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PROLOGUE
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Franco Giordano

Three Years Earlier

“YOU KNOW WANTING OUR brother’s wife is pretty fucking stupid, right?” Paolo said, watching me from the edge of the mat where we’d been sparring.

“You think she’s in love with him?” I wouldn’t accept the marriage. My father never should have made it a condition. Nicola and I got along fine, most of the time, even if I was sometimes rude to her—a reminder that she was my father’s wife, and now he was dead. I should have been the one to marry her. But no. Salvatore was the one chosen to marry the widow. The woman I’d been in love with for the past two years. I knew she and my father hadn’t had a conventional marriage. I’d found out they didn’t even sleep together, and that only made me want her more. Not even Paolo knew about that. I wasn’t about to tell him our father never touched his own wife. But now things were different with Salvatore.

“What does it matter, Franco? I just think you should drop this little crush and focus on what’s happening with our family.”

“I am focused.”

“No, you’re not. You’re acting like you had some goddamn right to marry our father’s widow, and you’re poisoning your relationship with Salvatore over some fantasy you cooked up in your head. Wake the fuck up. She was never yours, so drop this shit and focus on business.”

“You taking his side? I thought you were my best friend, not just my brother,” I said, fury burning in my chest. Paolo didn’t like Nicola. He thought the war with the Carusos was her fault.

And he was partly right. If the Carusos had managed to get their hands on her, we wouldn’t have been at war for two years.

“I can’t support this bullshit, Franco.” He tossed his used towel aside. “We have the meeting with the Capos in two hours. We need to show a united front. A lot of people think our family is getting weak, brother. We can’t afford a fucking internal war too. Nobody expects you to go head-to-head with Salvatore—a lot of them expect that shit from me—but we have to stick together. It’s just the three of us now.”

We were never just the three Giordanos. Stefano, our cousin, was like a brother. He and Sal, closer in age, had a stronger bond than Salvatore had with us. Real brothers by blood.

But Paolo was right. We had to unite against anyone who tried to tear the Giordano family down.

“Sure,” I agreed, bitter. It stung that he wasn’t on my side. This whole fucking family was wrong. My father never should have forced Salvatore to marry the woman I was in love with.

“You shouldn’t be mad at Sal. He didn’t have a choice. He had to follow our father’s orders.”

“Fuck that. I’m not sticking around to watch it.”

“And where are you gonna go? Your business is here, little brother. Don’t let some teenage crush fuck up your head.”

“If you’re gonna lecture me, I’m leaving. I’ve got shit to deal with at the club.”

I started walking away, pissed at Paolo too.

“You’ve got a meeting to attend.”

“Fuck the meeting. Fuck all of you.”
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AFTER I SHOWERED AND had breakfast, I was heading to the office to join my brothers when my phone rang. Fucking problems. Who the hell was calling at this hour?

I handled some business in Catania, besides my club. Paolo was the underboss now that our father was dead, and with things tense with the Carusos, problems kept cropping up.

And this time was no different. The club manager was saying the police were causing trouble, sniffing around the place. A new cop? Didn’t he know you don’t fuck with the Giordanos?

Forget joining my brothers. I walked out. I needed to handle this shit. Then I could make the meeting with the Capos. I didn’t bother telling Paolo I wasn’t coming. When I got to the club, he started calling. I sent him to voicemail. I’d deal with him later.

Paolo: Where the hell did you go, Franco? Stop acting like a child and answer the fucking phone.

I was staring at his message, about to call him back, when the manager showed up.

“The bastard’s hunting for drugs in the club. I told him we don’t have any of that shit here.”

“Where is he?”

“In the wine cellar.”

Fucking idiot.

After I dealt with the cop at the club, I was heading back to the basement office when one of the soldiers came running in.

“We’ve got a problem, sir.”

“What’s going on?”

“There was an attack. I’ve been ordered to keep you here until further notice.”

“What?”

“Mr. Moretti said to stay here, sir. He needs to make sure nothing happens to you too.”

Too?

“I need to talk to my brothers.” I pulled out my phone and called Paolo first. It just rang and rang. “What the fuck happened?”

“An attack while the Don was on his way to the meeting. We don’t have concrete news yet.”

Stefano answered half an hour later.

“Finally, fuck! What’s going on, Stefano?”

“We were ambushed,” he said.

“Are Paolo and Salvatore okay?” I asked, my heart hammering. I thought I wasn’t afraid of anything. I wasn’t raised to fear. But right then, in that moment, I was afraid.

“Salvatore is fine.” He paused, his voice tight. “I’m sorry, Franco, but Paolo...”

“What?”

“He’s dead.” His voice went cold. Emotionless.

I almost dropped the phone. There was no pain inside me, only hate. A cold rage settled in my chest. And guilt for not being there with him. Guilt for not answering when he called. It was my fault he was dead. Fuck. I should have had his back like we always did, and I wasn’t there. Fuck.

“Porca miseria!” I snarled. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d cried in my life. Maybe I never had. But I could feel my eyes burning and my chest tightening like there wasn’t enough air in my lungs.

“Stay there until further notice, Franco. Salvatore can’t lose another brother.”

The guilt of being alive consumed me. I should have been with Paolo. If I’d gone with them, Paolo might still be alive. That thought hammered in my skull now, like a sledgehammer blow.

I don’t remember hanging up. I walked to the back of the office and poured myself a drink. The rage consumed me. The glass shattered against the opposite wall. I punched the desk, and the wood splintered under the force, blood staining the wood from my scraped knuckles.

Paolo was dead. And so was I. A dead man walking.

That day, the Franco who had existed until that moment died.
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CHAPTER 1
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Franco Giordano

Three Years Later

“...WE HAVE TO UNITE TO put an end to crime in this country and in this city. Organized crime has been spreading everywhere, and we’re not going to accept that easily. My duty as the police commissioner of New York City is to drive this vile scum off the streets... We’re working alongside the FBI and other agencies to make this a reality...”

James Clark sounded like a politician giving a speech—the same tired lines that, deep down, you know are just bullshit designed to tell people what they want to hear. Talking to a captive audience.

“What do you think?” Gus, who’d been my right hand since I took over New York, nodded toward the police commissioner on the TV. The man had been running a media campaign lately that was nothing but bad for my business, and it was pissing me off. He thought he had the fucking upper hand, yapping about everyone working together to wipe out organized crime. But he must’ve forgotten that plenty of those men weren’t honorable and were on our payroll.

Still, I had to give him some credit—a lot of people thought they could get away clean after taking our money. They were getting bold enough to interfere with our operations.

Like what was happening right now.

The Russian shipment we were supposed to receive today had to be postponed because of this man. He was on a mission to get reelected, trying to win points with a speech only idiots believed. The mayor and the governor had their tails tied to us, but Clark thought he could make a difference.

James Clark.

For the last few months, he’d been a pain in the ass. Always hanging around, sticking his nose in the famiglia’s business. To make things worse, bodies had started turning up with our Giordano family symbol at the docks, and the police department’s eyes were glued to that fucking pier, watching everything. Clark had a task force messing with the normal flow of my operations, which had been running perfectly for three years. If something wasn’t done soon, bigger problems were coming.

“I think the commissioner needs to understand who the fuck runs this city,” I said finally. “I want you to find out everything about him. Every goddamn thing you can dig up.”

“I can do that.”

Gus had been running things before I came to New York three years ago. He was more of a front man for business than part of our real operation. He still handled that side, but keeping things under control in New York took more care than in Sicily, especially with Clark gunning for men like us.

I hadn’t been back to Sicily in all that time. I was pissed at my brother for the way he shipped me off here. He wanted me to believe he sent me because Gus couldn’t handle the job, but I knew the real reason was Nicola.

I’ll admit it: I had a thing for my brother’s wife, back when she was still my father’s wife. I’ll also admit I wished she’d married me instead of him. When he assigned me here, I was fucking furious, but he’s the Don, and my commitment to the famiglia was more important than some crush on a woman. Hell, that wasn’t even the point—the famiglia always comes first. Duty to the brotherhood, to our oath. But I nearly forgot that detail when our father died, and then Paolo. And Salvatore still ended up with the woman I’d wanted to be mine.

But she could never have been mine—I see that now. They had two kids, Matteo and their newborn daughter. I needed to go meet my niece and nephew. I’d been thinking about it for a while, but the business here needed constant attention. I was expanding into a casino in Las Vegas and wanted to give that my full focus.

Still, I’d been angry at the world for three years. Ever since I came here, I hadn’t made any effort to go back. My father and my best friend and brother Paolo were killed in the war with the Carusos, and that pushed me to the edge—especially with Sal. I felt like I was alone. He had Stefano; those two had a brotherly bond. I was his actual brother and didn’t have that connection with Sal like he had with our cousin. And to make everything worse, my cousin Stefano married the daughter of the man who killed our father. That pissed me off—knowing Salvatore let it happen. I thought Stefano would get rid of the woman soon enough, but instead, he married her.

When Salvatore announced he was marrying Nicola, I wanted to challenge him for her, but I knew he wouldn’t hesitate to kill me. Even if we were brothers, challenging him would be fucking stupid. Now I was making it in New York. I had the city in my hands, and this fucking police commissioner wasn’t going to take that from me. I wasn’t going to back down like I did three years ago when I wanted something and my brother came along and took it. New York was mine, and I wasn’t letting this idiot get in my way.

I stood up and walked to the window, looking down at the streets below. This city was mine, and nothing was going to stand in my way. Maybe it was time to teach Clark a lesson. Send a warning.

“Find out everything you can about Commissioner Clark, Gus.”

Gus left, leaving me alone. Sometimes I didn’t even know why I’d been so angry all these years. I had everything a man could want, but I chose to stay angry. Still, it helped me make my name here. Clark wasn’t going to ruin this shit.
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A Few Hours Later

“ARE YOU SURE YOU HAVE everything under control, Franco?” Salvatore asked from the other side of the screen. We were on a conference call. We did this often. Stefano was in the room with my brother—he always was. There was a time, three years ago, when I almost felt resentment toward my cousin for taking the place of a brother that should’ve been mine with Salvatore. But I couldn’t resent Stefano. He’d protect Sal with his life. They were beyond any hierarchy; Stefano’s loyalty to my brother was something no one should question, even if rumors had circulated after I left Sicily, when Stefano decided to marry the daughter of the man who killed my father and my brother.

But their friendship never wavered, and that was good. Being at the top was often lonely, and Sal needed someone there for him, since I wasn’t around. Guilt and anger were still rooted inside me. Paolo’s death weighed on me like lead. I still blamed myself for not being there for him. If I had gone to that meeting, maybe he’d still be alive, and I’d have my brother with me. Now all that was left was a coldness inside me that had never existed before. I didn’t give a shit about anything else. The only thing that got me out of bed every day was Cosa Nostra. I didn’t have any fantasies of lost love for any woman anymore. I loved only one thing: our organization. And I would do anything for our cause and our way of life. Fuck!

“James Clark is a problem that will disappear soon enough,” I answered finally.

“Don’t you fuck our business up there, Franco. If that ‘disappear’ means the police commissioner dead, you’d better come up with another idea,” he snapped.

Well, he hit the nail on the head. James Clark’s days were numbered if he didn’t back off. I guess my face gave me away, because Salvatore leaned forward, moving closer to the screen.

“Find another way to handle this. Don’t draw fucking federal attention to us by killing the police commissioner, you idiot!”

“Then why don’t you tell me what to do? He’s begging for it, sticking his nose where it doesn’t belong.”

“If you can’t handle your shit up there, then I’ll have to send someone else to run New York.”

I was tired of my brother, always thinking he could do whatever the hell he wanted with my life. He was the Don, but I wasn’t some fucking kid!

“Who are you going to send? Stefano? Doesn’t he already have his hands full?” My voice came out hard, and I didn’t hide my anger at him.

Rage shot through my body at his words. My relationship with my brother didn’t seem like it would ever go back to how it was—without friction. It felt like there was something stopping us from being brothers and friends the way he was with Stefano. Maybe it was my fault.

“Don’t fuck this up, Franco!”

“If you let me do my job, that would be a good start,” I shot back.

“Are you questioning me?”

“You’re the Don, and I respect that, but you’re always fucking interfering. Let me make this clear: you put me here to make decisions, and I’ve been doing my best for three years. Now let me make the call I think is right.”

Salvatore’s death glare told me he was pissed.

“You think killing a police commissioner is doing your best? The feds would be on us like fucking vultures, and that would weaken our business and put a target on the Giordanos. Find another way to get Clark on our side.”

He thought Clark was corruptible? The man looked as clean as a newborn.

“He doesn’t take bribes or any fucking thing, Sal!” I shouted.

“Find something, Franco. Every man has a weakness. Find Clark’s, and he’ll be ours.”

I sighed and remembered I needed to talk to him about Isabella. That fucking woman had been acting crazy ever since Sal killed her father. And she kept showing up everywhere, always making a scene.

“Isabella resurfaced and she’s mixed up with some guys from a biker club. I hope she doesn’t drag them into our affairs and cause more trouble with Clark.”

“If she starts causing problems, we won’t give her another chance,” he said, like the matter wasn’t important. And it wasn’t. Not yet, anyway. Isabella was expendable to us, but if she caused trouble, she’d be eliminated like her traitor father. We’d given her chances, but Isabella was on a mission to avenge her father. And, of course, she wanted to be the only signora Giordano and marry Salvatore—even though they were cousins, she didn’t care about that.

We argued for a few minutes and finally ended the call with one last order from Salvatore.

“Don’t be stupid, Franco, and don’t kill the fucking cop.”

After hanging up, I stared at the glass in front of me, frustration eating me alive. I could kill that son of a bitch, and no one would ever know who did it. Men died every day, and one more wouldn’t make a difference—if he weren’t the police commissioner. But I could always make it look like an accident or something. But going against the Don wasn’t something you did, even if he was my brother. Hierarchy could never be broken.

I downed the rest of my drink when the door opened and Gus walked in.

“Tell me you’ve got something on Clark, that this son of a bitch has a weakness,” I demanded, since I’d put him on it since the start of the day. He’d worked on it all day and hadn’t found anything bad about the man. He seemed like the only cop in New York who didn’t have his hands full of dirty money.

“Ever since we started having trouble with him, I looked into it, but I didn’t find anything we could use against him.”

“Every man has a weak point, Gus, and he must have one. Hire someone to dig deeper.”

“Maybe it’s nothing, but he has a daughter. Seems pretty protective of her.”

“So? I don’t see how we can use that against him.”

“She’s the apple of her daddy’s eye. And if you threaten his little girl, he might get flexible and cooperative.”

“I’m not dragging anyone into this fucking mess,” I said flatly. I didn’t have the patience for that. Just threatening wouldn’t be enough—it would have to be something solid.

“Well, it’s an idea. I’ll have them dig deeper on him.”

“Why don’t you handle his daughter yourself? See if we can find out something about Clark through her.”

“Me?”

“Why not?”

“Fine. I’ll have news about her soon, but right now I’ve got business that needs my attention,” he said, already heading for the door. “I have a meeting with the director of the brokerage firm in Manhattan.”

When he left, I turned my attention back to work.

My cover had an office where I ran the business. Gus was the face, while I operated behind the scenes. I didn’t want to be known in New York, even if I’d been mentioned as a businessman. Which was good. James Clark and I had never met in person—maybe it was time to change that, to get close to him.

The day passed without me noticing. I only left to eat lunch made by the chef I kept there.

When Gus came back that night, I was still working. He walked into the office, sat down across from me, and tossed a folder onto the desk.

“Take a look, boss.”

“What’s this?”

“Our target. And I’ll tell you, this job won’t be any sacrifice,” he said, leaning back in his chair, hands clasped behind his head.

Name: Angie Clark.

Age: 24.

Profession: Medical resident.

Parents: James Clark, NYPD commissioner, and Michelle Clark, public prosecutor.

Clark’s wife was a fucking prosecutor. That only made it better.

There was more information—her address, the fact that she was a young prodigy doctor, basically living at the hospital. Also a devoted daughter who had dinner with her parents once a week. But none of that grabbed my attention like her photo did. Huge gray eyes, dark hair, fair skin—she could’ve been Nicola’s sister. But her brown hair was cut to shoulder length with soft waves.

Her mouth was open in a smile that looked contagious. A rare thing to see in my sister-in-law back in the day. She was always serious, hating all of us Giordanos. But that was before. Now I got photos of her laughing with Salvatore and the kids.

I shook my head to push the unwanted image of Nicola out of my mind. I wasn’t in love with her anymore. That shit was gone. Three years was a long time, but Clark’s fucking daughter reminded me of her.

“Where did you get this?” I asked Gus.

“Wasn’t hard. Just dug a little.”

“I don’t see an angle to use her to make her father leave us alone. She looks like a nun,” I observed.

I thought it was a waste of time, but I remembered my conversation with Salvatore and his order not to kill that bastard Clark.

“It’d be interesting for me to get close to her and seduce the girl...” he suggested. The image of those innocent gray eyes came to my mind, and something inside me stirred at the thought of Gus with her, getting close and seducing her. Something bitter seeped into my blood, but I said nothing, and he went on:

“And who knows, maybe get her father on our side? I can make her fall for me and pry some secret out of her about Clark that we haven’t found. I could even start a relationship with her, become his friend, and visit their house.”

I looked at Gus, my jaw tightening with a rage I didn’t even know where it came from.

“Maybe you’re right, Gus.” I slammed the folder shut and tossed it back on the desk, pushing aside my unease about his interest in the woman. “And how the hell are you going to do that? Get close to her?”

“We’ll think of something. Should I get sick and go to the hospital?” he asked, laughing. I shot him a scowl, and he raised his hands. “Just throwing it out there. You’re bad at this. I’ll think of something.”

“I don’t have time for this kind of shit. We’ve got bigger problems going on. Keep someone watching her for now, anyway.”

“Of course, I’ll keep a man on him.” He paused. “Clark aside, I heard Isabella caused another scene at Il Peccato last night. She’s been showing up there almost every day and causing problems, as you already know, but last night she pissed off some VIP clients.”

“Tell the security to keep her out. Simple. What part of my order to not let her in did they not understand?”

“I’ll reinforce that fucking order.”

We spent the next few hours trying to figure out a way to pull Clark’s men off the dock, and only then did we head out for dinner.

We went to one of the Giordano restaurants, the Siciliani. Salvatore opened it while he was in America, and it was a hit. It had a renowned Italian chef running it, but once a month, or whenever I wanted a meal that reminded me of home, I’d go there to dine and handle business. And I had a reason to go there a few times beyond business. The assistant manager, April, who worked with the chef on running the Siciliani, was a beautiful, attractive woman I fucked sometimes. Nothing exclusive, just sex, and that was it. There was no relationship beyond pleasure, but she was a beauty and wasn’t demanding a ring. For the last three years, I’d been taking advantage in every way.

As I sat down at the table, I looked around for her, but didn’t see her anywhere. She always greeted us.

She wasn’t working today?

“Mr. Giordano, why didn’t you tell me you were coming?” the chef said, approaching our table. “I’ll make your favorite dish right now.”

“No need, Valerio. I just need good food, and I know you do that masterfully, so serve me your special of the day,” I said.

“Right away.”

The chef left us, and then I saw April coming back into the dining room. She was an American blonde, tall as a model. Ever since I arrived in New York, this was the type of woman I fucked. Always the tall blondes, who didn’t want marriage or any kind of commitment. She didn’t remind me of Italian women at all, not even the woman I thought I was in love with before I came here.

April flashed me a smile, and I returned it with a discreet nod. She was always expansive and open, but I kept her at a safe distance, so she wouldn’t misinterpret our relationship. But I was hoping she’d be up for a fuck at her place tonight.

“And here we go,” Gus said, seeing April approach. “She swears she’s going to become Mrs. Giordano in the not-too-distant future.”

He was wrong. April knew her place in my life. She was just fun, and she’d agreed to that from the start of our arrangement.

“Mr. Giordano,” April said as she approached the table, keeping her tone formal, then shifting her voice to speak softly, as if she were my girlfriend—which we were far from being. “It’s been a while since you’ve been here.”

The exact time was two weeks, and she knew I didn’t come here constantly. She just wanted to know why I hadn’t called her in those days. She wasn’t exclusive. None of them were.

“I’ve been busy,” I said simply. She wasn’t getting a report on my life.

A waiter brought our usual drinks, and after he left, April asked, “See you later?” She used a low tone, just for me to hear. Our relationship wasn’t a secret, but we kept things discreet. Still, I noticed that every day, she was changing, and maybe Gus was right—maybe it was time to end it before she started thinking there was something more between us.

“Of course,” I said, because I needed to fuck tonight, to relieve the goddamn stress Clark had caused.

She left, and shortly after, the chef brought our dinner.

After he left us alone again, Gus laughed, leaning forward as he started to eat. “When’s Salvatore going to marry you off to some princess from an important family and crush the little plans forming in our assistant manager’s head?” he joked.

“He’s not crazy enough to plan my wedding without me having a say in it.” I didn’t want to get married—I knew that now. I was enjoying my bachelor life to the fullest. The pressure to provide heirs for the Giordano clan? I left that to Salvatore. He was doing just fine on that front, two kids already. “As for our assistant manager? She knows her place, in that case.”

“Does she really, though? Have you seen the way she looks at you?”

“I don’t care how she looks at me, Gus. She knows she won’t get more from me than what I already give.”

“If you say so. But back to Salvatore,” he began. “You know he can do it, right?”

“Gus, why are you getting into this fucking story? Got nothing to do? I’m sure Clark is a full-time job.”

“Can’t a guy have a conversation anymore?” He laughed, unbothered by my scowl. “So? Can I put the plan with the daughter into action?”

“Maybe I should handle that.”

“You? Get involved with the doctor?”

“You don’t think I’m capable, Gus?”

“I didn’t say that, but you know you’ll have to meet with Clark, and you don’t like showing your face so the world knows which Giordano runs New York.”

“Maybe I should change that.”

I didn’t want the FBI to know my face, but Clark wasn’t FBI. And if I had him in my pocket, it didn’t matter if he knew me.

“I’ll think of something to get close to the girl,” I decided. “Don’t worry about her.”

“All right, but I would’ve loved that job. She’s hot and sexy as hell—I get your interest.”

“There’s no interest, Gus. Forget that shit.”

“Fine. Mind if I head home? I know you’re going out with the assistant manager, and I need to relax too.”

“Go ahead. I can handle myself without you, Gus, despite what you think.”

We finished dinner, and I went to the office on the upper floor of the restaurant while Gus left. The chef was still in the kitchen, but I liked to check things out without him around. That way, I could work while waiting for April to finish her shift.

​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 2
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Franco Giordano

Two Weeks Later

MY CAR WAS PARKED NEXT to the hospital as I watched Clark’s daughter walk out of the building. She was with a man, and they seemed wrapped up in a friendly conversation, standing close together. He clearly had a thing for her—he kept finding excuses to touch her at every opportunity. His body language couldn’t have been more obvious.

Ever since Gus brought me the intel on her, I hadn’t been able to get the fucking woman out of my head. I’d spent the last two weeks trying to ignore her, but here I was. And this wasn’t even the first time I’d done this. They crossed the parking lot until she stopped beside a modest car. She opened the back door, tossed her bag onto the seat, closed it, then walked around to the driver’s side. The guy opened her door for her. He was so close he must’ve been invading her personal space. She gave him soft, warm smiles, which probably gave him the wrong idea—unless they were actually dating.

She hugged the lovesick idiot, got into the car, and pulled out of the lot.

“That guy looked like a complete fool, all gooey,” Gus muttered beside me. He’d been watching the whole thing too. “Can’t see myself ever falling that hard for a woman.”

I stayed quiet and followed Angie Clark’s car through New York traffic. She had a boring life, if you asked me. Just worked every goddamn day, and from what I’d seen in the two times I’d tailed her, she had no social life. She left work and went home, and home only let her out in the morning to go back to the hospital. No man besides that idiot from the hospital, no nights out. There was no way to approach her except at the hospital, and that wasn’t going to work. If I kept showing up there, pretending to be sick, it’d be way too obvious. The only option was to live in the same building as her.

I stopped the car when we reached her building. She drove into the underground garage and disappeared from sight.

“Gus, did you get anything on the apartment next to hers? Make it happen so I can move in here for a while.”

Be the friendly neighbor. I could play that role. Fake it to win over Angie Clark? I’d be the perfect man for her—until I got what I wanted.

Did that make me an asshole? So be it. I didn’t give a shit. I’d do anything to get our organization out of James’s way.

“You sure? This place isn’t safe, Franco,” Gus argued, pulling me out of my thoughts. “Anyone could get into this fucking building.”

“How else am I supposed to get close to her? The woman’s a goddamn saint,” I shot back. “Rent out the whole fucking floor and pack it with men if you have to, but as far as anyone’s concerned, I’m just a normal Italian with business in America.”

I waited another half hour in front of the building and was about to give up when a car pulled up. Looked like a rideshare. A moment later, Angie Clark came out of the building and got in.

“Well, look who’s come out of her fucking hole,” Gus joked.

I followed the car, and it wasn’t long before it stopped in front of a restaurant and our target got out. That’s when I saw who she was meeting: James Clark and an older woman walked up to her. The woman must’ve been the mother. They hugged and then went inside the restaurant.

The chance to kill the son of a bitch was right there, if I wanted a goddamn bloodbath. When he walked out of that restaurant with his lovely family, I’d put a bullet in the bastard. But my brother had the final say on that, and I didn’t like it one bit. Still, I understood him. Drawing attention to ourselves wasn’t the smartest move. Our expansion into America had been growing fast, and this wasn’t the time to fuck up by bringing the feds sniffing around our asses.

“I want to move in next to her as soon as possible, Gus,” I decided. We couldn’t afford to waste more time. “That way we don’t raise any suspicion, and we’re burning daylight. Our business has been taking hits because of this standoff with Clark. The sooner we get him on our side, the better.”

The last two weeks had been a chaos of calls with my brother about operations we couldn’t finish because the fucking man had a task force investigating. On top of that, Gus and I were trying to figure out who was screwing around with those bodies.

Nothing draws the police’s attention like bodies turning up in the city with clear evidence they were the work of some organization. And that this organization was tied to the Giordanos. This shit was about to put us on the radar, and that was a fucking problem. James wanted to play the hero and fix everything himself, but how long could he hold the situation together before our name got linked to it? Even without meaning to, he was helping us, keeping the feds off our backs for now—but I needed to act, goddammit.

“I’ll talk to some people, see what I can do.”

“Do whatever you have to do, Gus. Buy the fucking building if that’s what it takes to get me close to her.”

Out of patience for being a stalker one more minute, I started the car and left James and his pretty family behind, or I’d end up doing something I’d regret. I had business to handle. I’d opened a new club here. My Sicilian club, La Cove, was pretty profitable and, of course, a way to launder some of our money. My cousin Stefano and Lucca, one of Salvatore’s men, were managing it for me—Lucca more than Stefano now, since my cousin had become underboss and had enough on his plate. I hadn’t been back to check on it; I trusted my brother to keep an eye on things. Il Peccato was catching on with New York’s sophisticated crowd, which was good for business.

I parked the car in my reserved spot at Il Peccato and got out. A few soldiers were hanging around, guarding the club. I nodded at them and walked inside when someone stepped in front of me.

“Hello, Franco!” Isabella was with a guy and wearing the shortest dress I’d ever seen on a woman. “Your security won’t let me into your club.”

“They know you’re persona non grata, Isabella,” I said, trying to step around her, but she threw herself in front of me, blocking my way. “Get out of my face before I have someone drag you out of here.”

“Don’t worry, Franco. I just want you to tell Salvatore he’ll regret this very soon.” She gave me a wicked smile, and I signaled one of the guards to come over. “No need to call your lackeys, Franco. Tell Salvatore he’ll be sorry he killed my father. He’ll suffer another loss.”

I grabbed her arm hard enough to leave a mark tomorrow.

“Let me warn you, Isabella,” I hissed close to her face. “My brother spared you three years ago, but I’m not him. If you show up in front of me again, you won’t have time to regret anything—you’ll be six feet under. Cousin or not!”

I shoved her aside and walked into the club, needing a drink.
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A FEW DAYS LATER, I was moving into Clark’s daughter’s building. A smile crept onto my lips as I imagined the look on his face when he found out I’d wrapped his daughter around my finger.

She clearly wasn’t the type to have an active social life. She barely went out to dinner with her parents a few nights, but I’d find a way to get close. Tonight, I’d introduce myself as her new neighbor. She had to be so starved for affection that she’d fall for my charm if I turned it up a notch from what I’d been bothering with lately. Her father was still a massive pain in the ass.

Another body had turned up at the docks, marked with a gang tattoo. Whoever killed it left a hint that someone tied to the mafia was responsible, which would have the feds sniffing around the case soon enough. Someone wanted the police breathing down our necks and messing with our operations. Whoever it was, we had no leads, even working day and night to figure it out. Gus and I were on it. I thought about Isabella’s friends, the cartel guys she was mixed up with, but we hadn’t found anything solid. I was keeping an eye on them, though. Isabella might look harmless, but maybe she was getting her revenge on us. And she’d started dating that guy for a reason. She should’ve been dead already, like her father, but my brother thought she wasn’t a risk to us.

“It’s not so bad,” Gus said, coming from the kitchen of the apartment where I’d be staying for a few nights. It didn’t come close to my penthouse, but it was temporary, and I didn’t plan to be here every day. The plan was to worm my way into Angie’s life without raising any suspicion about who I was, and through her, get closer to James Clark.

“Are the cameras working?” I asked, turning to him.

“Yeah. Here’s your phone. I set up access on both this and the laptop.”

“Perfect. Our guy says she’s already left the hospital.” Yes, I had men watching the entire Clark family. I had to find a goddamn slip-up from Clark.

“You can go now, Gus,” I told him. I didn’t want anyone around today—couldn’t risk Angie getting suspicious. I’d been meaning to introduce myself for a few days, but the woman had no set schedule, and I was often working nights, so we kept missing each other.

“Our doctor’s here,” he said, checking his phone. We’d set up cameras all over the building, plus Angie’s apartment. We didn’t want any surprises, especially if Clark visited his daughter. In the weeks I’d been watching, he hadn’t—even when I wasn’t being a stalker, one of our soldiers kept an eye on her. And even though they seemed close, James didn’t seem to visit her place; they always met at restaurants. “We can introduce ourselves to her. I know she’d like me more than you—I’m much friendlier.”

He’d wanted to move in here and get involved with the doctor himself, but I vetoed that idea flat out. The thought of Gus with the doctor left a bad taste in my mouth. I’d handle it.

“Gus, you’re pushing your luck,” I said to him. Gus had become my right hand here. He’d been in the boss’s position, but all the problems with other families, gangs, and the police had made Salvatore decide to send me here. He was my most trusted man in this city. He’d also become a friend.

It was never my plan to move here. Did I want this shit? No—but maybe it was the best decision. Here, I had the freedom to make a name for myself without Salvatore’s shadow hanging over me in Sicily. I had my own men reporting directly to me, and I controlled one of the most profitable cities for the organization. And I wasn’t going to let that asshole Clark fuck everything up.

I still had no idea what I was going to do with his little girl, but I’d spin her into my web until she was tied to me somehow, and that would make her father back the fuck down.

“You can leave now, Gus.”

“We’ve got a meeting with the mayor tomorrow,” he reminded me. Even if the police chief was a pain in the ass, I had the mayor in my pocket, same as the governor. Getting close to anyone in law enforcement wasn’t the smartest move—if there was one thing we hated inside the organization, it was cops and anything connected to them—but a man’s got to do what he’s got to do.

I waited about an hour, then knocked on the door across from my apartment. The doctor was a tiny, delicate little thing. She didn’t look like Nicola, like I’d first thought. It was just the eye color that was similar, but maybe it was the light hitting them. Angie’s eyes seemed lighter, if that was possible.

They were almost translucent and crystalline. She was a knockout. She was wearing a big, loose shirt, definitely comfortable at home, and she sure as hell wasn’t expecting company. Her hair was in a messy bun, giving her a sexy look; her full, plush lips fell open when she saw me standing there.

Seducing Clark’s daughter wasn’t going to be a sacrifice.
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[image: ]




Angie Clark

“DR. CLARK?” HILLARY’S voice stopped me in the hallway and I turned to face her. She was the head nurse at the hospital where I was doing my residency, and also a dear friend. “Heading home already?”

“My shift’s over,” I said, with a warm smile. She was my age and had become a friend as soon as I started working there, and we took that friendship outside the hospital. Her, Dr. Thompson, and Corinne, another nurse, were my friends—the closest ones I had lately.

“Oh, I hate to ask, but we need you.” She gave me an apologetic smile. “The patient in 324 is having a relapse, and we need you to stay a little longer, until she stabilizes. Dr. Leonard already left, so...”

“Oh, that’s fine, I didn’t have anything planned for tonight anyway.”

“Thanks, Doctor. And our next happy hour, huh? Next day off? I’ve already talked to the crew. I’m not taking no for an answer.”

“All right.”

Sighing, I headed to the wing where the patient she’d mentioned was. She was a seventy-year-old woman undergoing hemodialysis, but her kidneys were failing, and there wasn’t much to do until she got a transplant.

When I finally left the hospital, it was almost nine at night, and I was exhausted. Over fourteen hours of work, and I was cross-eyed by the time the taxi dropped me at my apartment. Driving would’ve been dangerous in that state—I’d already come from another grueling shift. My apartment was in a pretty decent building, a gift from my parents when I got into med school.

They said it would let me focus on my studies without worrying about rent and all the expenses. My father was the police chief here in New York. When my parents got married, my mom’s old apartment sat empty since she moved in with my dad. Now it was mine.

I smiled as I walked, passed the night guard, and waved at him.

“Good evening, Doctor.” He waved back, friendly.

“Have a good night, Winston.”

“We have a new resident—have you met him yet?” I stopped and frowned. I didn’t know anything about the new resident, but I was hardly ever home, and plenty went on in the building that I never found out about.

“I didn’t know there were any vacant apartments.”

“Yeah, your new neighbor is in the apartment across from yours.”

I didn’t know it was empty; I knew someone lived there, but I had little contact.

“Oh, I haven’t met them yet,” I said.

“Pretty strange people, if you ask me.”

“What’s strange about them?”

He leaned in and spoke in a conspiratorial tone:

“Actually, it’s a single man.”

I smiled; he said it like being single was a crime.

“You’re a riot, Winston. I’m single too, and there’s nothing strange about that.”

He laughed.

“I just feel a weird vibe. Mark my words—that guy’s got something sinister about him.” He was an older man and just liked gossip.

We exchanged a few more words and I said goodbye, heading for the elevator. When I got to my floor, I looked at the door across from my apartment, but didn’t see anything sinister.

An hour later, I was sitting in front of the TV, eating dinner and watching the news, where my father was giving a press conference about organized crime’s grip on the state and the discovery of another body, apparently from a turf war between criminals, when a knock at the door caught my attention.

Who could that be? I never got visitors at night, especially not this late. It was late.

I looked through the peephole and saw a man out there. I seriously considered not opening the door, but since Winston hadn’t warned me anyone was coming up, I figured it was my new neighbor. I opened the door cautiously, and my heart skipped a beat.

Oh, since when was being a gorgeous, hot model considered strange? Winston didn’t know the first thing about strange, because the man in front of me was, seriously, a feast for the female eye. Tall, dark, and delicious.

“Hi!” My voice came out thin and weird.

“Hey.” He broke into a smile, and I swallowed hard. Mercy, had he been trained from the cradle to seduce with that smile? And the bastard even had a charming dimple. “I’m Franco, your new neighbor.” He thumbed over his shoulder. “Just wanted to introduce myself.”

He had a foreign accent I couldn’t place right away. But if I had to bet, I’d say he was Italian.

“Oh! I’m Angie.” I extended my hand to his, and it got swallowed up by his. My eyes dropped to where we touched, and I felt my libido wake up from a long winter’s nap. Big hands, with prominent veins. My eyes traveled up to his forearms, following the same pattern. His sleeves were rolled up to the elbow, revealing a rugged, expensive-looking watch.

Where did this delicious specimen come from?

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Angie,” he said, making my eyes snap up to his face. I pulled my hand out of his, a little flushed from embarrassment that we were still holding hands. Who shakes hands for that long? “I just moved into the apartment across from yours and I’m trying to get to know my neighbors.”

“I heard about that. Welcome, Franco,” I said, friendly.

“Thank you. Well, sorry to bother you at this hour,” he said, smiling, which made him look younger. But I’d guess he was a little older than me, probably in his late twenties.

“It’s fine.” Not knowing what else to say, I pointed inside. “I’m going to finish my dinner. So, good night, Franco, and once again, welcome to the neighborhood. I hope you like it here.”

“Oh, no! I interrupted your dinner? How careless of me,” he said, taking a step back, looking genuinely upset. “How can I make up for that?”

“Don’t worry about it! It’s fine.”

“I’ll cook you dinner as repayment. I won’t take no for an answer. A real Italian dinner,” he said with charm, and I smiled at his exaggeration. So I was right: he really was Italian.

“That’s not necessary.”

“Well, I’ll let you get back to your dinner.” He walked to his door, and I followed him with my eyes, tracing the dark jeans and black sweater that gave him a casual but elegant look. He was a bronzed Greek god. His light brown eyes looked me up and down, and I felt it down to my bones. His voice sounded sexy when he said, “Good night, beautiful neighbor.”

“Good night.” I gave a smile and closed the door, leaning against it. What the hell was that? I went back to the sofa and sat for a few seconds, trying to process what had happened.

I now had a fucking hot neighbor. I shook my head to clear the image of the perfect Adonis from the front door. I wasn’t a woman with much social finesse; I was a nerd who lived with her nose in books instead of men, like a normal person would, and now I was all hot and bothered because of the delicious neighbor.

I took a sip of wine and sighed. I didn’t know what it was like to have a boyfriend. Medicine consumed my days and nights. My life was monotonous when it came to romance. While women my age were experts in relationships, I lived only to become the best doctor I could be. Having a father I always wanted to impress with every grade and being top of the class made me forget an important side of my life. But was I ready to change that?

Dr. Thompson had been asking me out for a while, and I never accepted, but maybe I should, realizing how raw I was in matters of the heart. I dedicated so much of my life to medicine that dating was never a priority. I’d never even had a serious boyfriend, just some kisses with a few guys back in high school. My obsession with being the best had stripped away that side of me, but I knew it was my choice. And I’d do it all over again, but maybe it was time to change that?

Oh, Angie, Angie, you’re such a slut. Out of nowhere, you want to change your single status, huh? Nothing to do with your neighbor?

“Of course not,” I answered my conscience, my face hot.

Oh, I was talking out loud to myself. Crazy.

Over the next week, I saw my new neighbor a few times—sometimes in the elevator, sometimes in the garage—and he never made that dinner he’d promised. But every time we ran into each other, I felt a tug of interest for the man. I had no idea what he did. He just greeted me with a charming smile and looked at me like he was interested, but never said anything beyond greetings and normal neighborly comments. Just polite and charming.
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CHAPTER 4
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Angie Clark

“I’M TELLING YOU, HE’S so gorgeous it actually hurts,” I said to my friends from the hospital when we met up for happy hour. Corinne and Hillary were across the table, and William, another doctor friend of ours, was sitting next to me. I was telling them I had a hot, good-looking new neighbor.

“You women get way too hung up on looks,” William said from beside me.

“You’re not so bad yourself, Doctor. Easy on the eyes,” Corinne teased, turning William red.

“You’ve got it wrong, William. You men are the ones obsessed with that stuff. We women are won over by what you have to say. Looks aren’t the main thing, but if the whole package comes together, we’re grateful, Dr. Thompson,” Hillary defended. She turned to me, eyes gleaming. “We want to meet your neighbor, Angie. Let’s have dinner at your place soon and invite him over too.”

I wasn’t big on having friends over, but I could start.

“Let’s do it. As soon as we all have a night off together, I’ll host a dinner at my place and invite the neighbor too.”

“Better if I don’t come,” William muttered, crossing his arms. “Not if I’m going to spend the whole night watching you girls drool.”

“Dr. Thompson, you’re just jealous,” Corinne said, and we all laughed except Will. “Oh, come on, Doctor, you’re very handsome too. I get the feeling it’s more than just Angie’s neighbor’s looks that’s got you all worked up.”

Her words made me blush. We all knew the doctor had a thing for me, but I never paid it much mind. I didn’t want to get involved with anyone, not when my focus was solely on my residency.

The night flew by fast and we had fun; it felt good to unwind. Will had to leave early since he was on call the next day, but the girls and I stayed until the early hours of the morning.

Even coming home in the dead of night, I ran into my neighbor as I entered the building. I was getting out of my Uber when a car pulled up behind me. After the Uber drove off, the car window rolled down, and there he was in the back seat. He had a charming smile, with adorable dimples.

“Hey, Franco!” I waved. The drinks had made me looser. He got out of the car and walked up to me. Why did I get the feeling we were always bumping into each other? “Good to see you!” A warmth crept up my cheeks when he took my hand and kissed the back of it.

“Angie.” His voice, with that accent, was like melted honey, and the way he said my name sent a shiver through me. We walked to the elevator. “Coming from a party?” He gestured at me.

“Oh!” I looked down at my dress, which I’d changed into at the hospital—simple, black, hemmed mid-thigh. “No, just a drink with some work friends.”

“I hope you had fun.” His tone was polite, but I could have sworn—maybe it was just my imagination—that he wasn’t being entirely sincere. “What do you do?”

“I’m doing my medical residency.”

“That’s wonderful. You’ll be a great doctor.” His tone bordered on flirtatious. The Italian was leaving no doubt about his interest in me, and I couldn’t deny I was attracted to him. He was all heat.

I smiled at his kind words as the elevator rose to our floor. Our eyes seemed locked, unable to look away from each other. I bit my lip and saw his gaze drop from mine only to land on my mouth. His eyes looked like they wanted to devour me whole.

“You don’t even know me, Franco. You can’t say if I’ll be a good doctor.”

He looked me up and down, interest dancing in his eyes.

“I just know you’ll be the best doctor in this country.” He gave me a gallant smile, and I only grew more flustered. He had the most beautiful smile.

I don’t know if it was the drinks I’d had, but my heart was beating out of rhythm.

“You’re the worst liar.” I was smiling at him, but the smile vanished from his lips at my words, confusing me.

“You have no idea,” he said, his tone enigmatic, his gaze loaded with something that made my breath hitch. What did he mean by that?

We reached our floor, and the tension between us seemed to grow with every step down the hallway. Our doors stood there, facing each other, a thin line between what we were and what we could be. I opened mine, feeling his presence behind me, warm, unsettling. He didn’t move. He just stood there, watching me, waiting for me to go inside. Ever since he’d moved in, we kept bumping into each other, and the tension felt even stronger tonight.

Was it the alcohol in my blood making me see things that weren’t there? Was I overthinking it? Maybe it was nothing, and I was reading too much into it.

“Good night, Angie.” His voice was low, but it carried a weight that made my skin prickle.

Our eyes locked, and in that moment, time dissolved. The air grew thick, charged with an energy that made my skin tingle. The attraction between us was so tangible I could almost touch it. His gaze slid to my mouth, and my heart hammered in my chest. I felt as if he were already kissing me without ever touching me.

Involuntarily, my tongue moistened my lips, and the way his eyes darkened ignited something deep inside me. A raw, urgent desire, like an electric current linking our bodies, pulling us toward each other without either of us taking a single step.

I swallowed hard, my throat tight from the avalanche of emotions.

The alcohol, Angie. You drank too much today, I told myself. I cleared my throat.

“Good night, Franco.” My voice came out hoarse, loaded, and I didn’t even try to hide it.

I closed the door with a shaky sigh and leaned against it, feeling the heat of the moment pulsing under my skin.

What the hell was that?

“You need to get laid, Angie. You’re getting way too worked up over the Italian,” I muttered, pressing my hand to my heart, which was still reeling from the tension.
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Angie Clark

ANOTHER BRUTAL SHIFT, and I was wrecked.

By the time I left the hospital, it was almost eight at night, and I still had to stop at the market for basic groceries. A drag. I could hire someone to stock my pantry and fridge. Mom always offered, but I didn’t want her to have that obligation. Once I finished my residency, maybe my hospital hours would ease up. Part of the blame for the long shifts was mine. I loved my job and stayed at the hospital until exhaustion finally got the better of me.
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