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Chapter 1


          

          
            Produce A Pure Italian Heir

          

          Van Doukas

        

      

    

    
      There aren’t enough cigarettes in the world for meetings with my father. The boss. Tonight, I meet with him to discuss something ‘very important’. He calls everything ‘very important’, but tonight, I know exactly what he wants from me.

      He wants me to kill again, this time for my foolish sister, who can’t seem to keep herself out of trouble. Everyone in the family heard about what happened to Ana by now. That idiot Jew was foolish enough to put his hands on her with witnesses and expect nothing to happen? That’s not how the Doukas family works, which he’ll soon learn.

      You mess with the Doukas family, we retaliate. If the Jew had any wits about him, he would disappear from the Amalfi Coast and head for the mountains or Sicily, or somewhere we don’t have ears. He could go to Albania like Matteo. Maybe then we wouldn’t find him. But fuck, I don’t want to carry out another hit. Why can’t that lazy fuck Enzo do it? Or better yet, Eddie. I carried out my first hit when I was two years younger than him. We spoil the new generation and wonder why our family falls apart.

      None of this would be my responsibility if Matteo would get over himself and come down off his fucking mountain. 

      I stop my motorcycle and approach my father’s front door. The all white old European style mansion sits on an excessive and opulent lot on the coast, right above the cliffs with a long path to the beach, a ‘fuck you’ to the tax collectors and the government who want to stop us from doing business.

      Most of my siblings still live here, but I prefer keeping myself far away from papa and his… associates.

      I can hear the party from the entrance. Seriously? On a fucking Tuesday afternoon? I assumed he called this meeting because he was working for once. He’s intertwined in a different business based on the noise filtering outside. Please, Lord, let me not walk in on my father having sex with a model… again.

      I open the front door to our old family home without knocking and immediately regret it when a completely naked foreign woman runs giggling toward the door, too high and drunk to feel self-conscious, exposing her completely nude body to a stranger. At least I didn’t find her twisted in bed with papa, although this isn’t much better.

      “Oh! Good afternoon, sir!” she teases me in crude Italian, spinning around to show off her assets. Whore. Foreigner. Her tricks possess little interest to me. My brothers Lorenzo and Matteo would sway more easily.

      “Where’s my father?”

      She giggles and spins around again. Fucking hell, I wish the ground would swallow me up. My father’s prostitutes do not interest me. 

      “Your papa?” she says, standing to face me with her legs slightly apart, daring me to ogle more of her body. I have no interest in whores and I want her to answer my fucking question. 

      Before I can answer, another one of my father’s toys saunters into the foyer, naked. This one is young—she looks eighteen just about—far too young for my father. I grimace and keep my gaze firmly fixed away from the nude females. Just because the men in my family are bastards doesn’t mean I have to follow suit.

      If we don’t conduct ourselves with respect, how can we expect the respect of the Amalfi Coast?

      “Yes. My father. Sal,” I grunt, failing to hide the irritation in my voice.

      The woman ignores my irritated tone with her response.

      “Oh, he’s in the back with Boyka. I can take you there after we take you to bed upstairs.”

      How much is he paying these women? We’re still struggling to get Jalousie off the ground and he spends all his money on Slavic hookers. 

      “Not interested. I have a meeting with him.”

      “Are you sure?”

      I don’t dignify them with a response. I walk past the girls, keeping my eyes away from their bodies. Where the hell is my father? I pass the long hallway with the family portraits and follow the loud music and the louder giggling from near the pool. The familiar sound of pool jets betrays papa’s location.

      He’s in the fucking hot tub again, I know it. He spends all fucking day in the hot tub, dishing out orders and expecting work to happen without him lifting a fucking finger. It’s a fucking miracle anything gets done around here. 

      My father chuckles loudly, and I brace myself before approaching him. He’s the boss and you don’t question the boss, even if he’s your father and even if he cares more about partying and women than our family — than our future.

      When I enter the back patio, the pungent smell of tobacco and marijuana surrounds me. Judging by the bottles of vodka on the ground, the piles of cigarette butts and the other piles of detritus, they’ve been at this fucking party since last night. 

      Fuck. I put the cigarette tucked behind my ear into my mouth and approach my father’s outdoor speakers, unplugging them and stopping the little dance party happening around his hot tub. Three women, each wearing next to nothing with their tits out belly dance for him while he chuckles loudly, his fat stomach causing waves in the hot tub. When the music stops, they stop too and look up at me indignantly.

      They don’t have to ask who I am. The ones who don’t know Van Doukas can tell that I’m related to Sal. I have my father’s eyes, but thankfully, I don’t have his overweight body or his bald head. The girls make booing sounds at me, but I brush them off. 

      “I’m here for our meeting,” I say sternly to papa. 

      He chuckles and nods. “Yes. The meeting. I almost forgot.”

      Almost? He doesn’t look like he’s fucking prepared for a meeting.

      Papa dismisses the girls, except for one — Boyka. She slides into the hot tub next to him, twirling his thick plumes of chest hair around her fingers and sliding his freshly cut cigar between his lips. Nauseating. Papa coughs after a puff and taps the cigar over the edge of the hot tub.

      “You’re early.”

      “I’m twenty minutes late.”

      “Oh?” 

      “Papa, you said it was important. Shouldn’t we conduct this business alone?”

      None of the girls are dumb enough to rat on Salvatore Doukas, but unlike my father, I don’t see the sense in taking risks.

      Boyka’s hand moves down my father’s chest and I don’t want to imagine what sorry shriveled part of him she touches next. I just want my orders so I can get the fuck out of this bachelor pad. 

      “I’m getting old, Van,” he says. “I’m getting old.” 

      He didn’t call me down here to bitch about his old age. I furiously puff on my cigarette, waiting for him to get to the fucking point. Papa grunts as Boyka touches something… sensitive. Cristo… 

      Watching my father grunt through a hand job might be the only thing worse than watching him stick it to a woman.

      “Do you mind postponing your fucking hand job until later?”

      Boyka’s hand rises guiltily from the water and I choke down bile. She really was touching the old fuck. I shouldn’t swear at him or set him off. Papa might seem old, but he can have me killed. Any of my brothers would do it if he gave the command. Tread carefully, Van. 

      “Maybe I should leave,” Boyka says, giving me a flirty glance as she plays with her tiny pink nipples. 

      “Yes,” I snap. “Please get the fuck out of here.”

      Papa scowls. “Be respectful, Van. Boyka is a very dear—”

      “I said please.”

      Papa smirks. “Boyka, return in thirty minutes. If we’re not done…”

      “We’ll be done,” I interrupt, glowering at my father. I don’t have all afternoon for his games when I have the club to attend to.

      Boyka reluctantly leaves.

      “Are the women in this house allergic to fucking clothes?”

      “None of them are allergic to fucking anything.” 

      I’m not doing this with the old man today.

      “Why did you call me here?” 

      I start another cigarette. I keep swearing I won't touch another, then I spend five minutes around papa and change my mind.

      He leans back in the hot tub, displacing several pints of water over the edge.

      “I’m tired, Van,” he groans, leaning back and rubbing his forehead. 

      “From working?” 

      My father doesn’t pick up on the sarcasm. He hardly leaves his fucking hot tub anymore, and he hasn’t done anything even remotely resembling working at either of the nightclubs, restaurants, apartment complexes or construction sites around town. 

      If it wasn’t for me and Enzo, he wouldn’t have the fucking time to boink Boyka or whatever the fuck he does with all these young Slavic women.

      I still have to tread carefully around him. He’s still my father, my boss, and I must obey him.

      “Yes,” he says, coughing. “From working. I need someone to take my place and lead the family soon. I want to retire, Van. You and I both know I need a break.”

      He spends every fucking day on vacation while his sons and nephews run his businesses. Vacation? We’re the ones who need a fucking vacation.

      “Perhaps you should contact Matteo about that.”

      My older brother spent his entire life preparing to be the boss. It’s not my fault he fucked off, leaving his worthless children with us, I might add. I’m already halfway through my fucking cigarette and he hasn’t closed in on the point. 

      Papa scoffs. “Matteo hasn’t left Albania in four years. He left his children, his business, his fucking money, and he’s not coming back. Give up on him.”

      “You’re the one who trained him for the role. Send Enzo after him. Better yet, send his fucking son.”

      I don’t want to go into the mountains to bring my jackass older brother back and I don’t want to have this conversation with my father.

      “Why don’t you go to Albania?”

      “Every time I’m in the same room as Matteo, he tries to kill me,” I remind papa. I love Matteo, but he isn’t exactly easy to get along with.

      I’m surprised a woman tolerated him long enough to allow him to give her Eddie.

      “Fair. But I need a replacement, Van. I don’t want to be the boss anymore. I can’t take the stress much longer.”

      Stress? What stress? Does my father seriously think sitting in his fucking hot tub banging whores counts as a job? 

      “Have you considered the role?” He asks before I can spew something disrespectful in my father’s direction. 

      “Why would I want to be the boss of this fucking family? It’s filled with degenerates, fuck-ups, people who need more violence to be kept in line. I kill enough as it is. You don’t want me to be the boss and nobody in this fucking family wants me as the boss.”

      “People respect you, Van.”

      “People fear me. There’s a difference.”

      Papa nods. “Exactly. Personally, I think you would make a good boss.”

      “I disagree.”

      But I don’t completely. Yes, the job would be horrific and I’d have even more blood on my hands than I do now by the end. I could bring honor back to our family, clean the streets of our scum, stop the Jews from fucking with our shit… but I can’t. Not with Matteo gone. Even in the fucking Albanian countryside, he would find out what I did and Matteo would kill me.

      “No,” Papa replies calmly. “You don’t. But I agree with your assessment that you’re not quite ready.”

      “I never said that. I said I didn’t want the job.”

      Nobody smart wants my father’s job. He spent twenty years walking around with a target on his back before he built up enough trust, enough loyalty, enough captains in the streets of Italy to ensure his safety. I don’t want to lose my freedom.

      “You didn’t have to say anything. I know my son.”

      “Hm.”

      Arguing with my father is entirely senseless. 

      “You need an heir, Van.” 

      “What?”

      “I will give you the leadership of this family without the ritual, without the sacrifice and without the financial investment required. All I want is an heir.”

      “Why don’t I go up to fucking Albania, then? Because I can’t produce a child out of thin air.”

      Papa chuckles. “Don’t you have women? If you want a woman… I filled this house with them. I have very young ones too. Eighteen. Nineteen. They make good mothers.” 

      “I am not interested in fucking teenagers.”

      “Then find a whore like that old Greek Pagonis fuck. I don’t care how you get the heir. You can prove how serious you are by giving me a child. I’ll be generous. I’ll give you a year.”

      “I don’t want this role,” I snap. “So the likelihood I’ll produce an heir is slim.”

      Papa laughs, which only infuriates me further. There’s nothing funny about bringing a child into the world. 

      “You can’t lie to me, Van. You were always the most ambitious child. Maybe it’s because you were smack in the middle and we didn’t pay any attention to you. Who fucking knows?”

      My father spent little time raising any of us, except for Enzo, and look how that fucking turned out. 

      “Thank you for the psychoanalysis.”

      Every time I visit my father, my desire for alcohol increases exponentially, along with my cravings for nicotine. He brings the worst out of everyone, especially me.

      “No problem,” he says, again ignoring my sarcasm. 

      “What happens if I don’t produce an heir? Eh? You still need someone to take your place.”

      “I make this offer to Lorenzo if you don’t produce what I want.”

      “What?” I would have at least expected him to mention one of our cousins, one of the very obedient captains from the northern coast, or even fucking Eddie, Matteo’s 18-year-old son, would be better than my irresponsible fuck of a brother. That old fuck really knows me well because he just said the only thing that could get me to reconsider his stupid fucking offer.

      “You heard me.”

      “Lorenzo would ruin this family. For fun.”

      “I know. And it would become your responsibility to save it. You would have to act as the boss to save Lorenzo from himself. You might as well earn the position.”

      Fuck this old man… 

      “I don’t want a family life, papa. I don’t want the fucking wife or the fucking family. I want this life. It’s what I’m good at. Business. Killing. More killing. That’s who you taught me to be.”

      I’m not a man who can picture himself kicking around a football with my children or taking them to the beach. I’m not built for seducing women for more than a night and dealing with the danger of introducing them to my life or worse, hiding it the way papa did with our mother.

      He can pretend it’s not his fault what happened to her, but we all know the truth. No woman deserves our life. I can’t afford to react. He loves when he can draw a reaction out of me. 

      Papa continues, as if my reaction is irrelevant. “Part of this life means having a family. I can’t expect my other children to carry on my bloodline.”

      “Matteo has a son. You have a fucking bloodline. Why don’t you make him the fucking boss?”

      “Eddie? Eddie will not survive long the way he lives.”

      “That’s a way to talk about your grandson, eh?”

      “Have another cigarette, Van.”

      I’m already on my fucking third. But I’m not in a position to turn down his offer, considering the shit he wants me to deal with right now. An heir? I thought he wanted me to kill someone. Producing an heir in a year… It’s just fucking impossible. I stick the cigarette in my mouth and light it.

      “You can’t let the family fall apart. We aren’t the only people who would suffer. What would happen to our people, good Italian people, when the only people around they can get money from are the fucking Jews, who hate our guts?” He says. 

      I can’t let his guilt trip work on me.

      “I want an heir.”

      “Hm.”

      “Consider what you would sacrifice by turning down my offer, Van. It’s not just about the family. It’s power. You act like you’re a fucking saint, but you are my son. You enjoy power. You’re just too much of a stuck up cunt to let yourself enjoy it.”

      “Thanks papa.”

      “You’re welcome. Now, onto the matter of the Jew.”

      Fuck. I hoped my father would only piss me off one way today, but if we’re discussing the matter of the Jew, I won’t leave here tonight without an assignment. Someone else could easily do this job, but he wants me to kill. Because I’m good at it. 

      “I suppose none of my other brothers have the free time to do this?”

      “I don’t care. I need you to do it. The cunt offended this family.”

      “Perhaps we waste too much time retaliating for every offense. Ana told you to drop it.”

      I’m taking a risk just questioning his order, but he’s pissed me off so much that I stopped caring.

      “Decision making isn’t women’s work. It’s our work. The man signed his own death warrant. I want it done soon. Call me when you finish the job.”

      “Hm.”

      “If you don’t like the way I run this family, Van, you know what to do. I want to retire. Make an old man happy.”

      Drugs and whores are the only things that make my father happy. 

      “An heir,” I scoff. “You want me to have a fucking bastard child to continue your bloodline? A bastard won’t have any loyalty to his family. Children have a mother and a father, a mother they spend all their time with. If I fuck some poor woman, you won’t have an heir. You’ll have a problem on your hands.”

      “Then get creative. If you need to get the baby and kill the mother, do what you must.”

      What’s happening to this family? When did we lose our way and talking about murdering women for our own ends? Papa… This life changed him. It was slow, but it changed him completely. Too bad there’s no getting out.

      “Thank you for the advice.”

      “You’re welcome. Now get Boyka back in here and get the fuck out. I need relief.”

      “Good evening, papa.”

      I drop my cigarette on the ground without bothering to step on it. Maybe my father’s right — it’s time for him to retire. But how the fuck will I get an heir? I need help. 

      There’s one person I can call on for assistance in these matters. I don’t like involving the Greeks in Italian business, but… they’re our cousins. She answers after a few rings and it sounds like she’s at a nightclub. She has an inordinate amount of time for parties...

      “Ciao?”

      I can barely hear her over the sound of the music.

      “Miss Pagonis. It’s Van.”

      She giggles. “Duh. What’s happening? You finally have work for me?”

      “How soon can you come back to Italy?”

      
        * * *

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 2


          

          
            Single AF On The Amalfi Coast

          

          Jodi Rose

        

      

    

    
      I’m the last single woman in my family. 

      Three months in Italy, and I haven’t had so much as a kiss, but my younger cousin Raven gets married to her college boyfriend and he looks like a dream. I drop a congratulatory comment on her photo, but my heart sinks. 

      You ugly, Jodi. Get used to it and stop chasing all these men out of your league. Settle with Kyle. He’s the best you can do. Maybe mama was right. I’m not the marrying kind, anyway. I spent all my dating years focused on school and look at where that got me… 

      “Edo!” 

      The bartender gives me a sympathetic look. Ugh. Edo is so hot. Too bad all the hot guys are gay, especially in Italy, apparently.

      “What happened?”

      “Look at this.”

      I show him my phone and Edo cracks a smile. “Beautiful! Is she your sister?”

      “No, my cousin. She’s getting married and here I am… single… again.”

      And I’m running away from my problems with a one-way ticket to Italy. When my family finds out I’m not coming back, they’re going to lose their minds. Everyone already thinks I’m crazy for leaving Kyle…

      “Fuck your ex, Jodi. Seriously, fuck him,” Edo says with all the passion of a best friend, even if we barely know each other.

      I have major regrets about getting drunk my first night here and spilling all the drama about my ex-boyfriend to a bartender, but at least it made us fast friends. Although I’m not sure if Edo just likes the fact that Americans tip, unlike our Italian friends. He always has a way of scamming some extra euros out of me. At least he’s a damn good listener.

      I groan and dramatically lean against the bar as I make a proclamation that I wholeheartedly believe.

      “I’m never going to get with another guy again. This is it. I’m dying alone.”

      I’ve read the statistics. Or at least I’ve read what women on Lipstick Alley say about the statistics. I’m a thick, well-educated black woman who is tired of the dusties and has real ass standards — according to the internet, I’m dying alone.

      Edo grins and shakes his head. Since he learned I was American, he’s done everything in my power to take me under his wing since I got here. I just hate getting too far out of my comfort zone, so I’ve ditched all his invitations to visit the local clubs in favor of spending my nights drinking cocktails alone and checking social media. I’m in Italy. I should have daily adventures and bread. I can’t forget the delicious ass bread. 

      “You will not die alone,” Edo says. “At least not without trying… my latest cocktail creation.”

      Edo does a dramatic dance before revealing some clear beverage that looks like some horrible mix of vodka, vermouth and orange juice.

      Good. I want to get completely fucked up. 

      “That looks… clear.”

      “You’ll love it, I promise.”

      “Will drinking really make the pain go away?” I muse, twirling the glass around so the little orange peel swirls inside it. Kyle. Why do you always miss the ones who fuck you up the most? 

      Hopefully, this drink will get my ain’t shit ex off my mind, but let’s be real. What I really need is a summer romance. Ha. Like that’s going to happen in a country where half the people think I’m a prostitute because of my skin color.

      “Yes. It will. Absolutely.” Edo replies with a wink.

      “Cheers.” I swirl the drink around despite Edo’s repeated claims I ruin his creations by doing that. I pour it down my throat and taste a pleasant citrus flavor before a powerful vodka burn. It takes everything in my power to get the rest of the drink down my throat. Whew! That was a damn burn.

      “What the hell did you put in that?”

      Edo winks, but offers no response. Tricky ass Italian.

      “My shift ends in ten,” he says. “I’ll take you out tonight to Jalousie. No getting out of it this time to watch Empire in your apartment.”

      How the fuck does this skinny ass white boy know me so well already? I shake my head, prepared to reject his offer to take me to the club, but Edo won’t let it go. He wriggles his brows suggestively.

      He loves regaling me with stories about all the shenanigans that go down at the Amalfi Coast nightclubs. I’m not really a nightclub girl. Small bars like this one fit me better, but didn’t I come to Italy to have fun? Meet someone? I should put in some effort. 

      The only men who give me any attention are the creeps on the beach who say so much nasty shit to me in Italian that I’m glad I don’t understand.

      Maybe I’ll meet better men at the club, especially a club with a fancy ass French name like this one. Jalousie. Wait… Edo’s mentioned Jalousie to me before in the past.

      “Ain’t that the club with the mafia shootout you told me about?”

      I don’t believe half the shit that comes out of Edo’s mouth, but he loves regaling me with stories about the real Italian mafia, which he claims is apparently far worse than any mafia in Long Island or Staten Island. How could anyone who lives in one of the most beautiful parts of the world hurt and kill other people? I think he likes telling tall tales to impress tourists.

      I get people on Staten Island killing each other, but the Amalfi Coast? Hell fucking no. The sea is perfectly blue, the air smells fresh constantly, and it’s plain peaceful out here. Italians have a rich culture, amazing food, better wine and the guys here are hot.

      Not every guy, but when you walk down the streets here, you definitely encounter more than a few hotties. They all dress like supermodels, too. I’ve never seen so many regular ass people sporting Gucci and Fendi.

      “Yes,” Edo says. “But you’re here for 9 more months, right? Have a fling. Don’t tell him your real name… and disappear. You can find a hot and incredibly rich man to spoil you during your trip.”

      “Wait… is this a gay club or my type of club?”

      Edo chuckles. “The guys are hot. I didn’t say they were gay. You haven’t earned your way into going to a gay club with me yet.”

      “Wow, Edo. I thought we had something going here.”

      Edo shrugs. “My private life is my private life. That’s how it is in Italy. Your private life, on the other hand, is my playground. I’ll introduce you to people. I know people who frequent Jalousie.”

      “Hot guys?”

      “Eh…”

      “Hot straight guys?” I correct myself before he answers. I don’t want Edo tricking me into going out for nothing.

      “Not exactly… I have a girl friend in town who goes all the time — Cassia Pagonis.”

      He says the name like I’m supposed to know who the fuck that is.

      “Who the fuck is that?”

      Edo chuckles. “A very fun girl with very hot brothers.”

      I perk up a little until Edo tells me they’re all married. Great.

      “Great. They’re married…”

      Before Edo can reassure me (again) more customers wander into the bar and Edo scurries to the other end of the bar to take orders.

      I gaze into my phone again, looking at pictures from Raven’s wedding. My cousin looks gorgeous, but I can’t help a twisted pang of envy. I know it’s wrong but… will that ever happen for me? 

      My homegirls from college keep sending me articles about the sorry state of marriage for black women. Alyssa says that we need to divest completely from marriage and just have fun.

      My idea of fun isn’t keeping a collection of all “my dicks” in a private folder on my phone. I want the real fucking thing! Even if the world loves reminding me that ‘the real thing’ only happens for white women or black women with the lightest dusting of melanin… I want to believe in love. 

      I scroll past Raven’s pictures and my feed is all babies, new puppies, new jobs, new houses, new apartments, new husbands… new everything. Before Italy, I was just doing the same old shit. I wanted to shake things up. I don’t know why my life hasn’t transformed entirely. I’m in the prettiest place on earth — the Amalfi Coast.

      Edo’s shift ends, and he calls my name from the other end of the bar, beckoning me over to the cash register.

      “Any tip for me today?”

      “I saw you slip that five euro note out of my wallet. I think we’re good.”

      Edo shrugs. “Sorry, this job doesn’t pay well.”

      “I get it. I’ll pay for our drinks tonight. Happy?”

      “Incredibly.”

      I shouldn’t be offering to pay for anyone’s drinks, honestly, but I tell myself that I’ll worry about all the damn money I’m spending once I get back to America. I have nine months of freedom and then I can worry about these damn bills and loans and everything else.

      Edo drags me off my stool, and we step outside into the cobblestone street. I’ll never get over how beautifully blue everything is here. The streets smell like the ocean, pastries, wine and cigarettes, of course. People sell jewelry and fruits on the streets and the Italian accents are… gorgeous. My Italian’s still crap, despite Edo’s best efforts to teach me a few phrases.

      At least I don’t have to hear all the street harassment thrown my way, which is plentiful. Edo replies defensively to a grey-haired man who calls something lewd in my direction and grabs me tighter. “Fuck these guys,” he says. “You aren’t that fat.”

      I swear, I’ll never get used to how fucking blunt they are. But I appreciate Edo doing his best to defend me. We can hear the music from Jalousie echoing down the street before we get close.

      “Isn’t it early for the club?”

      “Why are you so fucking American?” Edo asks, linking arms with me. “Relax.”

      “EDOARDO!” A shrill voice with a strange accent calls from across the street. I know Italian accents by now, at least how people from the Coast sound when speaking English, and this girl sounds different.

      “That’s Cass,” Edo says to me, a smile breaking out across his handsome face. “Chin up. She’ll love you.”

      Edo waves to the girl across the street and she struts over to us, sticking her hand out to stop the cars making their way down the cobblestone streets. They don’t even honk as she passes.

      The first thing I notice about her is how striking she is. She’s tall, with curly dark brown hair pinned up out of her face and flowing down her back. She’s wearing crazy high heels, like all the European girls do, a short leather skirt and a tight black leather crop top.

      With her dark red lipstick, she looks like a film noir femme fatale… and she stares like one.

      “Edo… is this your American friend?”

      She turns to me and smiles. Shit, her accent might be strong, but her English is perfect. Cass’s hair falls over her shoulders, her curls carrying a soft eucalyptus scent. 

      “Jodi Rose,” I say, happy to have some female company around here, not like there’s anything wrong with Edo. “Nice to meet you.”

      She takes my hand, three silver Cartier bracelets sliding down her wrist. Wow. Her bracelets aren’t the only expensive item of clothing she has.

      “Cass Pagonis. I’m sure Edo has told you all sorts of horrible stories about me.”

      “I did not!”

      Edo definitely did. But Cass doesn’t seem like a crazy party girl. She rolls her eyes and brushes him off.

      “I’m here on the Coast working for my cousin’s family,” Cass says. “I’m from Thessaloniki. My idiot brothers want me back next week, unfortunately. But I could use a night out before I go.” 

      Edo claps his hands. “Yay! Party time. Too bad Jalousie only caters to the most chauvinistic mafia pigs you can imagine.”

      “I thought you said they were hotties?!”

      “They are,” Edo says. “But they might be assholes.”

      Now he tells me. Edo would have said anything to get me out of my damn apartment. I hope I don’t regret it.

      “Watch it,” Cass cautions, an impish smile on her face. “Those chauvinistic mafia pigs are my cousins and brothers.”

      Edo shrugs. “Fine. Fine. But I need dick too. Gay rights.”

      Cass swats his shoulder. 

      “Edo, why don’t you let me take her for the night? There’s no one at Jalousie for you, and you can go meet up with Klaus or… that other one.”

      Edo suddenly straightens his back and reminds both of us that just because he’s gay doesn’t mean he’s given up on old world chivalry. 

      “I can’t send Jodi off with a stranger,” he says. 

      I appreciate the sentiment, but I don’t know if Edo would do much damage against… any man who weighed more than his slight 108 lb frame. 

      “I’m fine,” I tell him. “Seriously.”

      “I’m armed anyway,” Cass says. I think she’s joking, but neither of them laughs. Is she serious? She doesn’t look armed, and she looks more like a model than someone who knows how to use a weapon.

      I could use a female friend in my life over here. I’ve got plenty of female friends back home, but they all want to talk about Kyle and my “healing journey”. They don’t want to hear that I’m still lost after all these months.

      Edo shrugs. “If you insist.”

      “I insist,” I tell him. “You’ve done enough taking care of me. Plus, I’ll get to know my new friend… Cass.”

      “Exactly,” Cass says. “Jodi… I think we can become wonderful friends. We can swap stories about Edo.”

      “There are no stories about Edo,” he chimes in. “Because Edo is an incredible friend and a better bartender.”

      “Shoo,” Cass says. “I can handle things from here.”

      Edo doesn’t quite walk off, but he checks his phone and begins texting furiously to plan his next move.

      “It’s the last time they have DJ Fat Camel playing here. We’ll dance, drink and later, I’ll take you home, yes?”

      “That sounds good to me.”

      “Well, you have my number if Cass abandons you on the top of a Ferris wheel,” Edo says as he swipes four times quickly across his screen and then shoves his phone into his pocket. 

      Cass rolls her eyes. “I have done nothing of the sort. Get out of here, you big drama queen.” 

      “Ciao!”

      Cass and I say “Ciao!” 

      Edo walks down the cobblestone streets and lights a cigarette before disappearing around the corner. Cass breathes a sigh of relief and turns to me.

      “I just think you’re perfect,” she says.

      Weird comment to make, but I mumble a gracious thank you, assuming something got lost in translation.

      “Do you have friends with you?” Cass asks, taking out a hand mirror and fixing her bright red lipstick.

      “No. I’m here solo tripping. Had a quarter life crisis and… here I am.”

      “Do you like Italy?” she asks genuinely. Her eyes are so intense.

      “It’s beautiful.”

      “Not as pretty as Greece,” Cass says. “But I agree. Shall we go in?”

      “We should head to the back of the line,” I say, my stomach knotting as I see the line stretched around the block. I hope we can even get into the club.

      Cass grins, unperturbed by the growing line outside Jalousie.

      “My cousin owns the place. Come on, we go in through the back.”

      Before I can protest, she takes my hand and we walk around a back alley that smells like trash, vomit and again — cigarettes. Cass drags me over to a door and surveys me once before touching the handle.

      “Very proper outfit. Excellent. Let’s go. Ready to dance?”

      I nod, even if I’m nervous. Sure, I’m trying to have an adventure tonight, but I just met this chick. How do I know she isn’t crazy? Well, she has Edo’s backing, so at least she’ll be a good time. Edo definitely knows how to have fun if his clubbing stories are even 55% true.

      Cass punches in a six-digit code and the back door to the club opens. I can smell the club before I hear the music and Cass drags me in through the back before I can second guess myself. What am I really doing? I don’t know this chick at all and I agreed to go clubbing with her? Is Edo’s word really enough?

      Once we’re in the back door, a man appears. He’s tall, with dark brown slicked back hair, tattoos all over his arms and grey eyes. He has broad shoulders, but is otherwise lean and very muscular. He’s handsome, but it’s too bad he smokes. I can smell the cigarettes from a distance.

      “Cass? What the fuck are you doing here?” he asks, seeming genuinely upset.

      “Shut the fuck up, Enzo,” Cass snaps, her expression changing suddenly into a disapproving scowl. “I have business here.” 

      The man smirks. He’s around Cass’ height, but he looks… greasy.

      “Is that her?”

      “Mind your fucking business.” 

      Cass pushes him hard so we can get past him. The grey-eyed man’s eyes land on me and he runs his hand over his jawline before snickering.

      “He’s going to kill you.”

      “Shut up,” Cass snarls. Enzo laughs and raises his hands in defeat. 

      “Enjoy your night,” he says to me in a sing-song voice. For the first time, I feel real hesitation. But Cass grabs my hand and drags me inside of the club.

      Cass drags me all the way to the tables and chairs surrounding the dance floor, chatting excitedly and peppering me with questions about America. I struggle to understand her accent at first, but then I get into the rhythm of her voice and it’s easier for us to communicate.

      I have to listen in so hard that I barely scan the room we enter. At least the nightclub has a nice interior, and it doesn’t seem like any ghetto shit might pop off. Another Edo exaggeration, it seems. I relax as Cass sets me up at a small, two-person table.

      “I’ll get you a drink. Wait here. If anyone comes to talk to you, tell them you are with Cass Pagonis. That will shut them up.”

      Before I can protest, or offer to come with her, Cass disappears. Shit. I guess I have to wait here. I already have five texts from Edo about the hotties he met at the club a few doors over. Damn, he moves quick. I’ve been here for weeks already and I still haven’t met a heterosexual male who hasn’t been an incredibly old and excessively horny man offering for me to be his ‘African prostitute’ — offers I have obviously declined.

      Cass returns quickly, before I have any time to worry with two shots, each one with some blue flavoring at the bottom.

      “Okay, Jodi. This is to a long and beautiful friendship between us, starting with one crazy night, yeah?”

      I nod. “Hell yeah. I’ve never done anything like this before.”

      I blurt out the last part nervously, but Cass has a way of soothing me. She just smiles and nods. “Don’t be scared! I’m a good Greek girl. Now come on… we’ll take the shots together.”

      She counts us down.

      “1… 2… 3…”

      I take the shot — and it’s the last thing I remember about that night.

      
        * * *
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            Not An Italian Woman
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      “What the fuck? Cass!” 

      “I did what you asked. I have a girl in the back of the Escalade. I did an excellent job. She took the pills very well.”

      I slam the door shut. Cass must have given this girl elephant tranquilizers because she doesn’t even fucking flinch.

      “I gave you a list of characteristics, you Greek bitch.”

      “Careful, Van. Gal’s in a boat a few miles off the coast. Don’t make me call him on you.”

      “I said blonde. I said twenty-one. I said 5’4” tall, and I said thin. Does the woman in the back of this fucking Escalade look anything like I told you?”

      My voice trembles with rage and that irritating Greek cousin of mine just smiles and fishes a hand-rolled, loose cigarette from her skirt pocket.

      “Do you have a lighter?”

      “You sound bored. Don’t you understand I could shoot you dead and drop your fucking body in the sea for this?” I growl.

      Cass snickers. “You could try. Now, do you have a fucking lighter or not?”

      I slam the lighter into my bratty cousin’s outstretched palm. She lights her cigarette, that impish smile across her fucking face. Never trust a Greek bearing gifts. Why the fuck didn’t I remember that before calling her? I only called the little brat because she likes money enough to keep my secret.

      “What were you thinking?”

      “Men don’t know what they want,” she says. “That’s what I was thinking.’

      “No! I know exactly what I want. I wanted a small, blond woman who belongs in the life, not a foreigner… not an African.”

      “Ignorant cunt,” Cass snaps, slamming the heel of her boots into my calf. “She’s African American. They’re very cultured.” 

      I want to break her in half. If she didn’t have three of the most annoying brothers, perhaps I would.

      “I don’t want her.”

      “Too bad. She’s what you get.”

      That little shit… Cass nonchalantly smokes. Doesn’t she have a child now? That poor baker’s son must be at home caring for her brat while she fucks with my life across the sea. If she didn’t have a child, I would have at least attempted to smother her by now.

      Instead, I’ll give my bratty Greek cousin another chance to do the fucking job right.

      “Go out again and find exactly what I asked for.”

      “You idiot. I drugged her and set her up for this. If she wakes up, she could go to the police, and this happens in your new nightclub? I’ll be in Greece and your stupid club will be bankrupt. Does that sound wise?”

      “Fuck, Cass. How could you fucking do this to me?”

      “I didn’t know you were so racist, Van.”

      “It’s not racist. Fuck. I don’t expect you to understand.”

      “Do you know any other words besides fuck? I’m leaving. I did what I came here to do. Sandros is waiting for me on the boat.”

      “I’m never hiring you again.”

      “You always say that. Why don’t you trust me, cousin?”

      “Because you’re an evil Greek bitch. That’s why.”

      Cass laughs like I paid her a compliment.

      “That’s going to be my next tattoo. Her name is Jodi, by the way. She seems very nice. I think she has a good curvy shape too. But what do I know? Ciao, Van.”

      She leans forward and kisses me on the cheek, leaving the red print of her lipstick behind. I rub my forehead as she walks off. Fuck. I’ve made a huge mistake and now I have a drugged woman in the back of my fucking car.

      I call Enzo. Because he’s the brother you call when you have a drugged woman in the back of your car and you need to go kill a Jew.

      “What do you want?”

      “Meet me at the beach.”

      “What part?” Enzo huffs. He wants to know if this is for a murder or a party. He’ll know by my answer.

      “Southern shore. I have a problem.”

      “Killing David tonight?”

      My jawline clenches. “Yes. But I have another problem. I can’t do this alone.”

      “Can’t you get Eddie to do it?”

      “No. I need you…”

      Enzo can be a lazy fuck sometimes.

      “See you in ten.”

      “Be there in seven.”

      Fuck. I get into the car and glance behind me at the woman laid across the leather seats of my Escalade. Jodi. I’ve never seen a woman like her in my life. She’s confusing, and she’s definitely not what I wanted. I need a woman I can produce an heir with—a surrogate to give me a child and then disappear. What the hell was Cass thinking disobeying me? 

      She’s more proof we need to tighten the hold on our family. Nobody respects the Doukas name anymore. 

      She’s still asleep when I get to the beach. I peer into the back seat at her chest rising and falling. At least she isn’t dead. I don’t have the stomach to dispose of two bodies tonight. Enzo rolls his car next to mine, rolling down the window and expelling an enormous cloud of marijuana smoke.

      “You showed up high?”

      “Relax. I also brought Eddie.”

      “Ciao, Uncle Van.”

      “Why the fuck did you bring Eddie?”

      “Didn’t you bring someone?” Enzo smirks, which means he probably noticed Cass at the club earlier and pieced everything together. She’s still in the back of the Escalade and I don’t need my fucking brother or my idiot nephew involved with this.

      The last thing I need is Enzo dragging out my personal business for his habitual mockery.

      “Shut up. Where’s David tonight?”

      “Gambling. As usual. Does Ana know we’re doing this?”

      My brother irks me sometimes. “Do you think Ana fucking knows?”

      “Why so upset, brother? Working with the Greek cunt didn’t work out? Who could have predicted that…”

      “Shut up, Enzo.”

      Eddie glances up from his phone for the first time.

      “Either of you have a cigarette?”

      “You’re too young to smoke,” Enzo says. 

      “Fuck off. You’re only three years older than me,” Eddie protests, throwing a powerful punch on Enzo’s shoulder. My brother doesn’t flinch.

      “Doesn’t matter. He’s your superior. You listen to him,” I growl. If papa had taught them discipline from the beginning, neither of them would be like this. Now it’s my responsibility whenever we go out to remind these fucks what cosa nostra is really all about. Our way of life is falling apart. 

      Eddie shrugs, and Enzo hands our nephew a cigarette, giving me a knowing look. After what we do tonight, he’ll need more than a cigarette. We both remember our first kill and it wasn’t pretty.

      After two puffs, Eddie grins. “Are we working or what? I have more cunts to catch tonight.”

      “Quiet, Eddie,” Enzo grumbles, tapping away on his phone. “Okay. I’ve got him. He’s five blocks away.”

      I wonder what weapons my brother and nephew brought tonight. We’ll need more than my pistol. 

      “Who is he drinking with tonight?” I grunt. How many motherfuckers will we have to take out? 

      Enzo shakes his head. “You won’t like this.”

      “Five other men from his family. We can’t be sure he’ll leave the place alone.”

      “We need someone to lure him out,” Eddie suggests. “A prostitute. Or a woman who can act like one. I’ll get my girlfriend.”

      “You’re still seeing Zara?” 

      I told Eddie to leave Zara alone after the last incident. I don’t want to deal with another domestic problem.

      “Why should I stop? She always takes me back.”

      “At least she makes a believable prostitute,” Enzo says, shrugging. Eddie laughs, not even bothering to defend the woman he claims to love. Yes, she’s a foreigner, but that shouldn’t matter if he’s chosen her. Love. This is what papa wants me to fight so hard for? Whatever he has for this family isn’t love, and I have no intention of repeating his mistakes. I’ll leave love for the younger generation, although Eddie doesn’t leave me with much hope.

      “Show some respect,” I growl. “We’re not using Zara.”

      Eddie puffs out his chest, but he’s careful not to push me too hard. I’m just as likely to put out a hit on him as anyone else. 

      “Why not? She’s mine to use,” he says defiantly until I raise my eyebrow and silence my nephew.

      Unfortunately, my idiot brother speaks up in Eddie’s favor. 

      “We don’t have a choice,” Enzo says. “Unless you have someone else for us to use?”

      The smirk on his irritating fucking face tells me he knows exactly who and what he’s asking for. Bastard. 

      He knows what Cass did for me. Either that, or he suspects. My face betrays nothing. Unlike my father and Matteo, I don’t let Lorenzo get under my skin.

      “I have nothing for you.”

      “Except the unconscious immigrant in the back of your car,” Enzo replies calmly, stealing another cigarette from Eddie’s shirt pocket. All they fucking do is smoke and run women. Maybe my father’s right and I need to take control of this family. My stomach lurches at that thought, combined with the knowledge of the woman in the backseat of my car.

      “Why bother drugging and kidnapping a prostitute if we can’t even use her?”

      “If he doesn’t want her, I’ll have her,” Eddie snickers, taking the lit cigarette from Enzo and taking a huge puff.

      “Put out the fucking cigarette. We don’t need a lure, we need patience, something you stupid fucks know nothing about. We drive to the Jew and we wait for him to exit alone. We trust he will exit alone. If we can’t get him tonight, we get him tomorrow night. Understood?”

      My tone sets them straight this time. Enzo puts out the cigarette. They can’t disobey direct orders. Even if they might not fear me, they both fear papa. Then again, judging by Eddie’s averted eyes and sheepish glances, perhaps I’m more terrifying than I thought. Matteo would have whipped them into shape. I hope Albania is worth it, you stupid fuck.

      The boys get into Enzo’s car and he drives away first. I want to take my time out here on this beach, with this woman, and assess this mess of a fucking situation. Never trust a Greek bearing gifts. How many fucking times has papa warned me about the Pagonis family? They’re tricksters. I wipe my sweaty hands on black jeans and open the back of the car.

      Fuck you, Cass.

      She couldn’t have made a bigger effort to deviate from my exact specifications for what I wanted in a woman — and, more importantly, what I wanted in a womb. How am I supposed to produce an heir with… her? I specifically said blonde. This woman couldn’t possibly come anywhere close to blonde. And her skin color…

      My stomach twists in an incomprehensible knot as I stare at her unconscious body, a tight party dress barely covering her thick thighs. Her thighs are… large. Everything about her is larger than the typical Amalfi Coast club girl. She doesn’t look like she’s afraid to eat anything denser than lettuce, to start. She has curves. Very full curves. She’s not my type, but my cock doesn’t appear to get the message. I feel like a fucking teenager.

      She isn’t suitable for this job, but perhaps she’ll have her uses. I’ll examine my prize later. I have to kill the Jew before the woman wakes up. Considering how little Cass obeyed my instructions, I may not have much time. I follow Enzo’s route to the bar where the Jews hang around, shooting dice and drinking like the rest of us. I have nothing against the religion — it’s the people. It’s tradition.

      Our families have been at war for generations. They blame the past on our people, even if two generations ago, they were the ones bankrupting humble Italian families and taking ears and noses as collateral for unpayable loans. Without the family, without the protection and organization under papa and his trusted advisors, they would have owned all of us, kept us no better than slaves.

      So no, I don’t hate the Jews — but I have pride in myself and my family. I am an Italian man. Nobody owns me.

      Enzo texts me when he’s in position. This is the boring part. I stop the car and allow everything to settle into pure silence — except for a soft sound in the back seat. Snoring. I find the sound unsettling. I spend nearly every waking moment that I can alone, so her soft noises remind me that there’s a stranger, another fucking problem, lying in my back seat.

      The crowd around the Jewish bar thins shortly after our arrival. It’s late enough that couples and foreigners and groups of students on vacation spill out of the bar and onto the cobblestone streets. Foreigners don’t care who owns which bar or which club. They just want to spend their money, blissfully unaware of the work that goes into keeping Italy their playground.

      I know the man I’m going to kill. We’re friendly. In public, us Italians hold nothing against the Jews and they hold nothing against us. Our war happens in secret. I attended school with David. We played football together in high school. Tonight, I’ll chop him up into several pieces and… well, you’ll see how it goes.

      After an hour, Enzo finally messages me. Eddie saw him and he’s leaving through the back, drunk and stumbling home alone. Eddie has eyes on him, but we’ll need to move the cars to get him. Easy. I command Enzo to pick him up since he has Eddie on the street. We’ll take him to the beach. It’s the best place for a born and raised Italian to die.

      We drive thirty miles up the coast to the beach where we work. You don’t shit where you eat, right? The woman sleeps peacefully in the back seat the entire time. It’s for the best. Enzo and Eddie wait for me to get there, only pulling the Jew out when I leave my car. They might be fuckups, but when it’s important, they make an effort at obedience.

      He doesn’t struggle and not just because of the gun Eddie presses into his stomach. He knows his time has come. Everyone in the life knows this is most likely how we’re going to die, a bullet to the fucking head that’s had our name on it for years.

      “Take his hood off. He knows who we are.”

      Enzo obeys, but Eddie keeps a tight grip on the Jew before removing the cloth hood from the man’s head. He raises his gaze instantly.

      “I don’t want to do this,” I tell him.

      “Don’t give me the speech, Van,” David chokes out. “Just finish it. Don’t draw it out.”

      “You know what you’ve done and why this is happening. We have to send a message.”

      “I have money, Van. Enough money to set the three of you fucks free. You could leave Italy. Forever. Money. Information. I have anything you want.”

      Every man behaves differently when he faces death. Death isn’t pretty. You piss and shit yourself in front of other men. You cry for your mother. You deny what’s happening — and with the Jew, you attempt to strike a bargain. You attempt to give your killer what he wants, hoping he sets you free and allows you to disappear. Believe me, you get this far and free yourself, you want to disappear.

      The Jew has made a grave miscalculation. I will never and would never choose money over family. Even if it’s just my sister Ana, who I strongly dislike.

      “We don’t need money from you people anymore.”

      “I know. I know… But Van… we have history.”

      “Fuck, I’m tired of this. Uncle, can I shoot him?”

      “Eddie, no. That’s not how we do things.”   

      Enzo puts his hand on the man’s shoulders and nods. “Yes,” he says. “We give them time to pray to their God and whisper any last words before we gut them and stuff their dicks in their mouth.”

      Now the man takes a piss. I swear I could fucking kill Enzo for scaring him. That’s the last thing we need.

      “I promise we won’t desecrate your corpse. Now pray if you must.”

      “I have a request,” David pleads.

      “Hm?”

      I don’t like the idea of a dying man making requests, but considering Enzo just pushed him to the edge of fear, I feel a touch generous. Just a touch.

      “My chain. Give it to my daughter. Please. That’s all I ask. I want her to know that I was thinking about her.”

      “Your daughter is three. She won’t remember you,” Enzo says. Fucking hell, I want to kill my brother.

      “Don’t listen to him. Eddie, take the chain. We’ll do what the man says.”

      “Take my gun off him?”

      “He won’t run,” I say to him, but of course, I can’t exactly make these assurances. It’s just a guess. He’s alone with three armed mafiosos on the beach. He would have to be an idiot to run. I make a very incorrect judgment about our captive’s intelligence. As Eddie lowers his gun and begins removing the man’s star hanging around his neck, he shoves his elbow into Eddie’s side and throws a hard kick toward Enzo before taking off down the beach.

      Stupid fuck… I take off after him, pulling out my gun as I run. The poor bastard isn’t quick — something I would have considered in his position. He played football with me. He should know who he’s dealing with. I throw my leg out and catapult the Jew to the sand. He cries out as his body goes flying. Enzo and Eddie catch up with me as I trip and roll over, holding my gun aloft. I can’t stop what they’re about to do now. The Jew made a mistake by running.

      Enzo throws a hard kick into the man’s side. Eddie laughs as blood spurts from the man’s face. They beat him for a while until he can’t make any other sound except a whimper and a prayer. When he prays, I stop them with my hand.

      “Before you die, we’ll be needing that information you promised?”

      He looks up at us as if he won’t say anything. Then I watch the defeat flow from his face. Information. He’ll give it up to us. The Jews have strong bonds, but not as strong as ours. They don’t kill the way we do, so their people don’t fear giving up information. At least I can justify this to myself.

      I killed a man for information sits better with my conscience than killing a man for Ana. If I don’t follow orders, I’ll be the one kneeling on the beach next. I can’t have that happen.

      This isn’t exactly going in the order I planned it, but I still need that information. The man gazes up at us, blood in his mouth, his eyes glued shut and swollen. He’s already half dead.

      “What do you need to know?”

      Enzo whispers the question in quiet Italian. The man shakes his head.

      “You’re messing with the wrong people.”

      “Thanks for the advice,” Enzo says. Before I give the order, he empties his gun. Two in the man’s head and one in his chest. My stomach tightens. Even Eddie’s eyes spark open, stunned. The worst part of all happens after the gunshots — a loud, blood-curdling scream. The three of us turn around to see her standing there, wide-awake and screaming her head off like a banshee.

      
        
        My woman…

      

      

      

      Fuck.

      
        * * *

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 4


          

          
            I Witnessed A Murder

          

          Jodi

        

      

    

    
      Bile rises in my throat once all the air previously in my lungs evacuates. I wake up in a car, and I assume Cass is nearby, since we’re at the beach and everything, so I get out of the car and follow the sound of Italian voices, which seemed perfectly reasonable. And then boom… a murder. I just witnessed a fucking murder.

      An impressively large man’s eyes land on me and I know I’m in big fucking trouble. I glance over my shoulder. There are lights about three miles down the beach. I can’t run three fucking miles! But damn it, I’m out here and I just heard gunshots, so your girl has to give it her best shot. I kick my damn club heels off, which I should have done before clomping through the sand, and I hightail it. Fast. 

      I was never a fast runner, but I’m relying on that good good adrenaline pump to get me to the other end of the beach. Just focus on the light, Jodi. Focus on the light. My boobs are flying all over the place, one nearly pops the hell out of my dress to whack me in the face. Oh, hell no. Now is not the time for my titties to be out of their assigned seats.

      I pump my arms the way I watched Usain Bolt do it on TV, reddish dreadlocks flying behind me in a mess. So much for my damn hairstyle. My foot sinks too deeply into dry sand on my next step and even if I know I could have made it away from that killer, I don’t. My leg contorts and I scream as I fly forward and land face first in the sand with my mouth wide open so my teeth sink into the crunchy ass sand when I fall. I can’t even scream and shooting pain through my leg immobilizes me on the ground.

      Neither of those things stops the fear. I try to push myself off the ground, but my body freezes, partly from the shock and partly from the pain of impact. I feel a tight hand around my forearm.

      “You shouldn’t have run.”

      The first four words he says to me drip off his tongue in grammatically perfect English, but a thick Italian accent. His voice is the deepest I’ve heard in Italy. He sounds like a villain. I wriggle my arm away again, attempting to escape again, but my efforts prove to be a mistake. He clamps down hard and draws me to my feet, taking ultimate control of my body until I’m upright. He presses me against his chest until I stand.

      I try to push him away, but apparently, he had a reason for holding onto me. The second he lets go, I collapse onto the sand again, landing on my ass and making a weird noise between a grunt and a huff.

      “Take a deep breath and then stand.”

      “What are you doing? What are you going to do to me? Where’s Cass? What did you do to her?”

      I can still hear other men’s voices from the opposite end of the beach, but I don’t hear a single voice with Cass’s distinct lilting accent. After a few weeks here, I learned that the Italians and Greeks really sound nothing alike — and they take it as a compliment when you bring that up.

      “Relax. Stop asking questions.”

      I glance up at the man who touched me, the man who most likely kidnapped me, and my immediate response makes me feel aggressively single. He’s the most attractive man I’ve seen in Italy… Too bad he’s obviously fucking crazy. I take another ‘deep breath’ but all the wishing in the world won’t make me relax. His slicked back black hair only highlights the man’s impressive cheekbones.   

      “Come,” he says. “Forget what you saw. I’ll take you home.”

      “How do you know where I live?”

      And forget what I saw? How fucking crazy is this man? I give him a look that hopefully communicates that I am absolutely not going to be listening to him under any circumstances. The voices at the other end of the beach approach us and the man glances over his shoulder. He turns to me again.

      “When they get here, you aren’t to say a word. Do you understand?”

      I nod.

      “Get up.”

      I nod again and try to stand, only half grateful that this time my legs work. This time, I’m too smart to run away. I’ll never make it to the other end of the beach. I’m already in a second location with this man and his two… friends? I don’t know who they are.

      “Are you going to hurt me?”

      “No.”

      Jodi, what kind of stupid ass question is that? I know he’s lying, but I hope he doesn’t kill me on the beach. I think my last status update was about how much I hated being single. That’s not how I want to go out, not like I’ll have a choice.

      The two men from the other end of the beach finally get close enough for me to make out their faces. I gaze past them at the body they left there on the sand.

      Maybe it’s Cass?

      Because of the full moon, I can see their faces relatively clearly. Men. Hmph. They’re hardly men. One of them looks barely older than eighteen and he has one of those teen boy haircuts and ghostly blue eyes. The other one is slender and taller, still youthful in his appearance, but covered in tattoos with a slick smirk already plastered on his face. I think he’s the guy I saw in the club earlier, but I can’t really remember and I can’t see too well either, which doesn’t help.

      I’m still woozy.

      “Are you going to introduce us, Van?” the taller one says in English.

      The shorter one grabs his crotch.

      “Fuck, my balls ache. Do we get to do her before or after we bury the Jew?”

      Van scowls at both of them, which brings me immediate relief, although he hardly seems like a saint.

      “Quiet, Eddie. You aren’t going to fuck her. Both of you get back over there and start cutting. I’ll deal with the woman.”

      “So you get to fuck her and we don’t?” Eddie protests.

      My heart jumps into my throat and I consider throwing it all away and running to the other end of the beach. Rape. They brought me out here to rape me. I suppose that should have been obvious, but I only just come to grips with everything happening around me. I’m on the beach but… I don’t even know where exactly I am and what that means.

      “Leave him alone, Eddie. We have work to do.”

      “Grazie, Lorenzo,” the man whispers. His accomplices strut down the beach together, speaking in a rapid, confusing mixture of English and Italian. The man turns to me again and notices me visibly shaking.

      “Are you cold?”

      “N-n-no,” I stammer through chattering teeth. Of course I’m fucking cold! I’m on the beach at night in nothing but a club dress and without the rush of adrenaline keeping me warm, I finally start shivering. The tall man takes off his black blazer and throws it over my shoulders.

      The blazer smells like tobacco, cloves and a little citrus. Maybe something in his shampoo. I want to throw it off and push away my kidnapper’s tiny act of kindness, but it’s too cold for me to defy him. And honestly, he scares me. 

      “You two bury the Jew,” the man says. “I need to get her away from this.”

      “You need to kill her,” Enzo says. “She’s a witness.” 

      “If you’re going to kill her, at least let me get my cock wet first,” Eddie says, staring at me.

      “No,” the man snarls. “Finish the fucking job or I’ll have you off the side of the boat. And bring me his ring finger in the morning.”

      “Ciao,” Enzo answers, giving me a once over and a glare. Eddie shrugs and puts his arm over the other man’s shoulder so they can walk back towards the dead body. I don’t want to look over at the body, knowing what these men are about to do. My head is already spinning. I don’t want to lose control of myself and throw up, or worse. I wrap the blazer tighter around my body, swaddling myself with the heavy scent of cloves embedded in the wool.

      The man points to his car. “I’m taking you home. Come on.”

      “How do you know where I live?”

      “My home,” he says. “You shouldn’t have witnessed what you saw.”

      So now it’s my fault? 

      “Where’s Cass?”

      I hope he didn’t hurt her. I hope she’s not the body on the beach, but I think they called the dead guy ‘The Jew’. So not Cass, but then where is she? I remember little about what happened.

      The man’s body tenses as I mention her. “Probably halfway to Thessaloniki by now.”

      We stand outside of his car and I struggle against my better instincts. I know this man is dangerous, but he stopped his accomplices from raping and murdering me, so I’d rather take my chances with him than the sociopaths on the beach.

      “I don’t want to go home with you.”

      He makes a huffy grunt and opens the passenger door for me.

      “Get in.”

      I’m not in a position to disobey, so I climb into the car. Holy shit. His car is nice as hell. I’m not talking ‘brand new Toyota Camry’ nice. The seats are custom leather and smell incredible. And it’s clean. I don’t expect a murderer’s car to be… pristine.

      Once the man climbs into the driver’s seat, he turns to look at me again and I have a chance to observe his face. This might be the last face I see. I don’t have any proof that he doesn’t plan on just killing me himself. His gaze softens slightly.

      “My name is Van. Giovanni Doukas. But…you call me Van.”

      His accent thickens as he pronounces his regal, full name in Italian. For a killer, he doesn’t look like a thug. There’s polish about his clothing, his car, even the way he speaks. Mafia? 

      “I’m Jodi.”

      He doesn’t need to know my last name. But if he’s in the mafia, I know I’m as good as dead. Edo’s stories about their control of the Amalfi Coast always came off to me as exaggerations. What I just saw was no joke. Three men in suits. A body on the beach. I can’t ignore what the evidence points to, even if it makes my heart race.

      “Jodi. That is a pretty name. American or Canadian?”

      “American.”

      “Are you here with friends? Family?”

      “No.”

      “Alone,” he whispers, and the word spoken on its own cuts deep. Yeah, I’m alone. It feels like I always have been. My ex-boyfriends all betrayed me and left me for jobs, other women, or just because I wouldn’t put up with their bullshit anymore.

      I wanted the real thing—the real love experience with the flowers and the fancy dates, the kisses and the late nights. Modern men seem to think of love as a burden, something they have to fake to get sex. When you want more than that, love and relationships just get so… lonely. 

      “Yes. Alone.”

      Van starts the car and drives us off the beach. I don’t know where he’s taking me, and I’m too afraid to ask. I don’t think I’ll survive the night.

      
        * * *

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 5


          

          
            We All Have Choices

          

          Van

        

      

    

    
      I take her to my modest ten bedroom villa thirty miles down the coast, a five-minute drive from Jalousie. I don’t have to worry about her running off the compound. Unlike my brothers, I value my privacy more than whores and clubbing, so I keep my property fenced with security at every point of entry, a full staff watching the cameras 24/7 and, of course, dogs.

      Bullet, Jaws, Pyro, my three Cane Corsos have a full run of the property and a staff of their own to keep them looking sleek and strong.

      She will meet the dogs later. Once we get through the front gate, her body language tenses as she realizes that my ‘home’ could easily be mistaken for a prison–a luxurious and modern prison, but still a prison. She won’t be able to escape, and I don’t want her to escape. I want an heir. 

      Once I take her through the front door and turn the lights on, she gasps lightly as my assistant emerges with a clipboard.

      “Paolo.”

      “You didn’t tell us to prepare a room for the guest. Van…”

      I put my hand out to stop him. The last thing I’m looking for is a lecture from my cousin (and personal assistant) Paolo. I’m tired from our work and doubly tired now that I have to clean up Cass’s mess and deal with a woman who knows nothing of our life witnessing a cold-blooded murder. I know civilians. She will want to go to the police and naturally, I cannot allow that to happen. I cannot allow Papa or any of the family to kill her, either. Like it or not, witnessing that murder sealed our fate. I can’t let her go.

      “She doesn’t need a guest room. She’s staying with me. Tomorrow, make sure the chef prepares breakfast and she’ll need her things from… Where were you staying?” 

      She glances nervously between me and Paolo. Her mouth hangs open as if contemplating her decision. I can understand why she doesn’t want me to know where she lives, but it’s a little late for that. Paolo clears his throat impatiently. He isn’t fond of foreigners and my use of English betrays her foreign status.

      “It’s a little place near Hotel Il Nido. I’m renting the downstairs apartment from this old lady…”

      “Signora Gambardella?”

      Jodi nods. Good. Having her things here will make the transition easier for her. I don’t know how I’ll get her accustomed to the idea of sex, but… that will have to happen soon. Killing always makes a man hungry or horny. It’s fucked up, but it’s true. Brushing against death awakens our lust for life. 

      “Take care of it, Paolo. Assure we have privacy in my apartment. Ciao.”

      “Ciao, Signor Doukas.”

      Paolo averts his gaze and moves steadily to work. 

      She babbles the moment Paolo leaves. “If you let me go back to my apartment, I won’t tell anyone what I saw. I won’t tell anyone you kidnapped me. I promise. I’m not the type of person to go looking for trouble with the mafia or–

      “Mafia?” 

      “Isn’t that what you are?” 

      “We’re going upstairs to my room.”

      “Please… I don’t want…”

      It doesn’t matter what she wants at this point. I asked Cass for a woman, paid a tidy sum for her, I might add. Now I have one and I intend to make the best of it. 

      “I don’t want to threaten you.”

      She stifles whatever she wants to say, but I sense her displeasure. Hm. I guide her up the stairs and allow her to walk ahead of me. I want to study her. I can’t tell if she would make an excellent mother, but her body certainly looks sturdy enough for childbirth. She isn’t thin by any means and I’ve never been with a woman who wasn’t dangerously thin—typical of the women in our life. She’s different. What the fuck am I meant to do with different? 

      I can’t even picture what she looks like with her clothes off. I’ve never seen a woman of her complexion naked. Fuck, I’m hard again. I don’t want her to notice that yet. Relax, Van. If I can’t pull it together, I’ll truly scare her and what happens then? I’ll screw everything up if I have to become a monster to get my heir. If I can kill, I can hurt a woman. But I would rather not. 

      Once up the stairs, she turns to me. I point to my bedroom door and approach with her, nearly closing her body in against the door as I reach for the handle and press my thumb to the pad. Enzo thinks I’m obsessed with security. I know how dangerous our lifestyle is, and I don’t plan on getting myself killed.

      Left without choice, Jodi steps into my bedroom. The blazer falls off her shoulders and I catch it before it hits the ground. 

      “It is a bit warmer in here,” I mutter awkwardly. Fuck, Van. Has it really been that long since I’ve been with a woman that I turn into a stammering awkward fuck around this one? 

      “Yeah. Still awkward to be in club clothes.”

      “I could… you could… I have a shower.”

      “I…”

      “I would give you some privacy. It’s been a long night. I’ll go in after you. Clean the blood off my hands.”

      She doesn’t laugh at my joke and I feel like more of a fool. Outside of the life, there isn’t anything funny about murder. 

      “Thank you,” she whispers.

      I get her some clothes—an old cashmere sweater of mine and some black sweatpants—and then a towel and she her to the bathroom. She shuts the door behind her and I sit on the bed, waiting to hear her turn on the water and considering my fucking position. She shouldn’t have woken up on the beach. I wish she hadn’t seen what she did. No woman wants to sleep with a killer, not after she’s witnessed him at his rawest and most bestial. 

      And this woman… She’s not what I wanted, even if my cock clearly disagrees. I can’t stop my body from responding to the slightest movement of her hips or even those terrified dark brown eyes. It’s not the fear I love, but the round curve and the way her eyes sit on her pretty face. I’ve never seen a woman with her skin color outside of the clubs or the streets. She looks clean, well-dressed, and sensual. I’ve never had a woman with curves, but this one brings my cock to attention.

      She turns the shower on, and I know with certainty that she’s naked behind the door. An image of the body I shouldn’t want to fuck flashes in my head. I can’t even picture what she looks like naked. I don’t know what her nipples look like or her folds, or her skin beneath the dress. Fantasizing and wondering do my cock no favors. I nearly rip through my trousers and I need to get off the bed to pace.

      Naturally, I wander close to the bathroom door and consider trying the handle. Jodi stands right behind that door, completely naked, dripping with water and ready. I’ll never convince her to have my child tonight after what she saw. But perhaps in the morning after a good night’s sleep. Hm. Then again, perhaps I ought to convince her when she isn’t in her right mind because my proposition is… unconventional to put it mildly.

      I can’t do anything stupid, but my cock rages, desperate to spread this woman open and dive between her curves. Fuck. This is the worst part about being a man. The urges are so difficult to control that there hardly seems a point to trying. Why bother when I could have what I want? 

      I return to the bed when the water shuts off and wait for her. She may refuse my proposition, but I doubt she will. She’s American, right? Unlike my brothers or my nephew, I’ve spent time in America. I understand their people. Perhaps if I give this woman what she wants more than anything in the world, she will agree to my proposition. I smile. Finally, a good fucking idea. 

      Jodi opens the bathroom door, and steps out wearing my clothes. A possessive urge surges through me. I like seeing her in my clothes. She belongs to me, after all. Jodi’s gaze darts quickly away from mine. I’m sure my eyes and my staring make her uncomfortable, but right now, I don’t give a fuck.

      She smells like my soap and in comfortable clothes, her curves seem even more delicious. My tongue unconsciously darts out over my lower lips, but I clear my throat quickly afterwards, hoping she won’t notice. 

      “Jodi, you may have a seat in my reading chair. I want to discuss something with you.”

      “Is that why you kidnapped me and brought me to your fortress? A discussion?” 

      A shower apparently awakened some of the fire in her. I don’t mind. I don’t expect her to be easy. I expect I’ll have to chase her a little. When we lived in caves, the chase meant something literal. In our modern world, chasing is just as psychological as it is physical. 

      “Partially.”

      “Did Cass… Did she help you?”

      “Yes.”

      “That trifling ass chick…”

      “Don’t blame her. She grew up in the life.”

      Jodi’s face contorts in scorn, and her derisive look sends a jolt of shame through me. That’s how most women react to hearing about the life. It’s not just that she thinks less of me, it’s that she knows it’s true. Papa always said that women and wives were better suited to ignorance about our work. It’s the only way they can look us in the eye.

      Jodi, despite her blatant disgust, still meets my gaze. She’s so… different. I don’t want to stop gazing at her. 

      “Just tell me what you want from me. It’s clearly not money. And if it were… something else…”

      Fucking hell. I’d better just say it. I rake my fingers through my hair, messing up the gel and clean lines through my difficult to tame thick black mop.

      “I want a baby. Well, I want a surrogate.”

      “So you kidnap a woman? For a surrogate? For a baby?” Her voice gets more shrill and filled with terror once the word hits her properly. Surrogate. That means a baby. And yes, it means sex. I spent enough money getting a surrogate on such short notice. I plan on having my baby the old-fashioned way otherwise.

      “I didn’t mean for it to be you, trust me.”

      She doesn’t know how to respond to that, and I can’t blame her. She’s here, isn’t she? I clear my throat and continue. I’m a Doukas. I can get what I want through conversation and negotiation and if that doesn’t work, there’s always force. It’s not my preference, but I have the capacity for it.

      “Did you attend university in America?”

      “Yes. What’s it to you? I went to grad school too, so I know what a damn surrogate means and I don’t see any doctors or in vitro or any of that in this damned mansion.”

      Well, yes. I’d planned on going the cheaper route with surrogacy. A man shouldn’t pay to put his seed in a woman. It’s contrary to nature. 

      I can’t let her distract me with her moralizing here. I have a plan.

      “Which universities?”

      “Shouldn’t you have told that traitorous Greek wench to check into my pedigree before knocking me out?”

      “Answer the question.”

      Her attitude prickles me.

      “Penn State for undergrad and Columbia for grad school.”

      “I see.”

      “Satisfied?”

      “Yes. I believe the tuition for these schools to be very high. Yet, you don’t seem like a wealthy woman. Did you take out loans?”

      “I’m sorry. Are you some kind of international debt collector?”

      Intentionally or not, that answers my question.

      “How much?”

      “That is absolutely none of your business. Listen, Van… you don’t have to do this. You don’t have to choose the thug life.”

      “I asked you a question, Jodi.”

      She pipes down immediately once I use her name and then she sighs dramatically and shrugs her shoulders. Her sigh and shrug essentially answer the question for me. A fuck ton. 

      “Around $351,204.”

      Jesus, fuck. Americans must be out of their fucking minds. They do all this for a university education? It’s enough debt to drown under, and I can be Jodi’s life preserver.

      “That’s a lot of money to owe.”

      “It grows even bigger when you run away from it.”

      I raise an eyebrow.

      “Is that what you’re doing here?”

      Jodi shifts uncomfortably. “Again, none of your business.”

      “Jodi.”

      “I’m doing me over here.”

      “Doing me?”

      “Never mind. You’re too Italian to understand.”

      Hmph. I don’t know what that means, but it’s probably one of these sarcastic American insults. I can’t let Jodi distract me from my plan.

      “I can pay your debt for you.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “If you agree to become my surrogate and have my child, I’ll pay your debt.”

      She touches her hair, twirling one of the thin red dreadlocks around her finger. She shakes her head.

      “No.”

      “No?”

      “You can’t do that. You can’t give me $351,204 just to have your child. How do I know any of this is for real?”

      “You’re in my house. That’s ‘for real’.”

      “I have no reason to trust you. And I don’t need some man swooping in and saving the day. I’m doing just fine.”

      “You got kidnapped running away from your problems. I wouldn’t call that doing fine.”

      “You’re the one who kidnapped me,” she says, her jaws clenching as she struggles to control her tone. I sense her fear, but that doesn’t stop her from talking back. I like that she’s brave enough to face me when she knows I’m a killer. Maybe I misjudged her.

      “Perhaps. But now I make you a good offer. All the money you need for ten months of your life. You’re going to be in Italy anyway and… you need my protection.”

      “So you’re going to force me to be your surrogate by making me witness a murder and then trapping me in this high end prison?”

      “No force,” I mutter. “Unless necessary.”

      My eyes meet hers and again, she fails to find my humor amusing. 

      “What happens if I don’t sign?”

      I hate that I have to be honest with her.

      “I don’t know. Enzo and Eddie know what you saw. Without my protection, you would have to run back to America. I cannot guarantee your survival once you leave my side.”

      “So I don’t have a choice.”

      “We all have choices, Jodi. What choice will you make tonight?”

      
        * * *

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 6


          

          
            A Whole Lot Of Man

          

          Jodi

        

      

    

    
      When I said I wanted my life in Italy to get more interesting, this isn’t what I meant. Van’s gaze pierces so hard it’s like he can see into my head and I don’t relish the idea of a man this dangerous screening my thoughts. His gaze is always far too intense, like he’s sizing me up for dinner. Despite his staring, he seems patient, as if he truly understands the depth of what he’s asking from me.

      Remembering the other men on the beach sends shivers down my spine. I don’t want them to be the ones I contend with when I leave here. Enzo. Eddie. I try to remember their names in case they come in handy, but if I believe Edo, the police here don’t give a crap about the mafia. There won’t be anyone coming to save me. 

      Maybe I don’t need anyone to save me. Van has a really nice shower. See, those things are fine, but he isn’t offering this luxury and protection out of the goodness of his heart. I can’t forget that I watched this man murder someone in cold blood. He wants something from me. Not just “something”. 

      He wants sex. 

      It’s not just that he wants sex. He wants me to have his baby. That’s more than sex. Sex would be over in what, three minutes? A baby… that’s forever. But so is that damned student loan debt. I can’t file for bankruptcy. I can’t pay it off. All I can do is run like hell for Italy and hope no one makes me run back to the United States. Shit…

      “I have questions about your offer,” I proceed cautiously, hoping that I sound like someone who has the upper-hand in the situation. I probably couldn’t fool Van into thinking I was anything other than vulnerable. 

      “Naturally,” he says with that lilting accent. These accents make me way too damn weak. 

      I couldn’t tell on the beach, but in his bedroom, I notice Van’s eyes are the perfect shade of blue — and I mean perfect. They look just like the sea on the coast here, just like it looks in those pictures online. Perfect Mediterranean blue. You just don’t see men with gorgeous eyes like that where I come from. 

      “What happens to the child?” I ask, trying to stay focused on what really matters here. Van wants to bring a life into the world — according to him — but how does a man in the mafia split custody with a woman who lives halfway across the world? Where the hell is my maternal instinct? There shouldn’t be any other option than snatching my damn kid and high-tailing it back to America… If Van Doukas would allow it. 

      I examine him for deception here. 

      He continues the discussion with a serious tone. “You will suffer no obligation to care for a child you don’t want.”

      I bite my lip to stop myself from blurting out the very first thoughts to pop into my head. What if I want the child? Then what happens? I can’t split custody of this child with a crazy Italian guy. Even if I’m debt free, and especially if I’m debt free, I’ll need to go home. I have a family. Mama would lose her damned mind if I had a child and left the child all the way in Europe. She’s been asking me to “hurry and get knocked up” so she can have her grand babies since I was nineteen. She doesn’t care where I get the grandbabies from, as long as I deliver. 

      “What if I want my child?”

      Van raises an eyebrow and smirks. “I don’t know.”

      That’s far from the answer I want to hear.

      “Can’t we play it by ear?” He offers. 

      “We’re talking about a living, breathing child. You have a contract for everything else.”

      What type of father would this man be? I don’t want my kid going on play dates that involve handguns and murder on the beach. Van runs his hands over his sharp jawline, drawing attention to one of his sexiest features and making it so damned hard to remember that he’s pure evil. Underneath those devilish good looks, I’ll just find the devil.

      Unfortunately, the devil is quite a smooth talker. Van appears reassuring in his response. “I promise whatever happens, I will be fair.”

      His Mediterranean gaze never leaves me. The only reason I have to trust him is that he’s kept me relatively safe so far, except for kidnapping me. That part makes him inherently dangerous and untrustworthy. I hate feeling so damn torn. Where’s the Jodi who gets up and lives her life in Europe, student loans be damned?

      There’s just something about Van that makes me feel like I’m not in control of a damn thing. I can’t let his eyes convince me. I can’t run around making choices about my future based on the color of a man’s eyes, even if they are otherworldly and gorgeous.

      “Can I get that in writing?”

      “I can give you the entire contract in writing. But… I want an answer tonight,” he says sternly. I can’t forget that he’s the boss. Those good looks won’t get my guard down.

      He finally glances away from me at the mattress around him. He’s asking for sex. Not asking, demanding. 

      Van lays it all out for me clearly, doesn’t he? I fuck him and have his baby, or I face the Amalfi Coast mafia alone with no protection and no defenses. He isn’t forcing me to be his surrogate, but I’m backed against a wall with limited options. Jodi Rose… you need to look after yourself. 

      “Show me something written tonight and I’ll review it,” I say.

      “It’s already written.”

      Van gets off his bed and walks over to the mini-bar in his bedroom. I smell the Scotch the second he opens the bottle, the smell of alcohol causing me to feel light-headed, reminding me too much of the horrific events I witnessed. 

      An image of the man on the beach falling to the ground flashes into my head, and the room spins around me. They killed him. There’s nothing like watching the life drain out of another person. It’s too horrific for words. My knees buckle and before I can hit the ground, I feel a pair of enormous arms wrapped around me, stopping my fall. 

      “Careful,” Van grunts. 

      I don’t know how he crossed the room so quickly, but Van has his arms around me and he pulls me into his chest, giving me a moment to steady myself. His chest warms me and I can hear his heartbeat as I fight my choked up air passages to get air into my lungs. His hand rushes to the top of my head.

      He’s tender for a monster. 

      “Breathe,” he murmurs. “Just breathe. Have some Scotch. I’ll have Paulo bring the contract.”

      The last thing anyone needs before signing a sex contract is alcohol. I shake my head profusely. 

      “I don’t need Scotch. I need…”

      “What do you need? Anything you want, you’ll have it.”

      Except my freedom. 

      “Water. Probably food.”

      “Si,” he murmurs. “I’ll get Paolo.”

      Van taps away at his phone for a moment, keeping one arm around me. As I regain my senses, I feel his warmth against me and my stomach settles, but only because it’s replaced by the powerful urge to move away from the dangerous man. Van slips his phone into his pockets and puts his hands around my hips, breaking a barrier of touch between us as if it never existed. 

      “You aren’t well,” he murmurs. “Is it because of what you saw?”

      Bile rises in my throat. I don’t know how he knows that, but I nod. I squeeze my eyes shut as if that could help me push the image from my head a final time, but it doesn’t work. Van presses his lips to my forehead, gently, as if he’s uncertain how I’ll react. That helps, but only because I freak out about the fact that Van kissed me. 

      I don’t fear that he’ll push things further, but I fear my body’s reaction to the gentle forehead kiss. My body leans against his and I keep my ear pressed against his chest to enjoy that steady heartbeat.

      “The first time I killed someone, I cried for a week. The pain will pass. I apologize for what you saw.” He sounds both cold and sensitive. I don’t know how. 

      But he isn’t sorry for what he did. As far as Van’s concerned, murdering men isn’t the problem here. That should scare me. He allows me to pull my body away from his and I take deep, calming breaths on my own, away from that alluringly peaceful heartbeat. Killers have to be calm, but I need to keep my head on straight.

      “I’m fine. I’ll be okay.”

      Paolo knocks on the door and Van answers, allowing his assistant to wheel in a tray of bread, cheese and red wine. I swear, I’ve eaten this meal combination every day I’ve been in Italy. I will never tire of eating delicious ass bread with all those fancy ass cheeses. They don’t make Kraft singles like this… 

      The scent of freshly baked warm bread makes my stomach growl loudly as Van moves the tray and dismisses Paolo. Van chuckles as he acknowledges my very embarrassing stomach movements. At least I didn’t fart.

      “Don’t let me stop you,” he says in his drawn out accented English. “Eat — and then read the contract.”

      He hands me a brown envelope with a thick contract and I tuck it under my arm in favor of slathering a delicious slice of warm ciabatta in butter. Food first, business later. 

      “My chefs make the best bread on the Amalfi Coast,” Van informs me. “Enjoy.”

      So I eat bread and cheese, avoid the wine, and read the contract, following Van’s instructions to enjoy every damn bite of that delicious butter-drenched ciabatta. 

      Van doesn’t seem to care for anything on the tray, but he takes the wine and doesn’t bother pouring himself a glass. He drinks straight from the bottle in ambitious gulps and paces slowly as I read. 

      I want to ask him to stop the damn walking about because his pacing definitely distracts me, but I know nothing about this man except he’s a killer who wants to rent out my womb for ten months. Pissing him off seems like a bad idea.

      I don’t know if it’s the bread on my stomach or the exhaustion, but when I read Van’s contract, I feel ready to give him an answer. I don’t know what the hell I’m diving into, but I know opportunities like this don’t land on a woman’s doorstep every day. It’s this or facing the mafia in the streets alone.

      Everything in life is a gamble. Student loans. Trips to Italy. Relationships. Going clubbing with a woman you just met. Signing your womb over to a murderer. When have my other gambles had a potential upside of over a quarter million dollars? I set the stack of papers down. Van has finished the bottle of wine by then. 

      “Well?”

      There’s no point in playing coy anymore.

      “I’ll sign the contract.”

      “You have no amendments?”

      “It’s simple. Ten months, I give you the baby, or something, I get my money. Until then, I will stay by your side.”

      We only have to do it once to have a child. Who else gets paid over three hundred and fifty thousand dollars just for one-time sex? As a good-looking man, I imagine Van doesn’t like to work hard in bed. 

      Three to five minutes and it’ll all be over. Easiest money ever. I can worry about the baby part in 4-6 weeks. I can’t think about that now. Honestly? With the way my loans ate into my paycheck like a hippo at a buffet, I thought kids were far out of the question. I can’t even imagine a baby.

      “We have a deal then,” he slurs, his Italian accent getting thicker now that he’s at least a little tipsy from polishing off that strong European wine.

      “I’ll sign it,” I reply, gesturing for him to hand me a pen.

      “Then sign,” he says, slipping one out of his trousers and slowly closing my hand around the pen with his fist. “I’m almost drunk and I see no point in waiting.”

      The brief contact from his hands makes me nervous. It’s like I expect his touch to bring death. Van seems much more… complicated than that.

      He sets down the empty bottle of wine and, before I complete my signature and opens one button on his shirt.

      So soon? I didn’t think we would fulfill the sex part of the contract tonight while Van practically still has blood on his hands. 

      It’s nearly dawn and my drug-induced sleep, while restful, still makes me feel those unpleasant drowsy after-effects. I sign the contract and an odd rush floods me. Not terror, but a weird combination of emotions likely heavily influenced by drugs. 

      “Paolo will get your financial information from your apartment. Until you leave here, you understand you are not to reveal the nature of this contract, nor are you to spend any of the money in the trust until you return to America?”

      “Yes. I read it.”

      “Good,” Van says, relaxing his shoulders and turning his gaze on me with fiercer intensity. “Now come.”

      I sink deeper into the armchair, the partially digested bread in my stomach threatening to make a violent comeback. Van glances at me and then smirks.

      “Sex, Jodi. We agreed to it.”

      “I know. But this isn’t exactly foreplay.”

      Van laughs. Laughter from a man with such a cruel look on his face feels weird at first. But he has an oddly sexy chuckle.

      “You’re right,” he says. “It isn’t.”

      “You want me to just… get up and take my clothes off?”

      My face courses with shame asking the question. I feel like a prostitute. Sex shouldn’t be a transaction like this. I don’t want to take my clothes off and have this Italian man use me like a flesh light. 

      “No,” Van murmurs, the tiniest hint of a smile crossing his face. “I’m drunk. I like to kiss when I’m drunk. So come here, Jodi, let me kiss you.” 

      I heard Italian men were more romantic, but this feels like a joke. The man who offers to buy your womb doesn’t enjoy slow, romantic kisses. Killers don’t have hot make-out sessions. 

      I get off the chair, my light-headedness vanquished appropriately by my consumption of bread. Van doesn’t wait for me to approach him. I take one step and he crosses the room, places his hands on my hips and kisses my forehead just like he did before.

      Before I can think “that’s it?”, Van places his index finger delicately beneath my chin and tilts my head so I look him right in the eyes. Fuck, those eyes are blue. It’s not fair that he has eyes that intense.

      “I want to look at you,” he whispers. “I want to see every inch of you.”

      I don’t know what to respond to him and he gives me less than a second before he presses his lips to mine, kissing me for the first time. The forehead kisses couldn’t prepare me for the sensation of Van’s lips against mine. Nothing could prepare me for sharing a deep, sensual kiss with a killer. He moves closer to me as we kiss, his body pressing against mine and my body urges me to touch him, but my fear keeps my arms awkwardly hanging at my side. 

      My lips yield to his completely and Van squeezes my hips as he parts my lips and slides his tongue into my mouth. His tongue kisses send a shiver of pleasure straight through me. My body betrays me with the response to Van. Yes, he’s a very attractive Italian man, but he’s a killer. He views this entirely as a transaction. I can’t let this become more than that. I can’t let my body respond with even the tiniest glimmer of attachment.

      It’s just wrong. Van pulls away after a few slow kisses.

      “Touch me,” he growls. “Don’t kiss me without touching me.”

      “I…”

      “You’re afraid?” 

      Duh! Is this white man crazy? I just watched him kill somebody. I know what he’s capable of and what will happen to me if I don’t please him exactly the way he wishes to take his pleasure. Fear doesn’t completely describe what I feel. Unfortunately, thanks to those kisses, this fear mixes with another emotion that I can’t describe. It’s the wrong kind of horny. 

      “Yes.”

      “You aren’t the only one.”

      Is he serious? What could he possibly fear in this situation? Van has absolute power over me.

      “What are you afraid of?” I try not to scoff, but I’m an American. I’m not great at hiding my sarcastic tone. Van, apparently, isn’t afraid of anything at all — not even offending the woman he wants to sleep with.

      “I’ve never been with a woman your color. Never once. It isn’t my habit to touch, kiss or fuck women who are not Italian.”

      I pull away from him because of his comment. I’ve never been with a white guy either, but unlike Van, I have the decency not to bring that up. 

      This is exactly why I’ve stayed away from white guys. Sure, my cousin Raven had luck at her university, but she’s always been smart and lucky. I’m the type of woman who seems to make one mistake after another, especially when it comes to love. Apparently, when it comes to contracts, too.

      Does this man know how genetics work? One white man plus one black woman equals a mixed baby and not all mixed kids come out all pale looking with green eyes. Nothing wrong with that, obviously, but mixed kids come in a variety of colors, hair textures and everything. Does Van know that his precious heir might not have the ‘Italian’ features he apparently prefers?

      “That’s… uncomfortable,” I say as diplomatically as possible. This man kills people. I still can’t piss his crazy ass off.

      “Why?”

      His question sounds so innocent, unlike his prejudices, which feel far from innocent. 

      “It’s a little… I don’t know… racist?”

      “Okay.”

      That’s not the response that I expect from Van, but I don’t know what I can expect from a man I just met, a man who killed another man in cold blood.

      “That’s it?”

      “Race. We don’t care about race in Italy.”

      My discomfort bristles into anger and I can’t hold myself back anymore. Consequences be damned. 

      “Now, that’s a damn lie.”

      He chuckles. “I know my country.”

      “Really? You’ve been in your country as a black woman?”

      “I know my country,” he insists smoothly.

      “I might not know your country, but I know I can’t walk ten feet down any of the streets here without someone making a comment about my hair, skin, nose, or lips. I can’t go to the beach without old men asking if I’m a prostitute.”

      Admitting that part to Van fills me with shame. I am a prostitute, if this is what I’m doing. Van touches my chin again, raising my gaze to his with a concerned look on his furrowed, masculine brows.

      “I understand,” he whispers and nods as if that settles the race discussion. “Let me see you naked. Then I eat your pussy. We don’t talk of this unpleasantness anymore. Deal?”

      Another deal with the devil? Avoid the race talk. Strip naked. Let him put his tongue between my legs. Van didn’t exactly specify what he meant by sexual gratification in his contract, but using his tongue on me falls well within acceptable bounds. That doesn’t stop my stomach from a nervous somersault. 

      My consent spills out of my mouth anyway, despite my hesitation. 

      “Deal.”

      “I’ll undress you. I want to see my unusual black prize,” he says, never dropping his smirk.

      Does this count as talking about the unpleasantness? 

      His tone doesn’t sound insulting, and Van drifts his hand to my shoulder, distracting from his words with his touch. He peels the warm sweater off, exposing a bit of flesh and my bra strap. Van slides his finger underneath my bra strap and slips it aside. His insanely soft lips press against my shoulder and warmth travels through me. Why the hell is he such a good kisser?

      He plants three kisses in a row on my shoulder and then slides my bra strap off completely so it falls to my bicep beneath the warm borrowed sweater. 

      “Now the next one,” he whispers, shifting his body slightly to access my other shoulder. He gently slides the sweater to the side, slides his finger beneath my bra strap, and kisses me again softly. My breathing slowly relaxes after this set of kisses.

      He won’t hurt me. I feel from his kisses that he won’t hurt me. 

      It feels all types of wrong that a killer’s kiss feels this good. I shouldn’t want more, but my desire springs to feel those kisses on my neck, my collarbone and against my bare flesh. Van is easy on the eyes, with long, thick black hair and a sprinkling of stubble across his cheek that lightly grazes me as he kisses each spot on my shoulder.

      “Remove your top.”

      Yes, my body screams. Van smells delicious, awakening something in me that I don’t want to accept. I want him. I know it’s wrong to want a man who essentially agreed to purchase my womb knowing very little about me. He has to be crazy. Scratch that. I already know he’s worse than crazy. He’s a killer.

      Van reaches under my sweater to grip the fabric before slowly removing it. I expect the cold from his bedroom to hit me hard, but Van’s closeness protects me from the cold and provides just enough warmth that with my sweater off, all I feel is his large warm body drawing me in. He’s my ideal height – which again, is totally wrong to think—6’5” and that means he’s a lot of man.

      “Touch me,” he repeats gruffly, running his fingers over my bare shoulders. “Touch me.”

      I don’t know where to touch or how to touch him to his satisfaction, so I reach for the buttons on his shirt and undo them. I want to see him naked. He’s going to put a baby in me. I might as well try to lose my shyness. I wonder what my cousin Raven would think if she saw me now… 

      She was always trying to encourage me to go out there, to date guys outside of our neighborhood.

      Girl, how the hell can I date a white guy? They’re too… I don’t know. They’re not really masculine. That’s what I would tell her.

      I was clearly meeting the wrong type of white guys because Van is a whole lot of man. The moment my hand presses against his firm chest, the muscles tense and I can feel just how damn chiseled this man really is. My fingers work at his buttons faster and when I’m done, I want to drop my pants to the floor. 

      He has washboard abs. Like, completely chiseled abs with zero belly fat. I’ve only been with guys who are soft around the middle, not like there’s anything wrong with that, but touching a man with a body like this sends my lust into overdrive. I’ve never been close to a man who looks like he spends all day working out, and I’ve definitely never been close enough to a man like that to touch him. Every part of me drools with desire, quickly followed by guilt.

      He’s a white guy. A foreign white guy. I can’t let myself act all thirsty around him. Stay in control, Jodi. 

      The thought seems laughable. When the hell have I been in control tonight? 

      “Don’t stop,” he commands. “Touch my chest. Kiss me. I like a woman’s lips on my body before I get them around my cock.”

      
        * * *
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      I need to feel those hands raking through the hair on my chest to understand her. I need to feel Jodi’s warm, bare hands against my skin. How long has it been since I’ve held a woman? Too long. My fingers sink into her flesh as I pull her against me, yearning for her. Why?

      How can she do this to me? She isn’t Italian. She isn’t the type of woman who ought to spur this reaction in me. Dark-skinned. Foreign. She’s too different.

      But the way her dark brown skin contrasts against my hand… That’s fucking beautiful. I want more of her and before I even start, I don’t want to stop. Sex. I need sex. Urgently.

      Maybe papa’s right — I shouldn’t go this long without indulging. I’m a teenager, hungry for my first time again. Jodi stirs me in the right direction. My cock stiffens before Jodi touches me.

      Her hands slide underneath my crisp white shirt, finding the cotton tank beneath my clothes. Jodi’s fingers run over my musculature and she slowly untucks my tank from my trousers before finishing her work of removing my shirt. My button down billows slowly to the floor and I help her remove my shirt.

      Jodi makes a strange noise when she sees me shirtless.

      “What is it?”

      “Your body…” she gasps.

      “Yes?”

      I don’t know if she’s talking about my tattoos or my scars. Her hands answer my question as she touches the scar on the right side of my torso. 

      “What happened to you?” she whispers. “How did this happen?”

      She fights the urge to recoil as her fingers touch the outline of my deepest, nastiest scar.

      “Which one?” I murmur, struggling to control my stiffness. I want those hands around my cock already. Fuck, Van. Get a hold of yourself. 

      “All of them.”

      “Three gunshots. Five stab wounds. I have two on my thighs and… tattoos.”

      “Lots of tattoos,” she whispers, running her hands over my biceps. I can tell she wants to squeeze them. I grunt as her hands wander over my body again as she tentatively touches my abs. Her hand runs slowly over my trousers, cupping around my cock. 

      I ease my hips away from her.

      “Slowly. I want to see your dark tits.”

      “Van, I–

      “Now.” She doesn’t understand the effect her touch has on me. If I don’t slow myself down, I’ll take her harder than any other man. I could hurt her and tonight, I don’t want to do that. I want to produce an heir for my father, for my family, and for myself. As she slowly removes the brassiere holding together her ample bosom, my cock reaches full attention and my desire to put a child in her grows. 

      Doing what God built human beings for with this woman feels like my greatest biological urge. I want to move between those smooth thighs and push into her until I spill my seed. My cock jumps in my pants, tugging uncomfortably on my balls as it moves in my underwear. Distracting.

      Jodi’s gorgeous breasts sway into view, resting with their natural weight against her chest. Fuck, they’re glorious. Little Italian women don’t have bosoms like this, and it’s a shock to my heart to see such beautiful enormous breasts. They’re huge. Perfect for a child to suck on, perfect to wrap my lips around, perfect for producing an heir.

      Her dark brown nipples bring a flush of color to my cheeks and I know I must look like a desperate teenager gawking at a pair of tits for the first time.

      But this is my first time. It’s my first time with a woman of her skin color. It’s my first time with a woman who has ample curves and delicious dark brown thighs and ripples and softness all over. My tongue turns into cotton and I can’t find the suave words I would have used with an Italian woman. She’ll know how I feel about her once I get my lips around these perfect fucking brown nipples.

      “Jodi…”

      “Yeah. I know. It’s not what you ordered.”

      The sting in her voice pierces me. I did not mean to offend her. Yes, she’s different. But maybe what I need is… different. 

      “Take your pants off. Your tits are fucking ripe.”

      “Ripe?”

      Fuck, maybe I use the wrong English words, but her tits stifle my ability to communicate in proper English. They’re big, round breasts with large nipples surrounded by tiny bumps and the protrusion from the center of her nipples stiffens perfectly for sucking on.

      I’ll lick every inch of her by the time I’m done with her tonight. 

      My balls ache with the urge to cum inside her, and I’ve only just seen her tits. I don’t know if I can handle seeing the rest of her. Perhaps I wasn’t so wrong to trust my Greek cousin… 

      My hands slowly ease towards her breasts and I gently pinch her nipples between my fingers, forcing them stiffer from my touch. Cumming inside this woman will be such a fucking treat. I can’t wait. 

      “Your nipples are very dark.”

      “Thank you,” she mutters irritably.

      I don’t know why she finds this insulting. They’re not a usual pink color, they’re dark brown… soft… and fuck her breasts are gorgeous… I cup the middle of her back with her hand and draw her to me, unable to resist touching my tongue to her chest any longer. Her strip tease can wait until I’ve tasted those delicious mounds of dark chocolate. I run my tongue along her nipple and taste her salty, tender skin for the first time. The texture of her nipple ripples and changes beneath my tongue, and I follow my urge to wrap my lips around the entire nipple and suck her large breasts.

      Jodi inhales with sharp surprise after my lips first wrap tightly around her nipple. Then she whimpers as my tongue slides over a nipple. I repeat the motion until her breathing becomes slow and weak. My tongue melts her so deliciously in my hands. She cedes control of her position to me, throwing her weight into my arms as I hold her against my chest and tease that first perfect nipple into stiff attention. Her dark brown breasts stir desire in me I didn’t know existed.

      I should have done this with a woman like her a long time ago. Then again, I doubt another would be as sweet as Jodi against my tongue. Her skin is the most exquisite I’ve come across, so soft that I lose myself licking and kissing her.

      My lips move gingerly over to her other breast, spreading kisses across her chest as I ease my way to her other breast. My fingers tease her dampened nipple, keeping her a squirming mess in my grasp as my tongue moves over to her other breast and I take her nipple into my mouth gently at first. My raw animal desires surge at my possession of her breasts and my teeth instinctively wrap around her hard little nipple. I want to bite her. I want to own every inch of her fucking flesh. 

      She gives out a pained whimper as I close my teeth slowly around her nipple and then she cries out my name the moment I hurt her. I pull my lips away even if I don’t want to stop. I want her to feel me and any expression of that feeling, whether moans or screams, only drives me to crave her more.

      Reluctantly, I ease my face away from her breasts and release her to standing on her own feet again.

      “Take the rest off,” I growl. “Let me see your black cunt.”

      She tenses visibly at my crude language, but my raging cock puts me in no position to control the slippery words off my tongue. Her body turns me into a beast. What the fuck has Cass Pagonis gone and done? I asked her for something specific and she provided me with an incredibly fuckable surrogate who was nothing I asked for, but who gets me harder than I’ve ever been. How did that Greek witch know what I needed after so many months without a woman’s touch? 

      Jodi hesitates to obey my command. This is it now, is it? She signs the contract and at the last moment she turns bashful? Utterly unacceptable. Her tits are still wet from my tongue and by God, I’ll have her cunt before I sink into the sheets. Killing is dirty business and fucking is the only thing that can clean my mind up after. She doesn’t know how badly I need her cunt and what I’ll do to get it if she refuses.

      “Do not disobey me.”

      “I just… how do we know it’s going to work?”

      Ah. Yes. The baby. My primal desire to fuck her overwhelms my sense that this wasn’t just fucking for pleasure, but fucking for a distinct purpose. Jodi wants to achieve that purpose with just one night? Hm. When I’m done with her tonight, she won’t have any semblance of chastity to hold on to. She won’t mind if I need to fill her several more times to get the job done.

      But for my purposes, the sooner I get an heir, the better. Jodi has a point. 

      “I’ll fuck you well and make you cum. When a woman cums, it helps the seed to her womb.”

      She stiffens her back and gives me a very sassy looking scowl. “Do you have to talk about it like that?”

      Why didn’t I think of putting a clause about incessant complaints into the contract? 

      “I discuss all matters exactly how I see fit.”

      “Your attitude is probably why you need to capture a woman to have a baby with.”

      Yes, I now strongly regret not putting a clause about this woman’s attitude into the contract. I’ll have her for ten months, so this was a serious oversight on my part. If she disagrees with everything I say, I’ll have to become very strict. I never saw myself as a strict man with my women but she’s not exactly my woman. She’s my womb. That’s the only part of her I will own for the next ten months, and I need to remember that.

      More importantly, she needs to remember that. Jodi bites her lips, remembering that ultimately, she fears me just like everyone else.

      “Listen, I didn’t mean–

      “You meant exactly what you said,” I respond sternly. “And my attitude is fine. Now take those off so I can see your cunt or you will force me to punish you.”

      She raises her eyebrows. “Punish me?”

      “Yes.”

      “That wasn’t in the contract.”

      No. It wasn’t. But that won’t stop me from getting a good palm on her ass if she doesn’t strip down. I can’t stand another moment without her cunt.

      “Neither was listening to your lip.”

      Jodi scowls and then drops her pants with all the sex appeal of a lobster. She knows this isn’t what I want. 

      Unfortunately for Jodi, her plan to further disrespect me backfires once I glimpse what she just revealed to me. Holy fuck, her thighs. And that ass. I bite down so hard on my lower lip to stop an audible gasp that I draw blood. 

      That’s what this fucking woman has been hiding? I glimpsed her thighs while I had her passed out in the back of my car, but that shadowy glimpse of her body didn’t do her any justice.

      “Cat got your tongue?” she whispers. She sounds shy, not proud of her body. But she has a lot to be proud of. Perfect curves. Skin that looks incredibly smooth. Her breasts are the softest I’ve ever tasted and her fucking complexion… she’s so different and it gets me so fucking hard. 

      “Panties off,” I growl.

      “Yes, Giovanni.”

      My cock jumps in my trousers as she uses my full name. Van. Americans call me Van. But she pronounces my name with her lilting American accent, different from most Americans, like a fucking song. I want to cum. I need to cum inside her pretty black cunt. 

      She slips her fingers into the waistband of her underwear and then peels the panties off her thighs slowly. They’re wet. Holy fuck, her panties are soaked from her thighs and her ass and I want to get my tongue into the wetness between her thighs. Jodi steps out of her underwear and her chest tightens with nerves. 

      “Don’t be nervous,” I murmur. “I like what I see. You’re exquisite.”

      My eyes dart to her cunt, covered by her thighs and the way she stands intentionally to obscure my prize. My cock officially hates me for taking so long with her. But I want her to cum. I want her to take my seed, and I want this woman pregnant before the end of the night. 

      She says nothing to respond to me but continues her weak attempts to shield me from her cunt. Nothing could stop me from getting between those legs tonight.

      “Get into the bed,” I whisper. “Sit on the edge and spread your legs for me.”

      Jodi’s eyes dart to mine nervously. “I want to see you first.”

      She makes me chuckle again. “Don’t worry. You will see. Now sit or I’ll have to spank you.”

      She can’t tell if I’m joking or not and she turns away from me to move to the bed, giving me my first view of her butt. I nearly drop into hell. Her ass is huge. I don’t mean it as an insult, but I’ve never seen a woman with such plump, full ass cheeks. Her flesh jiggles with each step, causing my trousers to strangle my growing cock. 

      I need to get naked. Soon.

      She sits on the bed and I waste no time before dropping to my knees between her legs to face her cunt. Heat rushes to my face. She’s hairy down there, 100% natural the way women ought to be, with a thick furry pelt around her cunt and spilling over her bikini line onto her thighs. She’s pure for me. 

      “You aren’t smooth like a whore. Perfection.”

      Before she can respond—likely with some American complaint—I sink my teeth into her perfectly fleshy thighs and she emits a sound between a squeal and a moan. I couldn’t help myself. Her thighs are perfectly soft, the skin incredibly smooth and she tastes delicious. After her sounds, I kiss those thighs slowly, pressing my lips from one to the other until she squeals and her thighs part slightly wider of her own accord.

      She isn’t fighting back. This is perfect. 

      I can smell her cunt from this distance, and her womanly scent drives my animalistic lust. I feel a powerful desire to put my lips between her legs and taste that perfect cunt before driving into her. I need to take every inch of her tonight. I refuse to sleep without owning her body completely. I won’t apologize for taking what I want without asking.

      I run my finger over her spread cunt, slowly touching her furry mound and reveling in the texture of her hair. It’s soft and tightly coiled, but much thicker than I expected. And so soft. The darkened colors out of her outer lips conceal a pink center that contrasts with her deep brown flesh so that her entrance appears almost fluorescent. I run my fingers over her darker outer lips, enjoying the sensation of her hair beneath my fingers and her cunt growing wetter and stickier as I tease her thighs with kisses and her outer lips with soft rubbing.

      My body surges with excitement as if experiencing a woman for the first time. Everything about her body presents a novelty. Her curves. Her skin color. Her hair… I feel afraid to touch her hair, but fuck, it would look good wrapped around my wrist if I rode her from behind. Yes. 

      I slip my thumb between her lower lips, pressing directly against her clit. She grunts and scoots her hip forward, struggling to stifle her sounds of pleasure. I’ll kill that shyness before tonight’s end. I slide my fingers around her clit, teasing her flower open wider and coating my fingers in the gush of juices my kissing and sucking produced between her legs.

      Jodi makes another whimpering grunt and moves her hips forward. She wants to cum. If Jodi believes she’s frustrated tonight, she has no clue the hell she’s putting me through. I want to cum too, cara mia. 

      I ease my face forward so I can take a deep, proper whiff of the cunt I’ll own for the next ten months. Pumping her full of cum can become a nightly project until I have certainty that she’s absolutely filled with my seed. 

      My tongue juts out of my mouth and I deliver a proper first lick to her outer lips, soaking her hair and her cunt with my tongue as I taste the woman I plan to spend the night fucking.

      She moans, forgetting herself as my tongue splits her lips apart and I wrap my pink muscle around that perfect hard clit. Her soft outer lips and the soft fuzz of her hair rub my face as I begin my delicious fucking dinner. She tastes glorious and I lose control. I lose myself in Jodi’s delicious, spread cunt. I love twisting my tongue against her folds as I grip her thighs and drive her to the edge of a wild, out-of-control climax. I love turning a woman into a whimpering mess in my hands, so she begs for my cock just to make me stop.

      I grip Jodi’s thighs fiercely and begin my work to make her cum. I slowly ease her to the edge with sucking and licking at her clit until it hardens and then easing my tongue just around her sensitive center with slow movements until Jodi’s body tenses. Then I lose my sense of rhythm and just follow my wild, passionate desire for a perfect pussy in my mouth. My tongue travels where it must as I suck her clit and lower lips and push her to a screaming, leg thrashing orgasm.

      As Jodi’s thick thighs kick around my face, she clamps them around my head and I lose all ability to breathe in anything except the womanly scent of her cunt. Her smooth, thick thighs trap my face between those gorgeous dark brown legs and I growl like a beast as I thrust my tongue deeper between her legs and then spread her entrance open with a rogue index finger. 

      Fuck, she’s juicy. 

      One orgasm soaks Jodi completely. I slide my index finger all the way inside her cunt and my body tenses with surprise at just how tight her cunt feels. Fuck, I can barely get a finger inside her. With such a voluptuous body, I had no expectations of an exceedingly tight sheath for my cock, but exploration with my finger shows just how wrong I am. Her pussy grips my index finger as I tease her to another climax and holy fuck, my cock will explode the moment I get inside this woman. She’s the tightest I’ve ever felt. 

      With a shuddering breath after Jodi’s second climax, I force her thighs far apart to slide another finger inside her cunt. I press the second finger against her pussy and she emits a pained sound.

      “It hurts?”

      “Your finger is huge!”

      I chuckle. Huge? If she thinks my finger is huge… Jodi will feel nothing but shock when she finally sees my cock.

      
        * * *
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            My Mafia Captor Inside Me
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      Van moves his finger inside me and I moan again as he moves deeper, completely lacking self-consciousness about the fact that he just met and now he has his fingers knuckles deep inside me. Van wets his lips as he slowly swivels both fingers deep inside me. My body moves against my will, my hips jutting forward and taking Van in deeper.

      He grunts with pleasure as I moan, taking his fingers in deeper with the movement from my hips.

      “You move so smoothly,” he murmurs. “Now cum, Jodi… Cum…”

      His accent gets me wetter than his fingers. I ease my hips forward and Van works his fingers to make me cum again. I should stop this. Every cell in my body tells me that this is 110% wrong and I need to beg, plead and push Van to stop.

      I signed his stupid contract. There’s no way out of this now except to cum. After a final body-shaking orgasm, Van pulls his fingers from between my legs and lewdly shoves them deep into his mouth, stuffing the essence of my pussy deep down his throat. Van’s tongue juts out of his mouth to clean his fingers and then he removes his hands slowly and places his wet fingers on my thigh. My entire body tingles from this slight touch.

      He’s a kidnapper. He’s a killer. He shouldn’t make my pussy feel like this.

      Van’s eyes gaze up at me and he smirks with this annoyingly delighted face, like he won some victory over me.

      “Nice and wet,” he whispers, kissing the top of my thigh and giving me a good pat like I’m a prize pony. Van rises to his knees, and without hesitation, reaches for his black leather Gucci belt. I can only hear my heartbeat and the sound of Van’s breathing as he works his trousers open. I don’t know what I’m expecting, but the bulge in Van’s pants seems formidable.

      The zipper struggles to move over the hump in the front of Van’s pants, but once he finally works it free, he easily moves his trousers over his muscular thighs and ass. Scars cover parts of his thighs just like the rest of his torso. He has a large tattoo on his thigh, a snake wrapped around a dagger that covers up a few more scars. I can see more of him than before and I enjoy every damn inch of him.

      Jodi, your pussy is officially a traitor. If Giovanni Doukas had been unattractive, I probably wouldn’t even have signed his contract. He’s a hunk of a man, even better than those chiseled from marble because he’s real and over that rippling muscle, he has warm, human skin. Touching him drives me wild.

      It’s been forever since I’ve been with a guy. Yes, there was Kyle until the breakup, but it’s not like he blew my mind. He was just… a boyfriend.

      My eyes leave his thighs and land on that bulge, now only concealed from me with a thin layer of black fabric. Holy fuck. That bulge is huge. 

      “Kneel,” Van commands breathlessly. I signed a contract, so I drop out of bed and onto my knees before him. He closes the distance between us so my face remains inches away from his crotch and I can get a proper look at his bulge. Despite my closeness, nothing prepares me for what happens when Van removes those tight ass boxer briefs.

      He slips his fingers into the waist and drags them over his narrow, masculine hips. Van’s muscular ass resists his undressing, but eventually his body yields and he drops his briefs to the floor. Oh my God. It’s a fucking monster. 

      I let out an involuntary noise halfway between a gasp and a shriek. Van chuckles.

      “Like what you see?”

      “This… Your dick… It… This violates our contract!”

      He chuckles, but I don’t find that dick funny in the slightest. What the absolute hell?! I thought white men were mostly average, you know… I always heard from my friends they were on the smaller side. Van has the biggest dick I’ve ever seen — way bigger than any of my exes. I’ve never been with a white guy before, but damn, his big ass kinda-pink dick is mouth-watering.

      Hell no. I have to stay strong. I can’t get a monster that big between my legs and I couldn’t even do it with forceps. It’s just too damn big. And veiny. Are white dicks muscular too, or is that just his? Van’s dick defies logic.

      “What? Was I meant to have a small cock in your contract?”

      Blood rushes past my ears. That arrogant, tricky, rude sonofabitch. His dick isn’t the only freak of nature. His balls are huge, round and they look full, if balls can even look full. This man is going to knock me up with the quickness. My chest tightens. What the hell have I gotten myself into?

      “Who said that you had a big one?” I squeak without meaning to. “Did I say that? Did I stand here and open my mouth and say that you have a big dick?”

      I didn’t have to say it. That thing is so huge it’s mesmerizing, and I haven’t taken my eyes off the bulging tip of that mushroom head. There’s even some clear liquid oozing out of it and even rock hard, it has a lean from the weight of it. It’s the biggest I’ve ever seen. This can’t be real. 

      “I know it’s very large,” Van says. “Now, take your beautiful mouth around it. Go on.”

      I give him a look halfway between a glare and… something else. I’m trying to kill that doe-eyed, mesmerized look plastered on my face, but nothing works. His cock pulls me forward with an almost hypnotic force. Van grabs some of my hair and wraps it around his wrist, guiding me gently but not tugging.

      “I will take it easy,” he whispers. “You will have to work very hard to fit this cock in your little mouth.”

      His words make me want to fit the whole thing into my mouth. I’ve never enjoyed giving head before and I’ve never had a dick that big in my mouth. There’s just always something gross and funky about the idea of putting a guy’s dick in my mouth after he’s had it lounging in his thigh sweat all day.

      But Van’s dick… smells like fresh eucalyptus and his skin is so soft. He slowly guides my head closer to the tip and without awaiting a stern command from my Italian buyer, I run my tongue over the head, licking up the drops of pre-cum and making Van groan openly. He isn’t very shy about anything, least of all showing how much pleasure my tongue brings him.

      The tiny drop of Van’s essence allows me to taste the soft, warm flesh on the head of his cock and my tongue juts out again to lick around the head and softly suck the impressive monster. My mouth already feels stretched with just the tip of his head and my hands run along Van’s thighs until I get to his balls.

      He grunts as I lightly touch his balls and take more of his dick into my mouth. Only two more inches of his cock stretch my mouth as I use my hands to cup Van’s enormous balls. They’re heavy, not overly hairy, and he tenses as I play with the most sensitive part of his body. I’m surprised he doesn’t stop me. One tug and I could make my best efforts to escape and likely get pretty far. But he knows I won’t do that. 

      Van guides my head forward more.

      “You are very good at this,” he grunts as I run my tongue along the underside of his shaft and then spread my lips wider to accommodate more of him. His skin smells incredible, and it’s smooth to the touch. His cock doesn’t taste like day-old pants either. I breathe in slowly through my nose and get his dick soaking wet as I push myself to my absolute limit and take Van’s entire cock deep into my mouth. He touches the back of my throat and I gag, but push my head further and deeper to take him more.

      He groans loudly and loses control of himself, loosening his grip on my hair as he succumbs to the pleasure of having his dick buried so far in the back of my throat. I slowly remove my lips as he breathes desperate, shuddering breaths. Once I have his soaked cock out of my mouth, I give him a smug little look. He thinks he’s the one in control here. Maybe he’s wrong.

      Van’s skin flushes bright red. Fuck, he’s so white. His body stiffens as he catches me reveling in his moment of weakness. The grin on his face turns into a half-assed attempt at sternness. 

      “I should have had a black woman suck my cock a long time ago.”

      He doesn’t even care that I’m rolling my eyes. He moves his hips to jab my face with his spit-covered member.

      “You aren’t done,” Van says. “I want to cum in that pretty little mouth.”

      “Are you sure you should waste it?” 

      “I shouldn’t.”

      “Then why don’t you–

      “I cum where I want to cum,” Van growls. “Now open your mouth.”

      He doesn’t give me a choice when he pushes my mouth open with his mushroom head and just slides the entire thing in. Tears form in my eyes as my mouth struggles to accommodate the more forceful intrusion. But fuck, his cock tastes so good.

      “Yes,” Van murmurs as I move my head along his shaft and spread bliss throughout every inch of him. “Yes. Taste my big white cock…”

      Everything that comes out of his mouth sends a shiver down my spine, but his cock tastes delicious and as I feel him stiffening in my mouth, I know it won’t take him long to finish if I please him. Pleasing him might be the best way to get what I want out of him and ensure my freedom after ten months as his surrogate. I have a choice, and I choose to please Giovanni Doukas. 

      He groans again as my tongue tickles a particular spot on his shaft. I slowly massage his balls with a light hand as my tongue and lips tease his cock. He grunts louder and I know I’ve found the right spots for him. I keep sucking and teasing him until those balls tighten in my hands and pull close to his body. My lips grip his shaft until Van groans loudly and releases into my mouth.

      A thick spurt of cum travels along his immense pulsing shaft and bursts into my mouth. I nearly choke as the huge glob lands on my tongue and Van loses himself in an orgasm that tightens his muscles and turns him flushed purple.

      I slowly ease my lips off his dick as I swallow. He tastes good. Why does he taste so good? 

      I’ve never enjoyed doing that before. I’ve never felt the desperate need to please along with the pure, inborn desire to keep my lips wrapped around a shaft. Maybe he just has a particularly beautiful cock.

      Van glances down at me and reaches for my hand. Once our hands touch, I feel all my power yield to him as he drags me to my feet and wraps his hands around my waist, pulling me close. I want him. I fucking want him. 

      “I have more cum for our baby,” he whispers, moving me back until we fall onto the bed together. Van’s hips force my legs apart and I hear a smack as the colossal head of his cock lands against my entrance. I grip his large biceps to stop myself from sinking into the mattress or getting crushed by his weight. Also, he has great fucking biceps.

      He spreads some of his gooey cum from the tip of his cock over my entrance, and I freeze. His cum tingles against my entrance as the realization hits me that his drops of cum might be enough to get me pregnant. This is really happening.

      I’ve never had a man bare and now the first guy to enter me raw will be… him. A white Italian man I barely know who paid someone to drug me will be the first person I allow to thrust his bare cock between my legs. He’s easy on the eyes, but a rush of guilt and a surge of some responsibility stops me at the last minute.

      I press my palm against his chest, my resistance provoking a scowl from an impatient, rock hard Van Doukas.

      “What is it now?” He’s trying not to grit his teeth in frustration, but failing miserably at it.

      “I’ve never… I’ve never done it without a condom.”

      “First time for everything.”

      “Van… I mean… are you… no bumps or anything?”

      His thick eyebrows wrinkle with frustration. 

      “I’m the one who should worry about you. Who knows how many men at Jalousie you’ve enchanted with your sweet, foreign cunt?”

      He chuckles at his own joke, and I shove his stupid chest hard.

      “That’s not funny.”

      “But I’m laughing.”

      I roll my eyes, and Van finally relents. I should be more grateful to see a goofy side of him. I’m sure he’ll remind me of that the second he’s had his pleasure from me. I can’t forget he’s a monster beneath the gorgeous blue eyes and the crop of thick black hair. 

      “I promise I am not sick and I trust you are not sick. I have a doctor who can handle that tomorrow. My cock needs you now, cara mia…” 

      I hate that he’s affectionate, but my pussy loves the killer with a heart of gold shit. I nod slowly and coax my thighs further apart. Van slides the soaked mushroom head along my slit until I moan. Once he’s satisfied that I want him badly enough from all my squirming and hip swiveling, he finally presses the tip against my entrance. 

      Van’s breath catches as he slides inside me. My teeth sink into my lower lip as he slips past that first inch of my slit, stretching me with that enormous head. One slight push from his hips and that tiny instance of pleasure turns into pain. He’s huge. 

      I gasp and Van grunts as he meets greater resistance from my pussy as he thrusts. He’s too big. My body tenses as the realization sinks into me. Van’s dick is too big for my pussy, but he’s going to get it in there, anyway. I lean forward and he attempts to push into me again, stopping as I yelp.

      He withdraws everything but the mushroom head. His black hair falls in front of his eyes. Everything about his face is unfair. 

      “Bite my shoulder,” he commands.

      “What?”

      “If you hurt, I hurt. I can get it in you, but you will have to bite down.”

      “I’m not biting you! What if I hurt you?”

      He grabs my cheeks with one hand, forcing me to gaze into his eyes.

      “One thing you will learn about the family is that we expect our women to obey.”

      “One thing you’ll learn about American women is we don’t listen to anyone.” 

      Van grins. “But tonight, you listen to me. If you want this cock to feel good, you listen, cara mia. Bite my shoulder.” 

      My pussy throbs involuntarily, and Van grins as he feels what his commands do to me. No. I meant what I said. American women don’t listen to anyone, but my pussy wants me to listen to Van. She’s a damn traitor for a big dick.

      I nod, officially subdued by Van, who releases my cheek and plants a kiss on my nose before nestling his body atop mine again and pressing his cock another inch inside me. Oh, fuck. It doesn’t take long for his dick to hurt, and I wrap my lips around Van’s meaty bicep, never intending to bite down.

      Then he slides his entire length into me. The entire gigantic dick plunges into my entrance, feeling like a thick warm knot in my stomach as searing pain rips through me. I scream and bite down—hard. Van groans, my bite taking him by surprise. I keep my teeth in his shoulder until the searing pain subsides and then I slowly release his flesh. I only draw a little blood and I don’t have a moment to wipe it off before Van moves his hips back and drives into me again.

      That knot in my stomach feels like it’s going to push me off the bed. Holy fuck, he has a big dick and damn, it’s deep inside me. Van pushes his hips forward and euphoria replaces the searing pain from his entry as my body accommodates his dick and adjusts to the sensation of having a member inside me that can deliver pleasure to every inch of my tightness.

      He pushes against the deepest parts of me, sending pleasure surging through me. Van kisses my shoulders and gently teases my lips open as he moves his hips slowly and deliberately between my legs. While his initial entry was painful, his hips move with a tender rhythm that makes me feel as if this strange Italian man is actually making love to me.
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