be full of people, and I’d show the families in my city that I was a force to be reckoned with. No one was going to take my city away from me.
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          FAITH

        

      

    

    
      The city sky was gray with thick clouds, and the air was so humid I could barely breathe it in. It was the perfect silhouette for my mood. I never thought getting a divorce would be a blessing, but also a complete and utter pain in my ass. Philip Mackenzie was about to be my past, and I could finally look forward to my own future. I’d given up all of my hopes and dreams to make his come true. Not anymore. My life was about to change.

      Trying to take a deep breath, I looked up at the stone columns of the courthouse. There were people all around, walking down the streets, and sitting on the courthouse steps. It was always busy in New York, and it didn’t matter what day it was. I liked it that way.

      In a little less than an hour, I was going to be inside those courthouse walls, finalizing my divorce. If there was one thing I was grateful for, it was my husband’s connections. Instead of a long, drawn out process, he was able to push it through quickly. All he had to do was admit of his adultery in front of the judge, and it’d be done. I was surprised he wanted to do it so quickly, especially considering he was about to give me half of everything he owned.

      I often wondered if others ever stopped and thought about what their lives would’ve been like if they hadn’t made such horrible decisions? Believe me, it was what I’d thought about every day since I caught my husband having sex on his office desk with none other than the new big breasted lawyer I’d just hired a couple months ago to join our firm. What surprised me even more was that when I caught them, I was angry as hell … but I wasn’t devastated like a normal wife should’ve been. Did I want to rip off his balls, and shove them down her throat? Of course, I did. I would’ve taken great pleasure in it too, but alas, that wasn’t the way the world worked.

      Who would’ve thought it’d take your husband cheating on you to realize that your life was empty. I had everything a woman could ever want, but in the end I wasn’t happy. My husband and I had our prestigious law firm, a luxurious condo in SoHo, and everything I could ever want.

      It turned out that all of that wasn’t what I truly wanted.

      I glanced down at my phone to catch the time, and my stomach clenched. I dreaded the moment I was faced with Philip. Ever since we separated two months ago after I caught him cheating with Cecilia, I’d been living in our condo while he moved in with her. I’d also stayed away from the law firm out of sheer embarrassment. My goal was to get him to buy out my half, and I’d walk. I wanted nothing to do with him or his firm. Besides, I was just the office manager. I gave up my passion of owning a restaurant so I could help him establish his firm. What a giant mistake that was.

      “Faith!”

      I turned toward the sound of my name, and watched as my lawyer and best friend – Layla Chandler – hurried out the door of the courthouse, carrying her leather briefcase. She looked chic in her black pantsuit with her long, blonde hair sleek down her back. You couldn’t even tell she was pregnant, then again, she was only in her first trimester. I was the first person she told. Soon, I’d be an honorary aunt.

      People in college always thought we were related since we were the same build and had the same color hair. She graduated with Philip so she knew what kind of a douchebag he was. I just hate it took me marrying him to see what he was truly like.

      Layla waved, and hurried up the courthouse steps in her black heels. “Have you been waiting long?” she asked, setting down her brief case so she could give me a hug. “I was going to wait for you out here, but I had to run inside to use the restroom.”

      I squeezed her tight. “No worries. I’ve heard women always have to pee when they’re pregnant.”

      She snorted. “You’re telling me.”

      “Well, while you were inside, I’ve just been out here thinking of my life. I’m glad I was smart enough to get out before Philip and I brought a child into this world.” I was so thankful of that.

      Layla snickered and let me go, her greenish-brown eyes twinkling with mischief. “Your life is about to be so much better without that asshole in it. I’ll make sure he pays for what he’s done.”

      I returned the laugh. “I’m counting on it.”

      Her eyes flickered to something over my shoulder and she scoffed. “Don’t look now, but ‘Mr. Can’t Keep His Dick In His Pants’ just arrived. He’s coming this way.”

      Closing my eyes, I blew out a frustrated breath. “I just have to get through today.”

      “Hello, wife,” Philip called out from behind.

      Hearing that made everything inside me explode. “Seriously,” I snapped, turning to face him. “Don’t ever call me that again.” He was dressed in one of his expensive Armani suits with his dark hair gelled to perfection. The man had a gift for charming people, and once upon a time, I had fallen for it.

      With a smug smile, Philip looked at me as if there was a joke I wasn’t privy to. On a day like today when I was about to take his bank account to the cleaners, it didn’t make me feel too comfortable.

      Philip’s grin widened as he looked at Layla. “It’s good to see you again, Layla. Looking more beautiful than ever.”

      Layla snorted with disgust. “Save it, Philip. I have nothing nice to say to you right now.”

      Philip’s lawyer, a friend of his father’s, came up behind him and tapped him on the shoulder. His name was Randall Mitchem, a man in his mid-fifties with salt and pepper hair, and a history of winning almost all of his cases. I was shocked Philip didn’t want to represent himself since he was a lawyer. Apparently, he hired Randall as counsel instead. The more I thought about everything, the more nervous I got. Layla was an impeccable lawyer, but now she was against two high powered men.

      “Come on, son. No need to stoke the fire,” Randall said in all seriousness. “Let’s go inside.”

      Philip’s smile faded slightly, but he kept his sly eyes on mine. “See you in there.” Turning on his heel, I watched him saunter inside the courthouse, all arrogant like the asshole he was. There was a time, even if it was just a fleeting moment, where I did see something other than greed in those hazel eyes of his. In college, we’d talk for hours on just random things and I loved it. He was so smart and it was one of the things that drew me to him. Unfortunately, I wasn’t smart enough to see through his lies until it was too late.

      Layla stepped up beside me, sighing heavily. “I know I’m your lawyer, and a damn excellent one at that, but I don’t have a good feeling about this, Faith.”

      The deep, gut-wrenching feeling in my stomach had me agreeing with her. “I don’t either,” I replied nervously. “He has something up his sleeve. I know it.” And I was about to find out exactly what that was.
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        * * *

      

      “Let me do all the talking, Faith,” Layla warned.

      It’d already been an hour and we still hadn’t seen the judge, but luckily, I didn’t have to wait in the same room with Philip. It didn’t matter anyway. I could hear his obnoxious laugh in the next room, taunting me. With every second that passed, the angrier and more scared I got.

      “I feel sick,” I said, pacing the room. Sweat dripped down my back, and my throat grew thicker.

      Layla stood and jumped in front of me, stopping me from my incessant pacing. “It’ll be okay, I promise. He’s not going to win.” She squeezed my shoulders reassuringly.

      I wanted to believe her, but I had my doubts. “If he does, can you use your mafia influence? Maybe put some cement boots on him and threaten to dump him in the river?”

      That made her laugh, but I was dead serious. I knew about her family, and what they were capable of. I’d give anything to have that kind of support right now, even if it was wrong.

      Layla noticed my lack of smile and sighed. “Hopefully, it won’t come to that. Although, I do believe my brother would do it for you.”

      Dominic had always caught my interest. I’d been friends with Layla for years, and never once did I let on that I was attracted to her brother. There was always something fascinating about him, but it wasn’t until much later that I found out the reason why. Their father was a ruthless mob boss that’d taken over New York City. Dominic was dangerous, and it intrigued me.

      “How is Dom?” I asked. I hadn’t seen him in months.

      Layla sat back down, her eyes studying me curiously. “Good. I’m heading to the Chateaux after we leave here. You should come with me.” Her smile came back, and she practically glowed.

      “Is there something you’re not telling me?”

      She opened her mouth to speak, but then a gentle knock sounded on the door. An older, petite woman with short red hair peeked her head inside and smiled. “Judge Hawthorne is ready for you now.”

      I froze and took a deep breath. Layla grabbed her briefcase and smiled back at the woman. “Thank you.”

      The woman opened the door further, and flourished a hand toward the end of the hall. “It’ll be the last meeting room on the right.”

      We started down the hall as she knocked on Philip’s room, instructing him and his lawyer the same thing. His snickers echoed behind me and I cringed with disgust. Hate was a strong word, but holy hell I disliked the man. I even hated myself for getting involved with him in the first place. The good thing was that it was only three years of my life wasted. I had so many more ahead of me.

      Layla walked into the meeting room first, and all that was in there was a long conference table with twelve large, brown leather seats. I followed Layla to the left side of the table while Philip and Randall went to the right. We started to sit down, but then the door opened and the judge walked in, wearing his black, silk gown and holding a folder full of papers. He was a tall man, looking to be in his late fifties with balding gray hair and glasses.

      The second he noticed Layla, his face brightened. “Layla Corsino. What a pleasure to see you again, my dear,” he said, holding out his hand.

      I breathed a sigh of relief. If he liked Layla it could only work in my favor; or at least, that was what I hoped. Layla shook his outstretched hand and smiled. “It’s good to see you again too, Judge Hawthorne. I’m actually a Chandler now. I got married a few months ago.”

      Judge Hawthorne patted her hand. “Congratulations. I’m glad to see your family getting back on track after everything that happened with your father.”

      The death of Layla’s dad was a sore subject, but she handled it gracefully. “Thank you.”

      He acknowledged me with a nod, and did the same to Philip and Randall. “All right, let’s get started. This should only take a couple of minutes.” He sat down and sorted through the papers in the folder. I had no clue what they were, and neither did Layla when I looked over at her and saw the same confusion on her face.

      The judge peered over at Philip, and then at me. “From what I understand, you two are seeking a speedy divorce? Is that correct?”

      I nodded. “Yes, Your Honor.”

      He turned to Philip and he nodded as well. “Yes, Your Honor.”

      Judge Hawthorne pursed his lips and focused back on the paperwork. “All right, let’s get this going. It appears you are the one at fault, Mr. Mackenzie?”

      Philip shifted in his chair. “Yes, Your Honor. I admit to cheating on my wife. We both want the marriage terminated as soon as possible.”

      For a moment, I was afraid he wouldn’t admit to his adultery. I breathed a sigh of relief, and sat back in my chair. It was over … or at least, I thought it was. The judge studied the paperwork again as if even he was confused over something.

      “What is he reading?” I said, whispering the words to Layla.

      She leaned toward me. “Don’t know, but I really wish I knew.”

      Judge Hawthorne slid the papers back into the file, and pulled out another one with which he signed. “Your wish has been granted. I’ll have it finalized in about two weeks.” He passed the paper off to Philip. “Sign and date at the bottom.” Philip signed it and slid it over to me. Layla read over it first and nodded for me to sign it.

      She handed it to the judge. “Your Honor, my client and I wanted to lay out the terms of the divorce. There’s nothing we’ve seen that goes over that. All my client wants is for Mr. Mackenzie to buy out her share of the practice and to give her the condo they purchased together.”

      Brows furrowed, Judge Hawthorne stared at us curiously before pulling out those papers again. “I’m sorry, Layla, but I’m a little confused at the moment. Your client signed the papers giving up those rights.”

      It was as if I’d stumbled into a nightmare. “What?” I shouted. “I never signed anything like that.” I glared over at Philip, and that smug smile of his slowly crept up on his face. That sick feeling in my gut came back with a vengeance.

      Layla squeezed my hand. “Calm down. I got this.” The judge handed her the papers, but I was too pissed to move. My anger had me frozen in my seat while I watched Layla skim through what looked to be a contract. When she flipped to the final page, her eyes widened in shock.

      I grabbed the paper out of her hand. “Let me see it.” All it took was seeing my signature at the bottom line to understand what the hell was going on.

      “That’s your signature,” Layla said, keeping her voice low. “According to the contract, he owes you nothing. How did this happen?”

      Rage overtook me, and I crumpled the contract, throwing it straight at Philip’s face. “You son of a bitch. You tricked me!” The contract bounced off his forehead, and he covered his face to hide his smile. All I wanted to do was jump over the table and punch him so hard his nose broke. “Your Honor, if I signed those papers, I did it unknowingly. I’m the manager at our firm and I’m given papers to sign all the time. Philip must’ve slipped it in to my pile without my knowledge.”

      Philip placed a hand over his heart, feigning innocence. “There’s no need to get upset, honey. We talked about this, remember? You were okay with it before.” He turned to the judge. “Please forgive her outbursts, Your Honor. She can be mentally unstable at times.”

      I slammed my hand on the table, and was about to show him how mentally unstable I could be, but Layla grabbed my arm. “Take it easy, Faith.” She turned to the judge. “Your Honor, my client was duped into the signing that contract. You can clearly see she had no idea what was going on.”

      “Whatever the situation may be,” Randall spoke up, “your client signed the contract. That is her signature, isn’t it?”

      Layla didn’t even acknowledge Randall and kept her eyes on the judge. Judge Hawthorne sighed and ran a hand over his face. “None of this sounds right to me, but that is your signature is it not?” he asked, looking straight at me.

      How could I have been so stupid to sign something without reading it? Philip had betrayed me long before I caught him cheating. “It is,” I said, clenching my fists so tight the pain shot up my arms.

      The judge sighed again and stood. “Then there’s nothing else I can do.” He focused back on Layla. “If you can prove this was maliciously done, I’ll be happy to reevaluate. Until then, this meeting is over.”

      He walked out of the room, and as soon as he was gone, Philip chuckled. “Make sure your stuff is moved out of the condo by the end of the week.”

      “You rat bastard,” I hissed. Layla grabbed my arm again, keeping me in place. “You’re not going to get away with this.”

      Philip backed up to the door, grinning the whole time. “Oh, and you’re fired. I don’t need you anymore at the firm. You can pick up your things in the lobby tomorrow morning.”

      It was as if everything came crashing down, but I was too numb to feel it just yet. The anger was too much. Philip and Randall left, while all I could do was collapse back into my chair. Layla turned me toward her and knelt down in front of me.

      “Faith, look at me.” When I didn’t, she squeezed my hands. “Faith, look at me.”

      It took all the energy I had to even focus on her. “I have nothing now. He took everything from me.” All the money I had of my own went into building our law firm. I did have a separate bank account that was my own, but there wasn’t much in it.

      She nodded, but there was a fierceness in her eyes. “He did, and you know what?”

      “What?”

      “He’s going to pay for it. I may be a Chandler now, but I was born a Corsino. It may be time I use it to my advantage.” She helped me up, and put her arm around me. “Until then, you’re going to live at the Chateaux in my princess suite. I’m not going to have you being homeless.”

      I was too angry and exhausted to argue with her. But in all reality, I was homeless now. I had put my faith and trust into the wrong person and I was paying dearly for it.

      How did I miss that document? Yes, I have a number of letters I needed to sign daily — all mundane forms for ordering supplies and such I should have noticed something that wasn’t similar…I just feel so had right now it’s making me sick. I should have known Phillip would have done something like this.

      Why would one person want to ruin another’s life in such totality, it’s just so cruel. When did he begin to hate me this much? Well, fuck it all, Layla was right … Philip was going to pay for what he’d done. I wasn’t about to go down without a fight.
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      “Should I open Layla up a bottle of wine?” Francis called out from the kitchen.

      I’d just gotten the text from Isaiah that Layla and Bryce had arrived at the hotel with Faith and were stopping by the princess suite first. I had a feeling things didn’t go her in way in court.

      Standing by the window, I looked out at the city below and noticed Francis’ reflection in the glass. He was forty-five years old with blond curls and a handlebar mustache that he’d had for as long as I’d known him. I glanced at him over my shoulder and shook my head. “Not tonight. I have a feeling she’s not going to want it.”

      Francis snorted. “Seriously? When has she ever said no to wine?”

      “That was before she was pregnant.”

      Francis’ eyes widened and he bounced on his feet. He’d been my family’s chef for years after moving from France, and after my father died, he decided to live at The Chateaux Hotel with his partner so he could continue to work for me.

      Francis clapped his hands excitedly. “I can’t wait to see her.”

      I could hear the ding of the elevator out in the hall. “Don’t say a word about it,” I said, making my way to the door. “She’s supposed to tell me tonight.”

      Francis nodded and hurried back into the kitchen just as the knock sounded on the door. I opened it up, and Layla flung her arms around me. “Surprise!”

      She squeezed me hard, but I hugged her gently since she was carrying precious cargo. “What are you doing here?” I asked, trying to sound shocked.

      With a heavy sigh, she let me go and nodded toward the hall. “Faith needed me. I’m letting her stay in the princess suite for a while.”

      “What happened?” I could already feel the anger well up in my chest.

      Before she could answer, Francis came up behind me and shouted her name. Layla rushed over to him and hugged him, both of them going ninety miles an hour about how much they missed each other. Francis took her hand and led her into the kitchen, most likely to shove food down her throat now that he knew she was pregnant.

      Bryce slapped a hand on my shoulder. “I’m sure she’ll tell you everything once she’s caught up with Francis. Right now, we need to talk.” He followed me to the study which was the farthest room from the kitchen. “I talked to Reed and Micah. Both of them are on board,” he said as we entered the room. “You already know Reed, but I’ll send you a file on Micah.”

      That was excellent news. “When are they coming?” I asked, leaning up against my desk.

      Bryce sat down across from me. “Reed will be here tomorrow and Micah the day after. I can’t promise you how long they’re going to stay, but I left it up to them. If you’re a dick don’t count on them sticking around.”

      “Don’t worry,” I assured him, hoping he could see how grateful I was. “I’m going to make sure it’s worthwhile for them to stay. I need them.”

      Bryce nodded. “I trust you. There’s also another guy I was able to talk to this afternoon.”

      “Who?” I wondered.

      “His name’s Connor MacCabe. Ever heard of that family?”

      It took me a few minutes to pin point where I’d heard it, but then it came to me. “There were two men who came to my father asking if they’d seen him. Had thick Irish accents. That was about a year ago, and I haven’t seen them since. The Irish mob families here in New York don’t have that name.”

      “They’re all in Ireland,” he stated. “Connor’s in Wyoming right now, keeping a low profile. He helped my brother, Ian, with a case here recently. When he heard I was recruiting people for you, he gave me a call.” A sly smile spread across his face. “I think he’s tired of the country life. Plus, he’s Irish and a natural born brawler. You could use him.”

      The thought definitely appealed to me, but there was a problem …

      “What if is his family comes looking for him again? I don’t want to put my people in jeopardy over something he did.”

      Bryce’s smile faded. “I get that. The only thing he did was avenge the death of his pregnant fiancé. She was raped and murdered by his nephew. When he got the chance, he killed him. He also helped save my twin brother’s wife. For that, he’s in the Chandlers debt.”

      Bryce had three brothers, all who worked for the FBI. Their bond was strong, just like the one I had with my family. I trusted Bryce, and I owed him. “In that case,” I said, holding out my hand, “I’ll provide him protection in return for working with me.”

      Bryce stood and shook my hand. “He’s a little rough around the edges, but you need someone like him. Reed’s getting him some new ID’s. That way it won’t draw attention to the MacCabes.”

      “And what are you two talking about?” Layla asked as she walked through the door.

      Bryce wrapped his arm around her waist. “Just shop talk, Lemon Drop.”

      Lips pursed, she narrowed her gaze curiously at me. “Seems like it’s more than that, but I’ll let it slide. I trust you two know what you’re doing. Right now, I need to ask a favor,” she relayed to me.

      I crossed my arms over my chest. “Anything.”

      “Can you please keep an eye out on Faith? I’m letting her stay in the princess suite for a while until she can get back on her feet.”

      “What the hell happened today?”

      Blowing out a heavy sigh, she sat down. It was uncanny how much she looked like our mother with her blonde hair and greenish-brown eyes. “It was awful, Dom. There was nothing I could do. Philip had tricked her into signing a contract, months before she caught him cheating. It stated that if they were to get a divorce, he’d get everything, no matter who was at fault.”

      Anger boiled in my veins. What a pathetic piece of shit he was. “I’ll watch over her,” I promised.

      “Thanks, Dom. She was so angry today. If I wasn’t there to reel her in, I’m afraid she’d be in jail right now with attempted murder.”

      That was one of the things I admired about Faith. You could look at her and tell she wasn’t afraid of anything. She also had a mouth on her which I’d always found to be humorous. What I never understood was how she could fall for that cocksucker Philip. He was a complete douche. Not that I was God’s gift to women or anything, but I at least knew how to treat them well. He didn’t respect Faith and it was evident in his actions. I’d seen the motherfucker out on the town with his friends, drinking and talking to other women. I had no doubt he’d cheated on Faith plenty of times before. I wanted to get involved, but I stayed out of it, much to my regret.

      “When you talk to her, ask her if it’s okay if I can see her tomorrow,” I said. With all the controversy with my family name, I wanted to give her a choice. I’d help her either way, but I wasn’t about to bring her into my world if she didn’t want it.

      Layla nodded. “I plan on seeing her in the morning before Bryce and I leave for Wyoming. If she agrees, I’ll bring her over so I can say goodbye to you.”

      “Sounds good. I hate you both are leaving so soon.”

      Bryce reached over for her hand and she smiled at me. “I have a doctor’s appointment tomorrow in Wyoming that I can’t miss.”

      “Everything okay?” I asked.

      She looked over at Bryce and her grin widened when she focused back on me. “I’m pregnant, Dom. Tomorrow we get to hear the heartbeat for the first time.”

      Tears filled her eyes and I opened my arms. “That’s fucking amazing, sis. Congratulations.” I hugged her hard and shook Bryce’s hand. “You better take care of her,” I ordered.

      “Always,” he replied.

      Layla let me go and wiped the tears off her face. “You’ll have to come visit us soon. Mom’s been dying to see you.”

      Once Layla and Bryce moved away to Wyoming, my mother did the same to be with her. With all the shit my father had done, I never expected her to stay in the city. She needed a new life, just like Layla.

      I cupped Layla’s cheeks. “I will. That baby’s going to know how awesome its uncle is.”

      I let her go and she sniffled. “You are pretty awesome. And thanks again for helping with Faith. She really needs us right now. I just hate I can’t be here for her. Once everything’s done, I’m hoping she’ll come to Wyoming. It might be best for her to get away.”

      “Don’t worry about her,” I said, “she’ll be perfectly fine.” A part of me didn’t want her to go to Wyoming. She needed to stay and show her bastard of an ex-husband that he wasn’t going to win. It just so happened that I knew exactly how to make him pay.
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