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A little warning...







They say desire is a flame. But in these worlds, its an inferno... consuming, uncontrollable, and utterly unforgiving.

Here, love is not tender. It's raw, dangerous, and sharper than any blade. It doesn't heal it scars, binds, and sometimes, destroys. Three men, forged in shadows, each with their own code of survival. Three women who step into their darkness, not to be saved but to challenge the very empires they've built.

A mafia Don who wields power like a weapon, using Iris as a pawn in a deadly game of blood and loyalty. She was supposed to be expendable. Instead, she became his obsession.

A biker king who thrives on chaos, whose only rule is to take what's his. Aria was meant to be a fleeting distraction, but now she's the queen he'd raze the world to protect.

And a demon, centuries-old and bound by a contract to claim Aurora's soul. She was meant to be a prize, a transaction. But her touch awakens something he thought long dead something that could destroy them both.

Love isn't safe. It isn't kind. And for these men and women, its a war a battle of wills, passion, and power.

In these stories, hearts don't break. They shatter. And some pieces are never meant to be put back together.

Are you ready to step into their world? Just one warning: once you're in, there's no turning back.

Welcome to the Fractured Desires Trilogy. Let the flames consume you.





[image: A person looking at the camera]


Dedication

For you, you pervert, you…. Just kidding this is for all those women who love a bad boy even when they shouldn’t and have fun doing it...


Chapter 1

Iris

I slammed my foot on the gas, and my tiny car leaped forward as I merged onto the highway. It took five minutes to get to work, but it was at least an eight-minute drive. Crap. I’d never been late before my mom’s diagnosis, and now it was becoming a habit I despised. It felt unprofessional, and I held myself to a higher standard… or at least I used to.

Fortunately, the traffic wasn’t too bad, no cops were in sight. I kept my foot pressed down, the needle climbing steadily. I was driving fast but not recklessly—well, a little recklessly. I merged at the last second onto the exit ramp, and the driver behind me honked. I waved him off. “Yeah, yeah,” I muttered. “Running late so sue me.”

Somehow, I managed to park right at eight on the dot. I grabbed my purse and dashed inside. Not late. Amazing.

This wasn’t me always behind the ball. I was the kind of person who did everything right and played by the rules. No speeding tickets, no breaking the law. Keeping order was my way of making sense of the chaos in the world. So much has been going wrong lately, and I couldn’t handle it all. At least here, at the office, I had a sense of control, like I could be effective in affecting the outcome.

Not like at home with Mom and her damned diagnosis. Stage Three stomach cancer. The words felt unreal, like they belonged to someone else’s life. Maybe I needed to cut loose a little. Call my best friend and go out for drinks.

With what money?

I wondered if there was any rum left at home. I needed to release some of this stress. Sure, I played by the rules, but I was still alive. I still knew how to have fun—it had just been a while. Work hard, play harder had always been my mantra. Until Mom got sick that changed everything.

Head down, I started toward my cubicle, mentally gearing up for the day, when a throat cleared behind me. “Iris.”

My shoulders slumped. Tom Morris, my boss. The last person I wanted to see today; was always so miserable.

Forcing a smile, I turned to face him. “Hi, Tom. What can I do for you?”

“Can we talk?” He didn’t wait for an answer, turned, and walked toward his large office, leaving me no choice but to follow.

Uh-oh. The bagel I’d scarfed down on my way to the car suddenly felt like a rock in my stomach. I swallowed hard, trying to suppress the nervous cough rising in my throat. It was just my imagination, but I felt like something was stuck there or just a ball of worry. I’ve been so stressed out lately.

I’d only been in Tom’s office once before five years ago, when he interviewed me. His father had been sick then, so Tom had stepped in, even though he wasn’t the big boss yet.

An office job wasn’t glamorous, but I was good at it. I worked hard and never complained. And were there complainers here the office was full of them—a bunch of women who thrived on cattiness. I never got involved. I just did my work and left. I didn’t have a lot of friends here, but that was fine. I wasn’t here for fun and games. Fun was reserved for after-hours with my best friend, Mya. We used to go shopping, eat out, or hit the bars. But since Mom got sick, I hadn’t had much time for that either. Just work, Mom, and repeat.

Tom entered his office first. He walked around his massive desk but didn’t sit down. I hesitated in front of one of the chairs facing him, my unease growing by the second. I wasn’t going to be the one to break the silence.

He cleared his throat, then busied himself with some papers on his desk, avoiding eye contact. My stress levels skyrocketed. “It’s not always easy to do what’s best for the company,” he began.

I couldn’t breathe. This couldn’t be happening. I was a damned good employee! He knew about my mom, about the bills. Mom couldn’t work anymore; her health was too poor. She’d had to quit her job, and with that, she lost her health insurance. All her medical bills, the treatments, the endless appointments were all out of pocket. The costs were steep and never-ending.

“I hate that it’s come down to this,” Tom said, still not meeting my eyes, “but downsizing is a part of the business, and unfortunately—”

I couldn’t understand another word. “I’m the fastest typist here. I work hard. I don’t slack off, make excuses, or take cigarette breaks every two minutes.” Okay, so I was throwing Grace under the bus, but it pissed everyone off how often she took those breaks. And so, what if I was rambling? I was pissed, and I had every right to be. “I’m the longest-tenured employee—”

“You’ve been late to work a lot recently,” he interrupted. He glanced up, but instead of looking at me, he stared over my head.

“I am not,” I snapped, putting my hands on my hips. Cutting it close, sure. Late? Not once. Somehow.

He raised his wild eyebrows. I never noticed before, but they looked like hairy worms. “You’ve been taking a lot of time off,” he said, holding up a piece of paper. I didn’t need to look at it. I knew how much time I’d taken. All my sick days and all but two of my vacation days.

I winced. That, I couldn’t deny. “My vacation time—”

“Has all been used up.”

What? I was sure I still had two days left! Maybe I miscalculated, but I hadn’t figured out what I’d do once my paid time ran out. Tom wasn’t the kind of boss who gave time off without pay.

“Your sick days too,” he continued. He laid the paper on his desk and tapped at certain spots, trying to make a point I didn’t care to hear. I was too busy glaring at him. “Also, I heard from Mary that you wanted to take a few mornings off without pay as well.”

I winced again and dropped my gaze, my defensiveness shifting to something closer to desperation. “You know why—”

“Why doesn’t matter. Why… doesn’t get the job done.” He shook his head. “You’re a good worker, Iris, and I value everything you’ve done for us over the past few years, but—”

“You can’t,” I whispered, my voice cracking. I needed this job. I had to have it! How could he do this to me? To my mom? I was doing everything to keep it all together at home and here. I wasn’t sleeping well, caring for Mom, and worrying about her, but I hadn’t failed her and made mistakes at work. Sure, I took naps in my car during lunch, and I might have gone over by five minutes here and there. I had to take Mom to the hospital twice and rush back late, but I was juggling everything as best I could. I wasn’t Super Woman. I wasn’t perfect.

“I’m afraid I don’t have a choice in the matter, Iris.” Tom shook his head again, and I realized how large and melon-like it was. “You’re the fastest typist, but you’ve been careless lately.”

“I…” I hung my head. I didn’t want to make excuses, and I didn’t want to cry. I blinked rapidly, my eyes burning.

If he thought I was careless, that my work was slipping, he had every right to fire me.

But he was wrong, and I had to fight this. For Mom. “Careless?” I challenged, looking him dead in the eye. I wasn’t that out of it. I would’ve known if I’d screwed up!

“Can you deny that your work has been compromised lately?”

“I’m doing my best—”

“Your best today is different from when you were first hired. I’m sorry, Iris.”

Yeah, sure, he was sorry. He didn’t care about me or my mom. All he cared about was his precious company. Downsizing wasn’t about my performance it was about his lack of business savvy. He inherited the company from his father, and he wasn’t as sharp.

“Under the circumstances,” he added, “I can give you a two-week severance package—”

“Two weeks?” I said, my voice thick with anger and disbelief. That was it? His father had hired me, and when he’d let people go before stepping down, he’d given them four weeks’ severance, not this bullshit two!

Tom rubbed the back of his neck, his gaze still avoiding mine. You’d think he was getting fired given how uncomfortable he looked. I knew I wasn’t the first person he’d let go, but I was the only one with a sick, possibly dying mother that he’d canned.

He hadn’t looked at me once during this entire ordeal, and that final slap in the face was just too much. A two-week severance package. He wished things were different. Like hell he did. He was lower than pond scum.

“How would you feel,” I snapped, my anger boiling over, “if you were running yourself ragged all day at work, staying up half the night caring for your mother, worrying about her, trying to find time to take her to her appointments, to sit with her during chemo, and—”

“Personal life—” He tried to cut me off, but I wasn’t having it.

“It can’t just be left at the door,” I said firmly. Was I shouting? Probably. Did I care? Not in the slightest. “Not something like this don’t do this to me, Tom. Just give me another chance. I can juggle it all, and—”

Now he finally looked up, but his eyes weren’t on mine. He was staring at my shirt, at the buttons I hadn’t even managed to fasten correctly this morning. Wow. Okay, so maybe I was a mess I couldn’t oversee everything after all.

“Damn it, Tom. This isn’t fair.” My voice wavered, slipping from anger to something dangerously close to pleading. I didn’t care if I sounded whiny. Whatever it took to crack his shell, to reach his humanity. There had to be a way to make him see how cruel this was.

“You think I should fire someone else? Who?” he demanded, finally sitting down, folding his hands on the desk, coldly calm. “Tell me. I’ll call them in, and you can tell them they’re fired. You can explain why they deserve it more than you.”

I opened my mouth, then closed it again. Grace, the chain smoker? She had three kids. She needed the job as badly as I did. The others were all decent workers too. And the fact that he was trying to shove the responsibility of firing onto me? What a dick!

“None of us should be let go,” I countered, lifting my chin defiantly. I wasn’t going to sit down. I’d stare him down until he caved.

If he caved.

“I’ve been over the numbers, and someone has to go. I picked you.” He made it sound so cold, so matter of fact. “There will be other firings in other departments. It’s not just you.”

That didn’t make me feel any better. Nothing would. Not rum, not an entire bottle of wine, not all the chocolate in the world.

“You’ve been making the most mistakes lately. Small ones, sure, but—” He shook his head, an exasperated gesture that made me want to scream.

“What mistakes?” I ground out. “Show me.”

He sighed, rubbing his forehead. “Do you want me to go through the last few reports you typed up?”

“Yes.”

“Wasting time,” he muttered, still grumbling as he started typing on his computer. A few minutes later, he shifted the monitor toward me. “Your last report…”

Arms crossed, I leaned forward and skimmed it. “Where’s the error?”

Tom huffed and searched through the document himself. “Right… um… this is ridiculous.”

“You’re right,” I fumed. “My work hasn’t suffered, so don’t pretend that’s why you’re firing me. Be honest. You’re afraid I’ll start making mistakes, but it’s because—”

“With the time you’ve already taken off and the time you’ll need in the future, combined with your lack of focus—sure, you haven’t made any big mistakes yet, but even you can’t deny that your productivity has dropped. You’re not getting as much done each day as before…” He turned off his computer and leaned back in his chair. “I just can’t justify keeping you on when the company is hurting, I’m sorry, Iris. I am.”

I stared at his desk, refusing to meet his eyes. I didn’t need pity. I needed this job. And a two-week severance? “A joke, right?” I mumbled.

He grunted. “Three weeks,” he said. “That’s the best I can do.”

Yippee. That’s so much better. Cheapskate.

“Do you need a box for your things?” he offered.

So, this was it. I was just being laid off from my office job with no second chances kicked to the curb left to rot left without a pot to piss in.

I picked up my chin, squared my shoulders, and gave him the hardest stare I could muster. I wanted to slug him, but I wasn’t about to stoop that low. “I don’t need anything from you.”

His jaw dropped. Before he could spew any more of his bullshit, I whirled around and stalked out of his office, my heels clicking sharply on the tile.

Ignoring the eyes of my former coworkers, who pretended to work while sneaking glances at me, I marched straight to my cubicle. It was small and cluttered with a few funny memes tacked up to break the monotony. I opened the top drawer and pulled out my calendar. It was covered in red markings—Mom’s doctor’s appointments, reminders, more dates than I cared to count. I grabbed a worn book—a steamy romance, the only action I’d seen in a while. I’d broken up with my last boyfriend just days before Mom’s diagnosis, and I didn’t have time or energy to even think about finding someone new. Not that I needed a guy. I wasn’t ready to settle down, I enjoyed my freedom too much that's why I’d ended things with Max. He’d wanted more of a commitment than I could give.

Right now, though, I didn’t want to kiss anyone—I wanted to punch something. I had never felt this furious before. Normally, I was the happy-go-lucky type. People used to say that about me. But that was before. Before Mom. Before cancer.

I needed a drink, or a night out, or something…anything to shake this miserable, depressed, pessimistic person I was becoming. I had to leave this place as soon as possible, it felt like the walls were closing on me.

I began packing my things quickly, trying to keep the growing panic at bay. I was about to grab my magnets from the computer tower when a mop of red hair popped over the top of the cubicle.

“You’re here!” Abby darted around and gave me a quick hug—so quickly I didn’t even have time to return it. Her waves bounced energetically, although my hair was straight, and a natural blonde compared to her dyed strands. “When you showed up late,” she added, “I thought something might’ve gone wrong with your mom.”

“Not with her.” I forced a smile as I pulled down a magnet about hump day. All I wanted was to get away from this place and leave it behind. Abby wasn’t a friend. She was more like the office gossip mill. If I told her I’d been fired, everyone would know by the time I reached the parking lot. “And I wasn’t late,” I muttered under my breath.

“Wanna talk about it?” she asked eagerly, practically buzzing with energy. Had she had a triple shot of espresso this morning?

“Not really.” I pinched the bridge of my nose, already feeling the start of a headache. I’ve been getting a lot of those lately, probably from stress. Not that my stress levels were likely to go down anytime soon.

I sat down in my chair, ignoring her as best I could, and pretended to settle into work hoping, praying even that she’d get the hint. Sometimes she could be a bit dense, but I suspected she did it to get more gossip or avoid her work. Either way, I wished she’d find someone else to pry information from, or a supervisor would notice her loitering and tell her to get back to work.

Maybe I should’ve mentioned her name to Tom. But no. One, I wasn’t that kind of person, and two, Abby was Tom’s cousin or something like that. They were related, which was why she had such a long leash.

“You sure?” Abby pouted, her purple-painted lips turning downward.

“Sure,” I muttered, my eyes fixed on the computer screen, silently wishing her to get to work and leave me alone.

Reluctantly, she straightened, still frowning. “Did you hear about—”

I grabbed my phone and put it to my ear, pretending it had vibrated. “Hello? Yes. Dr. Knox, it’s Iris.” I glanced up at Abby and shrugged as if to say, sorry, gotta take this call. Surely, she’ll leave now.

Abby waved but only backed away a step or two. Unreal. She still wanted gossip!

I kept the charade going for a few minutes, letting long silences fill the air as if I were listening intently, until finally, I heard her footsteps retreat. Unbelievable.

Feeling relieved, I resumed packing my things. No way was I going to keep packing while she was hovering around. Abby was sharp, she’d put two and two together and figure out what was happening. I didn’t need any more grief.

The last items I gathered were the few pictures I had. One was of my father and me playing tag at the park. Mom had taken the picture, a candid shot where my mouth was wide open, laughing, and my dad grabbed me for a hug instead of tagging me. It was taken a week before he died in a car accident, I was eleven. If Mom died, I’d be all alone I’d be the only Cassano left. The thought was sobering, especially when I considered how young my parents were when they passed.

The other two pictures were of Mom. In the first, she was smiling at someone off-camera. She hated having her picture taken, which made this one my favorite. The last picture was of the two of us at a mother-daughter dance in high school. We’d dressed up in poodle skirts, embracing the fifties vibe. So much fun. She was smiling in this one too. Happy times now, she never smiled, and I couldn’t blame her, even though I still tried to make her.

I gathered everything up, laying it all gently in a pile, it was tricky to carry everything without a box, but I wasn’t about to go to Tom and ask for one. I sure as heck wasn’t going to ask anyone else either.

When I finally got to the parking lot—somehow without dropping anything my phone vibrated. I juggled everything into one arm, braced myself against the car, fumbled with my keys, unlocked the door, and dumped everything onto the backseat, where it scattered everywhere. Then I reached for my phone, but before I could answer, the caller hung up. Of course. Just my luck.

I checked the screen—Mya Roberts my best friend forever. We met in first grade and had been inseparable ever since. Unlike Abby, I actually wanted to talk to Mya.

I climbed into my car, pulled out of the lot, and drove down the street. I parked behind a random office building so no one from my former employer could see me. I didn’t need an audience for what might be an impending breakdown, I figured it was better to park than to talk and drive.

Mya answered on the first ring. “Hey, girl!” she yelled. “I can’t believe you called me back. I know you never answer when you’re working unless you’re on lunch. I was leaving you a message.”

“Anyway, the reason I called is because I thought you and I—”

“Whatever you’re planning, I can’t.” My shoulders slumped. I hadn’t had much time for fun with her before this, and now, all my newfound free time would be split between caring for Mom and finding a new job.

“But you don’t even know the date or what I’m planning,” she whined.

“Doesn’t matter. I can’t afford it.” Can’t afford fun.

“I can spot you.” I could picture her waving her hand to brush my words aside. “No worries. It’s this amazing new band—”

I closed my eyes and pinched the bridge of my nose. I loved listening to live music. But it wasn’t the band that I’d have to miss that had me wanting to break down. It was all the weight and the worry about the future and what it would hold. For too long, I had been juggling eggs, and a large one had just cracked. I couldn’t let any more drop, and I had to add another one back into the mix.

“Oh.” Mya quieted a moment, which was saying something because she normally never stopped talking. “Is it your mom?”

“I…” I could hardly get the word out. My throat was so tight I could hardly swallow.

“What happened?” Mya cracked her knuckles, the sound grating me over the line. “Do you need me to beat someone up for you? I might know a guy…”

Despite myself, I snorted with laughter but then I started to cry. Just a few tears. How could I have let this happen? I should’ve fought harder for my position or asked for a pay cut so long as I kept the position.

But a pay cut would’ve been as terrible as being outright fired.

“Talk to me,” Mya said quietly. “What’s going on?”

“Just got laid off.” My only source of income is gone. Three weeks wouldn’t last. Not when I didn’t need to support myself but my mother had taken out a home equity loan shortly a few years ago, so even though there wasn’t a mortgage payment, there was that, and all the other bills, plus food, and utilities.

“Now listen to me carefully,” Mya ordered. “Go home. Update your resume. I’ll find out who’s hiring. You eat all the chocolate in the house and drink all the rum too. I’ll do my best to help find you a new job quickly. Think you can handle that?”

I sniffed and rubbed my nose. “Yeah. Sure.”

“Good.” She sounded so take charge had to love her. “I’ll email you what I find.”

Click. The call ended.

Refusing to cry any longer, I drove myself home. I wasn’t in a good place at all. Sure, Mya was willing to help me, but the economy was terrible. There wasn’t going to be another job for me most likely. I had to face facts. My mom had stomach cancer, and she needed chemotherapy, but if I had no money, I didn’t know if she’d still be able to continue treatments. The hospital was already giving us a payment plan at least, but I wouldn’t even be able to afford the smaller payments soon. And even with treatment, there was no guarantee she would make it. I couldn’t risk losing her. I had to do everything to help her. It was all on me.

Soon, I pulled up to our house. I had moved out after college, but once she was diagnosed, I moved back home. Twenty-five, living with Mom, and unemployed too can’t forget that. The house was bigger than we needed, but no point in trying to sell it with the home equity loan still out on it.

I fixed a smile on my face and walked inside. I’d left most everything in the back seat of my car. Except for the pictures. Those I placed on the coffee table. “Mom?” I called.

“In here,” she said quietly.

I winced. Her voice came from her bedroom. She hadn’t even gotten out of bed yet. This morning couldn’t get any worse—for me or her.

Still wearing that faux smile, I helped her wash up and even blow-dried her hair. Her body tended to be weak, and I did whatever I could for her. She was all the family I had left.

It wasn’t until I offered to make her something to eat that she noticed the time. “Why aren’t you at work?” she asked, trying to glare at me. When I was a kid, her glare had me shaping up fast, but it had lost its punch with her being sick.

I slowly straightened from having bent down to see what was left in the pantry. The cabinet was looking a little sparse. It would be time for a grocery run soon with money I didn’t have to spend.

I faced her. “I thought I would check in on you. That’s all.”

No way was I going to tell her that I lost my job. She had more than enough to worry about as it was. I didn’t want to cause her more stress, more worry.

But I couldn’t help feeling helpless. Helpless and worthless. Like I was a failure, and I was going to be the reason she might not be able to beat her cancer.

When Mya emailed me later that night to say that she would keep looking, that she hadn’t even found one lead for me, combined with my fruitless search, I felt even more helpless.

What was I going to do?


Chapter 2

Romeo

I stood on the balcony outside my bar, reserved exclusively for me and my crew. The night air was cool and quiet, a perfect companion to the cigar I was savoring. On nights like this, I could go either way—sometimes I craved the thrill of the city, the rush of bodies moving to the beat, even a warm body next to mine. But tonight, I wanted nothing but peace.

A peace I knew was about to be shattered.

The back door creaked open behind me. I didn’t turn around, already sensing that my night was about to take a sharp turn for the worse. The cigar in my hand was too good to be spoiled by whatever unwelcome news had just walked in. My associate stood there, waiting, knowing better than to interrupt my moment of solitude until I acknowledged him. I took another drag, trying to hold the last bit of calm, but the taste was already tainted with unease.

I let out a low growl. “Yes?”

He stepped forward, extending a stark white envelope. I snatched it from his hand, and without another word, he slipped back inside, leaving me alone with the distant hum of music and drunken laughter from below. His hasty retreat, without waiting for dismissal, set off alarms in my mind. Something was off. Who sent this note?

I reached down to my boot and pulled out the concealed blade. A flick of my wrist, and the envelope was open. I unfolded the note, and in an instant, my peace was obliterated, shattered into a million pieces that would never come together again.

D. T. is back in town thought you would want to know.

The note was unsigned, unmarked—no clues to its origin. My associate’s quick exit only deepened my suspicion had the note come from a friend or a foe? The thought that someone anyone could deliver a message without my men noticing was enough to set my blood boiling. But that rage paled to the fury ignited by the note’s contents.

The hairs on the back of my neck stood on end, and despite the warmth of the night, goosebumps crawled up my arms. My red dress shirt was rolled up to the elbows, and my fingers clenched around the dagger’s hilt until my hand ached. I didn’t let go, welcoming the pain as a distraction from the storm brewing inside me.

Dino Tammaro the bastard had returned. My town, my territory, and he dared to set foot in. How long had he been skulking in the shadows? If my men had missed his presence for even a day, heads would roll. I wouldn’t tolerate such incompetence.

My other hand balled into a fist, the knuckles white. I forced myself to relax, to unfurl my fingers, and slowly returned the dagger to its sheath inside my boot. The note crumpled in my grip, and I smoothed it out, trying to focus on the words again, but they blurred. My mind was already elsewhere dragged back to a time I’d rather forget.

I was only nine years old when Dino Tammaro ripped my world apart. The memories of that night, of my parents’ deaths, resurfaced like a nightmare I could never escape. Tammaro and his men had slaughtered my family—every last one of them—and vanished into the night before anyone could catch them. Cowards. I would never forgive them. Death would be too merciful.

Survivor’s guilt haunted me for years. I had been a coward, too. The moment I heard my mother scream, I hid in the safe room she had shown me when I was barely three years old. I knew that’s what she and my father would have wanted, but even then, curled up in a ball, I hated myself. I tried to stifle my sobs, but I couldn’t. I wept as I imagined the horrors unfolding outside—the screams, the struggle, the silence that followed.

The safe room was soundproof, so in reality, I didn’t hear their screams or the brutal fight. But in my mind, the sounds were all too real. My father wouldn’t have gone down without a fight, and neither would my mother. The silence, though, was worse than any noise. Therapy might have helped, but I forced myself to push through the guilt and the grief, reshaping my pain into something sharper. I took my father’s place as the leader of the Nardozzi family, determined not to let what happened to my parents happen to me. Now, at thirty-one, I would not be the next to fall.

The safe room had a clock, food, clothes, and other provisions, but as the day passed, I couldn’t wait any longer. I had to know what had happened. The silence was unbearable. I thought I was prepared for what I would find. I was wrong.

The scene I walked into was pure carnage. The stench hit me first metallic and foul. My parents lay in pools of their blood, their bodies twisted and broken. Furniture was overturned, and the house was in complete disarray. Everywhere I looked, there were signs of the chaos that had unfolded. The home I knew was gone, replaced by a battlefield.

It was all wrong. So wrong.

Bodies of Tammaro’s men, shown by the blue and silver they wore. My father hadn’t gone down without a fight, and he’d taken several of them with him. He’d always been honest with me about his life and the life that would one day be mine. Despite his confidence that Tammaro wouldn’t dare target him my father wasn’t careless. We all had bodyguards. Mine had become a familiar shadow I’d learned to ignore, though I understood why his presence was necessary, even if I didn’t want it.

My bodyguard was dead, too, as were my parents’ guards so much for the protection they offered.

As I moved through the wreckage of their bedroom, I noticed another of Tammaro’s men lying on the floor. My mother’s dagger was buried deep in his ear. She had fought back, just as I knew she would. She was the one who had taught me martial arts. She hadn’t married into this life; she was born into it, just like my father. It was as much a part of her as breathing.

I tried to retrieve the dagger, but it was lodged too deep. I could barely budge it. Fortunately, I found another knife on the floor and grabbed it, clutching it tightly as I hesitated. Was it wise to continue, or should I retreat to my hiding place? In the end, I decided to search the rest of the house, knife in hand.

It didn’t do me much good but at least I was armed. The living room and dining room were empty, but when I reached the kitchen, I found another man—his back to me as he rummaged through our refrigerator. My heart pounded in my chest, and my hand shook as I tried to steady my grip. The arc of my swing was too wide. I thought I could be like my parents I could fight, I'd take him down despite his size. But fear gripped me. My palms were sweaty, and my nerves frayed. I hesitated, and at that moment, my chance slipped away.

But he must have heard me because he whirled around, knocking the knife from my hand before I even had time to register the gun. The shot rang out, and I collapsed, face-first onto the cold kitchen floor. I didn’t scream. I didn’t move. I just lay there, feeling the life drain from me. My father was dead. My mother was dead. And now, I was going to die too. But the fear I had vanished, replaced by an eerie sense of peace.

In the distance, I heard voices unmistakably belonging to Dino Tammaro. They thought I was dead. They didn’t bother to check so they left.

I waited longer this time, making sure no one else was around. I slept, or maybe I passed out from the pain and blood loss. I could never quite tell. Time became a blur. Eventually, some of our men returned and found me. They whisked me away to a safe house, where a doctor was brought in to operate on me. During those first few days of recovery, I cursed myself for leaving the safe room. But I knew that if I had stayed there, alone with the screams—real and imagined—I might have lost my mind entirely.

But there was something else I realized as I lay there recovering. I could use what had happened to my advantage. That fear and nervousness I’d felt when I tried to attack that man—it had been transformed, just as I had been given a second chance at life. Fear and nervousness had become power and rage.

Dino Tammaro, that vile monster, thought I was dead. But I survived and I vowed revenge.

Now, the son of a bitch dared to return.

I shook my head, pushing the memories aside as I gripped the balcony railing. The urge to hunt down Tammaro and execute him on the spot was nearly overwhelming. But I knew I had to do more than that killing him wasn’t enough. I needed to destroy him and his entire family, to bring them to ruin before exacting my final vengeance. I’ll never forget the moment I realized he had also murdered my aunt, uncle, and nine-year-old cousin.

Every blood relative I had, he had slaughtered. A swift death would be too kind for him. I wanted him to feel the same devastation, the same crushing loss that had nearly destroyed me. He needed to know what it felt like to have everything he cared about torn away from him, piece by piece.

I reentered my bar, descending the private stairs to the basement. Beneath the bar, I ran an underground gambling ring, and it was past time for tonight’s card game. Everyone would be waiting for me, and while it might have been wise to keep them on edge, I didn’t want to be alone right now. I needed the company of my men, the familiar rhythm of the game, to keep the rage from consuming me.

My men greeted me warmly, their eyes flicking to me as I entered, but I had no smiles to give. I grabbed a bottle of imported beer, downed it in one go, and sat at the table. The obligatory game with the crew began, and I nursed another beer, barely tasting it. My mind was elsewhere, consumed by thoughts of Tammaro and the revenge I would exact.

After the main game, I moved to a side table with my right-hand men, Arturo, and Oscar. Arturo silently cut the deck and dealt the cards, his expression unreadable. “What is it?” he asked quietly from the corner of his mouth. An old knife wound had frozen the left side of his face, giving him a permanently stern appearance. The scar made him too distinctive to blend into a crowd, so I kept him close.

“Dino Tammaro is back,” I said bluntly, watching their reactions.

Oscar’s hand immediately went to his side, where he always kept his knives. “Want me to put one in his back?” he smirked. Oscar was always ready for a fight, and it was surprising that Arturo, not Oscar, bore the most visible scar, considering Oscar got into twice as many brawls.

I dismissed Oscar’s offer with a wave of my hand. “Killing him isn’t enough. He and his entire family will be ruined first.” I slapped my fist into my open palm, the sound echoing in the room.

“How are we going to do that?” Arturo asked. He fiddled with the cards, but I knew I had his full attention. He was making sure that no one was paying us any attention, that they would think we were playing a round he felt the need to put on a show here when we were surrounded by my men, which made me uneasy.

Could I truly trust everyone here? I’d be a fool to trust them all and I was no fool.

“We’ll figure something out,” I said, glancing between Arturo and Oscar. We’d been through hell together. If anyone was trustworthy it was them, they were even more so than I was to myself. They’d help me, no matter how insane the plan seemed.

And this next part was going to seem more than a little insane.

“There’s something else I need to take care of,” I added casually, laying down a card to keep up Arturo’s ruse.

“What’s that?” Oscar asked, tossing his cards aside and folding them without bothering to look at them.

“I need to find a woman to sire an heir, in case I’m killed,” I said, as calmly as if I were ordering a new suit.

I was the last remaining Nardozzi without an heir, my family’s legacy would crumble. That was something I would never allow. Tammaro had already taken too much from me; he would not take my future as well I wouldn’t go down without a fight.

I wouldn’t go down, period.

Arturo and Oscar exchanged glances, their expressions shifting from surprise to grim understanding. They knew what was at stake. The Nardozzi legacy couldn’t end with me, and I needed to secure that future before I faced Tammaro. I had to ensure that whatever happened the Nardozzi name would live on.

“Do you have someone in mind?” Arturo asked, his voice low as if discussing the weather.

“Not yet,” I admitted. “But she needs to be strong. Someone who can manage the weight of this life who can raise a child in this world if I’m not around.”

“Not many women like that,” Oscar said, a note of skepticism in his voice. “But we’ll find her.”

“We have to,” I replied, my tone leaving no room for doubt.

We fell into a heavy silence, the gravity of the situation sinking in. The game continued, but the cards were just a distraction now. My mind was already racing ahead, planning, and strategizing. Tammaro would expect me to come for him, but he wouldn’t be expecting the lengths I would go to ensure my family’s survival.

By the time we finished the game, the others had noticed my mood and kept their distance, sensing that something big was about to happen. I couldn’t afford any missteps. Everything had to be executed perfectly.

As the night wore on, I left the basement and returned to the bar’s main floor. The music was louder up here, the crowd oblivious to the storm brewing below making my way to the private booth on the corner, where I could see everything without being disturbed.

I needed to think to plan my next move. Tammaro had made a grave mistake coming back here and would soon learn that. But I couldn’t just act on impulse. I needed to be methodical, to dismantle his empire piece by piece, just as he had done to mine.

The first step would be information. I needed to know why he was here, what he was planning, and with whom he was working. My network of informants would be tested, and I’d reward those who brought me the most valuable intel. Tammaro had always been slippery, this time I wouldn’t let him slip away.

As I sat there, a plan began to take shape in my mind. I would start by targeting his business interests, hitting him where it hurt—his wallet. Without money, his influence would wane, and his allies would question their loyalty. I’d then move on to his family, isolating him from those he cared about, making him feel the same despair I had felt.

My thoughts were interrupted by the arrival of one of my lieutenants. He leaned closely, his voice barely audible over the music. “Boss, we’ve got a lead. Tammaro was spotted near the docks earlier today. He’s meeting with someone tonight.”

“Who?” I asked, my interest piqued.

“We’re not sure yet, but we’ve got men on it. We’ll have more information soon.”

“Good,” I said, nodding. “Keep me informed.”

He disappeared into the crowd, leaving me with my thoughts once more. The docks made sense; it was the perfect place for a clandestine meeting. He was trying to secure alliances or resources for whatever he had planned. But I wouldn’t let him. I’d be one step ahead at every turn.

I pulled out my phone and sent a message to Arturo and Oscar. We needed to meet tonight to ensure the plan was in place for the next move. The timing was crucial, and I couldn’t afford any mistakes.

As I waited for their response, I thought about what lay ahead. The coming days would be filled with danger, with violence, with blood. But I was ready for it. I had been preparing for this moment for years, ever since that night when Tammaro had taken everything from me.

This time, I wouldn’t fail.

A few minutes later, my phone buzzed with a reply from Arturo. He and Oscar were on their way to the bar. We’d go over the plan in detail, and ensure that every angle was covered, every contingency accounted for.

I finished my drink and stood making my way back to the stairs that led to the basement. My men were still down there, playing cards, laughing, unaware of the storm that was about to hit. But they would know soon enough. They were loyal and would follow me into battle, just as they always had.

As I descended the stairs, I felt a sense of calm settle over me. The rage was still there, burning hot, but it was controlled now, channeled into something more productive. I reached the bottom of the stairs, Arturo and Oscar were already waiting for me at the side table. The rest of the men gave us a wide berth, sensing that something important was about to be discussed.

I sat and Arturo dealt the cards as we settled into our routine. But there was no pretense now. We were all business.

“So, what’s the plan?” Oscar asked, his voice low and serious.

I leaned in, my eyes scanning the room making sure no one was listening. “First, we cut off his money. Hit his businesses, disrupt his operations, and make him bleed financially. Without money, he’s weak.”

Arturo nodded his expression grim. “And then?”

“Then we go after his family,” I continued. “Isolate him, make him feel the same loss I did. We’ll take them out one by one until he has nothing left.”

Oscar’s eyes gleamed with anticipation. “And when he’s at his lowest?”

“Then we destroy his reputation. Make him a laughingstock, a man with nothing left to lose. And only then do we kill him.”

They both nodded, understanding the gravity of what I was asking. This wasn’t about killing Tammaro. It was about dismantling him, breaking him down until he had nothing.

“We’ll need to move fast,” Arturo said, shuffling the deck. “If he gets wind of what we’re planning…”

“He won’t,” I interrupted. “We’ll stay ahead of him. Keep him on the defensive.”

“What about the woman?” Oscar asked, changing the subject. “Any leads on who could be the mother of your heir?”

“I’ll start looking tomorrow,” I replied. “We don’t have much time, but I can’t afford to rush this she needs to be the right woman, someone strong enough to manage this life.”

“We’ll help,” Arturo said firmly. “Whatever you need.”

“Good,” I said, a rare smile touching my lips. “We’re going to do this right Tammaro won’t know what hit him.”

With that, we began to flesh out the details going over every possible scenario, and potential obstacle. The hours passed in a blur as we strategized, our minds sharp and focused. By the time we were done, the sun was starting to rise, casting a faint light through the small basement windows.

As I stood to leave, Arturo and Oscar rose with me, their faces set with determination, we were ready. Tammaro might have been back, but I was the one in control. This time, I would be the one to bring him down.

And when it was all over, when Tammaro was nothing more than a memory, I would have my heir, my future secured. The Nardozzi name would live on, stronger than ever before.

Dino Tammaro had returned to my town.

But this time, I was ready for him.


Chapter 3

Iris

The next morning passed quicker than I thought possible. Between caring for Mom and scouring the internet for job leads, I was ready to pull my hair out, strand by strand. Every click and scroll through job boards seemed to tighten the knot of stress building in my chest.

I was overwhelmed, tired, and on the brink of something I wasn’t sure I could pull myself back from. It had only been a week since I lost my job, but it felt like a lifetime of failed attempts and dead ends. My mind kept spinning through every mistake I made, every moment I could’ve done something differently. The reality of what losing my job meant was sinking in like a cold fog—more bills, more debt, and less time to afford her treatments.

Staring blankly at yet another dead-end job posting, my phone rang. I groaned, rubbing my tired eyes before answering it. “Hello?” I muttered, hoping my voice didn’t sound as exhausted as I felt.

“Iris?” Mya’s voice was gloomier than I’d heard in a long time, and the usual cheer she tried to keep was nowhere to be found.

“Hey, Mya,” I replied, my attention immediately shifting. “What’s wrong?”

There was a long pause where you could practically hear someone building up the nerve to talk about something. Finally, she sighed heavily. “You aren’t the only one having a hard time right now.”

Something in her tone made me sit up a little straighter. I knew she had been struggling for a while, but Mya usually didn’t like to burden me, especially with everything going on with Mom. Now, she sounded like she was barely holding it together.

“What happened?” I asked, concern creeping into my voice.

She let out a small, bitter laugh. “It’s Arturo. Things just... It’s not working.”

My heart sank for her. I knew how much she had invested in him—more than she should have, in my opinion. He wasn’t right for her. He was one of those “bad boy” types that she couldn’t help but be drawn to hell even though I’d thought he was attractive, but I also knew enough to keep my distance there was something about him that always felt off, and it wasn’t just the way he carried himself.

Arturo was trouble. The kind of trouble that could swallow you whole.

“I thought you said things were getting better between you two,” I said softly, not wanting to twist the knife any more than it already was.

“I thought so, too,” she admitted, her voice wavering. “But last night, it was the same old thing. He barely paid attention and brushed me off when I asked what was wrong. I don’t know why I keep doing this to myself, Iris it’s like I’m always waiting for him to change, but deep down, I know he won’t.”

I sighed. It was hard to listen to, especially when I’d seen her go through this cycle before. Mya always looked for the best in people, especially the men she dated. And Arturo had made her believe, more than once, that he was the one. I knew better I suspected she did too but sometimes you can’t help who you love.

“I’m sorry,” I said, feeling the weight of my words. “You deserve better than this. You know that, right?”

She let out another sigh, but it was quieter now, more resigned. “I know. I just don’t know how to let go. Every time I try, he does something to pull me back in. I’m exhausted, Iris.”

“I know you are,” I said, wishing I could hug her through the phone. “But you have to take care of yourself. He’s not worth all this pain. You deserve someone who will be there for you, really be there.”

She didn’t respond for a moment when she did, her voice was shaky. “Yeah... I know you’re right. I just... I don’t know why I keep choosing guys like him. I don’t want to be this person.”

“You’re not,” I said quickly, not wanting her to spiral into self-blame. “You’re strong, Mya. You’ve just got a big heart and sometimes people take advantage of that. But this time, you’ll be smarter. You’ll find someone worthy of you.”

“I hope so,” she said, though her voice carried the weight of doubt.

There was a heavy silence between us, the kind that came from shared exhaustion and the knowledge that things weren’t going to get better overnight. Mya had always been my rock, the person I could count on when things fell apart. Now it felt like we were both barely hanging on.

“Listen,” I said gently, “I know things suck right now, but I’m here. We’ll figure it out. Both of us.”

“Thanks, Iris,” she said, her tone warming slightly. “I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

“You’d be just fine,” I said with a small smile, “but I’m glad to help. We’ll get through this. One step at a time.”

She sighed again, but it wasn’t as heavy this time. “Yeah. I just need to get him out of my head for good.”

“You will,” I assured her. “It might take time, but you will.”

We wrapped up the conversation, and hung up, I sat for a few moments. As much as I wanted to focus on comforting Mya, I couldn’t stop my worries from creeping back in. Every second that ticked by felt like a countdown to some inevitable disaster I didn’t have the power to stop.

Mya had mentioned something earlier a throwaway comment about Arturo’s boss, a guy named Romeo. Arturo had dragged Mya into that world, and Romeo wasn’t just any regular boss. The way she talked about him sounded like he was dangerous. Wealthy, powerful, and involved in things I didn’t even want to imagine.

I wasn’t sure why the mention of his name stuck with me, but it did. Romeo. It sounded ominous, like the kind of name you didn’t say out loud unless you knew what you were getting into. What kind of person needed an heir so desperately that they were willing to pay someone for it?

I shook my head, trying to push the thoughts away. I didn’t have time to worry about some mobster or whatever Romeo was. I had enough on my plate with Mom. I couldn’t afford to get tangled up in anything else.

I turned back to my laptop and tried to focus on job hunting again, but every listing I clicked on seemed worse than the last. The options were either jobs I wasn’t qualified for or places too far from home. The last thing I could afford was a long commute. What if something happened to Mom while I was gone?

The stress was building again, making it hard to think straight. I found a few small restaurants looking for waitresses, but the pay was laughable, and the areas they were in guaranteed terrible tips. I’d probably make more money on unemployment than if I took one of those jobs.

Maybe instead of waiting on tables, I should dance on them.

The bitter thought made me laugh, but the sound was hollow. My mind kept circling back to Romeo and his heir. Mya had mentioned that he was looking for someone to bear his child. It was ridiculous, of course, but I couldn’t help but wonder... just how much money were we talking about?

Mya had said it was “big money,” but what did that even mean? Enough to pay off Mom’s medical bills? Enough to save her?

No. I couldn’t let my mind go there. It was crazy... absolutely insane.

But as I clicked through another dead-end job posting, the idea kept gnawing at me. What if Romeo’s offer was real? What if the money was enough to pull us out of this mess? I hated myself for even considering it, but the more I thought about it, the more I couldn’t shake the possibility.

Just then, coughing echoed down the hallway.

I shot up from my chair and raced to Mom’s room. She was tossing and turning in her sleep, her face pale and gaunt. She had lost so much weight since her diagnosis, and every time I looked at her, my heart broke a little more.

Mom had always been strong, the kind of woman who never let life knock her down. After Dad died, she’d taken care of me by herself, working long hours and doing whatever it took to make sure I had what I needed. I did sports in school, and even though we didn’t have much money, she always found a way to get me what I needed—whether it was secondhand uniforms or equipment, she made it work.

Now, I barely recognize her. The cancer was ravaging her body, and the treatments were draining what little strength she had left.

I stood by the door, watching her sleep restlessly, my chest tightening with a mix of fear and helplessness. I would do anything for her. I had to do anything for her.

I couldn’t let her go through this alone, but the medical bills were piling up, and I had no way to keep up with them. My job search wasn’t going anywhere, and the money was running out fast.

That’s when the idea crept back into my mind—Romeo’s offer. If he was really looking for someone to carry his child, how much would he be willing to pay? Enough to save Mom?

I couldn’t believe it, but I was actually thinking about it. I didn’t know much about him, but if Mya was right, he was rich... very rich.

The more I thought about it, the more the idea took root. I was desperate. Desperate enough to do something I never thought I’d consider.

I clicked through more job listings, but none of them paid enough to even make a dent in her bills.

And then my mind cycled back to Romeo again.

I hated myself for it, but I couldn’t shake the thought. Maybe it wasn’t so crazy after all maybe this was exactly what I needed to save my mother.

With one last glance at my phone, I made a decision that would change everything.

I was going to find Romeo.


Chapter 4

Romeo

I had sent word out to my men, discreetly informing them that I was in search of an heir. Of course, I emphasized that this was to be kept quiet. The last thing I needed was rumors spreading to the wrong people—or worse, to the wrong women. I wasn’t looking for just any woman to bear my child. The mother of my heir had to be special, someone who fits my criteria exactly. I wasn’t interested in a gold digger or a woman who couldn’t be trusted. Vanity aside, I didn’t want an unattractive woman my heir couldn’t be ugly.

More importantly, she would need to be intelligent, someone who could take care of herself and her body throughout the pregnancy. Kindness wasn’t a quality I possessed, but maybe my child could inherit that from her. Then again, it might not matter since I intended to raise the child myself. Despite having a clear vision of the woman I wanted, I hadn’t figured out how to find her yet. But I would.

For now, my focus is on something else. I had just learned that my old enemy, Dino Tammaro, was in town. Revenge was on my mind I had my men prioritizing his whereabouts over the search for a woman. The hunt for an heir could wait.

It was the next night, back at my bar, my attention shifted once more. I sat nursing a cigar and whiskey, trying to calm my nerves. The bar was upscale, but the darker undercurrents of gambling, drugs, and violence were ever-present. I hadn’t slept the previous night, too haunted by memories of the past and the looming threat of Tammaro. But tonight, something else caught my attention—a curvy blonde hesitating at the door.

She was out of place here, her innocence standing out in this den of vice. I watched her closely as she scanned the room, clutching her purse as if it might be snatched at any moment. A trench coat tied tightly around her revealed just enough of her figure to intrigue me. Her hair bounced lightly as she took tentative steps forward. This wasn’t her world, and yet, here she was.

Her expression shifted from apprehensive to annoyed as she glanced in Arturo’s direction, but she quickly masked it, moving toward the bar. Interesting. She wasn’t what I expected, and I was instantly curious. She slipped off her coat, revealing a tight, short dress that clung to her hourglass shape my mind wandered thinking just what kind of drink she would order probably something sweet and fruity—girly.

But she didn’t reach the bar before Sergio intercepted her. Towering over her at six-foot-one, Sergio had no sense of subtlety. Despite his rough edges, he was surprisingly good at picking up women. But his taste wasn’t exactly refined. The kind of women he hooked up with didn’t come close to my standards.

I tore my gaze away as a leggy brunette strutted past, trying to catch my attention. I slept with her once, but she wasn’t memorable. She had only been interested in my name, money, and the power that came with it. That wasn’t what I needed now. The thought of indulging in meaningless pleasure felt empty when I had more pressing matters to deal with—like finding the right woman for my heir and getting rid of Tammaro once and for all.

The brunette tried again to catch my eye, but I wasn’t in the mood. I curled my lip in disdain, and she quickly scurried away. I returned my focus to the blonde, who had managed to shake off Sergio and was now talking to the bartender. She still seemed tense, clutching her purse like a lifeline, her posture rigid. She didn’t belong here—too vulnerable, too soft.

Ash, the bartender, pointed in my direction, which immediately irritated me. He knew better than to send anyone my way tonight. I was trying to clear my head, lost in my thoughts of revenge and legacy, and the last thing I needed was to be bothered especially not by a woman who should be at home, far away from this place.

But when our eyes met, something stirred in me. I felt an instant, primal attraction, my cock reacting before my mind could process what was happening. Who was this woman, and why was she looking for me?

I leaned back in my chair, curiosity overtaking my annoyance, and waited for her to make her move.

As she approached, her steps slow and measured, I couldn’t help but admire her further. She was beautiful, undeniably so, but there was something more—an air of determination and defiance that piqued my interest. She wasn’t like the women who usually frequented this bar, who threw themselves at me for a taste of power. No, she seemed to have a purpose. What that purpose was I didn’t know yet, but I intended to find out.

She stopped in front of me, and I could see her steeling herself, likely preparing for whatever she thought was going to happen next.


Chapter 5

Iris

What was I doing here? The bar wasn’t seedy, not the usual hole-in-the-wall kind of place I frequented, but it had a dangerous edge that sent a thrill up my spine. It felt upscale, the kind of place that catered to people with money, power, and a penchant for dark dealings. Just walking through the door had my heart racing.

I had given Mya a hard time earlier about her thing for bad boys, but the truth was, I wasn’t much different. Every guy in here looked like trouble, and apparently, trouble was exactly what I was looking for.

I flashed back to the conversation with her just before coming here. I’d been needling her about Arturo, but she’d turned it around on me in the way only a best friend could.

“Hey, I need some info from you,” I’d said to her over coffee that afternoon.

“Sure, whatever you need. Unless it’s a listening ear,” she had joked.

“What are you talking about?”

“You know, earlier, when I told you about Arturo and you weren’t paying attention? Then you said your thoughts out loud. Ring a bell?”

I winced feeling guilty for zoning out during her venting session about him. “I’m sorry! Really, I am.”

“I know. And you’re right. He wasn’t the one for me. It was fun while it lasted, but it’s time to move on. You don’t need to apologize, Iris. Besides, you’ve got enough on your plate. You should be focusing on yourself.”

“You mean my mom,” I had replied, the familiar weight of responsibility settling in my chest.

“Yes, your mom, but you too. Don’t forget to take care of yourself. I won’t let you get lost in all of it. Now, what’s this about needing info?”

I hesitated, then blurted out, “Arturo’s boss. Romeo.”

Her eyes widened. “What? Why?”

“I just want to find out a few details, that’s all,” I’d said quickly, not wanting her to think I was completely off my rocker. But Mya knew me too well.

“Iris… No way.” Her voice had dropped, suddenly serious. “You’re not considering—”

“I’m not doing anything crazy! I just want to know how much.”

How much? Translation: I was desperate. Desperate for money, desperate enough to be in this dangerous bar considering a proposition that most people would run from enough to maybe agree to something completely out of my depth.

The truth was, I’d been out of a job for over a month. Bills were piling up, my mom’s health was deteriorating, and the clock was ticking on the rent. Desperation had led me here to Romeo.

Mya had sighed heavily over the phone, making me cringe. I was pushing her, and I knew it. What if she wouldn’t tell me about him? Without his last name, I had no clue how to track him down. I couldn’t exactly type “Romeo, rich heir in need of a baby” into Google and expect useful results.

But, after an agonizing moment of silence, she finally caved and gave me the address to a bar—this bar. The name didn’t ring any bells, so I did research beforehand. The place had a reputation for underground fights and drug deals, though, from the outside, it looked respectable enough. Even inside, it was clean, upscale, nothing out of place. Whatever shady stuff happened here, it was hidden well.

I shook my head, bringing myself back to the present. I glanced around the room again.

I adjusted the strap of my purse, feeling out of my element. The dress I had chosen hugged my curves just right, designed to catch Romeo’s attention. From the looks I was getting, it was working—whether or not those looks were from him, I couldn’t be sure. Most of the guys in here seemed like bad news, but that was sort of the point, wasn’t it?

One guy with an easy smile tried to offer me a drink. Normally, I might’ve taken him up on it, but I couldn’t afford to be distracted tonight. I had to stay sharp. No drinks, no slipping up before I even got a chance to meet Romeo.

Was he in the bar right now? I scanned the room, searching for any man who might fit the vague description Mya had given me: powerful, commanding, maybe even dangerous. She’d also mentioned that he was hot. That part, I was counting on.

But this was ridiculous. I had no clue what he looked like. I should just ask someone—maybe the bartender. He’d know, right? With a deep breath, I started toward the bar, but a tall guy stepped in front of me before I could get there.

He leaned in close, his breath warm against my ear as he whispered, “Hey. Did you remember to tip the bouncer?”

I blinked, taken aback. “No…”

The guy smirked, straightening up. “Don’t worry. I can handle it for you.”

I frowned, clutching my purse tighter. “What exactly needs handling?” I asked, crossing my arms.

He chuckled and gave me a long, appraising look. “I like you already.”

I wasn’t sure whether to be flattered or annoyed. “I think I’ll pass,” I said, trying to sidestep him. I wasn’t here for random guys to flirt with.

His grin widened. “Now I know I like you. Tell Ash over there I’ll buy your first round. Maybe your second too.”

With that, he sauntered off, glancing back at me before continuing.

“Did Sergio offer you a drink?” Ash asked, wiping down the counter.

“Yeah.” I shook my head. “But I’m not taking him up on it.”

He chuckled, a low, jolly laugh that didn’t fit the gritty surroundings. “Good for you. What can I get you?”

I took a deep breath, trying to steady my nerves. “I’m looking for Romeo.”

Ash’s movements paused, his smile fading as he gave me a sharp look. His jovial air vanished, replaced by something harder, more calculating.

“You’re looking for Romeo?” he asked, as though I’d just said something dangerous.

I nodded, trying to stay calm. “I was told he might be here. I just need a few minutes of his time.”

Ash looked me up and down like he was deciding whether or not to kick me out or let me stay. “Romeo doesn’t just meet with strangers,” he said carefully. “You got a reason for looking for him?”

I swallowed hard. “It’s personal. Business-related.”

He narrowed his eyes, clearly not satisfied with my vague answer. “Look, I’m not trying to pry into your business, but if you’re looking for Romeo, you better know what you’re doing. He’s not the kind of man you just walk up to.”

His words sent a jolt of unease through me, but I pushed it down. “I just need to talk to him. That’s all.”

He sighed, then nodded toward a dark corner of the bar. “Over there. But be careful. Once you go down that road, there’s no turning back.”

I followed his gaze, and my stomach did a flip. Sitting in the corner, alone at a booth, was Romeo. He looked nothing like I’d imagined—calm, composed, and somehow even more intimidating because of it.

I looked directly at a seated man wearing a fine suit. There was no way Ash was pointing to anyone else but him. The man’s gaze met mine, and I almost dropped onto the bar stool behind me. I might not know his last name, but I did recognize his face.

And mob boss was right.

God, had I been naïve to think he might have been some regular boss! I really should walk right back out of this bar. I should bail. Cut my losses. I shouldn’t be here. I was wasting time that could be used to find a real job. I couldn’t do this. It’s way too crazy a scheme.

The thought of Mom, weak and growing weaker with each passing day, gave me the strength I needed. I had to do this. There was no room for hesitation when it came to her. She had spent her entire life taking care of me, sacrificing for me. I owed her this, at the very least, to ensure that she could focus on fighting for her life instead of worrying about bills piling up. That meant I had to talk to him. It was just one conversation. What harm could come from it?

As I approached, I was relieved to see that he was sitting alone but by the time I weaved my way through the tables and past the crowd, two men had joined him. They were laughing, their conversation casual, but Romeo’s gaze never left me. His eyes burned into me, making me squirm. God, he was intense.

Still, unlike Arturo, I didn’t immediately get that “danger” vibe from him. Arturo had always made me uneasy with his scarred, hardened appearance which Mya found darkly attractive. Romeo, though, was different. He was strikingly handsome, with sharp, chiseled features—almost like a Roman god. Power radiated from him, and wealth too. But there was no scar marring his face, no outward sign of violence.

I cleared my throat, stopping at the table. His men turned to stare, their gazes lingering on my chest in a way that made me want to pull my dress down—or maybe up. I needed Romeo to want me for this… arrangement but the way his men were leering made me feel self-conscious like I was out of my depth.

Romeo blinked, silent, waiting. I forced myself to speak. “Uh hi. I… can we talk alone?” I asked, my voice barely steady. There was no way I could say what I needed to with his men sitting there, watching. My heart pounded as I realized how close I was to backing out entirely. This was all a mistake.

To my surprise, Romeo laughed—a deep, warm sound that caught me off guard. “You can say whatever you need to in front of my men,” he said, his tone casual but controlled. His hands spread out in a gesture of ease, which caught my attention. I stared at his long, perfect fingers, and my mind wandered. What would it be like to be with him? I hadn’t even fully considered the details of this “arrangement”—maybe it would be artificial insemination, maybe we wouldn’t even have to touch each other. But seeing him now, the thought of his hands on me sent a wave of heat through my body.

I forced the thought away. Romeo was used to control, that much was clear. He wanted an heir, and he would get one. The only question was whether that heir would come from me.

Another moment of silence passed my face was burning, but I had no choice. I swallowed hard, gathering the last of my courage. Staring directly at him, I said, “I heard you’re looking for someone to… be the mother of your child. I’m offering myself for the job.”


Chapter 6

Romeo

The silence that settled after the curvy blonde made her proposition stretched on for what felt like minutes. Her words sank in slowly, and despite myself, I was impressed. I never would have pegged someone so seemingly innocent to make an offer like this. But here she was, out for cash. My curiosity was piqued: How had she found out? This girl, a stranger, standing in front of me, knew something she shouldn’t. Someone had defied me, leaking my need to her. I’d find the culprit and handle him later.

One thing she said struck a chord: In need of a mother for your child.

Time to test her to see if she really understood the weight of what she was asking for, if she grasped exactly what this deal would entail if I chose her.

“Do you know what you’re asking for?” I asked, keeping my voice calm, my gaze locked on her.

She nodded, eyes flickering briefly to my associates. They loomed like shadows in the corner, but I didn’t send them away. Not yet. I enjoyed watching her squirm under their gaze. It made her shift uneasily, her dress creeping up her thighs, drawing attention to the curves she likely knew would be a distraction and when people were nervous, they made mistakes. I wanted to see if she’d crack under pressure—let slip anything that might be a reason to dismiss her before any contract was signed.

“Do you really understand?” I asked again, leaning back in my chair, fingers steepled as I scrutinized her.

She swallowed hard, brushing back a strand of hair from her long neck—slender, delicate. The kind of neck I could sink my teeth into.

But no, I doubted she grasped what this arrangement would actually demand of her.

Pressing my palms to the table, I still didn’t stand. “You know I’ll need to fuck you until you’re pregnant and after the baby’s born, you hand him over. No strings. You won’t be his mother—you’re just the vessel.”

To her credit, she didn’t flinch. Didn’t blink. She remained unnervingly calm as if she had already considered this. But I wasn’t convinced.

“And if the baby’s a girl,” I continued, my voice casual but sharp, “we’ll go through it all again. The fucking. The pregnancy. The giving up another baby.”

There. A slight twitch—a crack in her armor. She hadn’t expected that. Perhaps she assumed she’d be rid of her duty after one child. Maybe she even thought she’d earn some sentimental role. But that wasn’t how things worked in my world.

It wasn’t that I had a problem with girls. But in the mob, a girl couldn’t survive—couldn’t lead. Tradition demanded a male heir. The power, the name passed from father to son, and I wasn’t about to throw my daughter, if I ever had one, into that kind of life. It would mark her with a target from the day she was born.

No, I needed a son. If she was going to be the one to bear him, she needed to understand what that entailed.

Her agitation grew more evident, though she tried to mask it. She bit her lip, eyes darting away from mine as if weighing her next move. But then she nodded again in a slow, deliberate motion.

Interesting. Very interesting. She still hadn’t asked about payment, not once. Was she that desperate? Or was something else driving her? An agenda I hadn’t yet uncovered.

And still, she hadn’t told me her name. That aggravated me more than it should. Was she keeping it from me on purpose?

I took a slow sip of my drink, letting the silence stretch between us. Then I stood, crossing the room to take her by the arm. Whatever else needed to be discussed would be done in private. There were still too many questions unanswered, but I’d do my due diligence.

For now, I was willing to see where this went.


Chapter 7

Iris

This whole situation felt completely insane, like I was caught between a dream and a nightmare.

Romeo stood towering above me, his stride purposefully and commanding. Not even needing to say a word, people instinctively moved aside to let him pass. They didn’t gawk at him it was all so bizarre. Here I was, contemplating the idea of being a surrogate for a mob boss.

No, scratch that. I had actually asked to be a surrogate for a mob boss.

I swallowed hard, trying to steady my nerves. I took deep breaths, attempting to quiet my racing thoughts.

Out of the corner of my eye, I glanced up at him. He looked formidable, his face defined by sharp, chiseled features and a strong jawline. When I confronted him at the table, I noticed the intense greenness of his eyes. He was a man who didn’t do anything by chance; everything about him seemed meticulously calculated. Did that mean he brought that same devotion to perfection into the bedroom?

I swallowed hard at the thought. He must have been with countless women, perfecting his skills between the sheets over time. That would make him an attentive lover who knows exactly how to please. But we weren’t going to be lovers. As he so bluntly put it, we were just going to be “fucking.”

There would be no reason for him to be attentive, no reason to think he’d care about doing whatever it took to make me orgasm. And I didn’t orgasm easily from penetration alone. I had only done so once before, and it had been nothing short of incredible. Maybe it will never happen again. Who could say how long this arrangement with Romeo would even last? It wasn’t like I could start looking for a boyfriend while tangled up in this business deal with him.

His grip on my elbow wasn’t tight, but I could feel the strength he was holding back. The fabric of his button-down shirt stretched perfectly over his broad shoulders, and the way he moved made the muscles beneath it ripple, just enough to make my breath hitch.

I was so absorbed in watching him that I didn’t notice he was about to stop walking. When he halted suddenly, I stumbled, caught off guard. His grip tightened to steady me, and for just a fraction of a second, his lips curled into a faint smile—an almost imperceptible flicker of amusement—before his expression went blank again. Even his facial features were under his control. He struck me as someone with a lot simmering beneath the surface, a lot he was determined to hide. An enigma. Maybe it was better not to try to solve the puzzle that was Romeo. Better to let him do his own thing and just deal with the fucking when necessary.

If he even hired me.

Why had he brought me here, to this empty backroom? Did he want an audition? A test run? My stomach churned at the thought. He let go of my arm and closed the door behind us. I stood there, hands clasped behind my back, feeling like I was in a daze. Why wasn’t he saying anything? I wasn’t a mind reader; how was I supposed to know what he wanted?

He stood directly in front of me, his gaze boring down, and then began to pace around me in a tight circle the sound of his footsteps echoing off the walls. His eyes raked over me, slowly, as if assessing every inch. I refused to fidget to show any sign of discomfort, but his intensity made it hard to breathe. Intimidating? Yes, but still not in the same way Arturo had made me feel.

“You’re pretty,” he finally said, his voice a low, deep rumble.

My stomach clenched. I sensed a “but” coming. I wasn’t usually one to care much about my looks, but when the job I was applying for required being bedded who knew how many times, I couldn’t blame him for wanting a woman he found attractive.

And it seemed like “pretty” might not be enough.

He completed his circle and stopped in front of me again. “You’re pretty,” he repeated, “but not as pretty as I’d been hoping.”

I had tried to prepare myself for his bluntness and to accept the cold logic behind his thinking, but his words still made me bristle. Who the hell did he think he was? Sure, he was a mob boss, but that didn’t give him the right to be an asshole.

“I didn’t know my looks were important,” I shot back, lifting my chin. “Just that I can give you a baby.”

He raised his hand, and I held my ground, refusing to flinch. Was he going to slap me for talking back? If he did, I’d leave right then and there. I wasn’t about to tolerate that kind of treatment no matter how reckless my words were. This job was demeaning enough without him adding insult to it.

But instead, his fingers brushed against my cheek, the touch unexpectedly soft, almost tender. It was such an intimate gesture that I almost stepped back, wanting to avoid his touch—yet somehow, it felt good.

“I’m uninterested in having an ugly child,” he said.

What did looks matter to his heir when that child would have money and power? My stomach twisted at the thought of the baby—our baby—being reduced to nothing more than his heir, as if it belonged solely to him. I hadn’t thought much about having children; I always imagined I’d find Mr. Right first, and then, maybe, I’d consider it. But was I even cut out to be a mother, given I was willing to have this man’s child and then hand it over in exchange for money?

I’m doing this for Mom.

But even that justification didn’t make me feel much better about the situation.

He took a step back, crossing his arms, his biceps straining against the fabric of his crisp blue shirt. “Tell me about your cycle. Are you on birth control?”

Heat flooded my face. This was not a topic I’d ever discussed with a man before, let alone in such a cold, businesslike manner. But he did have a right to know especially if he was going to hire me for this. I only hoped my answers would be what he was looking for. Maybe he wanted a woman who had already given birth, proof that she could get pregnant and carry a baby to term. But my womb and I were untested goods.

I shuddered. This was all so strange and surreal, like some twisted job interview. A job that was far from ideal, but I was desperate.

Desperate enough to agree to this?

Yup.

“I’m not on birth control,” I said. I had considered it before, but ultimately decided against it because the idea of messing with my hormones didn't sit well with me. Did he want me to start taking it? Of course not. The whole point was for me to get pregnant. He was making me lose my mind; I could barely think straight. “I always used condoms with my last boyfriend. I’ve always been regular every thirty days, like clockwork. I don’t imagine I’d have trouble conceiving. I’m healthy, work out, and generally eat well…”

I realized I was rambling and quickly snapped my mouth shut.

I watched his face, searching for any change in his expression, but he remained unreadable. Yet now, as I fell silent, I thought I saw a flicker of interest in his eyes. Still, he said nothing, and I had no idea what he was thinking. Was being only “pretty” a deal breaker? Shouldn’t he be pleased I had never taken birth control? I’d heard it could sometimes make it harder for women to conceive after long-term use.

We wouldn’t be using condoms.

The thought sent a shiver down my spine, and I felt a dampness between my legs. I squeezed them together tightly. I had never unprotected sex before, never felt a man come inside me. Would that change soon? Would this tall, powerful man standing before me be the first? How many times would we have to have sex before I conceived? My mind was racing, and the dampness was not helping.

His silence stretched on, and I found myself growing anxious. Finally, he turned away, walked to a chair, and sat down.

Uncertain, I followed him.

He reached out suddenly, seizing me by the hips, and pulled me onto his lap so that I was facing him. Startled, I gazed into his eyes, searching for a clue to his intentions. For a moment I saw something there—emotions flickering behind the cold, controlled facade. Hope, pain… even fear.

He must have been desperate for an heir; otherwise, he wouldn’t be considering hiring a woman to bear him one. That explained the fear maybe he was hoping he had already found the right woman in me. But the pain… what was that from?

He was a mystery, and I found myself wanting to solve it. As dangerous as his world was, I felt that familiar tug that always pulled me toward a bad boy—the urge to see just how bad he really was.

And that was when I realized I needed to be careful, very careful, or I might just fall under this man’s spell.


Chapter 8

Romeo

Was she trembling? I couldn’t quite tell, but the way she stared at me, eyes locked and intense, made me wonder. She looked at me as if I were some puzzle she was determined to solve. It amused me. Most women didn’t care to know me beyond what I represented—my influence, power, wealth. She, too, had come to me for money—that much was obvious. The worn-out purse she clutched and the desperation in her eyes betrayed her purpose. But the fact that she was trying to figure me out… well, that stirred a curiosity I hadn’t felt in a long time.

Who was she? I hadn’t even bothered to ask for her name yet. She had me off balance, and I didn’t like that feeling. It was too unfamiliar, too risky. I was always in control and made others lose their footing. But this woman, with her quiet determination and that curious gaze… had me intrigued.

I decided to regain the upper hand. Pulling her onto my lap, I felt her body tense, and a slight gasp escaped her lips. That small sound told me I’d unsettled her. Good. I could use that. I leaned closer, my mouth just inches from hers. “I need to know if we’re compatible,” I murmured, letting my breath brush against her skin. Then, without waiting for a response, I kissed her.

She resisted at first, her hands braced against my shoulders, trying to push me away. There was a moment—a heartbeat—where I wondered if she would break free, shove me back, and storm out of my office. But I knew how to kiss a woman, how to break through that initial resistance and turn it into something else. My fingers wove through her hair, pulling her closer, my tongue tracing the outline of her lips, teasing them open. Her hands remained on my shoulders, still pushing, but the force softened. I felt the tension in her body begin to ebb away, replaced by something warmer that pulled her toward me rather than pushed her away.

When I pressed my tongue against her lips again, they parted, and I deepened the kiss. She melted against me, her resistance crumbling. I almost laughed, feeling the familiar rush of satisfaction as I felt her surrender. My hands moved from her hair down to her hips, pulling her closer. She was a handful, lush and soft, and I felt myself growing harder against her harder than I’d been for a woman in a long while. Lately, women left and right have been boring me. We would fuck once or twice, and then I would move on to the next. If I was searching for something, I hadn’t found it yet. What that something might be, I didn’t know, and that was almost as frustrating as not finding it.

As our kiss deepened, I let my hand trail up her thigh, feeling the smooth fabric of her dress slide under my fingers the thought crossed my mind to take her right there, to push her down onto my desk and lose myself in her. But I didn’t. This wasn’t a typical situation, and she wasn’t here for a fling. This was business, and business meant boundaries.

But my cock being this hard told me all I needed to know. She would do.

I reluctantly pulled back, breaking the kiss. I leaned back in my chair to get a better look at her. Her cheeks were flushed, her breathing quick, her lips slightly swollen from our kiss. She blinked at me, still dazed, her eyes hazy with arousal. I had that effect on women, and it pleased me to see how much I affected her with just one kiss. I smiled, feeling a surge of satisfaction.

She gave me a tentative smile in return, her confusion evident, but there was something else there too—a flicker of trust, or maybe just curiosity.

“I’ll pay you one million dollars upfront,” I said, my voice steady, businesslike, as I calculated what seemed like a fair amount for what I was asking. “And another million after you give birth.”

She had still melted into my arms, her body pliant and warm, but at my words, she stilled. Her eyes widened, and I could practically see the thoughts racing through her mind. Shock, disbelief, maybe even a touch of fear. I could sense her brain working, trying to process my offer to understand what kind of man would proposition her this way. I knew I sounded cold, and detached, but that was the point. I needed to establish boundaries. This was a transaction, not a romance. I’d never allowed myself to get attached to a woman before, and I wasn’t about to start now. She needed to understand that from the beginning.

She was trembling on my lap, and damn if that didn’t make me even harder. Her body was so close, so warm, and it took everything in me not to press myself against her, not to let her feel just how much I wanted her. But I kept myself in check. I had to.

“Y-Yes,” she finally stammered, her voice shaking. She nodded several times, almost as if she were trying to convince herself as much as me.

“Good.” I didn’t bother to smile again. “I’ll have my men bring the contract to you tomorrow for signing. If that suits you.” And if my background check proved her worthy enough to be the mother of my heir.

Her trembling increased, and for a moment, I wondered if she might back out. If the reality of what she was agreeing to had finally hit her. But she didn’t say anything, and didn’t protest. She looked at me, eyes wide and a little scared, but there was determination there too. I liked that. It made me believe that maybe, just maybe, this arrangement could work.
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