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CHAPTER 1
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Penelope

Chicago  -  October 26

THE TORRENTIAL RAIN blurred the cars ahead, making it hard to control the heavy bike I was riding, forcing me to hunch over while my heart pounded from the adrenaline. But that was the least of my problems. If one of those bastards caught us, we’d be lucky to make it out alive.

“Cazzo,” I swore, weaving between the cars.

We just had to reach the cross avenue to shake the bastards off.

The squad leader, Agent Peres, pulled the SUV up alongside my Harley-Davidson. I shouldn’t have taken my baby out on a mission. Hell, I shouldn’t have even been here.

The lightning struck so hard it made me flinch. I hated storms.

We were tearing down Wabash Avenue after breaking into a room at the Trump International Hotel and Tower, the second tallest building in Chicago.

A carefully orchestrated operation to get the evidence we needed, not just for my client but for all the families in the same situation.

Then something went wrong—or someone sold us out.

This was my chance to nail that bastard CEO Terry Ross, the arrogant Irishman who ran the construction market with a handful of corrupt politicians in his pocket.

The bastard had terrorized the entire suburbs, committing countless crimes of extortion, blackmail, and violence, while also facilitating drug distribution in the area. Terry used thugs from another gang to do his dirty work—a deal between factions, a trade of favors among criminals.

Terry’s bad luck was that one of his victims walked into our office, Maldivanos & Associates, looking for a lawyer who could help him. And my—very bastard—boss ordered me to handle the case, as long as I “didn’t cause any trouble.” His words.

Maybe my boss didn’t believe in the record I’d built over the last few years as a lawyer, working in the state public defender’s office—my personal stepping stone to the District Attorney’s office. That’s probably why he handed me the job with so many goddamn restrictions.

“Idiot,” I snorted, annoyed.

I swear, if my boss knew what I’d gotten myself into, he’d pull the order and find a way to kick me out of the firm that had my own last name on the sign.

Before I was forced to work for my papà—thanks to my mamma’s endless pleading—I spent three years at the public defender’s office. I won a lot of cases like this, which helped me graduate and specialize.

All because I had a goal: to prove to Paolo Maldivano that I was just as good as my brothers. I was going to own the goddamn Illinois State Prosecutor’s Office, starting by cleaning Chicago of that piece of shit Terry Ross.

And if that meant putting myself under my father’s orders, at least for a while, then I’d do it.

Reluctantly. But I’d do it right, cazzo!

“Maldivano, push it as hard as you can and get out of the way. I’ll lead them away from downtown. I’ve got a team ready for the ambush.” The metallic voice came through the earpiece, crackling annoyingly, but I refused again.

“I’m not going anywhere. If that figlio di puttana wants to catch me, he’ll have to try harder,” I answered, gunning the throttle.

“Obey, Maldivano.” The shout rang in my ears, making me roll my eyes.

That special agent from Narcotics had a temper as bad as mine, but he didn’t come close to the bull I had to face every single day—especially over the last twelve months.

“Yelling won’t help. We already have the evidence.” I reached into my jacket pocket. I had the flash drive with all of Terry Ross’s transactions and crimes.

My client was the night cleaning supervisor at the Trump hotel. He’d told us the CEO kept a suite ready for all kinds of meetings at all times.

We’d had the bastard under surveillance for months. We’d bugged the room, and on the flash drive were audio and video recordings.

Transactions. Payments. Extortion. Prostitution. And according to our informant, that night the scumbag had dragged two underage girls into the room. One of them had been carried in unconscious by one of his thugs. That’s why we moved ahead of schedule.

“He’s right. This is our cue to get out of the line of fire. You’re just a lawyer, got that?” The fierce interference came in Italian. I shifted my attention to the rider a little ahead of me and couldn’t help a half-smile.

Tonny had joined me that night, as if she’d sensed something was wrong. My only friend got on her bike and said she’d follow me.

I didn’t brush off her decision. After all, she’d been at my side for years. At first, she was a spy for my parents, but she pulled away after graduation. Then, for reasons I still didn’t know, Tonny came back a year ago. Now she was Jhonny’s driver—my second oldest brother.

I had every reason to hate her. But after all these years covering each other’s asses, our bond had gotten a lot deeper.

I loved her. She was my sorella.

“Un diavolo scaccia l’altro,” I answered, then repeated the translation in English so the special agent would understand: “One demon punishes another demon.”

“Yeah, but dead, you won’t do anything. And you’ll leave me with a guilty conscience,” Agent Peres shot back.

I held back a laugh. I didn’t want to remind him that if it had been my brother Jhonny infiltrated on his mission, he’d be grateful.

Six months of joint investigations with the Narcotics task force couldn’t end in a chase through the streets of Chicago.

That case was going straight to the desk of the Deputy Attorney General.

If everything went right, of course. And for that...

Crash!

My bike’s rearview mirror exploded right in my face. Lucky for me, my helmet visor was down and the leather jacket was thick. Still, I felt a sting on my skin, right at my neck.

“Shit!” I screamed, bringing my gloved hand to my throat and feeling warm liquid trickle down my cold skin.

A second car pulled up alongside me. I saw the driver roll down the window and aim right at me.

“Penny!”
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CHAPTER 2
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Laercio

MY FATHER ALWAYS SAID men raised under the scalding Texas sun were hardly the type to die from a snakebite.

I was that kind of man, and Amélia Campbell was my mother. Give water to a cow and she’ll give you milk, but give it to a snake and you’ll get venom.

I had scars, calluses, and a lot of patched-up bones. All of them earned over the years working cattle, rodeo competitions, bull riding, and breaking my back on the land.

I was a brute of a man—rough, crass, short on tact and long on sarcasm—but I made up for it by being the best at whatever I set my mind to.

I was fine being single, no complications. I didn’t have the time or the desire to settle down and form emotional attachments. Maybe I could chalk that up to the part of my childhood where I watched and suffered alongside my brothers after our mother abandoned us, ready to spit her poison.

For me, family boiled down to Gregory Dawson, the world-champion rodeo legend, and my siblings—Thomas, Eddie, and Hanna. At least that was how it was until my father married Catarina.

The Brazilian woman and her little boy, Noel, were running from a miserable, violent life, starved for care and attention.

As the oldest son, saddled with the responsibility of looking after my brothers and sisters, I figured the foreign girl would cut and run soon enough. But I was wrong. She became the small relief in our pain, and Noel turned into one of the younger brothers I was responsible for.

The hard life on the farm tasted a little sweeter for a few years, until I left home to study in the big city. But it was nothing I could hold onto, nothing that could permanently erase the disaster Amélia brought into our lives—whenever she deigned to “remember” she was a mother.

Narcissistic, manipulative, a fucking whore.

Elisa Campbell should never have been a mother. A selfish woman who swapped lovers like she changed clothes didn’t deserve the gift of raising children.

And, unfortunately, the miserable bitch came back into our lives last year. It was only for a moment, but she revealed a hell of a lot.

I could still hear her bragging about the good she’d done me and her plans for my life.

[image: ]

“I’M THE WIFE OF JEFFREY Campbell, one of the most important senators in Congress and a friend of Mr. Paolo Maldivano. When I heard about your graduation, I came personally to ask the Prosecutor for an opportunity for my oldest son.”

“I never asked for anything. In fact, I’ve always made it clear I want you out of my life.”

“I made sure you’d be the best lawyer in his firm—dedicated and fierce—because I know who you take after, Laércio. You’re my son. You have my blood.”

“What a privilege it is to be the son of a scheming whore,” I snarled.

“You always were. The only thing I regret is not making you Jeffrey’s son. Out of all your siblings, you’re the most cunning and savage—ambitious and ready to stand beside the most powerful men in the country.”

“Well, I am really good at what I do. I take down corrupt powerful men. You better make sure Campbell isn’t on that list, because you’re too old to keep jumping from bed to bed until you find another idiot to support you.”

“Insult me all you want. I’d do the same if I were in your shoes.” Elisa smiled like nothing could touch her. “Thanks to me, you’ll be Paolo’s right hand. Maybe you’ll even become his son-in-law. He has that little brat for a daughter, but you can make her a decent woman. It doesn’t matter. You’re in the position I put you in, so don’t ever turn your back on me.”

“Just watch me... Mother.” Her revelation was the last straw.
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“JUST WATCH ME...”

That was the last thing I said when I left her in San Antonio, after we kicked her out of the house for trying to destroy my brother’s life a second time.

That woman wasn’t part of my family. Finding out that it was through her that my mentor, Paolo Maldivano, had given me that opportunity years ago reignited my desire to throw away everything I’d built in Chicago in the blink of an eye.

My career, my prestige, my friends. The best fucks I’d ever had and the dream of seeing my name on the wall of the biggest law firm in the country, right next to Maldivano & Associates, and...

Obviously, I’d leave behind my sordid secret—an insatiable desire that, even reluctantly, still lingered in my mind.

The fact that Elisa wanted to use Penélope as a stepping stone pissed me off. But my mother had no idea how appetizing and desirable that little brat was for my predatory instincts.

Those were some of the reasons that sent me to New York, trying to decide what the fuck to do with my life. Find a place, new lawyers, open my own firm. But I dropped everything when I got a call from Agent King.

He was an old friend from college. The special government agent—and whatever else he did in secret for the FBI—knew my priorities and did the right thing by contacting me.

According to him, Narcotics had a joint operation that night, and one of the lawyers from Maldivano & Associates would be on the scene.

“Hell,” I barked, slamming the car door before the driver could get it.

“Sir...?”

“It’s fine. Find Sandro,” I ordered, stomping hard on the gravel that paved the mansion’s entrance.

I didn’t give a damn about the torrential rain that was drenching Chicago and turning West Town into a sea.

I climbed the stairs, and before I even reached the landing, the doors swung open. One of the servants rushed forward to take my overcoat and briefcase, but I refused, marching straight to the room where I knew the Maldivanos and their friends would be.

Penélope Maldivano was my headache. The daily nuisance foisted on me by Paolo, a man to whom I owed an eternal debt. For that reason alone, I subjected myself to following his orders and taking his daughter on as my associate, making sure she didn’t get hurt.

A year of pure psychological and physical torture. I wanted to strangle that insolent little bitch, turn her upside down, spank her ass until it was red and burning, and then lick it like a goddamn ice cream cone.

I wanted to see her eyes lost in pleasure, her mouth swollen from kisses and bites, her tits—which I’d imagined were beautiful, round, with pink nipples—marked by my mouth.

And her cunt...

“Fuck!” I cursed, clearing my mind of the perverted visions she gave me.

It was a wonder how I could both hate and desperately desire a woman like her—so much younger, so defiant, someone who never followed the rules. And to make it worse, she was my best friend’s little sister.

That was starting to matter less and less, because her provocations had crossed the line, and I was this close to telling everything to go to hell.

I avoided the party happening that night in the mansion, cutting through the corridor lined with double doors to reach a secret entrance behind a mirror and a sideboard.

My head was throbbing, and my mood was the worst it could be.

Forty minutes ago, I’d gotten off the private jet I’d chartered to get to Chicago as fast as possible. And all because?

Because my subordinate was making a colossal mistake, infiltrating a dangerous mission she had no training for and no authorization to join.

“Insane bitch,” I snarled, entering the room as I came out through another panel right next to the bar.

“Fuck!” Cullen jumped in fright.

Johnny, who was playing the piano, stopped mid-song and narrowed his eyes.

“I’m here,” I announced, grabbing Cullen’s whiskey glass, downing it, and tossing my briefcase onto an armchair.

“We noticed... Now, what reason do you have for not using the door like everyone else?” The doctor, grumpy and belligerent, lifted the bottle to refill the glass.

I closed my hand, covered in calluses and scars, around the crystal glass and swirled the amber liquid inside. I liked the burn of alcohol. It rivaled my own temper.

“Where’s King?” I asked, my tone flat.

“You’re not going to tell us what’s happening?” Cullen was still eyeing me suspiciously.

“Somewhere around here...” Johnny answered, and my eyes lingered for a moment on my friend, lost in his own pain and oblivious to what his sister was up to. “What’s going on?”

“Nothing I can’t handle,” I replied, turning my attention back to the amber liquid at the bottom of the glass. “Where’s Dante?”

“He’s with his son. Enrico wasn’t feeling well today.” Cullen poured himself another glass and went back to his spot.

“Mr. Dawson, may I take your coat?” I turned to James, the silent butler who took care of all of us with his kindness and loyalty, and who was now staring at me expectantly.

“I want you to take me to King. Now,” I growled in a low voice.

The short man had a prominent bald spot, was thin, and had delicate features. He must have been around seventy, or not—who knew—probably a hundred years old. What mattered was how much he knew and the connections he had.

Armed with that thought, I downed my drink in one violent gulp and literally dragged him out of the room, without giving Johnny and Cullen—who were watching me—any further explanation.

“James, I need you to get me some beaters.” Those were security guys who did all kinds of work, but discreetly. “Dr. Maldivano is on some kind of mission...”

“Sir, I have instructions from Dr. Maldivano to receive her and Miss Tony tonight...” he interrupted hastily, noting my temper.

“Receive who?” King’s voice cut us off.

From the scowl on the agent’s face, I knew he was pissed and ready for a confrontation.

And he’d start with me.

“Gentlemen...” James was interrupted again, this time by a message that left him pale.

Somehow, I already knew it was about her.
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CHAPTER 3
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Penelope

“THEY’RE SHOOTING, I can barely see the track... Penny?”

“I’m fine, watch out,” I warned Tonny, moving past her and taking the lead.

Damn it.

I needed to rack up points before stepping into my role at the District Attorney’s office, and to do that, I had to close this case flawlessly—not end up dead.

Shit.

If I got out of this in one piece, I’d still have to face the fury of my father, my brothers, and without a doubt, Dr. Dawson—the biggest criminal defense lawyer in the country, my utter bastard of a boss, the mentor who hated me and would take pleasure in skinning me alive.

Tonny signaled, and the agent warned us about more shots coming our way. On instinct, I wrenched the steering wheel left, barely avoiding a collision with the SUV.

“Dr. Maldivano, we can’t risk your identity being exposed. That’s a direct order. Your involvement ends here.” Agent Peres was firm, leaving no room for argument.

I wouldn’t push it with him. I’d done my part, and we had the advantage anyway. My condition for cooperating with his investigation was that my identity stayed under wraps—but I was seething.

“I’m not some scared little rat on the run,” I snapped, and I could hear the agent laugh. A second later, the SUV flanking us veered across the lane, skidding to literally crash into the black Cayenne trailing us. “Per Dio!”

“Fuck!” Tonny swore. We switched lanes, pulling up side by side. “You sure about sticking to the plan?”

“Yes. It’s our alibi anyway.”

We were on our way to King Mansion, and with any luck, I could blend in among the guests for the Lords’ party—an event that would serve to cover up the night’s actions, which would surely be splashed across the morning papers.

“If you ask me, this is a bad idea.”

“We’ll just slip in and mingle with the other guests...” I paused, waiting for a complaint, but Tonny knew this was the best move. “The important thing is that people see us there.”

“That’s the problem... Who we’ll run into!”

We took the detour and moved away from the city center. It didn’t take long to spot the massive Victorian building, with its white columns, tall arched windows, and that air of refinement that hid state-of-the-art facilities: meeting rooms, game halls, and sports areas for the members.

A secret place, where plans like the one tonight were drawn up and executed to ensure that justice—even blind—could always prevail.

Everything there was well camouflaged by the appeal of no-holds-barred sex, with a touch of perversion, pre-approved by the members and the women who sought pleasure in the D - s chambers and private rooms of King Mansion, all under pre-established agreements and confidentiality.

We passed through the wrought-iron gate entrance and descended the path leading to the loading and unloading area. I had my contacts ready, and the moment we crossed the gates and followed the ramp down to the garage in the back, a different kind of adrenaline surge hit my body.

“And as always, everything by the book,” I commented, watching a black SUV come up the ramp right behind us.

“And here we are to break the rules.” I laughed at the snort that came through the communicator.

The plan was to go inside, swap my heavy boots and leather jacket for a crop top and high heels, let my hair down, throw on some makeup, and—with any luck—find a good companion willing to submit tonight.

I liked sex. Even though I never felt completely satisfied, and that was my own fault for wanting something outside my usual patterns. My twisted mind always drifted back to my tormentor.

Stop it. Focus on finding a good submissive to burn off all this adrenaline.

I jumped off the bike, took off my helmet, and set it on the seat. The moment my eyes hit the harsh light, I winced. Tonny was doing the same beside me as I pulled off my gloves. The second I unzipped my jacket, the cut on my neck stung.

“Damn,” I touched the area gently, feeling the sharper bite of pain.

“You need a bandage,” Tonny came closer to inspect, standing on her tiptoes. Unlike me, at five-seven, my partner in crime barely cleared five-two. “It’s an ugly cut. Bleeding pretty good.”

“It’s fine. And don’t give me that look.” I let my hair loose and tossed it over my shoulder, waving a hand to signal I’d handle everything.

“Ladies.” We turned to find James, the butler-spy for my brothers and the Kings. “I hope everything went smoothly?” The question came with a quick once-over of how we were dressed. A discreet clearing of his throat signaled his disapproval as he handed us two towels.

“What would Batman be without his butler?” I muttered, accepting the fluffy fabric, which made Tonny laugh.

“Honestly, I’m not entirely sure,” James replied, eyeing the cut on my neck, his disapproval clear. “I see tonight’s little outing was hardly routine, miss.”

“Nothing to worry about. And thanks for the security.” I nodded toward the SUV that had followed us. “Where’s Jhonny?” I deflected.

“In the piano room, but...” That pause sent a chill down my spine.

“Spit it out, James!” Tonny felt something crackle in the air too.

“Dr. Maldivano is in the company of friends.” Which meant Jhonny had another night of heavy drinking.

“What friends?” I stepped closer, but the butler’s discretion had its limits. “Half a rumor kills the listener, you know that, James?”

“Since I have no interest in anyone or anything that might be in there, I’m going to my room,” Tonny paused, “or rather, where I’d rather be.”

James said nothing, keeping his brow furrowed as he stepped aside to let us through the side door.

We could hear the music, the laughter, and the chatter coming from the main hall. My goal was a private room on the ground floor to get ready. Tonny took a side staircase, used by the kitchen staff, that led to the eastern wing of the mansion.

“I’ll go the rest of the way alone. Thanks for your... assistance?” I waved at James, quickening my pace. The old butler seemed to want to say something, but I wasn’t about to beg for information.

I went down the long hallway and stepped into the room on the right. It was mostly dark, but I knew the space well and didn’t bother turning on the lights—until I was attacked and shoved against the door, the breath knocked out of me.

“What the f—”

I snapped back fast and raised a clenched fist to defend myself, but I froze the second a heavy breath hit my face. That unmistakable scent of musk and sandalwood flooded my nostrils.

My mistake. That hesitation was enough for my tormentor to lift my arms above my head and lock my wrists in a firm grip.

“What the fuck were you thinking, throwing yourself into an unauthorized mission that ended in a shootout?” His voice thundered in my ears.

The man, six-foot-five, pinned me flat against the wood with his huge frame. His minty breath, laced with whiskey, blew across my face. The sounds of his displeasure came out like growls, and even in the dark, I could picture the furious scowl of my boss.

My utter bastard of a boss, Laércio Dawson.

And the craziest part was that, even as I felt compelled to fight back, my body was trembling, secretly aching for a confrontation with him.

My dirty little secret. My hidden desire.

The man I hated and wanted with equal intensity.
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Laercio

JAMES COULDN’T HIDE the information he received from me. The butler, knowing Penelope’s plans, arranged for two experienced trackers to follow them that night, so I knew about the events in advance.

My pores oozed with unbridled fury, rage, and an intoxicating sense of powerlessness. I had committed myself to keeping her safe and given her only simple cases, but I failed by not paying attention to her pro bono work.

All because I was lost in my own misery and resentment over Amélia’s schemes.

“Answer me, goddammit!” My blood was boiling and my head was about to explode.

“What are you doing?” She pushed her body against mine.

I knew I should pull away, but instead it only pressed me tighter against her.

“Trying, at all costs, to keep my sanity,” I shot back, my face tilted, nearly touching hers.

“Rah,” she snorted and let out a few grumbles. “Well, I was following your orders.”

“I said to just work the case, it was only about reclaiming your client’s property,” I emphasized, closing my fingers even tighter around her clenched fists.

“But I did that. Actually, I’m returning the property to a hundred and thirteen families,” her declaration had that pompous, challenging tone that drove me crazy and hard.

“And racing a motorcycle through the streets, getting yourself in the middle of a fucking shootout—was that also an order from me?” I roared.

“Cazzo, are you mad because I went beyond, or because I didn’t ask your permission?” she countered with the same arrogance. “Now let me go, or I’ll start thinking you’re actually worried about me.”

“Don’t be foolish. I have a commitment to your father, and I don’t like being made a fool of,” I dismissed her insinuation.

“Oh, yes, of course!” She clicked her tongue in that always-mocking way. “The Maldivanos‘ little lapdog can’t stop barking when something goes wrong.”

“And you’re no better, the bitch who put herself in my hands on her father’s orders.”

“Just a detour in my plans,” she refuted between her teeth. “Dr. Dawson, on the other hand, has no choices.”

“Don’t provoke me, little filly...” I lowered my voice, cornering her body with mine, completely eliminating her mobility.

“Or what?” she shot back through gritted teeth. “Are you going to lay me across your lap and spank my ass with your big, rough hand?”

“Is that what you want?” It was nearly impossible to hide the sly smile tugging at the corner of my mouth.

It was no secret that when her brothers weren’t around, Penelope liked to taunt and fool the unwitting idiots who roamed the mansion’s halls.

She always gave them the feeling they were the dominators, that they would easily take home the grand prize, but she was just playing, taking what she wanted from them and leaving them thirsting with passion.

With me, it was different. The provocations bordered on hatred and sometimes escalated into blatant sexual innuendo; it was our game of looking, desiring, and ignoring.

“Maybe you finally want to kiss me, since you’re bent over my body and I can feel the heat of your breath on my mouth,” ignoring my question, she kept rambling about what she thought my desires were.

Her eyes shone with defiance. We were almost in the dark, in that position, only the half-open curtains letting a sliver of light from the garden outside filter through.

“Dr. Maldivano...” I inhaled like an addict chasing that scent that emanated from her body and hair—it was something that reminded me of wildflowers in spring, but also made me think of excitement, absinthe, and sex.

“I’m right, aren’t I? I can’t believe you’re worried about me. I’m nobody important, just a nuisance, a burden,” she was throwing my own words back at me like stakes.

“Don’t confuse things. My responsibility is above any stupid desire. I’m not some kid who’s going to screw himself over just for some unsatisfied lust. It doesn’t matter if these insinuations are part of your little girl’s secret wishes.” I pulled my face back a little, returning to my upright posture. “Don’t confuse my position. I’m your fucking superior!”

“Non per molto,” she hissed, and the certainty in her voice set off an alarm. “Still, it’s what you want,” she continued, “I can feel your body against mine...”

“Enough!” I barked, finally releasing her. “You’re not going to get under my skin any more than you already have. I want the evidence you got from this unnecessary adventure, and as of now, you’re off the case.”

“No way! You’re not taking this from me.” Penelope turned to open the door and flee, but I stopped her, spinning her around on her feet and away from the doorway.

She was right. I wanted to kiss, punish, fuck, and know if she was okay, but I also wanted to fight and tear down that arrogance for having pulled off something big.

“You’re not leaving here until you hand over the evidence you got,” I said. I wasn’t stupid; she definitely had something in her possession. “That’s it, or I’ll have Jhonny and Dante put you in your place.”

I hated those stupid threats, but I knew mentioning her brothers would have an effect. Despite my promise, I would never hand her over to her father.

“Maledizione.” She backed away with a whimper and brought her hand to her throat. “Ow...”

“Are you hurt?” The question came as a flash from the lights on the expensive, exquisite chandelier overhead. “Hell, you’re bleeding!”

Guilt and a fresh surge of rage gnawed at me as I pulled her blood-stained hand away and assessed the gash in the soft skin of her throat.

“It’s nothing much, just a scratch.” Penelope tried to pull away, but I stopped her, leading her to the leather-upholstered gurney in the center of the room.

“Shut up, dammit, that’s a cut that needs stitches.”

“It doesn’t need...” Stubborn, she tried to push me away, but the pain won out. “It wasn’t hurting this much before.”

“Your body’s cooling down. The adrenaline was keeping you from feeling the pain.” I lifted her by the waist, ignoring her shock.

I sat her down on the rigid mattress and, with practiced skill, tore off her jacket, her boots, and a gun she had hidden in a side holster strapped to her rib.

“The list of mistakes just keeps growing, little filly,” I growled, looking at the semi-automatic Magnum .44 in my hand. “Stay here,” I ordered.

Penelope was flushed and cold. Her skin was goosebumped on her arms and décolletage; the neckline let me see the high relief of her breasts and the black t-shirt, her nipples hardened.

And I wanted to feel them on the tip of my tongue.

Shit!

I pulled away, interrupting the lustful thoughts as I headed to the bathroom.

The room, in fact, was a space for sexual games. There was a closet full of costumes, sealed toys, and walls lined with implements for sodomy, whips, paddles, canes, and chains.

A gurney in the center, two leather armchairs to the right, and a padded sawhorse to the left, near the doors leading to the bathroom, and the bedroom had an enormous round bed.

I knew every room in this mansion and could move freely. It was a place conceived by me, Cullen, Jhonny, and the King brothers. Before it became a den for our leisure, safe sex, and quality drinks, it was also a refuge with every kind of resource that benefited us in our work.

I opened the cabinet under the counter, pulled out a first-aid kit, grabbed a clean towel and a sterilized stainless steel kidney basin, filled it with hot water, and placed everything on a sterile tray.

I returned to the room, stopping a few steps short of the gurney. Penelope had taken off her wet shirt, leaving her only in a black bra. Her back was so straight it could snap at any moment.

The woman pinned her long, very blonde hair into a bun on top of her head, leaving her pale, creamy skin exposed, showing an ugly bruise around the cut, as well as a blotch of pooled blood between the curve of her neck and shoulder.

What the hell am I doing?

I should call the Maldivanos and, after pulling the evidence she got out of her, pass the case to another, more experienced lawyer and get the hell out of this damned trap.

“I don’t need stitches, just clean the wound,” her voice was a resentful whisper, and it didn’t move me, so I moved forward, stopping in front of her.

“A doctor will decide that.” I thought about calling Cullen, but she would have to get dressed. I wouldn’t let that son of a bitch lay his eyes on... “Fuck!”

I blocked my thoughts and told everything to go to hell. My eyes were fixed on a pair of breasts, the most beautiful and desirable I had ever seen in my life. Protected by a black lace so thin I could see the pinkish nipples beneath the fabric, hard as stones.

“It didn’t bleed that much. It was the rain, but...” I shut her up, slamming the kit onto the gurney next to the basin.

I couldn’t even tear my eyes away from the white skin speckled with light brown freckles scattered across her arms and her flat stomach. She loved working out, I knew that, but she rarely showed her body, always in those sharp tailored suits, dress pants, and collared shirts with ties.

“Be quiet,” I ordered, ripping off my overcoat and tossing it over one of the armchairs.

“Orders, orders, orders...” she mocked with a sneering laugh.

My suit jacket and tie followed the same fate. I rolled up the sleeves of my dress shirt to my elbows, trying to keep the effects of her semi-nudity on me out of my mind, but it was hard to hide the bulge of my hard dick pushing against my dress pants.

I turned my attention back to her, soaked the towel in the still-hot water, wrung out the excess, and began to clean her skin, first over her breasts, shoulders, and moving up her neck.

“Arg... f-fuck... careful...” The moan made me arch an eyebrow and stare at her. “That’s not the good kind of pain, capisce!”

Narrowing my eyes, I dropped the towel in the basin, grabbed her by the thighs, spread her legs, and fitted myself between them, leaving little to the imagination as I brushed my body against hers.

“W-what are you doing?” Her loud question overflowed with lust and something more.

That excited, coy side of her was new to me, and I didn’t want to waste it.
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Laercio

IT WAS GOOD TO SEE a flicker of shock in that bold, fearless gaze—but it lasted only until she fixed her eyes on the movements of my hands.

“I’m going to take care of your wound and... give us something to get distracted by,” I muttered through my teeth, my eyes locked on hers.

The capricious little devil bit her lower lip and inhaled hard through her nose, tilting her face a little closer.

“Hmm... You want me and you can’t resist, can you, cowboy?”

“I want you as much as you want me, filly, and since you’ve talked enough... Silence.” The dry order and my abrupt movements made her go quiet.

We exchanged one last look before I went back to cleaning her wound. I was gentle, but not too gentle—she’d remember that night for a long time.

Penélope chewed her lower lip, marking the swollen, red, plump flesh. Her delicate hands were balled into fists, pressing into the leather of her pants that stretched over her thighs, spread wide open for me.

I cleaned off all the blood and pulled out a piece of plastic that was stuck inside the gash. If it were up to me, she’d need at least three stitches in that tear, but Penélope was adamant, so my option was to disinfect, apply a healing ointment, and use small butterfly bandages.

“That should do it, but if it starts bleeding again, you’ll have to go to an urgent care center.”

“Sì, dottore!”

I ignored the sarcastic tone, finishing the bandaging and tossing the empty wrappers onto the tray, all under her watchful eye.

“Hand over the evidence,” I demanded, extending my hand.

“No.” Her refusal came out in a low tone.

“I believe I made my opinion on the matter clear, and I’m not accepting any refusals. Before I got here, I took measures to ensure your name wouldn’t be tied to anything involving this case, or any incident that might end up in the papers.” Which meant I’d given King an ultimatum. “That’s not up for debate. You work for me, and you’ll obey me.”

Penélope looked at me as if seeing me for the first time.

“You can’t take this from me. I went through hell to expose Terry Ross, and I have no intention of backing down or letting him slip away.”

“Ross isn’t going anywhere, but someone more qualified...”

“Laércio, no!” I shut up, hearing her say my name. I had no idea if she’d ever said it before, but I could say, with certainty, that it hit my predatory mind like a kick. “I can push myself to prove to my father that I’m very capable, but I won’t do that with you.”

“You shouldn’t have to push yourself so hard, and that’s exactly why I’m closing this case for you,” I shot back, bringing my hands to her thighs and squeezing the sides.

In response, the lawyer clamped her legs tighter, trapping me in her heat.

“I wanted to wait until the end of my contract to break the news, but if I’m going to lose something I worked for, I’d rather do it now.” She lifted her chin higher and looked at me with cunning. “I don’t work for you anymore. I’m handing over everything I got to the District Attorney’s office.”

“Penélope...” I tried to counter, but she was faster. She pulled her phone from the back pocket of her pants and, with steady movements, opened her email, turning the screen toward me. “What the fuck is this?” I growled, staring at the official admission document to the DA’s office.

“You know very well there were special conditions for me to work with my father—I mean, at the company that carries the family name—but that doesn’t change the fact that I’m continuing my career.”

“And getting yourself killed in the process?” I barked, swatting the phone away from my face with my right hand.

“It was just a setback,” she snapped, tossing the device onto the stretcher. “Like you or my brothers have never done anything similar.”

“Not with that level of stupidity,” I retorted.

“Careful. Words tend to be like a snake ready to strike.”

“That’ll be the only ambush here, filly, unless you hand over what you got from Ross right now.” I ran my hand up her thighs until I reached her backside and smacked her ass, searching for something in her pockets.

Terry was a high-society man whose reputation would never be tarnished, because he had people who killed in his name without hesitation and would be willing to spend years in prison for the boss—or worse.

“Back to the double meanings and groping?” The shameless woman wrapped her legs around my waist, rubbing her cunt directly against the tight bulge of my cock. “Hit me harder, and you’ll hear me moaning, puppy!”

I had to be a real expert in masochism to endure that delicious torture.

“Whore!” Two could play the same game, and I was a man hardened by the Texas sun and the spine of a stubborn old bull.

I slapped the right side of her hip, and she screamed.

“We haven’t even left the double-entendre stage, and you already want the treats?” Another slap, another moan. “I’m just weighing whether it’s worth wasting my breath on words or if I should make you beg with my tongue on your cunt.”

She could barely stifle another moan of satisfaction, and since I wasn’t joking, I moved forward. I slid my hands up her waist and gripped her tightly by the hip, squeezing the tender flesh hidden beneath the leather pants.

Stop it, Dawson. You’re not a horny teenager.

My mind was in control of rational demands; my dick was in command of my body.

Fuck, she was one step away from proving herself to her father the way she wanted.

And what was bothering me?

Women shouldn’t have to prove their worth, let alone by putting their goddamn necks on the line.

“I don’t take well to stupid games.” My eyes locked onto her wound, and I felt even angrier. “What I like doesn’t appeal to you, little girl...” She hated it when I called her that.

“I believe you don’t fuck little girls, so I’ll disregard what you said, since your dick is as hard as a stake ready to pierce me.”

It was the truth, and she knew it, since her cunt was rubbing against the proof.

“What did you get?” I asked seriously, sliding my rough, thick right hand up her soft skin along her back until I reached her nape.

“A flash drive with all the transactions, clandestine meetings, and possibly murder... Hmm...” she said, gripping my shoulders and digging her claws in hard as my fingers tangled in her silky hair, feeling her scalp damp with sweat. “Like I said, I’m not handing it over. I’m taking everything I have to the DA’s office, Dr. Dawson.”

“That depends on whether I let you.” I grabbed her blonde strands tightly, pulling her head back.

Penélope hissed with the pain, bringing her hand to her throat to rest over the wound, but she didn’t curse or back away like someone else would. She tried to mask the pleasurable sigh between her marked lips.

“We can negotiate,” she teased, closing her eyes for a moment.

I smoothed my thumb over the warm skin above the waistband of her pants, discovering sensitive spots that made her moan and move her legs around me.

“No negotiations. I don’t fuck people who work for me,” I cut her off.

“Hmm... I don’t think you heard me right, Doctor.” Penélope leaned in, bringing her face within inches of mine. “I. DON’T. WORK. FOR. YOU. ANYMORE,” she hissed through her teeth, punctuating each word like a weapon.

“I don’t know if you’re naive or just a complete idiot, but I’m not a man you can play games with, let alone get attached to.” I let go of her waist, knowing I should pull away, but I didn’t want to lose control over that mass of straw-colored strands winding against my arm as I undid her bun.

“I’m not giving you the flash drive, Doctor, but you can try to take it from me. If you think I want something more...” she said, brushing her mouth against mine, “you’re right. It’ll be my farewell party.”

Shit!

I don’t know who closed the distance between us first, but it didn’t matter either, because when I tasted her tongue sliding against mine, I lost my mind.

I bit and sucked, scraped her chin with my stubble, and marked her plump lip with my teeth. It was our first kiss, and it was as animalistic as we were willing to be when we were together.

Violent, quarrelsome, full of resentment and desire. I bit again and received a sharp scratch on my nape—the damn woman had claws on her fingertips.

Fuck, that felt good!

“We stop here, and this will be forgotten,” I said, pushing her back briefly, but her glazed, lust-filled stare drove me crazy.

“No!”

“No, what?”

“No to stopping now, but a big yes to forgetting later. I hate you, and I know the feeling is mutual.”

“That’s a fact, and I still want that flash drive!”

“Kiss me.” Her tone was coaxing, but her eyes were bold and commanding.

“There’s no turning back,” I declared, holding her chin between my thumb and forefinger of my free hand, running my tongue between her soft, wet lips, tasting what I’d only ever imagined, devouring her languid moans.

“Laércio.” I ignored her whisper and kept angling her face, plundering her mouth again, my tongue sliding between her lips and molding to the inside of her.

She tasted like cinnamon and sin, mixed with the whiskey from my saliva, which had already saturated her.

Fucking hell, that made me think of her covered in my semen, tasting my cum, dripping down her chin, filling her cunt.

“No way in hell,” I muttered, letting her go. The fleeting thought, along with the image that had formed in my mind, was completely out of line—I wouldn’t fuck her or any other woman bareback. I never risked forming permanent ties. “Take off your pants and put your feet on the edge of the stretcher. Offer me your cunt like a candy for making me fly from New York to Chicago.”

I forced her legs away from me and stepped back from the stretcher, but without taking my eyes off the panting figure with soft skin, a flushed red blotch spreading from her cheeks down to her neck and perky breasts.

Penélope stared at me with a slight twitch of her well-shaped eyebrows over her sky-blue eyes. She didn’t take orders well, even knowing that being with me meant submission.

“Take them off,” I ordered a second time, stopping next to the small bar and pouring myself a generous shot of whiskey. She slowly let out her breath and, with agility, slipped out of the tight leather pants. “You fucking... where’s the goddamn underwear?”

“It chafes against the leather,” she answered with a half-smile, lifting her legs and placing her feet flat on the edge of the stretcher as I’d ordered, curling them down and spreading her thighs. “Like it?”

I’d get on my knees before that smooth cunt, with its small, rosy lips. I tasted my drink, holding it in my mouth, feeling it burn my taste buds until my eyes watered. I loved games, and I’d play a fiery one with her.

I walked back until I was in front of her.

I’d jerked off many times imagining her naked beneath me, sucking me off or riding my cock with her slender body, but nothing compared to what I saw.

“I’ll know if I like it in a second,” I taunted, bringing the glass to my mouth and taking a small sip. I leaned in and kissed her again.

“Hmm...” Her moans and the movement of her tongue taking the drink were delicious. “Hot,” she murmured.

I kept kissing her lips, then tasted her skin, moving down her chin, the uninjured side of her neck, and her shoulder, until I reached her left breast. I wouldn’t take off her bra—I just wanted to nibble on her nipple and suck hard on the tip.

And I did, leaving her even more aroused, her back arched, offering me the other breast. I savored it quickly—if I lost myself in every detail, I’d end up doing more than I intended, and I only wanted a taste of her cunt as a souvenir for New York.

“Open wider,” I ordered, kneeling between her thighs.

I was tall, and even in that position, her body was well below the line of my shoulders.

Penélope obeyed me immediately. Her fingers brushed over the wet folds, and I could see her canal dripping, but I was more captivated by the bump between her outer lips.

“Fuck, that’s a treasure,” I said, delighted to see her prominent clit, a little more swollen and hardened poking out from its hood.

“It’s excessive,” she acknowledged, but without being intimidated by her favored anatomy.

“I like it,” I confessed without realizing it, and that brought a lupine grin to the minx’s lips.

Fuck it, there was no hiding how much I wanted to taste that woman. My pants already had a spot of pre-cum on the front, and if I wasn’t careful, I’d come just from the friction of the fabric.

I held out the glass and ordered her to take it. She narrowed her eyes and accepted.

“You can’t spill a single drop.”

Her hand trembled slightly at the first swipe of my tongue across her entire cunt, from the entrance to the boiling point, that crimson bud.

“This is g-g-gonna be hard, fuck, aaahhn...” Her moan echoed in my ears the second I licked again and latched onto her clit with a light, steady suck. “Dio!”

I gripped her thighs to keep her open and gave her a tongue bath, sucking, scraping, and licking her cunt until I brought her to the edge of orgasm. Then I stopped and watched her recoil from the temptation.

Her hand trembled, and the amber liquid in the glass clinked, just like her flesh clamped in my hand.

My cock ached, and I’d have blue balls like a Smurf the next day, but I’d make her come like crazy.

“Laércio, please.” The plea came just as I traced an endless figure-eight between the entrance to her canal and her throbbing clit. “Make me come, cowboy.”

I hid my laugh, took the glass from her hand, and poured a sip into my mouth before setting it on the floor beside me. The position I was in strained my thigh muscles, and my feet ached, but it was a welcome pain that relieved the tension of not coming myself. But now, I wanted her all to myself.

I lifted her legs, wrapping them over my shoulders, and brought my mouth with a bit of whiskey to her cunt. The slightest contact with alcohol made her scream, writhing her body.

“Hot, aahhn... It burns.” Her ass lifted off the stretcher, and her thighs tightened around me, her fingers digging into my hair until her nails scraped my scalp. “Laércio!”

I swallowed the drink, letting only the heat on my tongue play with her clit, running my fingers through the arousal that dripped from her canal, and only then sliding a finger inside her.

“Tight,” I muttered, returning to my pleasure of eating and thrusting my finger into her canal, adding a second, listening to her grunts and feeling her climax building more intensely from the burning sting of the whiskey.

“I’m gonna...”

“Come,” I ordered, holding her firmly with my arm around her waist, tasting and thrusting my fingers deep into her cunt, and she, like a well-trained filly, came in my mouth.

I gave her a moment to recover, but it was just enough to turn her body over and leave her lying on the stretcher.

“I liked it,” I said in her ear, pressing a kiss over her racing pulse. “Now, the flash drive.”

I stood up, feeling my body rigid, my cock throbbing, desperate to come, but that was out of the question. I went to her jacket and, as I expected, retrieved the evidence.

I walked back until I was in front of her. Her eyes were closed, her jaw tight. I wanted to explain why it was better for her not to be involved in this, but it would be useless—just another fight.

“Walk out that door with my evidence, and you’ll make an enemy,” her voice was hoarse, her body still trembling.

“Remember how I made you come, and try to forgive me.” I kissed her throat again, unable to stop myself.

It was all I could do. Her father had given me a single mission: keep the youngest Maldivano out of trouble...

...and that included me.
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Laercio

Chicago - Two Years Later

OWEN MAYER’S VOICE was still ringing in my ears—the personal secretary to Attorney General Paolo Maldivano, who had spent the last thirty minutes summarizing my life at the old Italian’s law firm.

All because I gave him five minutes to say what he wanted before booting his ass out. Owen had racked up too many years working with Paolo, and that had built a stubbornness in him, but if he didn’t get out of my way, I’d show him exactly why they called me the bulldozer.

I’d made a name for myself in Texas—both for my temper and my rodeo riding—and that reputation followed me to Chicago, because I was the same man in the courtroom.

I loved crushing and destroying my opponents.

“I don’t want to hear another word, Owen. My answer is no,” I barked, shoving the sealed folder off the coffee table.

Two years ago, the decision to leave Chicago behind—along with everything I owned—had spiraled out of control because of one stupid slip.

Taking on Penélope’s case had dragged me into a goddamn mess with Terry Ross, costing me months of litigation and motions, only to hand it all over to the prosecution in the end.

That was something I’d never regret. Ross had made sure to kill a lot of lawmen who crossed his path—some of them were colleagues who’d worked with me in the past.

I was counting on the evidence Dr. Maldivano had gathered, combined with everything else that surfaced during the open cases and with King, to keep that bastard locked up until he died.

I couldn’t even think about the risk she’d taken. I still blamed myself for being so wrapped up in my own problems that I hadn’t paid attention to what she was getting into.

At least I’d saved the goddamn little filly and kept her mistake between us—that blowjob that had earned me plenty of hand-jobs and cold showers.

And in the middle of all that mess, old man Maldivano decided to toy with his children and threw me into the fight for control of the firm.

The price to pay for the prize?

Marriage. A wife. Kids. A house with a white picket fence.

No fucking way I was falling for that, but I let it play out while Jhonny and Penélope clawed at each other for power. Dante tried to stay out of the family brawls, and I was preparing my exit—I just hadn’t counted on the twists with Jhonny Maldivano, Charlotte Bunny, and a medical malpractice case.

Right now, my friend was the proud father of quadruplets, married for almost a year, with no intention of ever returning to his position at Maldivanos & Associates—something Owen made a point of stressing.

Dante seemed more focused on his work and raising his kid without screwing up.

Penélope was completely tied up with the District Attorney’s office, except when we ran into each other and the sadistic bitch showed she wanted a fight for power.

Because, yeah, I was finally the firm’s Legal Director. I had the family’s trust—except for the youngest one—the clients’ trust, and I was indispensable to Paolo.

“Counselor Dawson?” I silenced the man sitting in my living room, in my goddamn nearly million-dollar apartment, with just a raise of my right hand.

“Hell!” I snapped, getting up to walk to the bar on the other side of the room.

My hand clenched tight around the glass filled with my whiskey. I downed the shot, letting the scorching heat burn all the way down.

There was no keeping her out of my head. Paolo’s summons made me think the old man had finally figured out what my problem with his little girl was—since I’d failed at the one thing he’d asked me to do: keep the heir in the firm.

He’d never once asked me how his daughter had passed the bar exam and taken a public position right under our noses.

I snorted.

What couldn’t she do if she set her mind to it?

One sip wasn’t enough, and I didn’t give a damn about being watched as I knocked back another.

I filled the glass a third time and took a deep breath before sitting back down in the armchair across from him. Not offering a drink to an unwanted visitor was my way of showing how pissed off this whole situation made me.

“Counselor...”

In silence, I stared at the Mac with its unlocked screen on the table. The email with the summons I was refusing was right there.

“I know it seems aggressive of me to show up unannounced, even inconvenient,” he paused, glancing to the other side of the room, “and for that I apologize, but the matter is important, and if you’ll allow me, you have to admit that hearing through third parties that you intend to open your own firm in another state—for the second time—was what led the Attorney General to take drastic action. Ah...”

“I’m not a kid,” I cut him off sharply, “and I’m not obliged to explain my plans to anyone. But if there’s an employment contract and a strict relationship, obviously any decision I make will be passed on to my employer.”

“I understand, however...”

“I’m a lawyer, Owen. Do I need to spell it out?” I interrupted, my right hand locking into a fist.

“No, sir. You’re a respected partner, highly valued at the firm,” he affirmed.

I narrowed my eyes reading the email header, and automatically, my family flashed into my timeline like a bolt of lightning, reminding me of everything I’d always been willing to do for them and the favors I’d called in.

Including when Thomas Dawson—the sheriff of Bandera—and his wife, Melissa—the deputy—had run into trouble with a Cartel that bribed a corrupt judge and his son, another piece-of-shit politician. It was Paolo who stepped in.

In other words, plenty of favors and a massive debt to the greasy Italian.

“Fuck!” I grabbed the crystal glass and downed the last shot of whiskey.

I swore this would be my last trip between New York and Chicago before I finally settled in Manhattan and started my own practice. But reading the short, direct email on the Mac screen and looking at the sealed folder in front of me, my plans were getting postponed again.

“I’m sorry, Counselor Dawson, for bringing you this trouble. But the Attorney General needs your answer urgently.”

“Urgently?” I repeated the word through gritted teeth, frustration tightening my throat.

The man was well-versed in politics and law, but faced with my furious expression, he dropped his eyes and wrung his hands.

“It was a very carefully considered decision, I can attest. Even though I don’t know the reasons that led Paolo Maldivano to choose you as his personal attorney, I believe—considering everything he’s done for you—” the intentional pause cracked like a whip, “—it should be an honor.”

I had been chosen to be Paolo’s “personal or secret” attorney.

“That’s your opinion, Owen? Keep it to yourself. As for my answer, I’ll give it to Mr. Maldivano in person.” I set the glass down on the table with a thud.

“Once again, I’m sorry to interrupt your trip... Home?” His gaze shifted to the stack of suitcases in the corner of the room, then back to me. “If you’ll permit me, I can guarantee the Maldivano family jet will take you to Texas.”

“I don’t need any more favors, Owen.” That conversation had already gone too far the moment it started, so it was time to throw him out, or I’d end up taking my frustration out on him.

The sound of the electronic lock clicking shut after the door closed let me roar a curse.

There was a lot more at stake than just my hatred for Elisa’s meddling or Owen’s sneering reminder of the favors Paolo had done for me. But that was something I couldn’t deal with right now.

So I chose to unlock the screen and shove my feelings aside. I was a cold man who didn’t let opportunities slip, and if the patriarch of the Maldivano family was playing this hard, it had to be something important.

To: @laerciodawson.adv.com

Caro amico,

Circumstances beyond my control need to be handled, and right now, I require your services and your discretion as my attorney.

I know you are good at keeping secrets and protecting the interests entrusted to you—I witnessed that when you protected my daughter some time ago.

Likewise, you stood by Jhonny for years, as you do with Dante.

I did not hesitate for a second in making my choice. I have always demanded the best from my associates, and that is why I chose you.

You must have realized by now that nothing escapes me, Counselor Dawson, and I will not accept a refusal. We share a bond that goes beyond a mere contract.

I know of your dark desires as well as the hunger for power that surrounds you, and I can grant you a part of that if you remain loyal to me.

I await your presence at my home soon.

Paolo Maldivano.

I closed the Mac and pulled my phone out of my pocket. I could reach out to Jhonny or Dante, but it would be pointless. The best thing to do was cancel my meeting with the real estate agent and open the goddamn envelope waiting for me on the table.
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Penelope

November 26

“HAPPY BIRTHDAY, MISS.” I stared at the hand extended in front of me.

“Thanks, Lion, but I don’t celebrate it,” I shot back, gesturing for him to let me pass.

“Now’s not a good time.” Lion blocked me for the second time, keeping me from reaching the office.

“I need to talk to my parents—something’s going on in this house and it’s driving me crazy. Please, Lion,” I begged, even though I knew my tone wouldn’t convince him. But I had to try.

The security guard hadn’t worked for my parents since Dante, my older half-brother, moved to the United States, but my father had called him in specially that night.

“Ma’am, it’s not a good time,” he repeated.

“Wait—are you here because of the mess the Spanish woman and Dante made at the King mansion a few days ago?” I crossed my arms under my breasts, staring him down. “Lion, I didn’t peg you for a gossip.”

Actually, Lion might have been exactly that. All the employees were loyal to Paolo. Because at some point in his life, my father had done favors or saved someone, and once he realized his crazy demands and orders could be followed literally, anything was possible.

“Miss, don’t insult me.” The security guard mirrored my posture, but since he was so much older, it made me feel like I was five years old again.

Weeks earlier, Dante had been in a very suspicious car accident that nearly killed him—we’d been frantic. Since then, my father had gotten even stricter about our security.

In years, this was the first time my parents had even mentioned canceling the traditional Maldivano Christmas party. Mamma loved hosting her friends, and Papà always used it to network, solidify alliances, and, in a way, force all the kids to show up—even though he’d announced his retirement.

I couldn’t see them skipping that family moment, especially now that Johnny’s quadruplets were so grown.

“I’m sorry, but I really need to see my parents, and I don’t have time.” I hadn’t planned anything special for my birthday—honestly, I hated celebrating it—but I’d wanted to go out with my friends Tonny and Nike, whom I’d met through my sister-in-law Charlotte.

“I’m sorry, but Mr. Paolo and Mrs. Francesca are in a meeting and asked not to be disturbed.”

The man’s seriousness got under my skin, but I bit my tongue when we heard sounds of something breaking and my mother’s muffled screams.

“Per Dio, Paolo!”

“No, no. Bastard!”

The raised voices came from down the hall, and that was enough for me to assert my authority over the guard. He’d watched me grow up—until I was twelve, when I got shipped off to a goddamn boarding school in Italy—and he knew exactly how far my patience went.

“Cazzo! Lion, get out of my way. Now.” The bodyguard took a deep breath.

My heart was pounding like never before. My parents had their marital fights, but we’d never seen them lose respect for each other, attack each other, or anything like that.

The thrashings Papà threatened us with were always just reminders that the old man had a hot temper, but Paolo Maldivano had never actually laid a hand on his kids or his wife.

“Dio!” I heard my mother scream again.

I shoved Lion aside and ran, but the bodyguard grabbed me before I could get into the antechamber.

“I’ll check what’s going on, but you stay out here. Your mother’s specific orders!” The man’s expression was hard as he pulled out his phone to make a call.

Immediately, an alarm went off in my head. Lion could shine the goddamn Bat-Signal in the sky and it wouldn’t solve a thing. Dante was probably buried in work and taking care of Enrico, and Johnny was with his wife and kids.

“What the hell is going on in there?” I demanded, a sudden wave of nausea hitting me.

“Honestly, I don’t know, but—” He stopped mid-sentence as the call connected, but I blocked him from speaking to whoever was on the other end when I heard my father’s broken voice.

“I can’t stop it from happening, but I can take steps not to fail again—not to sicken and mistreat another one of my children...”

“Maledizione!” I shoved Lion a second time and burst into the office antechamber.

“Please, don’t disturb them,” he whispered, staring at a point ahead before releasing my arm.

I thought about snapping back, but with his sudden exit and the mumbled words I couldn’t quite catch, I ended up frozen in the darkened room, just a few steps from the half-open door.

The phone in my back jeans pocket vibrated, but I couldn’t answer—because the subject that had driven my parents into that argument instantly came into focus.

And I was the problem?

I took a step forward and reached out to push the door, but stopped at the last second.

“We’re not continuing this argument, amore mio. We won’t reach any conclusion, and you’ll just get more out of control,” my father declared.

“No! This argument ends when you accept that our daughter isn’t going anywhere right now. I refuse to force Penelope to leave Chicago just to lock herself away in Italy.”

“I have a work commitment, Francesca. Responsibilities that can’t be set aside right now,” my father said.

“Today is a special day for our daughter. Besides, we need time to digest this new reality,” my mother shot back.

“Time is the one thing I don’t have. We had an agreement,” my father barked. “She was supposed to study, graduate, and get married.”

“In Italy? Far from family?”

“A child can grow up far from the famiglia, cara mia.”

“So that’s the problem? You’re punishing me because Dante grew up far from us? Because I’ll get down on my knees at your son’s feet and beg forgiveness every single day if you want.” My mother’s voice rose to a shout, and her words hit me so hard that tears filled my eyes, blurring everything around me.

For years, I’d heard the stories surrounding my father’s relationship with Dante, and I knew it wouldn’t be anytime soon that they’d settle their differences. But this was crossing the line.

This day in particular only reminded me of parties full of strangers—important contacts for my father and high-society women my mother had to charm to be accepted.

I spent my adolescence locked in my boarding school dorm, celebrating with my roommate and a cupcake.

As an adult, I’d simply abolished the celebration and did whatever I wanted, but I’d decided to spend some time at home that night because things had been weird—my father had been... different.

Maledizione. Now I bitterly regretted it.

“She won’t be locked away, woman. It’s a marriage.”

Marriage?

I lifted my head toward the sliver of light, realizing I’d missed an important part of the conversation.

No way. Papà is not going to find me a husband...

“Worse—much worse, Paolo,” my mother cried, and I could picture the elegant woman with her blonde hair falling out of its updo.

I’d seen her nervous many times, usually because my father missed some family obligation, which happened a lot in recent years.

“It’s not a punishment. You know my conditions well enough. I don’t want to fail any of my children again. Penelope must return to Italy immediately. Or perhaps...”

“She’s not getting married now! I did that. I left boarding school to marry you, came to this country, abandoned everything, and dedicated myself to being the perfect wife. I don’t want my daughter to go through the same thing.”

“I did what I could. I gave you everything my heart could hold—attention, the son you asked for, even while my firstborn was raised far from me.”

“By your choice,” she screamed.

“Exactly. And I’m paying for it—don’t you see?” my father bellowed as the sound of breaking glass reached my ears.

“Paolo, per Dio, amore mio—you’ll hurt yourself.”

That was the final straw. I surged forward, and in my rush, I bumped into a side table with a trinket, making a loud noise, but I was quick—I caught it before it fell.

“What was that?” I heard my father say, and I braced myself to face them, but the succession of events that followed was more devastating than getting caught red-handed.

“Dio, I forgot I asked Dr. Dawson to wait in the antechamber before announcing him and... where is my head?” Francesca sounded flustered, and then I heard the click of her heels on the wooden parquet.

I barely had time to process the information before I was grabbed by the waist and my mouth was covered by a large, rough hand.

My reflex was to scream, but the force with which the man pressed me into his arms stole my breath.
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