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AUTHOR'S NOTE: A dark mafia interracial romance with marriage of convenience, cussing, gun violence, murder, money laundering, and physical violence, as well as conversations and scenes involving drugs, prostitution, theft, bribery, and assault.
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TWO YEARS BEFORE

"Hey, Chase. Where have you been all my life?" I winked at him, sliding my black clutch on the marble top bar. I'd walked into Sanford Grill in South Miami with a grin. I was a billionaire at 27, so why wouldn't I be able to grin? I'd brokered yet another commercial real estate deal in the Keys, and the coins kept rolling in.

I admired the palm trees and fairy lights as the low buzz of chatter filled the balmy Miami air. The indoor-outdoor restaurant was packed with familiar faces, B-list celebs, entrepreneurs, artists, competitors, and some not-so-familiar faces. 

Chase, my favorite sexy bartender, winked at me with his baby blues. I'd harbored temptations of doing him after his shift. He was one of those hot Miami playboy look-alikes, but I'd kept my legs and pocketbook closed. 

I walked like I had money, and it wasn't like I hid it. I was, in a way, an open target. The only thing that kept me out of harm's way, I figured, was me being the daughter of a Giapollis. 

My adopted father, Henry, entrusted me; if I slept with the wrong one, it could have fatal consequences. I had to be selective with whom I slept with. 

It's just a temporary infatuation, Kenzi. You know how these Miami boys get down, and you're too expensive to stoop so low. 

"I've been waiting for you, Mami. You lookin' damn fine in that red dress. When are you gonna let me take you on a date anyway?" Chase flirted as I watched him flick his tea towel over his shoulder. The energy had shifted as soon as I had stepped over to the outdoor bar. All the men gaped, their mouths wide, eyes boggling. 

That's right... Take a good, long, hard look at this rich cocoa skin, long legs, banging dress, and flawless makeup because this is as close as you'll get to the Kenzi goods. 

On the other hand, the women gripped onto their men for dear life—as if their BBLs and overinflated lips could keep them. Pft. If I wanted to exercise my man-snatching capabilities, I could, any day of the week. But, I decided to let these bitches live their best Miami lives. 

"Soon, soon. I just might, especially if you keep making those Miami Hoodwinks. Those bad boys are my favorite." I winked, holding his pointless infatuation in my hands. 

"Just for you, Queen. I put some extra love in it, that's all," Chase replied, slick-talking. I ran a hand through my black mid-length hair, which was all mine, no extra weave or extensions necessary, not that I was adverse if the moment called for it.

A cool hand on my upper back had me turning around, interrupting my flirtatious moment. Jace Wyatt, one of my most trusted investment bankers at K Holdings, stood beside me. 

I smiled at him. "I got us a table outside. It's kind of sultry tonight." 

Jace was about six feet tall to my 5'7 "frame, with a wiry, athletic body. He rocked the clean-cut, All-American, white boy look, complete with blonde hair and blue eyes. 

"Yep, you're right. I found parking. It’s busy today. Oh, I forgot to ask... Did you get the file for Allenwick? He wanted to talk to you about a franchise retail chain in Orlando." 

"Always working, even off the clock. Easy, I got you. It's done. Files are on my desk." 

Jace's jaw eased. "Okay, okay. I know. I worry, that's all. I don't want to fall out of the boss’s good graces." He grinned. 

"So far, so good. I'm feeling like that grilled swordfish tonight." 

Jace smiled. "Now that sounds real good." 

We ordered our drinks, and found a table facing the South Miami streets. People were out, and the usual happy Miami vibes were in the air. Once we got settled, I raised my drink in the air. 

"Celebrating another commercial property deal, our second one for the month. We're on a lucky streak to the tune of fifty million dollars after taxes." 

Jace beamed, raising his glass right along with me. "K Holdings is killing it. I concur." 

Our glasses clinked as I savored my fruity cocktail, chatting lightly to Jace about future deals and weekend plans. 

Mid-cut of my swordfish, a pair of taut pistons for legs attached to a broody hot minder entered the picture—the underboss of the Giapollis family. 

"Evening, Kenzi." Jace's jaw slackened while Dante's piercing blues burned a hole in mine. "Good evening, Kenzi," he growled again. I barely looked up. I was too busy enjoying the buttery flavors of my fish floating in a glorious garlic sauce to notice him. 

"Hi, Dante. Are you joining us?" I asked mildly, swinging him a sweet-ass grin. Man, he was hot when he was ultra-broody, and it was no different on this warm Miami night.

Parts of my pussy clenched together, Dante’s olive-skinned face matching the backdrop of Miami. I didn't have time to eye fuck him too long, though. Jace had a lot to do with that. 

"Who the hell is this?" Jace thumbed back at Dante. Uh-oh, wrong move. Dante had a hot-ass temper on him. 

"Who am I? I'm Dante, and I've come to collect Kenzi," he stated to Jace matter-of-factly. 

That was when Jace stood up. "What, do you own her or something? You didn't answer the question. Who the hell are you?" 

I watched the testosterone show go down as Dante flexed his tattooed knuckles, snatching Jace up by the scruff of his collar and staring him down. "Leave. Now. Before I rearrange your entire face." 

Jace wrestled Dante's hand off him, shoving him away. 

"Get the fuck off me. Are you serious? Kenzi, what's up with your guy?" Agitated and about to square up, I shrugged my shoulders.

"Friend of the family. Don't stress. We can talk on Monday. I'm sorry for him. Must be the steroids from the gym," I said softly as patrons in the background stared at the hostile scene. 

"Fuck off, Kenzi," Dante countered, and I bit my tongue because if there was any man I wanted to fuck, it would be him. 

"If you say so. Are you sure, though?" Jace wanted reassurance. 

"Yep," I chirped. "I hate to cut it short." Dante stood as a barrier between us, the sexy smolder in his eyes amusing me. It read like that to me, but I was certain it was more of a mafia glare. Dante flexed his knuckles in and out once more, and Jace took the hint. 

"All right, if you're good, Kenzi, I'll see you on Monday." I gave him a quick, nonchalant wave, but Dante stood rock solid, waiting for him to leave the scene. I sliced through my fish, stabbing at my potato. There was no way I was about to leave any scraps on my plate just because Dante Mattia's broody presence required me. 

"See you Monday." I kept eating with Dante standing in front of my chair. "Are you gonna sit down and have a drink with me, or are you going to stand there looking handsome?" 

"Kenzi, I've come to collect you. We've got a meeting." 

"Yeah? I thought it was in another three hours. I want to finish my food. Sit with me, please." I put a little whine in my voice, but it wasn't over the top kitty-kat style. 

"Kenzi," he gritted through his teeth, his impatience showing through. "The meeting has been brought forward; it’s in an hour. If you read your emails, you would know that already, but since you neglected that part...you're ill-prepared as always."

I watched Dante's fingers grip the back of the chair, my body responding to his authority. I wanted him to take that passion and cloaked rage out on me. I swear I did. Dante's eyes matched mine as I locked with his. "I'm warning you." 

"Okay, give me two minutes, but you have to compromise and take me back to the office to get my laptop. It's got the numbers on it that I want to divulge to the group," I replied. 

Regardless of it being a conversation between us, I wasn't stupid enough to believe wires couldn't be tapped or over-eager ears weren’t listening in. If I could get away with not saying the word cartel, that was a good thing. 

"You're a real pain in the ass, but yes, I'll take you." I took one last bite of my juicy potato, smiling at my mini-victory. 

"Yes, but my ass is in fine shape, and I've seen you watching me walk away soooo..." I grinned, seeking to make him as uncomfortable as possible. 

"Kenzi." His darkened gaze rumbled through my body, blood rushing through every single cell. 

"Okay, I'm done." I wiped my mouth, paid for my food, and bounced with a sexy Dante in tow. 

We arrived at my office ten minutes later. To me, it was a sexual silence. Dante radiated power with his rigid jaw, dark curls, and intense bedroom eyes, his masculinity morphing me into a kitten. A flirtatious one, but a kitten nonetheless. In business, I was a lioness, but not with him so much.

Dante parked after driving us back in his car, my car still sitting in the underground parking lot where my offices were. Sanford Grill was only a hop, skip, and jump from work. Jace had been so gracious to drive us there. 

Getting out, I slowed my walk to admire Dante from behind. His powerful strides led us to the elevator that was waiting on the floor. We got in, and I had to stifle a moan. Scorching heat was burning up my panties as I swallowed down my erotic desires for Dante, and being in such close proximity in the elevator only propelled it to new heights. 

His posture was stiff, his face staring straight ahead as I leaned my top half in front of him, pressing level 44. 

Goddamn, you are fine. I've known you for so long, why can't we? That was the question I begged of him with my hazel eyes, but he didn't buckle. He held his ground, but I saw the fire in his eyes and knew he was expressing extreme self-control. 

Only a few people were in the building but they weren't from our firm. They were from other companies that leased on different levels. Lucky for us, it was only Dante and I in the elevator. 

"Since you interrupted my dinner," I offered with a sly slide of my cherry red nails down his sleeve. "You owe me." 

Ping. The elevator door parted, and we stepped into my office, which was diagonally opposite it. My senses heightened, and my body hummed with liquid fire. Dante smirked. 

"What the fuck do I owe you, Kenzi?" he whipped, his dark pupils baiting mine.

"That." 

"Huh? That what?" 

"A fuck. That's what you owe me. Come on. I need that. That aggression you have towards me. We have time. Let's get this out of our systems. It takes thirty minutes across town, and you know meetings never start on time," I justified in a charming tone, already in motion, my fingers working on his collared shirt. 

Dante grabbed the bottom of my elbows, surrounding us with passionate heat. 

"Kenzi." His eyes clung to mine, and I knew I had him. It had been years of this. Finally, I got to touch. He released his grip but didn't stop me from touching his body. The open neck of his shirt revealed a hot mafia man underneath, and my eyes were on my prize. Licking my lips, I went for broke. He wouldn't reject me. He couldn’t. I was Kenzi Giapollis, the hottest black billionaire in Miami, and sought after by just about every man I encountered, but I only wanted the one in front of me. 

I drew an imaginary line over the ridge of hard, seasoned chest muscles he possessed. I let my fingers glide, fascinated by the man I'd known since I was 11. 

A guttural groan let it be known I'd won as Dante's eyelids closed over. 

"Kenzi, you drive me fucking nuts," he confessed, growling like a bear. 

Playfully, I giggled, undressing him as he backed me down towards my black walnut desk. "Then do something about it," I challenged, my whole body throbbing in anticipation. 

His full lips were the perfect size to fit with mine. This was our moment, and my belly fluttered with hot excitement for this man's devouring touch. Dragging in ragged breaths, my nails gripping the edge of the desk, I inflicted my sexisome gaze on Dante, raw electricity sizzling between us.

I almost let out a moan, too. I'd been waiting so long. I had billions of dollars, and I was smart as hell. I'd practically flaunted all of it in front of him for years, but he never took the bait. I slipped a hand around his neck, feeling his muscles ripple under my palm. 

"Then, I guess we're gonna fuck—and hard." Dante forcefully grabbed my mouth, sucking a kiss out of it, and he didn't disappoint. As soon as his textured mouth hit mine, my body soared.

His teeth grazed my bottom lip, breaking it open, his tongue roughhousing with mine. 

I slid my free hand around his tight abdominals, his body speaking volumes for me, a crease of craving lining his face as he groaned. "You're a cock tease, you know that?" he whispered, the tickle of his dark hair fluttering on my face. 

"Yeah, I know, except I'm not teasing you. I’ve been wanting it." I split my legs open, the pace quickening, clothes stripped to the floor in record fashion. Dante's muscles tightened as I set my hands back, his bare ass and full, hard cock in front of me, ready to conquer. He pulled a condom out of his pocket, making my eyebrows raise. 

"Don't ask, and I won't explain. Spread a little bit for me, baby, since you want it. I'm gonna give the billionairess what she wants, but I'm the one in charge," he commanded, hot gravel in his voice, turning my internal heat up ten notches. 

"Fuck yeah. Show me," I prompted, practically purring.

I felt my pussy dripping from how greedy he was for me. Staring into the depth of his warm brown eyes while the tip of his cock stretched me open made me feel like I'd won. 

His thick hands groped at the base of my flexible hips as he thrust himself into me. I held on for dear life as papers slid out from under my fingers, but I didn't give a damn. I'd forgotten all about the laptop. 

All I wanted was Dante's penetration, his power. His body slammed into mine as he cleared papers, pens, and stationery with one fell swoop, his power captivating. I laid on my back, my thick black hair sprawled around me, my legs bound to his back, my ankle-strapped pumps still on, and my red figure-hugging dress hitched to my waist.

If anybody walked in, they would experience a full show, but I was too lost in the moment to care.

One thrust, two thrusts, my body freed itself a little more every time. I lost my head, and so did Dante, our pent-up sexual frustration stationing us on my desk. 

The desk rocked under us with every pump. God, he was so strong, so fucking capable. I held my bouncing breasts as Dante's face contorted, my pussy caving in on itself in a hot orgasm. 

"Dante! Yes!" I screamed, so turned on. "This is what I was waiting for. Damn, you know how to work," I moaned.

I could tell Dante's ego was sated by the look in his eye. "My turn, princess," he grunted. "Hard to hold back with you. You're so fucking sexy," he admitted, vulnerable, as our flesh slapped together, his hand splayed over my tight five-day-a-week abdominals. 

He thickened inside me as I listened to his heavy breathing, his broad chest muscles on full display. I pushed against him, quickening the pace as he broke open, his jaw slackening, his cock exploding inside my slick glove. 

Finally. I had my minder in the palm of my hand. Now I could fuck him whenever I wanted because that was how I played the game.
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​Chapter 1: Dante


[image: ]




Two years later

I was waiting in the VIP section at Calypso to speak with the Miami club owner about his late rental payment. He owed ten percent and some change from the last two months. Henry charged nightclub tax, as K Holdings owned the building, and the stipulation was in place for drugs to be sold, with a surcharge gained from the net profits. 

Overall, Calypso was a very lucrative nightclub, bringing in stable income for the cartel, and Luigi typically paid on time. The inherent problem was that my mind wandered while I waited for him on the leather couch in the VIP section. I hated and loved that it floated back to Kenzi all the time. That night two years ago, I had her in the palm of my hand, moaning my name. 

My cock tingled when her name circled my head, igniting a fire inside my loins as Luigi came out, checkbook in hand. I was on a series of rounds for Henry, collecting all the overdue payments, so it was a good day that I didn't have to shoot anybody between the eyes. 

I creaked my neck as Luigi parked himself on the couch beside me. Calypso was a split-level club, and from Thursday night through to Sunday, the club pumped with hard trance and drum and bass music—the perfect crowd for drug users seeking an artificial high. 

Luigi scribbled on the check, handing it over to me. "Here we go. That should cover the last two months. Thanks for the pass. I had some renovations to cover, but the good news is the revenue we're making back is coming in thick and fast. We've got two of the world's hottest DJs coming in here. It's booked all the way out. Speaking of which," Luigi leaned forward discreetly, handing me a scrap piece of paper. "I need to double our order of meth, ecstasy and coke. It's going to be a mammoth event. Also, throw in two more security guards and let me know the charges." 

"Done and done. Glad to hear business is doing well," I said professionally. Unlike some of my other colleagues, I never got chummy with the nightclub guys. I got in and got out. I had too much riding on keeping things above board for Henry in the first place; let alone the overriding guilt complex that kept me restless. But that was a tainted memory that would stay locked in the vault somewhere deep inside of me.

"Sure is. Can you get the order to me?" 

"Already done. Proud of how you've taken the building to new heights. You've come through. You get to live another year," I grinned sadistically, but I wasn't kidding. 

Luigi mocked, swiping at his forehead. "Lucky me! Hah. Ah...I have to get back to it. I've got new staff to prep. Take care, and see you at the end of next month." 

"Like clockwork." I removed myself from the couch, keeping it casual for my runs: jeans and a white tee. Suits were for formal meetings only. This wasn't the 1960s. Even the cocaine godmother and her boys were down to earth.

I rolled out satisfied with the $100,000 check I'd collected, ready to hit Salby's in Wynwood for my next collection. As I weaved in and out of the freeway traffic from South Beach, I reminisced on the first time I met Kenzi when we were younger and Henry's instructions. 

"I got us a new recruit, and I want you to show her the ropes. She's got some sticky fingers, but she needs some polish, then I'm going to ship her off to boarding school." Henry had summoned me into his office with the thankless request, and I wanted no part of the mission. 

"Why I gotta do it?" I'd pouted in his South Beach office. 

"Because I said so, and if you do a good job and show me you can lead well, it will fast-track your promotion. Think carefully." 

I hated what Henry told me, but he was right. At the time, I was still part of the soldier crew but good at organizing the boys to their street corners, so I got lumped with the role. 

"Kenzi! Come in here, sweetheart. I want you to meet somebody." When a small, whippet, thin, brown-skinned girl with pigtails looked at me, I wanted to run. She was wearing a necklace with a cross attached to it, and for some reason, I couldn't take my eyes off it. 

"Hey, I'm Dante. Street soldier. I gotta look after you or some shit. Teach you some things," I'd said in front of Henry. 

"Play nice, Dante, and protect her. Why don't you take her on route with you to the Jacksonville clubs first and then work your way up to South Miami?" I didn't want to be her caretaker. 

Kenzi offered me her light bulb-watt smile, her big hazel eyes taking up most of her face. Even then, she had something about her that blew my mind, but behind her lopsided smile, I saw the scared, vulnerable little girl she really was. 

"Jacksonville? Those dirty swamp clubs? Nah, I can't take her there." 

She'd tilted her head up with her cute, crooked smile. "I'm good in a crowd. I've got quick hands. Put me in the game." Kenzi giggled, and she'd irritated me right then and there. 

"No, no, no, don't think like that. This is a great opportunity for Kenzi. Start her there." He winked at her fondly, and I knew she was Henry's favorite right then. 

"Ah, Kenzi? What do you say?" Henry consulted, something he never did with any of us. 

"Yep. I can do it. I like money and can get that money from them rich party boys in the clubs if you can get me in. I lifted his pocket before we got in here." I'll never forget the day. She'd held up the wallet to my face, poking her tongue out. 

"Hey, what the fuck are you doing?" I'd snatched it back. 

"Hey." She shrugged. "You're an open target. You were distracted, and your wallet was in your back pocket. That's just stupid." 

Henry laughed too hard, and he had tears rolling down his cheeks. "See, she's already worth her weight in gold. Take her to the gritty clubs first and work her in. Trust me." 

Begrudgingly, I'd agreed with Henry that day, and he'd been right. The next night at a Jacksonville club aptly named the Swamp, she'd fleeced three men out of six hundred dollars like she was taking a sip of water. I watched as she unfolded the dirty money, licking her fingers and peeling off the greenbacks. "Here you go. There's your cut." 

"How'd you do that?" 

"Easy, they weren't looking. They were too busy trying to get pussy. That's what men do." 

I'd regarded her with skepticism. "What do you know about men getting pussy? You're too young for that."

At the time, I was 22 and pussy was all I liked to chase. I was a good-looking kid with dark curls, sexy eyes—or so I'd been told—and part of the mob. That in itself was a pussy magnet, and I didn't have to work too hard to keep a woman in my bed most days of the week. 

"I know plenty. I've seen a lot. Things people shouldn't see out here." She'd cut her eyes at me, and I didn't know how to take her half the time. She was a mixture of street smarts, wit, and high intelligence, or maybe she was just sneaky and mirrored a lot of the adults she'd kept company with. 

"Huh. Well, welcome to the mob. You're gonna see a lot more. Little girls like you should be in boarding school. It's good you're going. Keep out of my way, and we'll get along fine. Not bad for the first week," I'd grunted. 

"Not bad? Where are you getting money from? You got these other pea heads in here, and they can barely scrape up $200. Stupid." 

I didn't have a comeback at the time. She was right. Under Henry's instructions, I'd been directed to 'test' new soldiers, and she'd outdone them effortlessly, but I didn't let her know it. I didn't want her head to inflate at such a young age.

Over the coming years, Kenzi became my shadow, growing more confident with every steal, and she never missed. That was why it was hard to deal with her. 

"Nice work, kiddo. Ten thousand for the night. You're earning your keep out here. Flamingos isn't the easiest place to run deals, and you aced it. Didn't she, Dante?" 

Another poignant memory that reminded me of Kenzi's brilliance. She reminded me of myself at her age, a tiger in the streets and hungry for the come-up, but I had other rebellious reasons for my come-up. 

Devil child. It's funny how the insult had stuck with me all these years. 

By the time the movie reel that was Kenzi played in my mind, I was curbside at Salby's, ready to tick off my next collection. 

Miami's weather provided a stickiness that I'd grown accustomed to, but I still looked forward to stepping into the air conditioning of the back house of the club. A gut instinct led me into the magazine store. I wanted a chocolate bar and to check the papers. 

I had my reasons... 

Those reasons were flagged right in front of my face. Kenzi stood with her smug, hot mouth, sexy eyes, and a suit with a bit of lace underneath. I picked up the Forbes magazine, staring at the cover for way too long. What the fuck was she playing at? 

"Fucking hell, Kenzi. Why do I always have to see your face on the cover of shit?" I grumbled, forgetting I was in a news agency. The store clerk looked at me as if I'd lost my marbles. 

I read the title. 

FORBES 30 UNDER 30 YOUNGEST BLACK BILLIONAIRE

"Can I help you, sir? Are you okay there?" 

"Yeah, I'm fine. I'll take the paper, too," I replied grumpily, scrambling up the change from my pocket. As soon as I stepped out onto the pavement, I obsessively skimmed over the page, looking for dumb shit Kenzi might have said to the interviewer, but she was coy around the questions.

What do you say about your connections to the Giapollis family? Does this bother you? 

I think that's a cop-out. My father has never done time and is just a savvy businessman. I think people are always looking for a scapegoat, and because I'm a black woman who happens to be a billionaire, I think it's just a problem. It's something I've come to deal with in this industry, but I've clawed my way to the top, fair and square. 

I might have been angry, but that part was true. She had, and she'd earned every penny. Deep down inside, I was proud of her, and she was fucking hot—so hot that I had to enforce distance with her.

I watched the people of Miami come and go while I devoured the pages of the Financial Review. Page five had Kenzi's name written all over it. Fuck me. Oh wait, she'd already done that, and boy, did I like how she tasted. 

Fuck. 

I crumpled up the paper, throwing it in the backseat, finishing what I had to do. I was due to see Henry after my gopher rounds, and I wanted to talk to him about this article. 

After my second successful collection, I called Henry in the car to check in as promised. 

"Hey, it's Dante." 

Coughing loudly with extra phlegm, Henry answered the phone. "Dante, I have your number. I know who it is. Come on now. How's it going? They pay...they paying?" Henry choked. "Excuse me, for fuck's sake, I need some water. Anyway, you know what I meant." 

"Yeah, they're paying. All the collections are on point. I told you I'd call. Luigi's got some international acts showing up, and it's a big deal." 

"Good. Does that mean orders have increased?" 

"Precisely. You see Kenzi in the Forbes magazine?" 

"Ah, no. I've been tied up with other things. So what if she’s in it? Good for her," Henry rasped, struggling for breath. 

"Are you good over there? Sounds like a nasty cough. Maybe you need to stop being stubborn and go see the doctor." 

"Don't worry about who I need to go see. Besides, the doctor is coming to see me." 

"Fair enough," I replied, too incensed about Kenzi to argue with him over his health issues. "Kenzi should keep a low profile. She's putting a spotlight on us, and she's managing the offshore accounts as well. It's bad news, especially since we have international musical acts coming to town. It might make the club owners jumpy." 

"Leave her alone. Kenzi is a very smart woman, which is why she's in that spot in the first place. She would never jeopardize the cartel. Good for her. She's a legit businesswoman, earned her spot, and it's never affected business. In some cases, it's enhanced it. What's got you all bent out of shape anyway?" 

I flipped the air conditioner up a notch, frustrated with Henry's response. 

"You're too soft on her. They're asking about her connection to the Giapollis network in the magazine, and I'm sure they have somebody watching her. If she doesn't dot her I's and cross her t's, we could all wind up thirty years down in federal prison," I exclaimed, hot under the collar. 

"Not me. I probably don't have that long to go. Ha!" Henry spluttered. "Ah, shit. Let me get off the phone. I've got shit to do. Stay in your lane, Dante, and see you tonight for dinner. Don’t be late." 

Henry hung up, but my hunches were usually right. I prayed they wouldn't be when it came to Kenzi.
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​​​Chapter 2: Kenzi

[image: ]




Red Velvet Nightclub...the perfect place to party with my influencer friend—Remarta, Cuban, a hot tamale and successful in her own right, and part of the Ramirez cartel. The other was Percy Salvero, one of Miami's baddest and sweetest pastry chefs. Too bad her bakery business was a money laundering front for Coke distribution. 

"It’s jumping in here tonight, Kenzi! Wow," Remarta exclaimed, her caramel curls bouncing. I looked around at the clubgoers, reveling in the moment. Some were on the dance floor, twerking and grinding up on one another. Others were slinking off in dark corners, canoodling with their partners for the night, and some were chilling in the VIP section beyond the velvet rope. 

"Yeah, sure is." I smiled with an instant gloat. The Giapollis had Red Velvet in a chokehold, with its monthly revenue being one of the highest of our ecstasy and Coke distribution. I was the crucial cog in the wheel that siphoned the funds to offshore Cayman accounts. 

The club itself won because it brought more people who wanted to dance, escape, and have fun. There were no reports of overdoses, and Dante did a good job of making sure the distribution was just enough to prevent it from happening. 

Dante. 

A man I craved in ways I didn’t understand. 

A man who made my body shiver whenever he got close. 

I hated and loved that fact all at the same time. 

I let my eyes drift over the eye candy, not seeing anything I wanted. Once Dante worked on my pussy two years ago, no one else seemed to stoke the fire like he did. 

"Is your work friend Jace coming through tonight?" Percy probed while we sauntered through to our section, all eyes on us baddies. Her soft, strawberry-blonde hair sat in waves around her angelic face, complemented by a simple yet figure-hugging blue dress. She was the perfect mob villain in a catering smock. 

"Ah, nothing is going on. He's not any type I want. No offense, but I like him a lot, and he's my people. Think more brotherly love than pum pum love." 

Percy and Remarta laughed at me. "Girl, what? That's for Dante, huh?" Remarta threw in as we sat on the navy-blue velvet couches.

I fanned myself and was greeted with a bottle of ice and a sushi platter laid out for us. "I've tried with him, but he's being uptight. I don't see what the problem is." I shrugged. I acted casual with my girls, but there was an indescribable pull inside between Dante and me. 

"The problem is he's the underboss, and Henry, by technicality, is your father. That part," Percy pointed out. 

"Still. Soooo... I can keep secrets, and so can you, right?" On the occasion that my girls wanted to tongue slip, then I had enough ammunition on their indiscretions to put them in the ground. Both had long-term partners but were part of mobster families. Certain things had to be done. Dead bodies had to be 'unseen,' evidence had to be 'buried,' and catastrophic events ‘dissolved’. 

"Say less. Let's party! Congrats on getting that property money. How many did you close this week?" Remarta asked. 

I twisted my mouth up, thinking it over. "Ah, five mil. Light work this week." Life was too good, and the complaints were few.

"That deserves a chocolate croissant package. I'll deliver one to work for you this week. Plus, I've got a new orange and mint muffin I want you to sample." Her eyes lit up as a VIP hostess came over to greet us. 

"I got it! I have a photoshoot for Boss Up Miami. You know, that business owner's summit. Let's get those muffins out there, and I can plug you." 

"Yes, girl! Love that," Percy gushed, putting a hand on her heart. 

"Don't leave me out of the muffin sampling," Remarta pouted playfully. 

"You know I got you both. Where would I be without my girls?" 

"Probably in the ground," I said sarcastically, but Jace's entrance broke the joke up. 

He was conservative, but Miami women took to him well enough. If he wanted to go home with anyone in the club, he could, but he often left without anyone in tow. 

I stood, readjusting my red bandage dress, giving him a quick hug and kiss on the cheek. 

"Hey! You made it." 

"Of course! How was I going to miss the party of us closing six deals this week?" 

"Right!" I cheered back on a high. "You ready to blow off some steam?" 

"Sure am. What have we got? Champagne on ice, ladies?" 

Jace and my girls got along well, but we all knew the mob code. He wasn't one of us and could only get in so far. I suspected he wanted to be closer to me, but an internal part of me always kept my distance from work colleagues. 

"Yup. How are you, Jace? You can tell us...what's it really like working with Kenzi?" 

Jace supplied my girls with a real answer, not the cookie-cutter kind. "An education in all the best ways. She gets it done, and I don't know how. What's your secret for closing these deals?" Jace joked. 

I offered a sly grin. I was both street-smart and book-smart. Some of the deals did involve an element of blackmail, depending on the customer, and a small percentage were based on mutually beneficial arrangements. Up to 70% were above board, however. Jace only experienced what was on the surface.

"I don't know, just an extra dose of charisma and a good nose for business. What can I say?" I responded with a light shrug.

"Oh, oh, it's giving media training," Remarta joked. We all broke out into laughter as I poured everybody a drink. The hostess winked at me while the others talked freely around me in our private booth. 

"Can I talk to you for a minute, Kenzi?"

"Sure, sure, let me get up." The hostess licked her lips as if attempting to be discreet. 

"Do you and your, umm, “crew” want a little treat?"

I smiled sweetly. "Nope. The only thing I want from you is to keep the drinks flowing. Thanks for the offer, though." The bar hostess’s face morphed to stormy, but I knew the game. Don't get high off your own supply was the mob motto. Now, I knew for a fact not everyone followed that rule, but I couldn't afford one slip with the clean-cut reputation I'd built.

"What was that about?" Jace asked. 

"Nothing at all. Asking about when they should bring the next round of drinks, that's all." 

A chilling memory fogged up as I sat back down, sipping my champagne while our conversation kept going. I'd outrun my past, but every now and then, it cropped back up. 

"Where's my coke, you little whore? I'm getting government support for you, and now you're stealing from me?" I shook off the memory of one of my foster carers. That was why I would never touch that stuff. Ever. 

A warm hand on my shoulder dragged me out of the memory. "Hey, you okay?" Percy asked while a woman hung around the outside talking to Jace.

"Yep, I'm fine. Just a bad memory in my head," I told her honestly. Without speaking, she leaned towards me, putting her head on my shoulder. 

"Part of it, huh?" 

I nodded. "Yup. That's why I need more champagne. I've been sitting on this one for too long." I'd shared all the ups and downs of mob life with my girls, and we understood each other deeply. 

Percy topped up my drink as more movies played in my head—tasting the night air on the run from West Miami to Little Gables to escape the abuse. It was not like I didn't try...I wanted a home and someone to love me more than anything, but that wasn't to be. 

"You're kind of cute for a little black girl," one of the white foster carers said to me. 

"If you touch me, I'm calling welfare!" I'd yelled when left alone with the drunk man. 

"And you're doing what? Where are you gonna go, little one? Nobody wants you," he'd slurred in the living room with the TV playing in the background. "Now get me another beer and come sit on my lap." I did as he asked. I got him a beer from the fridge, pilfering it at his head. 

"You little bitch! I'm gonna fucking kill you." Luckily, at ten years old, days shy of eleven, I was quick on my feet, and he couldn't catch me, but boy did my lungs burn when I ran. 

And I ran and ran, and ran. And never looked back. 

I shunted the memory out of my head, swallowing more bubbles, the memory gladly interrupted by Dante and Jace. 

"What are you doing in here? Don't you see Kenzi enough at work? Are you her chia pet or something?" Dante jabbed at Jace, whose hackles were up. I smirked to myself. 

Oh, you want me now? When another man is in my presence. Typical. 

Secretly, I eyeballed his tight round ass in his jeans and the lean cut of his triceps in a short white-collar shirt. Jace's cologne could never match Dante’s distinctive aroma of smoldering power tinged with raw musk. There were men, and then there were men. 

Dante was two parts man and one part fire. I watched their playfight in amusement while Remarta tapped me, egging me on. "There's your man fighting for you. Look at that. Don't tell me he hasn't got the hots for you. One-time thing my ass. Aye Dante!" Remarta tilted her chin, twinkling her fingers at him. 

Dante took his eyes off Jace for a second. "Hey, Remarta, hey, Percy. What's this joker doing in our booth?"

"I'm not a joker, and I don't understand what your problem is. Why can't we all get along and be civil?" Jace reasoned, but Dante didn't want to hear any of it. He unclicked the velvet rope, gesturing to the outside of the booth. He wanted Jace to rejoin the club plebs. 

"Step out. You got a lady that wants to talk to you. Handle that before I work on your face like I forgot to do last time and the other time." 

I stood, deciding it was the right time to break up the potential fight. "Easy, Dante. Take a seat and drink with us. Jace, are you good to go? I hate to send you away, but you know, Dante's a little on the sensitive side." I patted his shoulder, and Dante responded with force, jerking me down beside him on the couch. 

"What?" he said, his hot breath and full juicy lips close to mine. Heartbeat racing. Mine. His. 

I wrenched my hand free from his sizzling one. "You heard me," I tested, watching Jace walk away, as he'd already taken the hint. 

"Damn, Dante, you were coming on kinda strong there. What's up with you and him?" Percy asked, shoving a bite of sushi in her mouth. 

Dante's jaw flexed, and I immediately raised my hand to soothe it, but Dante caught my wrist, subduing me. I slanted my eyes at him in amusement. "Don't worry, Percy, Dante's just a little jealous. Aren't you, babe? That's all right?" 

Dante looked at us both, holding his ground. "No. That's not what it is at all. He's a work colleague, and he's always hanging around you. I think you should tone it down sometimes and watch the company you keep." 

I crossed my legs, jutting out my bottom lip. "Or?" I swung my foot, sliding a hand down my bare thigh, studying him closely. I know he must be feeling me. He had to be; the scowl on his face had to be a cover-up. 

"Or you put the cartel in danger like you've been doing, and I have to clean up your mess," he stated. 

I poured him a drink, watching as Jace lingered for a minute, anger in his eyes while the woman who so desperately wanted to talk to him took her shot. Frowning, I thought about Dante's concerns, dismissing them just as quickly. 

"I have no reason to doubt Jace, but here, have a drink to settle your nerves, honey." I poured him a champagne, handing it to him, our fingers overlapping and fire flickering in my veins from his touch. 

Dante took the drink, his stormy features matching my energy. He leaned a little closer, his broad chest brimming with heat. 

Oh yes, closer, closer, Dante. Do it, kiss me. Right here, right now. 

"You know," he said, his lips grazing my ear. "You're starting to become a real liability...just nobody can see it yet." 

Jerking back, I fluttered my extended eyelashes at him. "You've got me fucked all the way up. I bring in more money a month than you do in half a year. Keep telling yourself that." 

Irked by Dante's comment, I narrowed my eyes to slits, inhaling the manliness that was Dante.

A slow, smug smile graced his lips. It was a rare sight, and it captured the anger broiling inside me. 

Wheew! 

"Gotcha." He winked. "You see, you're not the only one who can play games, girly." 

Any time, any day, Dante. Any time.
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​​Chapter 3: Dante
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I let her have her moment of fun with her girlfriends, thinking she'd one-upped me because that was Kenzi's game. She baited me by flirting, and I caved in some way or another. She was a hard woman to resist. Her bare glistening leg and coke bottle body poured into the dress she was wearing would have been hard for any man to resist.

I didn’t trust that Jace guy she worked with. He was always lurking around her, and he spiked my territorial instincts. I hated to feel precisely what Kenzi had sensed—jealousy. 

I loosened up when he exited and drank a couple of glasses of champagne to relax. Around Kenzi, I kept myself ready to pounce. As much as I hated to admit, she was a Giapollis national treasure, and if anything went down at the club, Henry would skin me alive himself.
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