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      I wasn’t going to write a dedication for this book. Even though there are many people to acknowledge and thank.

      

      But during the writing of this book, I lost my sister-in-law, who is now no doubt drinking champagne looking down on us all with her beaming smile.

      So I dedicate this one to her.

      Cheers Tania.
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      I can feel the club’s heavy bass vibrations from downstairs strumming through the floor and into my legs as I sit here quietly. The tune is in time with my heart beats and is soothing to my tired body. I have been tense lately. Things are happening. Things I can control, and things I can’t. I roll the whiskey around in my crystal glass, thinking about what lies ahead of me. As I bring it to my lips, I feel the burn down my throat, reminding me of how much pain is left to endure.

      The glass is a gift from my papa, given to me just recently. It’s a family heirloom, one his papa gave to him. The crystal, from Venice, must be over a hundred years old. Handed down from father to son for generations, it is a small but significant gift. One that comes with immense pressure and expectation. It is not given in love, but commands respect, honor, and tradition.

      Traditions, I take very seriously, for the most part; however, my papa is set in his traditional ways to a point of self-destruction. Power and wealth are his two favorite things and some people say he has lost his moral compass. He is making decisions based on personal motivations instead of what is best for the fold. Being head of the New York mob, he has held power for a long time and all that power gets to a man. It makes him think he is invincible. That he can do anything, to anyone, at any time.

      It makes him think he is God.

      But that’s not how it works. Because power must be earned. It must be respected. And my papa is no longer respected. He has to know his time is coming to an end, otherwise the family crystal glassware and matching decanter would not have ended up in my office. My papa was once the most feared man in all of New York, and whilst that hasn’t changed, he has. He is getting sloppy and making business decisions based on his ego, based on gaining more money and power, with little thought to who is impacted or how.

      He is certainly not God.

      A man who knows that he is about to lose his best playing card from the deck he has held all his life makes poor decisions. He panics. He is unstable, and I am watching him intently. Next in line for the role, my actions also matter. I am being monitored by all our associates, by our business connections, by everyone in the city, because we all know papa’s time is nearly up. His legacy will pass along to me. It is a role that I have been groomed for, for my entire life. At thirty-three years old, I feel the weight on my shoulders. It is heavy. I didn’t get a lot of love growing up, but I got a whole lot of expectations piled onto me instead.

      I can tell papa knows his time is nearly up by the way he conducts business, trying to squeeze every last drop of cash from every deal like his life depends on it. Because it does. Ten years ago, he made a decision that cannot be erased from my memory. A decision that cemented my hatred for him and made me into the monster of a man I am today. He promised my little sister, Francesca, to a man who is not worthy. My sister, thirteen at the time, was served up on a platter to a man who was old enough to be her father. A man who I now despise more than anyone else on this planet, including my papa.

      Enzo Baldo.

      Enzo belongs to one of the many Italian families based both here and in Italy that are part of the fold. But he is a dirty, greedy, uneducated motherfucker who wants the top job and is trying to get it by marrying my sister. I am sure he has grand plans of marrying her, then putting a bullet into both of us, which would make him the only surviving member of the leading mob family. Even if it is only by marriage.

      I knew that night, ten years ago, when I heard him attacking my sister, that he was bad news. Her scared shrieks still burn in my memory and live in my nightmares. It was a blessing that he was so drunk that he forgot to lock the door, giving me easy entry into her room so I could stop him before anything terrible happened to her. I wanted to kill him. The urge to pull my gun out, push it against his temple, then pull the trigger, was strong. I wanted to see fear in his eyes, the same fear that Francesca displayed, but I had to refrain. Had I killed Enzo that night, I would have signed my own death sentence because Papa would have been furious. It would have meant war between us, and it would have been a war that I was not yet equipped to handle.

      But I only just made it in time. Five seconds later, and Enzo would have taken what he wanted from Francesca, and things would have been very different.

      He has been simmering on the sidelines since that day all those years ago, waiting for his chance. Waiting and building his business on the South Side of New York, ready to use it as a carrot to dangle in front of my papa. He has been waiting until the time was just right before he formed an alliance with papa, and that time has come. Enzo has offered papa his business, running cocaine on the South Side in return for my sister's hand in marriage, and papa is taking the deal.

      He chose the business over his only daughter. Over blood. Nothing comes before blood. Not in my book.

      “Boss….” Dante walks into my office, interrupting my thoughts. He’s my right-hand man. We have been friends since we were toddlers, his father serving mine until his death years ago. I can count on one hand the number of days we have been apart in all our three decades together.

      “...he is here,” he finishes, as Carter steps up next to him. My two brothers stand waiting for my direction. Both would take a bullet for me, no hesitation. Carter joined the fold when I caught him pick-pocketing me when we were teenagers. He grew up in less than appealing circumstances and quickly became a solid member of our family, having proven his allegiance again and again over the years.

      I roll my neck. I love my sister dearly, but only she could find a man, a billionaire at that, and fall in love when she is supposed to be in hiding. Nine months ago, papa announced her engagement to Enzo at a party in Sicily to the surprise of Francesca and I. Less than twenty-four hours later, I had her off the island and back in New York, putting her into hiding in Boston, where she has remained ever since.

      I have kept her in Boston under the watchful eye of our godparents, Alf and Sofia, who remain estranged from my parents, to keep her safe. Papa and his men are scouring the U.S. and Europe looking for her, but she has been so well hidden that he hasn’t found her and has no idea that I am responsible for that.

      But now, her billionaire boyfriend, Marco Marshall, is here in my club. He may be rich, but it also appears that he is stupid, because no one comes looking for me. No one has the courage to look for the devil, because the devil always finds them first.

      But the fact that Marco continues to stand up to me for her is an admirable quality. Having done a full background check on him and his family, I can say that Francesca has chosen well. It’s simply bad timing. It is hard enough to keep her hidden, but now, with them wanting to be together, it is a task that is going to be nearly impossible.

      Nodding to my boys, I stand, making my way out to my private bar on the top floor of my club. There are a few of my men here tonight. I keep my circle tight, with only those that have been with me for years. I know exactly where their allegiance lies, and it is not with my father, but with me.

      As I take a seat in the dark leather chesterfield lounge, I wonder, not for the first time, what Francesca has gotten herself into. It shows courage, having her loverboy fly to New York tonight to see me without an invitation. I lean back and get comfortable as I watch him walk into the bar with his three brothers next to him.

      “Big balls, Marshall. Big fucking balls,” I say as I stand, and we shake hands, a level of respect passing between us.

      I extend my hand in a silent gesture to offer him a seat on the opposite sofa. I give nothing away as he sits down facing me, his brothers surrounding him in a move of solidarity, which I admire. They have no fucking idea what they are getting into once they make a deal with the devil.

      “To what do I owe the pleasure?” I ask as I lift my glass of whiskey, already knowing exactly why he is here.

      “I have come to ask you for permission to marry Frankie,” Marco spits out, and I still, swallowing the liquid and putting my glass down as the team around me places their hands on their guns and the rest of the people in the room retreat out the doors.

      Watching him intently, only silence surrounds us. He loves my sister, and I know she loves him. He wants to be with her, protect her, cherish her, and although he isn’t part of the fold—fuck, he isn’t even Italian—I know he will look after her properly. For the last nine months, I have been trying to run the business, protect my sister, and build my empire, all the while making plans to take over from my papa. So his help in managing part of that workload will be welcome.

      I move my gaze from him to the dance floor below, and like a beacon, I see a woman dressed in gold, with long blonde hair. She completely takes my breath away, and my breathing halts at the sight. I see beautiful women all the time. Mostly, I look down at them whilst they suck my cock, but this golden girl downstairs has everyone’s eyes on her. She is magnetic. I don’t even realize I am staring at her until Marco clears his throat, and I flick my eyes back to him to resume my steely gaze.

      “Why?” I ask, wanting Marco to sweat. She is my sister, the most important person in my life, and if he can’t handle the heat that I give him, then he is not worthy.

      Marco lays out his intentions and they come as no surprise, but whilst my eyes are focused on him, my thoughts are on the golden girl below. Finishing his speech, I grant Marco permission to marry my sister within the next twenty-four hours. If we wait any longer, we’ll risk her safety with Enzo in the mix.

      “Do you know what you are getting into Marshall? Marrying into the mob?” I ask, and I see Marco’s brother Shaun stiffen at his side. 

      He nods. “I do.” 

      “Do you?” I ask again, this time looking at his brothers, each of them nodding in reply. They mean well, and I admire their unwavering support of Marco, but they have no fucking idea what they are doing.

      I look back at Marco and stare into his eyes. “I will be there. You have my blessing. Don’t fuck it up, because I will kill you.” I stand to end the conversation. I take his hand and then pull him close, in what appears to be a brotherly hug, before whispering, “We have a lot to discuss tomorrow, Marshall. See you at the altar.” I then slap his back and walk back to my office while he and his brothers leave to go back to Boston, no doubt to work on the logistics of marrying into the mob.

      I will make sure that Carter gives them a crash course.

      Now that I have a wedding to attend in Boston tomorrow morning, my team gets to work on building the additional security we will need and organizing the private jet to be ready for wheels up at 6am. I need time to speak to my sister before she weds, and I want the entire property secure before my arrival. My team scurries around on their phones, organizing the logistics as I stand against the glass wall overlooking the club. The dance floor lights roam the room, music is pumping, and I know it must be close to midnight as I notice a DJ swap on the stage to the right. We have a big crowd tonight; business has never been better. This club is one of my many money makers. It brings me millions per year and gives me the opportunity to wash double that amount. It is where I spend a lot of my time because it is most secure. My office is surrounded in bulletproof glass, and I have private basement parking. There are layers of protection here that I don’t have anywhere else.

      I built this club from the ground up. I took a discarded old warehouse, purchased the neighboring properties, then built what is called a mega club. Three levels, with a dance floor and DJs running the main ground floor, then smaller, more intimate spaces on level one. I have the entire second floor for my private bar, my office, and additional work rooms for my team.

      Due to the success, I am starting the same development on the East Side. I have already purchased my main building, which is being converted, and I have one more neighboring property to secure before I can fully renovate and get my second mega club opened. It is raining money now, but when the second one starts, the money will flood in, without any chance of stopping.

      Taking another sip of my whiskey, my eyes continue to roam the floor below. It takes less than a second for my eyes to find her again. She is by the bar, sipping a girly pink cocktail while the woman she is with is taking shots with some guys nearby. But the golden girl is not joining in—not much of a party animal, it seems.

      “Fuck, what is she doing here?” I hear Carter grunt, now standing to my right. Dante comes up to my other side, and all three of us watch the crowd below.

      “Who?” I ask, my eyes not leaving the golden beauty.

      “Maddison Miller. The gallery owner, wearing that fucking tight gold dress.”

      I raise my eyebrows at the statement. So, this is the gallery owner who continues to reject all my offers of buying her out of her building. She has rejected two offers so far and is not budging. Her gallery is next door to the large commercial building I own, and she is the one who is holding up my expansion plans. I need to buy her building and demolish the wall between the two, to make one large space for my new club.

      Carter is my standover man. He is a big guy and has more tattoos than unmarked skin. He can be intimidating as fuck, but given he hasn’t made the deal with Little Miss Goldie yet, I wonder if he has gone soft. Not getting access to that building is really holding up my development, and I can’t wait too much longer unless I want to risk losing money. I will get that building, of that there is no doubt. But I prefer to keep things legal and commercial when it comes to purchasing my businesses, so whilst I could just take the building through force, I will try all other options first.

      Watching her closely, she appears to be young, maybe in her early twenties. And even though she seems confident from the way she carries herself, I can’t understand why Carter hasn't gotten this over the line. How is she the one that’s been giving us so much trouble? I wonder if she has a boyfriend… perhaps I could send the boys around to inflict some pain on him and that may sway her mind. While I don’t touch women, I will kill men easily, and taking his fingers one at a time in front of her may be enough to get her to see things my way.

      Everyone has an agenda, everyone has a price. We just need to find hers.

      “I’m going to go down and talk with her,” I tell them, turning on my heel and walking from my office. Dante and Carter follow me closely as we take the stairs down to the ground floor. I rarely get involved in small matters, so I didn’t miss the quizzical look they shared as I made that statement. Sure, I have blood on my hands from my business, too much probably, but something like this isn’t what I bother myself with. It’s Carter’s job.

      The stairs are private, only used by my men and I, and Dante and Carter struggle to keep up as I jog down them at a quick pace. In the cover of darkness, I move swiftly through the secluded hallways and doors that form a maze around the perimeter of the nightclub. It is how my men and I move around without being seen, without attracting attention. We have access everywhere without having to go out into the crowd. We also have private access to the rooftop, where there is a helipad for any last-minute trips I may need to make. Together, the three of us take a small dark corridor toward the bar, where we step out into the main room.

      I don’t often walk out onto the floor anymore. I prefer to be kept hidden, as my name often proceeds me and people can be skittish in my presence. And they should be. I don’t care for drama, and I don’t care for excuses. I focus on my business and Francesca, and that is my life. But if I can convince the gallery owner to sell to me, then that will be one less thing on my mind. Francesca is to be married and protected by her new billionaire husband, and once I take care of this issue, my new commercial building will be secured. All in all, it would be a productive night.

      Chasing women isn’t something I’ve ever done, but they flock to me, and as I step out onto the floor, I need Dante and Carter to ensure they keep their distance. I hate being touched. By anyone, but especially by women who think they can appeal to me via their pointless flirtations. I have little time for such schoolgirl antics. I have been single for a long time, and they know it. I don’t parade around women like many men do; I tend to keep my fuckery private, like every other aspect of my life. Many of these women like to walk on the dark side, and I am more than happy to show an occasional few exactly what that means, but I don’t make a show and dance about it. I fuck them, then I get rid of them. It is a simple exchange. I never have women I care about in my life. My life is too dangerous for that. I don’t sleep; I run off coffee and pussy, and I keep it simple. Although a wife will be needed at some point in the future to secure the family legacy, it will be merely another transaction with a purpose.

      I only like working with the best, and I don’t tolerate incompetence. People talk and I know they understand my requirements when they do business with me. Some rise to the challenge, many don’t. But I can acquire everything and anyone I need to, so I am confident that this blonde bombshell will be putty in my hands. This deal will be done in no time.

      Because I know everything. Everyone. New York is my city. I own it all, including Little Miss Maddison Miller.
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      Stacey talked me into coming out tonight, and I have no idea why I let her. I pull down my dress, because I thought it was longer than it is, and I release a huff of exhausted frustration. I worked my butt off this week to get the art at my gallery just right for the showing in two days time and I am beyond tired at this point.

      Sure, I am a perfectionist, which is one of the reasons why after only six months in New York, I have all the up-and-coming talent knocking on my door, wanting to show their creativity at my gallery. But being a perfectionist is draining.

      Stacey is a party animal and even though we are both in our mid-twenties, she is the complete opposite of me. We met in art class at college on our very first day and just clicked. She knows everything about me and I, her. She’s the sister I never knew I wanted and never thought I would have, and she now works for me at the gallery. It’s helpful having her around too, since she’s a New York native.

      Watching her as she chats with a cute guy here at the bar, I am envious of her. Super confident, fun and flirty, every guy gravitates to her. We have been in this club for less than ten minutes, and she is already doing shots, which I politely decline. Now the two of them are about three shots in while I stand here sipping my cosmopolitan. I’m not a big drinker, so this will be my one and only drink tonight. Ever since I got completely drunk on my 16th birthday after sneaking into my father’s liquor cabinet with my two school friends, I have kept well alone from more than one or two drinks.

      It wasn’t just the killer hangover I had the next day that put me off ever drinking again. My father beat me to a pulp that night, and if it wasn’t for my mother stepping in and taking the rest of the beatings for me, then I’m not sure I would be standing here today. To say he was upset that I drank his best whiskey is an understatement.

      Looking at my watch, I'm already regretting agreeing to come out tonight. Only an hour ago, I was covered in dust and paint as I finalized everything for the showing. Having my own gallery has been a dream of mine for as long as I can remember. Art runs through my veins. I was patient for years, waiting for my chance as I saved my money, and was ready the minute it went up for sale. I grabbed it before it was even advertised, such was my constant emailing to the previous owner. It may have bordered on stalking, but if they were going to sell, I wanted them to know that I was going to be the buyer.

      I'm nothing if not persistent. Some call it stubborn, but whatever.

      Taking another sip of my cocktail, I turn to survey the room. It is a popular place. I am not usually a nightclub type of girl. I love to dance, but a cup of tea on my sofa with a good book, or a glass of wine while painting are my preferred methods of unwinding.

      Even though I love to paint, I am by no means a painter. That skill just didn’t come naturally to me. But I do have the ability to spot a great artist; the success of Maddison Miller Gallery is a testament to that. My love of art started at a young age, because my grandma was an eccentric woman who loved to paint and watching her create was one of my favorite pastimes.

      Mom saw early on that I had the creative flair like gran and knew that it was going to be my ticket out of our small town in West Virginia. To this day, I think that mom and gran conspired together, ensuring that I followed the path that led me to a college scholarship, and eventually to this gallery. It was the dream that kept all our hearts alive for years. The only thing that gave us hope in what were dark times growing up with someone as evil as my father.

      My head has started to thump in time with the music the longer I stand here. A headache bordering on a migraine is looking likely. Looking over at Stacey, she still seems enamored with the guy still by her side. They must be up to shot number four, and if she doesn’t slow down, she will be absolutely no use to me for the final set up in the morning.

      Stifling a yawn, I turn my body away from them, not wanting to look like the boring friend among all these amazing New York socialites. Sleep has eluded me this week. My beautiful, but rather cozy one-bedroom apartment is above my gallery. As tiny as it is, the high ceilings and the amazing, large arch windows make the place feel much bigger. It is perfect for me. Safe, in the gallery, right where I belong.

      But for the past week, all I have heard is banging from the property next door. My anger rises even now as I think about it. Whoever is developing next door is certainly pushing all my boundaries. I am pretty easy-going and try not to let anything bother me too much. Given my violent upbringing, I am grateful for each and every opportunity, but building work that runs throughout the night is getting a bit hard to swallow. I have had contact with the owners on two occasions now. They want to buy my building, and I am not at all interested in selling.

      I have no idea who they are, but they’re part of some commercial business, I’m sure, trying to build yet another apartment block in New York City. To be honest, I don’t really care who they are; they are not taking my gallery. No amount of money will entice me to sell.

      Gran and I had a shared dream of owning a gallery in New York, and due to the surprising financial inheritance bestowed to me at her death a few years ago, I was able to fulfill our dream. I had no idea that she was wealthy, as her house was modest, dusty, and things were always breaking down and never getting fixed. She only ever spent money on two things, her art supplies and me. But once she died, it came to light that it wasn’t just me who loved her paintings but many other people as well. A fact that she kept well-hidden from everyone in the family, no doubt to ensure my father wasn’t aware.

      Taking another sip of my cocktail, I turn slightly, and as I do, I bump into a posse of girls angling for the bar, so I move closer to Stacey to give them space.

      “Cute dress,” one girl purrs at me.

      “Thank you,” I reply, admiring her black, barely-there outfit which doesn’t do a very good job of covering her chest.

      “Where’d you get it? I’m gonna need one for myself.”

      “Oh, it’s old,” I say with a smile and turn away from them, rolling my eyes. I don’t want to entertain a conversation about fashion. And to be honest, my head is pounding, so chatting it up with a stranger is not really at the top of my to-do list right now.

      Like most women, I like fashion and have a good eye for it, but I am more of a quality over quantity type of woman. Things that are well-made, tailored, and classic appeal to me most. Following trends is not what I am about. I would much rather be the trendsetter with my own style. Brushing my hands over my gold sequin dress, I ensure that it is still covering my backside. It is the first time I am wearing it since seeing it in one of my local thrift shops near the gallery. It’s vintage Chanel, and I am sure if the thrift shop owner knew that it was legitimate, then he wouldn’t have sold it to me for under $200. I was able to get it quickly when he was about to hang it in the window display at the time, and after having it professionally assessed, I discovered that it was, in fact, an original.

      My body relaxes slightly as the cosmopolitan starts to kick in, and my mind wanders to my art show. The artist I am featuring was hard to secure, but he saw something in me and has trusted me with his latest collection. Perhaps because he is also from a small country town, now living in New York. We clicked straight away and so our negotiations began. His work is currently the hottest commodity in the art scene, as his last two collections have been completely sold out. Why he chose me at my little-known gallery, I am not sure, but this is definitely going to put me on the map.

      I smile to myself as I continue to sip my drink and look around the place. I haven’t been here before, and I have to say, it is really nice. Sure, it is a club, with sweaty bodies everywhere, but the interiors are amazing, extremely luxurious. The staff are all pristine and dressed professionally in their uniforms, all of them wearing crisp white shirts and black tailored pants. No short skirts or muscle tops. The DJ is elevated over the crowd, and I see a few lifts off to the side, making me think we are only on ground level. I wonder what is on the other floors.

      As the DJs change shifts, I realize they must have different artists for different hours, such is the theme at nightclubs at the moment. The bass starts to thump a little louder than before, and I can barely hear myself think now. Looking at Stacey, it is like I don’t even exist. How she meets people so easily is a trait that I wish I had. I don’t open myself up very easily. It takes a lot for me to trust people.

      I decide to join in on their chatter, and we all stand talking for the next few moments. As we get on the topic of the latest TV show everyone is loving at the moment, I feel Stacey stiffen next to me, and I bring my attention back to her. She looks like she has seen a ghost, and all the people with us are now staring, right over my shoulder. Turning around, I see three men walking toward us. It is weird, like they’re making a beeline right in our direction. People are actively parting for them as they move through the crowd. They don’t need to duck and weave the dancing bodies like the rest of us would.

      Who they are, I am not sure, but they are all in sharply tailored suits. The one on the left is taller than the others and dangerous looking in his stature. I am pretty sure I see a tattoo licking up his neck that peeks out from under his collar.

      The one in the middle is staring right at me, wearing a white shirt, with its sleeves rolled up to the elbows and a button undone at the neck. He looks at me like he either wants to kill me or throw me over his shoulder and take me to bed. His gaze is intense, and I allow my eyes to rove over his body, noticing his muscles that fill out his shirt. His dark hair matches his dark eyes, making him look both exotic and extremely domineering. He is hot. My lips part slightly in surprise, having not had an immediate reaction to a man like this before.

      I glance to the right to take in the third man, and my lips clamp together in immediate frustration. He is hugely built, with stacked muscles and tattoos everywhere, and he just so happens to be the same man who has been hounding me to sell him my gallery. Asshole. Looking at all three of them, it seems that asshole number one has two friends. What the hell are they doing here? My anger is rising the closer they get, so I stand firm and square my shoulders.

      As they walk straight to me, I feel Stacey retreat and stand behind me. So much for moral support. I raise my eyebrow and cross my arms in front of my chest. I am pissed, and the cocktail I just finished is now giving me the extra confidence I need to combat these men who are obviously trying to intimidate me.

      “Hi, I am Sebastian Romano, owner of this club, and as I understand it, your neighbor at your gallery. So, what is it going to take for me to buy your property?” the man in the middle says, his voice a smooth rumble, as he extends his hand for me to shake.

      Stacey gasps, clearly recognizing the man. Maybe he was a one-night stand of hers or something because I can see her taking a step back and looking everywhere but at him.

      Meanwhile, I stare right into his eyes. But I don’t move, leaving his hand hanging. I am not shaking his hand. His goons have been visiting me regularly, don’t take no for an answer, and work on their building at all hours of the day and night just to annoy me. I am sure of that. No, this man hasn’t earned my handshake just yet.

      He drops his hand and tilts his head, a slight smile crossing his face. So I do what any red-blooded woman would do who feels totally out of her element being intimidated by three large, tattooed, sexy men.

      I roll my eyes.

      “I am not selling, Mr. Romano.”

      “Everyone has a price,” he replies quickly and confidently.

      “Not everyone is for sale,” I reply, keeping my tone even, then turn my back to him and begin to walk away.

      “Hey!” Sebastian shouts at me, so I stop and turn, watching as he slowly walks toward me. What an arrogant asshole. Clearly, he is used to yelling at people and getting them to do whatever he wants, but I am no pushover, and I am not going to be one of his yes men. He stops right in front of me, our bodies nearly touching. At my height, I only reach his shoulders, so my face is tilted upwards to look him in the eye. This close up, I can tell that he’s a bit older than me, at least by a decade. Not that it makes him any less attractive. More so, if anything.

      My heart is pumping as we stand unmoving, and my stomach flips when his gaze flickers quickly to my lips. I am not entirely sure if it’s fear or arousal that’s making me feel like this, but I settle on anger instead, because he is really starting to piss me off. Who the hell does he think he is? I take in a breath and catch his aroma as I try hard to retain my composure. I pray that even though I know my nipples are standing to attention, that my gold dress hides them better than it hides my ass. Feeling agitated, I start tapping my fingers on my thigh in rhythm to try and calm my beating heart because this man has a clear air of power around him, and by the looks of it, he doesn’t get told no very often. But I am sick of being bossed around; I have lived like that my entire life, and so, I am not backing down.

      He drops his head, lowering his mouth close to my ear. I feel his whiskey-scented breath skirt across my skin, and chills race through my body at the sensation.

      “Everyone has a price,” he repeats, loud enough for only me to hear.

      “Not me,” I say through a shaky breath, but it comes out just as assertive as I was hoping it would. I reach out and grab Stacey by the arm, and together we walk away.

      My legs are trembling with each step, but it will be a cold day in Hell before I sell the gallery.

      I don’t look back, but I know he hasn’t moved. He is fuming; I can feel his anger rolling off him as I walk away. But I pay that thought no mind. I have been bullied all my life, and I am not taking it anymore.
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      Who the fuck does she think she is?

      Doesn’t she know who I am?

      Anyone who talks to me like that usually gets an automatic death sentence. I stand there, pissed off and completely perplexed, anger permeating off my body as I watch her perfect fucking ass in that golden dress sway away from me and I wonder if it has ever been claimed. My cock is hard for her, and I am not sure if it’s because she is so fucking gorgeous or whether it’s because she told me no. Either way, it doesn’t matter; I need her gallery and it will be mine.

      No one ever says no to me. Ever. And the fact that she said it to my face… well, that takes guts. She isn’t the slightest bit afraid of me, and to be honest, it is refreshing, and makes me smile. I look up and see Dante smirking, trying to hold in a laugh, and Carter has an I told you so look on his face.

      “I want her details,” I bark out at them before I huff off back across the dancefloor and head back to my office, with my boys following closely behind.

      Running up the stairs, I have renewed energy coursing through my body, and my heart beats wildly as I think about what just occurred. I duck and weave through the corridors, and as I walk to my office, my mind wanders. I have been so focused on Francesca and papa that I have been delegating more of my legitimate business dealings to Carter for the past few months. He has been getting everything done, except this. And now I know why.

      I walk straight to my desk and grab my crystal glass, filling it again with three fingers of whiskey, then stand at the glass wall looking down at the sea of black below once again. Noticing how bland the club looks now that there is no golden glow anymore. When Carter strides in and throws a file on my desk just a few minutes later, I take a seat and lean forward, opening the file, inspecting what we know about Little Miss Goldie.

      Dante stands off to the side, still with a sly smirk on his face. If I wasn’t so pissed off right now, I may actually enjoy a laugh with him about the blonde woman who I already know is going to be a total pain in my ass. A sexy pain, but a pain all the same.

      We’ve known each other for a long time, but one look from me, and his humored expression is wiped away. I crack my knuckles and roll my shoulders back. The three of us are silent as I look through the paperwork.

      She bought the gallery less than a year ago. Not a native to New York, but from a small town in West Virginia. Went to college on scholarship as an Art Major… on scholarship?. So how the fuck could she have afforded a building in New York City, which would have costed her millions? This must be a fact that Carter clearly has not investigated.

      Running my hand through my hair and pulling at the roots, I sigh and lean back in my leather chair to look at him. This is a fact that I know he would normally pick up, but he has been training his body hard for his upcoming MMA fights, so I know his usual focus is not there.

      Fighting is his passion and what he wants to do. Hell, he has so much anger in his body from his poor upbringing that it isn’t surprising he’s a killer fighter, both in and out of the cage. I would bet on him winning every fight. And I do. He has made me a lot of money. Although all his fights are underground at the moment, I know he wants to be the best, and I will support him with that. Fuck, he just bought a gym out of town where he wants to start training and living, so I know his time with me is coming to an end, but I support him and always will.

      “Get her financials. I want to know how she could afford to purchase a fucking building in New York City.”

      Sensing my wrath as I crack my knuckles, Carter nods and turns, walking out of the office to get me more information.

      As he leaves, Gabriella walks in, and if I wasn’t pissed off before, I am now. There are a few girls that hang around my boys and I, who are all too eager to get on their knees for me. Gabriella, a brunette who is typical mob pussy, is one such woman. I take what I need from her, and she gives it to me freely. She has been a semi regular around the club for a few months now. No feelings are involved, and she gives good blow jobs, so I continue to tolerate her. But she is annoying as fuck, so I think her time is coming to an end. She must sense it because lately, she appears everywhere I am. Unfortunately, she is also my interior decorator—one of the best in New York—and I have her working on the new club, so escaping her right now is challenging. I want the new club to be perfect and designing a club is not a task I can give to Dante or Carter to manage.

      Gabriella is elite in her field, her design skills unsurpassed. She knows what I like and gets it done. She is good at two things. Interior design and sucking my cock. Given that I don’t have design work required in my office at midnight, she is obviously here for the latter. In less than six hours, I need to be on a plane on my way to Boston for Francesca’s wedding. This night has been one problem after another, and I don’t need Gabriella adding to it.

      “Get the fuck out, Gabriella,” I snap with venom, and she stops short. I don’t allow just anyone into my office, and certainly not without an invitation. Her waltzing in here like she owns the place is enough reason for me to ensure her services are now interior design only, nothing more.

      “Sebastian…”

      I don’t let her finish. “Get the fuck out!” I yell. I am pissed. I have too many balls in the air right now, and I need to focus. Dante picks up on my mood and grabs Gabriella by the elbow, walking her out and closing the door behind them both.

      Grabbing my whiskey, I lean back into my chair. I don't even feel the burn as I take a sip, my thoughts going back to the blonde bombshell who literally walked off on me tonight. It is very dangerous to turn your back on a man like me. Very few men have done it before and certainly never a woman.

      In an attempt to get my mind off her, I grab my phone from my pocket and call Francesca. I had a team follow Marco when he left here earlier to ensure he got back to his jet in one piece. Papa no doubt already knows of his visit. He has eyes everywhere, and I know they are on me, which means that Marco will now become a person of interest and it will open a can of worms none of us needs opened. But I won’t tell Francesca that; she is stressed enough.

      I dial her number, and she answers on the first ring. “Sebastian!” she says, and I can tell she’s panicking.

      “He has big fucking balls, Sorella. If he wasn’t a Marshall, I would swear he was part of the mob already,” I state, not bothering with a normal hello.

      “Oh my God, what happened? Is he all right? Is he alive? What is going on?” Her voice stumbles, wanting answers to so many things.

      “I can’t tell you what is going on, Diletto, but he will. I can tell you he was here, and he left alive.”

      “He was in New York!” she screeches out, and I need to pull the phone away from my ear to save my eardrums.

      She is freaking out. It’s to be expected. There is a lot happening, and there is no playbook for this. One bad move, and we all get a bullet to the brain. If papa ever finds out that I am the one hiding her, I am as good as dead.

      Unless I kill him first.

      It is a thought that bounces around in my head from time to time. It doesn’t sit well with me, but I will be taking over as head of the family soon, and how that legacy is exchanged is still up for debate. He spends his time in Sicily now, but if he touches my sister or forces her into a marriage with Enzo, then I will end him. No question.

      After calming her concerns, I end the call and sit in silence while finishing my whiskey. Turning my phone around and around in my hand, I think about Maddison Miller and her gallery again. Placing my empty glass on my desk, I tap my phone, and before I realize what I am doing, I am typing in her address in West Virginia. Honing in on the small town that was written in Maddison’s file. Over a six-hour drive from New York, the town has less than a few thousand people and looks to be mainly farmers, and others of lower socioeconomic means.

      How? How the hell does a girl from small town West Virginia end up buying a gallery in the Upper East Side? It makes no sense.

      Scratching my jaw, I grab her file again and flick through the paperwork. She seems intelligent if her college grades are anything to go by. She has no police record, not even a speeding ticket or drunken college lock-up. But I stop short when I see that as a teenager, she had multiple visits to hospitals. All different doctors but the same injuries, consisting of broken ribs, bruising, and stitches. Without looking into the details, I can tell that she was hurt a lot as a child. My upbringing wasn’t great, and papa is a tough man to be around, but I was only ever beaten once. That was enough.

      After rescuing Francesca from Enzo when she was thirteen, I stayed by her bedside all night to ensure he never came back. But the next morning, papa knew what I had done and wasn’t pleased. He had his goons grab me while he beat me to teach me a lesson. To show me that it is he who makes decisions for the family, not me. It was at that moment I lost all respect for him. It was then that I knew for sure that he arranged for Enzo to take my sister's innocence by force. It was then I knew that for me to keep my sister safe, I needed to become the evil that my papa required me to be.

      That beating was enough to keep me bedridden for a few days. It also kept me away from prying eyes, so thank God for my godparents Alf and Sofia, who took care of me. But looking at Maddison’s file, it seems that she has endured many beatings, for years. She had frequent hospital visits, along with her mother, so it doesn’t take a genius to work out that it is probably her father that mistreated her.

      Something we have in common.

      Closing the file, I push it back on my desk and rub my eyes. I move my head from side to side and crack my neck, trying anything to ease the tension that is building in my body. Leaning my head against the back of my chair, I close my eyes, thinking through what I am going to do with both of the women in my life at the moment.

      Francesca doesn’t know that she is getting married tomorrow. Whilst I have never thought about my own marriage, assuming it would be one of convenience rather than love, I always wanted Francesca to have a beautiful day. I know she won’t be expecting me to be there, which is why I will ensure that I am. Someone needs to walk her down the aisle, and I will step into that role. No question.

      Traditionally, it should be papa that gives Francesca away on such an occasion. But given that he has arranged for her to be married to a man not fit for the position, I don’t want him anywhere near her. Enzo and his brother, Riccardo, are tough but sloppy guys who will do anything to get into a position of power. Papa has no idea who he is dealing with. Or perhaps he does and still doesn’t care. Either way, Francesca is not marrying Enzo.

      But papa and his men are close to finding her, I can feel it.

      I have spoken to my team at length about the different ways we can keep her safe. It is a task that has become increasingly difficult, and now that she is marrying one of the most well-known people in the country, it will be a task that is nearly impossible. The fact that they are going on a two-week honeymoon to the other side of the world straight after their nuptials is somewhat comforting, though, as papa will never find her there. Not that Marco divulged that information, but I have access to his phone conversations and a direct contact at the private airport in Boston. Flight plans have already been organized for his jet tomorrow, and whilst it wasn’t hard for me to access, I know papa won’t be looking for that information. Yet.

      Francesca will be taken care of tomorrow, and then I need to combat the other woman in my life who is giving me even more trouble.

      Maddison Miller.
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      There is a small thump at the back of my eyes from having no sleep. I got home after 1am, having had a shorter than expected outing to the club last night. Not that I minded. In the Uber on the way home, Stacey filled me in a little on what she knows of Sebastian Romano, and to be honest, had I known who he was, I perhaps would have thought twice before talking back the way I did and turning away from him.

      A mobster. A killer. A certified crazy businessman that stops at nothing to get what he wants. One of the most feared men in all the country only superseded by his own father. Stacey told me everything she had heard, including a story about Sebastian having a first strike rule. As the story goes, if he is ever double-crossed, he takes a finger or two as a warning. Then if it happens again, he kills. His hands are stained with blood from his reputation. I look down at my small hands at the thought, quite liking the fact that they each have five fingers… and I would like to keep it that way.

      Yep, so glad I didn’t know. Thanks, Stacey.

      Innocence can sometimes be a blessing, but it could have been the nail in my coffin where he is concerned. Although, what’s done is done, and I am not dead and still have all my fingers, so it is a win in my book.

      However, he is still an asshole, and he is still not getting my gallery. No matter who he is. I huff out in frustration because I can’t believe he thinks he can just pay me off without a second thought to what this building actually means to me. With all the pain I went through just to get my life in this current state, there is no way I am going to sell it. No amount of money would ever be enough. If I die saying no to him, then so be it, because this gallery means more to me than anything else in life. If I don’t have the gallery, I am dead anyway.

      The afternoon sun is streaming in the large windows, and the gallery is closed while we do last-minute prep work for tomorrow night’s art show. We have had people in and out all day—mainly our workers who are helping to hang last minute artwork and the event planning people who are preparing the kitchen for tomorrow night's canapés and champagne.

      It is going to be one of my biggest events so far and everything needs to be perfect. I have ordered the best catering that New York has to offer and focused on a few key, good quality drink options. Stacey is managing the caterers, and I am managing the artist. Between the two of us, and some of our casual staff members, we will all be networking with the largest number of guests we have ever had.

      The whole thing would be extremely overwhelming if it wasn’t for my complete and utter devotion to art. Knowing that I am showing all my guests the best and brightest talent in New York is something that really puts a fire in my belly.

      However, my energy is low today because I tossed and turned all night when I got home. I am not too ashamed to admit that I did an online search on Sebastian as I lay in bed last night. Media article after media article came up, most of them favorable about him, no doubt because people are too scared to tell him what they really think. It must get really boring for him, having people just bow to all your demands.

      Wearing jeans and a casual white top, at least I am comfortable in my lethargy. My blonde waves are in a messy topknot, and with a flick of mascara and gloss on my lips, I admit I didn’t scrub up too badly today. Although, I started to feel more alive after my third cup of coffee this morning.

      As a few people mill around me, I lie on my back on the timber floor of the gallery, looking up at a large canvas painting that I decided would look amazing on an angle, hanging from the ceiling. The extra high ceilings coupled with the white brick walls of the gallery makes it pop. This is what makes me unique in the art scene. I don’t just hang paintings on the walls, install pin lights above it, then leave it at that. No, I get creative with how I present each piece. I give my clients an understanding of how art can be displayed in their homes, and when hung differently, how impactful even the smallest piece can be.

      Looking at this piece now, I know I am once again right in my decision. It is a showstopper, and I think it will be the first piece that sells. It’s a portrait of a woman laying on her side, surrounded by white, smelling red roses. The canvas is one of the largest I have ever seen and hanging from the ceiling on the angle, showered in the spotlighting, I lie here feeling like I am looking up at heaven.

      I have always loved portraits. It was what my grandma was best at. Once she passed away and I discovered her art alias, it became apparent that she did portraits for some very famous people. Hence her ability to leave me millions to buy this gallery. She was a recluse artist, and no one knew her by her real name, but her alias was very popular in the art world. I have kept her secret; no one knows that the loveable grandmother from small town West Virginia was a world-renowned painter.
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