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CHAPTER ONE

Nikki

 

 

 

 

As the plane accelerated down the runway, I knew it wasn’t going to be long before I would be back in New York facing what was waiting for me. I wished I could change the way I was brought up, or rather, who my father was. His choices had trickled down to me in so many ways. A child should never have to pay for her parents’ mistakes. Since the age of thirteen, I had been doing just that. One day I would wash my hands of him and be able to live the life every woman dreams of.

 

Absorbed in my own thoughts, I heard the announcement from the pilot come over the intercom. “Welcome aboard, ladies and gentlemen. Our flight will take approximately thirteen hours and forty minutes. The weather is clear and should remain so. I hope you enjoy the flight.”

 

Looking out the window, the island that I was going to miss slowly became smaller and smaller. I hated having to say good-bye to my best friend, but I knew that Isabelle would be happy. She had been through so much over the past weeks. Just like me, her life was less than perfect. When she told me she needed to leave New York, I let her know about a job in Stillwater, OK. Who would have thought that she was a princess from Kierabali. As much as I was going to miss her, at least she would be with the man that she truly loved. 

 

Thinking about Sly, I wondered how hard it would be on him and the other guys at Jagged Edge Security without Hawk. Hawk was a big part of the security company and would be greatly missed. They were definitely brothers, and it was evident by the way they stood beside each other during the wedding ceremony. Peter was Hawk’s best man, just as I was Isabelle’s maid of honor. In order for all the guys to be a part of the wedding, the bridesmaids had to be escorted up the aisle by two men instead of the traditional one-man escort. It was so hard for Hawk to decide who his groomsmen would be, until Isabelle came up with the solution to double up. Cop Coppoletti and Ash Jacobs walked Sabrina Coppoletti, Peter Hewitt and Ryan Hyatt walked Lilly Hewitt, and I was escorted by Sly Capelli and Josh Hyatt. Hawk waited for Isabelle at the altar until Mike Chavez and Lou Gainer handed her over to him. Even though it was nine men to four women, it worked out really well. 

 

Once the captain gave the go-ahead, I reclined my seat back and tried to get some rest. I knew it was going to be a long flight, so I tried to get as comfortable as possible in the small seat. Just as I closed my eyes, I heard Sly say, “If you would like, you can use my shoulder as a pillow if it will make you more comfortable.”

 

“Thanks,” I replied, lowering my head to his broad shoulder as he lifted the armrest that separated our two seats.

 

This was a lot more comfortable. It felt nice to rest my head on a man's shoulder, especially Sly’s. Over the past couple of weeks, we got to know each other pretty well. Even though I swore I would never get involved with an Italian man, there was something different about him. He was really sweet, and the way he looked at me with his teddy bear eyes, well, let’s just say, my heart melted. 

 

Closing my eyes, I felt him shift his body so that his arm was now wrapped around my shoulder, allowing me to nuzzle my head against his strong chest. For a man built like a brick wall, it was actually very nice using him as a pillow. Listening to his heartbeat, it didn’t take long before I was asleep.

 

~****~

 

I don’t remember waking up once during the flight. I must have really been exhausted. My mouth was dry except for the saliva that dribbled from the side of my mouth. Lifting my head, I looked at Sly’s shirt to see that I drooled on him. I had left a big wet spot on his white t-shirt. I had never felt so embarrassed in my life.

 

“Hey, sunshine. Did you have a nice siesta?” Sly asked softly.

 

“I must have. My mouth is dry and your shirt is wet,” I replied.

 

Peering down at his shirt where I had slobbered on him, he looked back over to me with a smile. “It’s okay, sunshine. It must have been some dream you were having, the way you were mumbling in your sleep.”

 

“Oh, God, what did I say?” I asked nervously.

 

“Not sure. Most of it, I couldn’t understand. It was like you were telling someone to basically fuck off. You did mention the name Rosa,” Sly paused. “Who is she?”

 

“My mother,” I choked. “I need to go to the restroom.”

 

As Sly unbuckled his seatbelt and rose to his feet, I quickly made my way down the aisle to the lavatory. The only one that was unoccupied was at the front of the plane. Making my way there, I kept wondering how much more of my dream Sly actually heard. There wasn’t a day that went by that I didn’t dream of my mom. Every time I closed my eyes she was there, waiting for me. Like she wanted me to join her. 

 

My thoughts were interrupted when an elderly lady got out of her seat in front of me, heading to the lavatory. I was just about ready to tell her she needed to wait, but the way she was crossing her legs and squirming, she needed the restroom more than I did. A gentleman walked out of the lavatory and the elderly woman stepped in, turning the handle so that the ‘occupied’ sign was showing on the door. Even though I was the next person in line, the flight attendant must not have wanted me standing in the aisle, because he gestured for me to sit in the empty seat just outside the lavatory. 

 

Locking myself inside, I looked at myself in the small mirror. I could see that I did more than just dream about my mom. I must have been crying at some point, because my eyes were red and surrounded by my black mascara that was supposed to be waterproof. Splashing some cold water on my face, I pulled a paper towel from the dispenser and tried the best I could to wipe some of the mascara away from my eyes. Satisfied that I looked somewhat presentable, I opened the door and headed back to my seat. I didn’t think I was in the bathroom that long, but based on the number of people waiting to use the lavatory, it must have been long enough.

 

Taking my place, I gazed out the small window to see if there was a hint of land in sight. The only thing I could see were white fluffy clouds. Looking over to Sly, I asked with a half smile, “Do you know when we will be landing in New York?”

 

“A couple of hours at most,” he said.

 

“So, any ideas on what we can do for two hours?” I asked.

 

“A couple, but that would mean you would need to undress,” he replied with a smirk.

 

“Not in this lifetime, tiger.”

 

Sly was knock-out gorgeous. He had a very muscular build, a very trusting face, and the dreamiest brown eyes I had ever seen. There were times that I caught myself looking at him wondering what kind of woman would be his type. If I would have to guess I would say he would be the type of man that liked his woman to be curvy, big breasted, with dark hair, and who could wear red lipstick so he could watch her mouth as it went down on him. Unfortunately, I wasn’t any of those things. I had a nice body from years of working out in the gym. Curves, maybe a few. Big breasts, maybe, but everyone knows ‘more than a handful is a waste,’ at least that is what I’ve heard.  

 

Bored to death, I pulled out the SkyMall magazine from the pocket behind the seat in front of me and I began looking at all the nifty things they sold. The ideas behind the products were amazing. Everything from a bike workstation to an automatic screen door. Why would anyone want to work on a laptop while riding a stationary bike?  It made me wonder how much stuff was actually bought from this catalog.

 

Placing the catalog back in the pouch, I tilted my head back and took in a sigh of boredom. Sly must have noticed my state of mind, because he turned his body slightly my way before grabbing my hand.

 

“You know, Italians are known for their ability to read someone’s future by looking at the palm of their hand,” he declared.

 

“Really?” I questioned him, not believing him for a second.

 

Grabbing my hand, he turned it over and began concentrating on the lines on my palm. I knew that most palm readers were gypsies and they were mostly from Russia and Greece. The only Italians who claimed to be palm readers, that I knew of, were swindlers and pickpockets. Giving Sly the benefit of the doubt, I went ahead and let him do his thing.

 

“I can see that you have worked very hard, Based on the calluses on your hand, I would guess a gardener,” he claimed. “These few cuts here may have been caused from clenching your hands, which would have caused your nails to dig into the skin.”

 

Pulling my hand away from him, I objected, “You’re crazy and way off. I haven’t ever worked in a garden.”

 

“I bet you’ve never boxed before either,” he replied.

 

“Nope, wrong again.” 

 

Taking my hand again, he flipped it over and resumed where he left off. “Okay, I may have had the gardener and the boxer thing wrong, but your hand does show that you use it a lot,” Sly pointed out as he continued his reading. “So this line here says that you will live a long life, although this break tells me that you will have an obstacle to tackle. One so intense that it could cost you your life. It might have already happened. Were you ever close to death, Nikki?”

 

“Don’t be silly. I am just a barista at a coffee shop. Nothing exciting there. Unless I burn to death from the steam off of the espresso machine,” I replied.

 

When Sly was finally done reading my palm, I began to worry how close he came in knowing things about me by just looking at my hand. There were a lot of  risks doing what I did during my nights. I could even get killed. So to say that I would have an obstacle to tackle was an understatement. One of the reasons I left New York to see Isabelle in Stillwater, OK was to get away from what was going to happen in New York. I knew I probably shouldn’t have run, but I figured if I wasn’t around, then I couldn’t be forced into a situation that I knew I couldn’t win.


CHAPTER TWO

Sly

 

 

 

 

I wasn’t sure what was going on with Nikki, but the minute I took her hand, I knew there was more about her that she wasn’t sharing. I was all too familiar with the way her hands were callused over. Even her knuckles were slightly swollen. There was only one reason they would be this way. These were defensive scars from years of fighting. 

 

I could tell that she was uncomfortable talking about what was really going on with her. When the landing gear came down and the wheels touched down on the concrete runway, Nikki jolted off her seat like she had a fire underneath her. It was only after I saw the look on her face that I realize the jolt of the plane landing must have startled her. Placing my hand over hers, I asked with concern, “Are you okay?  You came off your seat like someone lit it on fire.”

 

“I’m fine. Just don’t care much for flying,” she replied, taking in a deep breath.

 

Seeing her reaction told me it was a lot more than not liking to fly. Something else was making her jumpy. The minute the plane came to a complete stop, she couldn’t get out of her seat fast enough. It was customary to let the people sitting in the front seats get off the plane first, but this wasn’t the case with Nikki, The minute the seatbelt light went off, she was up and on her way to the front of the plane. She exited in such a hurry that she didn’t grab the small bag she stowed in the overhead compartment when we boarded the plane. 

 

Taking my small bag along with hers, I took my place behind the line of passengers waiting for their turn to exit the plane. I knew that Nikki was already long gone. I had no idea where she would go. Pulling out my cell, I contacted Peter to see if he still had information on her.

 

“Hey, bro, it’s Sly,” I said.

 

“Hey, shouldn’t you be landing soon?” Peter questioned.

 

“Just touched down. Do you still have the information on Nikki? I need to know what her address is.”

 

“Yeah, hold on,” he answered.

 

As I waited for him to find the information, I kept wondering what had Nikki so riled that she had to get off the plane so fast. I’ve never seen a woman move so fast. Finally off the plane and in the gate area, I headed to baggage claim. My only hope was that she would be waiting at the carousel for her luggage and wouldn’t forget that too.

 

It was no surprise that I didn’t see her anywhere when I finally reached the baggage area. Nobody leaves the airport without grabbing their belongings. Something was definitely up with her. Grabbing my bag along with Nikki’s pink one, I prayed that no one would be questioning why a man of my build would be toting around a pink suitcase.

 

More embarrassed than anything, I managed to get outside to the transportation area with only a few strange looks. Just as I entered the cab, I could hear Peter getting back on the phone.

 

“Jesus, dude, what did you have to do, go across town to get the information?” I cursed.

 

“Yeah, kind of. All the information was left at the shop. I had to make a quick trip,” Peter confessed.

 

“You could have told me instead of keeping me on the line.”

 

“Yeah, yeah. Do you want the information or not?”

 

“Give it to me,” I said, closing the door to the cab.

 

As soon as I got the information from Peter, I instructed the cab driver to head to Brownsville. When Peter explained to me where Nikki lived, it didn’t surprise me that her hands looked the way they did. Brownsville wasn’t exactly the best part of Brooklyn to live in. Pretty sure it was the crime capital of the world. With the way Nikki looked, it surprised me even more that she would be living in such a shit part of Brooklyn. “What the hell would a beautiful girl like her be doing in Brownsville?”

 

The cab driver pulled up to an old run-down apartment building. It wasn’t too hard to find where Nikki lived, based on the description Peter got from Lilly and Sabrina. It was the only apartment that had bars on the windows. It was kind of funny, knowing that there was no way anyone would be able to get to her apartment from this side of the building, unless of course they carried around a forty-foot ladder. Heading inside the rundown building, I took the steps up to the third floor. It would have been a lot easier taking the elevator, only there was a big sign taped to the doors that read ‘OUT OF ORDER’ in big bold letters.

 

Lugging her pink suitcase and small bag up the flight of stairs was no easy task. I wasn’t sure what she had inside, but I knew that whatever it was exceeded the forty-pound weight limit set by the airline. She must have paid an extra fifty bucks just to get this thing home. The higher I got up the steps, the louder the screaming and yelling got. I wasn’t sure where it was coming from, but it was definitely between a man and a woman. There were faint cries coming from a child in the background as well. How anyone would be able to live with that yelling going on was beyond me.

 

Getting to her apartment, I began knocking on the door. With no answer on the other side, my only option was to take her suitcase with me to my place. Pulling out a business card from my wallet, I slipped it under her door and hoped that she was smart enough to give me a call. I didn’t have anything to write with, and asking the man and woman who were yelling at each other from who knows where wasn’t an option I wanted to exercise.

 

~****~

 

With thirty dollars less in my wallet, I was finally in the comfort of my own home. Placing Nikki’s suitcase against the wall along with her bag, I wheeled mine to my bedroom. I was ready to relax and unwind. There was no way  I was going to tackle unpacking until I had a brew. Heading to the kitchen, I opened the fridge to see that it was bare. I don’t mean in the sense that there wasn’t any food. There wasn’t one bottle of beer inside. “Just fucking wonderful,” I spat as I slammed the fridge door.

 

“If I would have known you would be back so soon, I would have restocked it for you,” a voice said in the darkness.

 

Flipping the switch on in the kitchen, I saw the frame of a man staring out the window. Even though I couldn’t see his face, I knew exactly who it was.

 

“What are you doing here, and how the fuck did you get inside my condo?” I asked, loathing the man I knew so well.

 

“You should know me better than that, Sylvester. I have many talents, as you know.”

 

“What do you want, Gus?” I barked.

 

“Can’t a father want to see how his son is doing without wanting anything?” my father asked.

 

“You lost that right the day you chose to work for Angelo Conti,” I hissed.

 

I watched my father walk toward me and into the light. Even though I hadn’t seen him in fifteen years, he hadn’t changed very much. He was still the muscular man I knew as a child. The only difference was that his once-dark hair was now showing his age. The hair at his temples was gray and his face was lined with years of watching his back and worrying whether or not he was going to live another day.

 

Pulling his money clip from his front pocket, he pulled out a hundred-dollar bill and placed it on the dark granite counter. “Here, buy some real beer. That shit you had tasted like water.”

 

Without so much as a thank you, he walked to the door and left. I couldn’t believe that after all this time, he had the nerve to show his face. What baffled me the most was how the hell he managed to find me. After my mom died, I cut all ties with him. She was the only person that meant anything to me. I thought for sure he was never going to show his face again. I couldn’t even bring myself to ask him for his consent to let me join the military at seventeen. Forging his signature on the consent form was the best thing I ever did. 


CHAPTER THREE

Nikki

 

 

 

 

When the plane landed at JFK, I wasn’t sure what happened to me. My chest got so tight that I couldn’t breathe. The only thing I wanted to do was to get off that damn plane. I didn’t care that I was being rude by forcing my way to the front of the plane. I was on the verge of hyperventilating, and it was only after I got to the women’s bathroom that I realized that I didn’t grab my bag from the overhead bin. I knew I couldn’t go back on the plane to retrieve it. 

 

Finally able to think straight, I headed out and towards baggage claim. With any luck, my luggage would be waiting for me when I got there. As I was walking in that direction, I kept an eye out for Sly. The last thing I needed was being given the third degree about why I was acting like a psychotic woman.

 

Reaching the baggage claim area with no sign of Sly, I began looking for my suitcase. It wasn’t that hard to find. There weren’t too many travelers who had or would even want a pink suitcase. I didn’t choose the color because I liked it, I chose it because no one in their right mind would ever purchase a pink luggage set.

 

After twenty minutes of searching, I came to a couple of conclusions. Either someone stole my suitcase or Sly picked it up and took it with him. Doing the only thing that I could, I reported my luggage as being stolen. Describing the suitcase, TSA finally agreed to look at the camera footage in the baggage claim area. They said I couldn’t review the footage with them. Something about privacy and all that, but they did tell me that if someone did pick up my case they would let me know. 

 

Letting them know my flight number and where my luggage was supposed to be, I sat down on one of seats outside the security office. Watching the people walk back and forth in front of me, I sat anxiously waiting for any news on my suitcase. About an hour later, one of the TSA guys called me into the office. He said they might have found who took the pink suitcase and wanted me to verify if I knew the man or not. As soon as I saw Sly on the footage, I took in a breath of relief and let the security officer know that I knew the guy, and it must have been a lack of communication on my part. After thanking them, I hopped into a cab and headed to my apartment. 

 

The TSA officer didn’t seem very happy about my admitting I knew Sly. I think he was hoping to see some action or something. As I was riding in the cab, I kept thinking about what Sly must have thought about me and my hysterical behavior. He probably thought that I was a certified nut case the way I flew off the plane. I knew it was only going to be a matter of time before we would be seeing each other again. I needed to come up with some story that he would believe. 

 

I cringed the minute the driver pulled up to my apartment building. Living where I did wasn’t the ideal area, but it was the only place I could afford. As I walked up to the building, I noticed some additional artwork on the north wall of the apartment building next to mine. I really needed to find a better place to live. Even with the five locks on my door and the bars on the windows, it still felt like I wasn’t safe. 

 

Opening the door to my building, like clockwork the yelling flooded the halls. It was always the same couple. I often wondered why the hell they even stayed together. Unless it was one of those love/ hate relationships.

 

Trying to tune out the noise, I got to my apartment and began unlocking the door. When I opened the door, there was a card with a logo and writing staring up at me. Bending over, I picked it up from the floor and read that it was from Jagged Edge Security, and Sylvester ‘Sly’ Capelli was embossed on the front with his contact information. Setting my things down, I pulled my cell from my back pocket and dialed the number on the card. 

 

Not giving him the opportunity to say anything, I asked, straight out, “Where do you live so I can get my suitcase? You had no right to take it.”

 

“What, no ‘sorry I left, thanks for getting my suitcase?’” Sly paused, waiting for some kind of reply. 

 

“Don’t mess with me, Sly, I am not in the mood. I just spent over an hour at the airport wondering where the hell my suitcase was,” I cursed, my patience running thinner by the minute.

 

“Maybe if you wouldn’t have left like a madwoman, I wouldn’t have had to take your luggage with me. I didn’t know where the hell you went. When you didn’t show up, I did the gentlemanly thing and grabbed it for you.”

 

“Well, you shouldn’t have. Now, where do you live so I can get it?” I said, even more perturbed.

 

Finally able to get his address after fifteen minutes of arguing, I called a cab and headed out the door. One thing I knew for sure, Sly would be paying for my cab fare, there and back. After all, it was his fault I had to retrieve it from him. I could have asked him to bring it, but the last thing I needed was for him to begin quizzing me about what happened at the airport. At least by going there, I could get my luggage and leave.

 

~****~

 

The minute I got out of the cab and looked up at the glass building, I thought maybe I was at the wrong place. I knew that Jagged Edge Security was the best security company in New York City, but I had no idea that it paid so well. Looking at the address I wrote down, it was definitely the correct address. Paying the driver, I closed the door to the cab and headed inside. As I walked inside, a security guard approached me.

 

“Can I help you, miss?” he asked with a smile.

 

“Uh, yeah. I’m here to see Sly Capelli,” I answered. I wasn’t even sure if the guard knew who I was talking about.

 

“Yeah, Sly said he was expecting someone, but he didn’t say it would be a beautiful woman,” the guard answered with a smile. “Go ahead, he is on the twentieth floor, number 2015.”

 

I gave the guard a little smile and walked over to the elevator. As I waited for it to come down, I turned back to the guard to find that he was smiling even bigger with his arms crossed at his chest. Turning my body to face the elevator, so only I could hear, I said, “Pervert.” One thing I hated about men twice my age, they always seemed to be hornier than hell. 

 

The elevator skyrocketed upward so fast I didn’t even feel it move. Before I knew it, I was on the twentieth floor.  Heading in the right direction, I looked at the numbers on the doors until I reached 2015. Knocking lightly, I waited for Sly to answer. 

 

When the door finally opened, I couldn’t believe what stood before me. A muscular man, with more muscles than I had ever seen on a man, wearing only a towel around his waist. My month must have dropped a mile. I couldn’t get over how absolutely gorgeous he was. All 6’4” of him. 

 

Not knowing what to say, I tried to act unaffected. “Work out much?” I asked as I pushed my way inside the door.

 

“Come on in,” I heard him say sarcastically as I heard him close the door.

 

“So, I’ll just grab my luggage and go,” I said sternly.

 

“Not so fast, darlin’” he began. “Before I give it to you, I think you owe me an explanation.”

 

“I don’t owe you anything, Sly. Now if you don’t mind, I’d like my suitcase.”

 

His slow movements towards me told me that he wasn’t going to give up. He was bound and determined to get the answer he needed. When he got within inches of where I was standing, I lost it completely. The manly scent of musk and something spicy had me wet between my legs. Not only did he look good enough to eat, he also smelled it. All my senses were on arousal overload. It took everything I had not to jump his bones at that very moment. 

 

Trying to back away from him, my efforts were stopped the minute I backed into a wooden support beam. Sly placed his hand against the beam right above my head. Turning my head, I spotted my pink suitcase propped up against the wall with my carry-on bag sitting on top. Given my height, compared to his, it took no effort for me to duck under his arm.

 

Looking over my shoulder, I ranted behind me, “Catch you later.”

 

The minute I opened the door, I knew there was no way he would be going after me. He should have chosen his attire more wisely. My escape was a lot easier than I thought. I thought for sure he was going to try and charm me with his alpha-male wit. As gorgeous as he was and with how my heart pounded at the sight of him, I knew the best thing for me to do was stay clear of him. I had a funny feeling that if I got any closer to him, it would be really dangerous. Not only because of the things he could do to my deprived body, but also because the truth about myself was not something I wanted to share.


CHAPTER FOUR

Sly

 

 

 

 

“Damn,” I said to myself as I adjusted the towel around my waist that I almost lost completely while trying to go after the biggest pain in my ass. Never had a woman given me the biggest hard-on I’ve ever had, just by looking at her gorgeous face. Never had a woman been more confusing than Nikki.

 

I knew it was too late to catch her, but that didn’t mean that I couldn’t do a little investigation of my own. Walking to my room. I dropped the towel and put on a pair of jeans, commando style, and a dark t-shirt. Grabbing my keys, I headed out to do a little stakeout of my own. Just because she left didn’t mean I couldn’t watch what she was going to do next.

 

Putting my Rubicon in reverse, I backed out of my parking spot and headed out of the covered parking garage. Thumping the steering wheel with my thumb to the music playing on the radio, I thought about all the things that didn’t make sense with this woman. Even when we were in Kierabali, she didn’t act like someone who was nervous about some of the things we asked her to do. It seemed like it was just another ride around the block for her.  

 

Heading into Brooklyn, I took I-278 to Atlantic Avenue, then left on Belmont. I still couldn’t understand why anyone would want to live in this area of Brooklyn. Stopping at the end of the block where her apartment building was located, I put my Jeep into park and waited for any movement. Knowing where her apartment was located, I quickly spotted the lights on, along with the bars on her windows that I noticed earlier.

 

Making myself as comfortable as I could, I sat back and watched. When I was just about ready to give up, I saw someone come out of the building. Even though the person was wearing a hoodie, I could tell that it was Nikki walking away from the apartment building and heading west. Keeping my distance, I slowly began driving, creeping along, while watching her every move as she continued to walk at a fast pace. I almost thought that she might have made me, but when she went inside an old brick building. I knew I was safe. 

 

Placing the Jeep in park and turning off the engine, I got out and walked across the street to the old building that she entered. I had no idea what this place was, but as soon as I opened the door, it was clear to see that it was some sort of boxing club. The smell of leather and sweat was everywhere. There were also three boxing rings with several punching bags surrounding the perimeter. A couple of guys in the one ring were fighting with no gloves on their hands. The only thing protecting them was the white adhesive tape wrapped around their hands and in between their fingers.

 

With my eyes peeled, I watched Nikki head to the back of the building, where I assumed the locker rooms were. The majority of the people inside the building were men, so it made me wonder where she would be going.
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