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      The seductive beat, free flowing booze, and smell of lusting bodies fill the lower level of the newly acquired Roselli nightclub. Carnal Sins is full of sexual energy and pulsing with a seductive beat. I glance at the gold Rolex, tugging on the crisp white shirt underneath my suit jacket which is bound to be hotter than hell with all the heat generated in this place. I grimace at the time. Fucking traffic in Jersey is getting worse every day.

      The boisterous crowd sways to the music, my eyes scan the area just in front of the band, looking for the one woman who causes my jaw to tighten with irritation the minute I spot her right in front of the stage where she likes to be. Desiree Amorte is much more interested in grinding her hips and showing off than anything else tonight. That white dress fits her like a second skin, showing off every curve she has for the men who like her little show. Desiree dances with her friends but has her eyes on every man in sight. Same thing, different day.

      There has to be a way out of the fucking mess … for her and for me. Because no way in hell am I marrying that woman. Not that she wants me either but extricating ourselves from our fathers’ agreement is proving to be more of a challenge than it should be in the twenty-first century.

      An arranged marriage in this day and age should be outlawed, but yet, as next in line for the Roselli throne, and while nothing is official, I find my ass duty bound to marry the daughter of the don of another large crime family in the area.

      The blonde beauty is about as ready as I am to be tied down … but her father is not the least bit interested in what she or I want. He just wants to get paid for the business and territory the Rosellis will take over if Desiree takes my name. That’s not going to fucking happen but try telling that to my father, who lives and breathes by his damn protocols and old-world beliefs.

      The vivacious blonde wraps her arms around some poor unsuspecting putz on the floor. My jaw tightens with impatience, while muttering underneath my breath. I stride through the group of people dancing until I reach the guy who she’s put in a shitty and extremely dangerous position.

      Her flirtation may not be his fault, but in this business, reputation is everything and everyone who is anyone knows that you don’t fuck with anything, or anyone, who belongs to me or any other Roselli in this town. Whether I want the arrangement with Desiree or not. For all intents and purposes, she’s supposed to be mine. That makes her off limits to him or anyone else, at least for now. Until I can find a way to get the agreement canceled without starting a war.

      I grab the back of fuckface’s neck and spin him around with a rough hand to his shoulder. “She doesn’t belong to you. Get lost.”

      He raises his brows in challenge, but then recognition settles into his features before I say another word. His wide green eyes drop to my waistband and his face pales as he sees the handle of my Glock poking out of my dress pants. He freezes and starts stuttering over his words. “I’m so sorry, Mr. Roselli. I was just dancing and ….”

      My hand slides over the top of the polished black handle. Security is watching but I don’t give a fuck. They know better than to step into a squirmish with one of the Roselli boys. They also know my signature is the one allowing a healthy sized sum of money to hit their bank accounts every Friday like clockwork. That buys you loyalty like nothing else.

      My eyes scan the tattooed thug from down the street. I’ve seen him before but if he knows what’s good for him, I won’t see him in our club anymore. “Pack up and get out. The next time you touch who doesn’t belong to you, you’ll wind up missing a hand.”

      Desiree pouts at me with red-lined lips as lover boy makes his way through the club, veering towards the nearest exit that will take him out to the street, while the now disinterested club members turn their attention to a slow song the band has just begun to play.

      “Asshole,” Desiree mouths dramatically. Same shit different night. This woman needs a man with a firm hand, but I don’t have the patience or interest. I grasp her hand, lead her away from the prying ears of her friends, and pull her into a dance she does not want to have.

      She looks up at me batting those baby blues, all caked with more layers of mascara than she can probably count. “I was just having a little fun. You don’t own me. At least not yet, the engagement hasn’t even been announced. I have a little time to enjoy my freedom before our fathers shake hands over this business deal,” she almost hisses.

      I spin her around and then draw her close, whispering in her ear. “Let’s get one thing straight. I don’t give a fuck what you do in private. I’ll hire an entire football team and let you spread your legs for them, but in public, now, and while everyone believes you’re supposed t become my wife, you will act like a lady. At least while I try to get us out of this agreement, capische?”

      Her body stiffens. Desiree knows she’s crossed the line, again, just like the last five times. Why I put up with this shit time and time again is beyond me. Clearly single and carefree is not the way my life was intended to go, at least according to my father. Well, fuck duty, honor and fucking family traditions. If it weren’t for the future of my brothers, I’d walk the fuck away from this arrangement in a heartbeat but for them, and the sake of not starting a war which no one wants, I’ll put up with this charade for a little while longer. At least until I find an amicable way out.

      For them, I will do anything. As next in line for the throne of the Roselli Family right now it means putting up with an errant future fiancée who doesn’t have the slightest interest in being tied down. The money is important to her family though, especially her father. Desiree has responsibilities just like me, but different, even though clearly she doesn’t want the commitment that comes with the dollars any more than I do.

      Desiree is all too eager to rejoin her friends as I relinquish her and they make their way to her side, pulling her into a group dance as a popular song comes on the overhead while the band takes a break. I glance at my watch. Another hour of this place and I’ll have one of my guards drop her off at home so she can sleep off the night. If she keeps this pace up, I swear, she’s heading for a downward spiral.

      A good night’s sleep would be welcome every once in a while. Only if I’m so lucky, and the squirmish in the club tonight doesn’t get back to our fathers, because explaining to them, no matter who was at fault, is not something high up on my list of things to do, especially with the balance of power between the families so precarious right now.

      But whether we want this merger or not, they do, and what the fathers want, the fathers usually get. But still, I am determined to find a fucking way out without starting a mafia war.
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      My best friend grins and her eyes sparkle as she looks around the infamous lower level of a popular club that under no circumstance would my father approve of me to go. She almost bounces in her seat with excitement. “We did it! A night out without all of your bodyguards!”

      It’s hard not to laugh even while riddled with guilt. “I have to admit, I haven’t had this much fun in ages. Out with friends and no one to bother me or tell me what I can or cannot do. No matter that Papa will be raging mad when he finds out that I ditched my security team to hang out with my friends. And I don’t even want to think about how mad Delz will be. He takes the job of my personal bodyguard seriously, far too seriously if you ask me.”

      Olivia nods. “Serves him right for the last time he spoiled all of our fun!”

      Sometimes a girls’ night out with friends, minus the prying eyes of lieutenants and soldiers is just what you need. No matter the price. Regardless, I’ll pay for my deception even though I haven’t consumed a drop of liquor and don’t intend to at all. Besides Olivia and Mia wouldn’t bring me somewhere not safe, and they know every bar and club in this entire city.

      Olivia nudges me with a foot, causing mine to almost slip off the stool as the bartender hands us our drinks. I try hard to keep a straight face. Handsome heads back to the other end of the long marble bar and she laughs. “He’s so totally into you.” Olivia nods her head as though agreeing with herself, leaning down to sip some more of the margarita from her fishbowl sized glass.

      I turn to Mia on my other side. “Do something with her.” She is no help at all, just grins and nods in agreement. I pretend to huff. “Not you, too! You are supposed to be the voice of reason. Dancing, laughter and fun, no men tonight. Those were the rules. You both promised if I was designated driver you would refrain from your incessant matchmaking.”

      Mia laughs, lifting her glass of Blue Moon and clinking the edge of it with my glass of water. “Agreed, but he hasn’t taken his eyes off you since you walked in that door. Those jeans, strappy heels and that halter top, mamma you are looking hot and classy tonight.”

      Now it’s my turn to laugh at my dramatic friends who are both grinning from ear to ear. It is so fun to be out and about, away from the stifling rules and security that make it feel like being chained in an ivory tower most days. I forget how downright oppressive all the protection detail is, but as soon as I get home for school break, all my privileges get curtailed again. I’m back to all the protocols that are put in place to protect the daughters of a crime family, especially one as notorious as ours. No matter that it’s supposed to be for my safety, it’s exhausting.

      The bartender returns and the way his eyes slide over my body sends a chill down my spine. I quickly turn away, taking a sip of my drink before he even has a chance to spark a conversation. No matter what these two try tonight, I am not in the market for a relationship, date, or anything of the kind.

      The bartender walks away, and I turn back towards Mia who looks up at me with a smile from her drink. “I can barely stand coming home these days. If it weren’t for my sister Anna, maybe I wouldn’t even bother. At least on campus I have a little freedom. It’s given me a true understanding of just how isolated and secured we really are when not at a school, where no one knows my real name. There, I’m not a mafia daughter, a mafia princess, or anyone but me. You know? Just one of many, working hard and pursuing a degree in business.”

      I take another sip of the lime water and place it back on the bar, not really thirsty at all, just increasingly annoyed with all the protocols placed on me, half tempted to order a margarita and call an uber tonight. That would give everyone something to talk about in the morning.

      Just the imagined look on my father’s face causes me to smile, but the trouble it would bring to my guards, especially Delz. He’llno doubt already be on the firing line of my father’s wrath for letting me slip out of the estate without security once he finds out, and it’s  hardly worth the fun of a couple drinks.

      Mia shrugs and links her arm with mine. “At least you’re at college most of the year. You have one more year before you have to think about anything definitive. Tonight, no tails, and we can do what we want. Forget about the rest, Sophia.” The tempo of a popular song picks up and Olivia half drags us to the dance floor singing at the top of her lungs with the rest of the crowd as the chorus to Tipsy is shouted from the stage.

      One minute I’m following my friends, laughing and care free and the next minute my ankle twists, and I fall right into the arms of a brick wall, who’s looking down at me with the most intense dark eyes I’ve ever seen.
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      I make my way through the crowd, towards the bar. A group of women heading to the dance floor almost run smack into me in their haste to dance to a popular song, but the trailing beauty trips. The dark-haired lovely with flecks of gold sparking from her dark eyes and olive skin flushes with embarrassment as I catch her, keeping her upright on her sexy little heels. “So sorry,” she murmurs, giving me a big smile and then wide eyes like it was all my fault and not any of her own.

      It’s hard not to smirk, or to enjoy the fact that she doesn’t recognize me at all or she wouldn’t be looking at me with curiosity and a little bit of heat. Instead, she’d be running for the fucking hills as fast as those little heels could get her there. I remove my hands from her tiny waist. “No apology necessary.”

      The ladies turn, giggling as they weave in and among the other dancers, but my eyes stay on the one with the jean encased hips as she and her friends reach the dance floor. The beauty doesn’t hesitate, instead begins swaying seductively to the sultry beat as if in a trance and a world of her own. I take in every elegant move of her sexy little ass, and shape of her delicious curves. But the glow on her face, the laughter with her friends, the light in her eyes, and smile in the upward turn of her lips, all so genuine and somehow pure, intrigue me above everything else.

      Pureness… A sight so uncommon in a world as dark as mine. In stark contrast to most of the conniving and cunning plays of the women who would do anything to snare a Roselli, who undoubtedly could keep them in the lap of luxury and give them everything their little hearts desire. That’s one thing about Desiree, although under duress from her father who will do anything to get our money, she couldn’t care less about the dollars, she just wants her freedom.

      The bartender gives me a nod. A new guy, here only a few months, but already he knows the score and meets me as I reach the bar. “Delmar, boss?” he asks.

      “Thanks.” I take a seat on a stool and watch the crowd, my mind running through the cover charge, multiplied by the number of chairs in the house and average number of drinks consumed on a night like tonight. Not to mention the various percentages from the services offered, that while not on the menu, can always be found in the dark rooms of an establishment like this.

      It may not be my product of choice, but it’s been that way since our family came over from Sicily and isn’t likely to change as long as the girls are looking for safe, protected work and the johns keep showing up to pay.

      My mind wanders back to the dark-haired beauty, my eyes scanning the dance floor, easily homing in on her presence among the rest. Picking her out easily, no matter the crowd.

      She sways a little, causing my brows to knit. At first, I think it’s the dance, a sassy little spin perhaps, but then she puts her hands on her thighs for a moment and shakes her head while her long, thick dark hair falls around her. When she stands upright again, her eyes dart around almost frantically, as though looking for something. I track the direction and don’t see anything of interest, but she leaves her friends and begins to weave among the throng of dancers on the floor, swaying every once in a while as she makes her way to the restroom area.

      My eyes track her every step of the way, like a hawk watching its prey. The minute she reaches the wall that leads to the bathrooms, her hands lean against it for a moment and then she sags as though catching her breath or holding herself upright.

      What the fuck? Even running into me in her exuberance to get to the dance floor, she certainly didn’t appear intoxicated. Not like her friends. That close up, I would have smelled it. No, all I smelled was the minty fresh scent of her toothpaste, mouthwash or gum, and that sexy little vanilla scent mixed with a little bit of coconut.

      My eyes scan the immediate area for a friend or boyfriend who should come find her and keep her on her feet although mine are already moving, because now she’s really leaning on the wall and not moving towards the bathroom. But instead, and much to my annoyance, she appears to be all alone, in the offset little space with no one coming to her aid at all.

      Except the greasy fucker standing by the jukebox. His beady eyes dart around, looking both left and right, before he strides toward her in a hurry, puts his arm around her waist and walks with her toward the exit, whispering something in her ear that causes the light in her eyes from earlier to turn from her now confused state to fucking fear.

      My blood pumps with rage immediately recognizing him for what the fuck he is, and I almost topple an empty bar stool I pass by, propelling myself faster across the floor. You do not snatch girls in my fucking club and that fucker is going to learn that the hard way today. I stalk them through the club, parting a sea of writhing bodies in my haste to get out the back door and follow them into the parking lot. There is nowhere this fucker can hide from me.

      He’s slowed by her inability to move, but still the fucker’s clipping along, half dragging her between the vehicles. I move quicker, knowing Enrico and Mario are right behind me, never far away wherever I go. I move in and around the parked cars, racing forward to come behind him as the fucker opens the door of his beat-up old F-150 truck and tries to keep her upright at the same time.

      The end of my Glock presses against his temple, the same move that has rendered many men motionless over the years, frozen in fear of what’s about to happen next. Seldom did many have a chance, their fates sealed tight by their indiscretions, double cross, or bad deals. They were going to die, and they knew it. And the man who looks up at me with bloodshot eyes and wide dilated pupils, he knows it too.

      This man may live to see another day if he’s lucky, but only because he has information that I plan to obtain while he writhes in pain for the sins he planned against the dark-haired beauty. No one runs a snatch and grab at a Roselli’s club, and he along with the one who’s calling the shots are going to pay dearly for the stunt this jerkwad pulled tonight. They should have done their research and picked another club far outside this town’s limits, because there is no mercy at the hands of a Roselli, and I do not tolerate trafficking in my fucking city. And especially in my club.

      Enrico and Mario are already securing the man before I’ve had to give an order. “Take this fuck to the warehouse, I’ll deal with him later. And tell Jimmy to meet me around front.” I grasp the girl around the waist, drawing her body to my own to hold her upright. “Get your fucking hands off her,” I growl at the prick.

      Mario wrenches the fucker’s hands behind his back. I hear a joint crack, a satisfying pop of his shoulder coming out of place as he’s restrained. That shoulder is going to be the least of his worries after I get my hands on him tonight.

      The woman slumps in my arms. Whatever she’s been given has rendered her completely immobile now. The way it came on so fast, my bet’s on a quick acting Rohypnol and whatever the fuck they lace it with these days. “Get him to the warehouse and tell Jimmy to get here faster,” I growl at Mario and Enrico, lifting her into my arms, letting her face cradle against my chest and carrying her to the end of the parking lot, waiting barely three minutes before my capo pulls up in a sleek black limousine.

      Jimmy gets out, opens the back door and stands out of my way as I lay the dark-haired beauty on the leather seat, then shrug out of my jacket and use it for a pillow, placing it gently under her head. Jimmy slides back into the driver’s seat and I get her situated to leave room for myself. His eyes meet mine in the rearview mirror. “Enrico texted. Desiree left with some shmuck while the guys were busy with you, boss.”

      My jaw tightens. So much for her going home and getting to bed safely tonight. That woman is on a mission of hell-bent destruction. “Have someone follow them, put the stupid fucker on ice and get her home safely and discreetly before she makes a fool of herself and a mockery of us all.” All I need is for my father to hear that she’s been out fooling around and bringing disgrace to the Roselli name.

      The dark-haired beauty coughs and rolls to her side as I shift in my seat and close the door. I grab the only thing in sight, tilting her head, and then holding her hair in case she heaves her drug induced nausea into the bottom of my Italian leather briefcase.

      She manages to swallow past the feeling, slowly clearing the haze that had her caught in its web. Her eyes, earlier alight with joy, are now dim and confused and she’s not moving her arms, or anything. The woman is completely helpless which makes me want to pound the fuckwad who did this to her over and over again, rendering him helpless as well. I focus my attention back to her though because she looks panic stricken at her inability to move. “You’re safe, but it’s going to take a little time before you can move or speak coherently.”

      Her eyes watch me warily, clearly not sure if I had anything to do with her present state until I take her delicate smooth hand in my own, massaging it, and then her arms, never touching her anywhere else, just trying to get the blood to flow. It calms her until enough time has lapsed and she’s slowly able to move her limbs. Thirty minutes, and the dark beauty hasn’t taken her eyes from me once. Confusion, fear, and mistrust, all mingling emotions until the drug begins to lift and instead of pulling away her fingers when it does, she grasps onto my hand as though it’s a fucking lifeline.

      The electricity of that touch should be a warning, but instead it sends a signal of red-hot desire straight to my dick. I blow out a breath. Everything about this young woman is fascinating. Why wouldn’t her touch sear my fucking skin after four damn months of celibacy, for nothing but a goddamn charade wedding that’s not likely to happen. Not when I’m working my ass off to find a way out of it for both me and Desiree.

      I help her to a seated position when she’s ready. I don’t think intoxication had anything to do with her state, but I have to ask. “How much did you have to drink tonight?” It’s hard to hide my amusement as her eyes flash. She’s coming out of her haze very nicely.

      The young woman’s cupid shaped lips purse with disdain. “Lime water, that’s all I had. I’m designated driver. What happened?” she asks hoarsely but something from the look in her eyes tells me that she already knows or at least suspects something foul has taken place.

      My eyes meet her still highly dilated ones. “You were drugged. I intervened. Who gave you the drink?”

      Her eyes narrow and she swallows daintily as she contemplates what I’ve asked and then answers as though she doesn’t quite believe it herself. “The bartender. He was the only one who gave me a drink. The way he looked at me…” she almost half whispers.

      My blood heats with white hot rage. “Could anyone else have had access to it, could someone else have slipped something into it?” I ask her this, but I already know the answer. I’ve had my eye on the fucker since the grand opening a few weeks back, knowing something was off, but unable to put my fucking finger on it. By the end of the night, he’s going to be missing every single digit on his primary hand. No one uses a Roselli club for their own illicit gain, especially snatching women in my fucking club. And he’ll walk through life with the proof of that for everyone to see.

      She shakes her head. “No, my friends were with me, but they never touched my glass.” She swipes at a lone tear. “You’re right. I must have been drugged. Thank god I didn’t finish my drink. How strong was it?”

      My jaw clenches tight. If she had finished it, she’d probably be comatose for the next twenty-four hours. Long enough to get her transported a long fucking way without needing to deal with any opposition at all.

      She’s acutely aware that’s exactly what happened now and probably just how bad it could have been. “I felt fine one minute and then so, so fuzzy. What would have happened if I had finished all of my drink? The guy that kept me from falling down in the hall? He wanted me to go with him, and I tried to tell him no, but everything just kept spinning and the words, they just wouldn’t come out….”

      The tip of my finger finds the warm moistness of her lip. “Shhh… It’s over. You’re safe.”

      When I’m done with the fuckers, they’re going to wish they had never touched her drink or let anyone lay hands on her skin. “What’s your name?” I ask, hearing the huskiness in my voice, still unable to keep my eyes from her creamy skin or the allure of those big brown eyes framed with dark lashes that seem to magnetize my own.

      “Sophia,” she says quietly. “Thank you for helping me.”

      “You’re welcome, Sophia. I’m going to have someone round up your friends since you were designated driver. Jimmy is going to take you all home while I deal with some things here at the club.” I pull a business card from my wallet and scratch my first name and personal cell number on the back of it. “Call me if you need anything.”

      I open the car door needing to put some distance between me and the beautiful young woman with light in her eyes. I’d offer to take her home myself but I’m far too eager to get hands on my fucking bartender. “Stay with her until her friends arrive and then take them home, Jimmy.”

      Sophia doesn’t even look down at the paper that she’s scrunched into her hand. “What’s your name,” she asks softly, touching the back of my hand, causing the current of sexually charged energy to flow while I’m still half in and out of the car. “Massimo.”

      It’s with effort that I leave her side, closing the door without answering the next question on her lips, opting instead to go in search of the prick who dares to run a snatch and grab in my fucking club and put hands on Sophia.

      I’ll find the dark-haired beauty who sparks a fire deep in my soul, causes my blood to race and my cock to throb with unprecedented desire as soon as my life is less complicated.

      She can fucking count on that…
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      The minute Jimmy drops my friends off a troubled feeling settles into my bones. Just because he’s been nothing but nice, doesn’t mean that he’ll stay that way now that we’re all alone. I sit back in my seat, ready to use every trick I’ve learned from years of self-defense training if he does one thing that I don’t like, even knowing the drugs in my system have made me weaker then hell. But Jimmy doesn’t try a thing, as I call out a left, or a take a right at the next light, he simply does as I ask, slowly weaving through the heavily tree-lined roads that lead to the outskirts of Jersey and our villa nestled into many acres.

      Jimmy makes a turn onto the winding road leading from the main road to our gatehouse where the perimeter soldiers reside. The sound of the car, maybe the lights, or both, alert the family guards to our approach, and four men with semi-automatics suddenly appear right in front of us.

      This is not going to be good. In fact, hardly anything could be worse than arriving home, when no one knows I’m out, with a strange guy my father will probably order to be whacked. “I’ll handle this from here. Leave as soon as I get out of the car, and thanks for the ride, Jimmy.” I get out of the back seat and stand in front of his window until he backs out and guns it down the road. Just in case our soldiers have itchy trigger fingers tonight, or someone has told them I was missing, and they suspect the poor driver of that car. Because then, they’ll kill him themselves, no order needed. Papa would expect it.

      Papa’s soldiers glare at me. “Who the fuck was that?” one of them asks.

      My first instinct is to tell him to mind his own fucking business. I’m twenty-three years old but with him, there’s only one way to get him to keep his mouth shut. Loyalty, not to my father, but to his team. “If you don’t want my detail to get fired, you’ll keep this to yourself. No harm, no foul. I just needed a ride, the guy gave me and some of my friends one, that’s all. No cardinal sins committed, okay? You’re just going to get Delz in trouble for letting me sneak out.”

      His eyes narrow, but they know all know the wrath of my old man and not one of them wants it directed anywhere near them or one of their buddies. And he’s no exception. “Flash the light in your room once you’re upstairs and settled in,” he barks.

      I give him my best smile. “I’ll do it. Thank you,” I tell him to soften his worry. Now all I have to do is hope that Papa’s not up eating a midnight snack. Hopefully he’s fallen asleep during a good movie which is becoming more and more frequent these days. I peek into the small comfy den that he still likes to hang out in, the one place in the house he was permitted to smoke his cigars when Mamma was alive. And there he lies, sprawled in his recliner while an old black and white movie plays on the big screen over the fireplace. “Good night, Papa,” I whisper, turning quietly to walk softly over the marble floors of the great room while trying to prevent my heels from clicking on its hard surface and waking him up.

      The minute I’m upstairs and in my room, I flash my lights for the guards. I really should feel bad about sneaking out. Any number of things could have happened tonight while I was out without my details. I’m lucky that I am alive. How many times have they tried to drill that point into my stubborn head? But yet, I go out to a club without any security at all, only proving their point. The worst almost did happen. And it would have too, if the dark-eyed god with intense looking eyes hadn’t intervened. The severity of just how close I came to being kidnapped sinks in and sends a shiver of apprehension snaking down the length of my spine.

      I peel out of my clothes, far too tired to shower, emotionally drained and still almost numb. I switch into a strappy nightgown that reaches the top of my thighs before heading into the bathroom to brush my teeth and then retire for the night. Sleep should come easy. It’s not every day that I venture out into the world and getting drugged should have left me in a half comatose state.

      Only my body hums with energy, but not the kind you can put out simply by going to sleep. No, those dark intense eyes focused on me, the way he rubbed the sensitive pads of my fingers, and then my arms. That man almost put me in the most delicious trance just by holding my hand. And the simmering heat at my center is simply not going away without some well needed care.

      My finger slips past the lacy band of my panties, sliding gently over my mound, slowly exploring what I already know I’ll find. Pretending the fingers don’t belong to me, but to the dark-haired god who wet my panties just by the sound of his voice. This pure silky wetness is all for him. One light stroke over the sensitive bundle of nerves, and I know there’s no turning back, this is going all the way. My body knows exactly what it likes, over and over, gentle touch and then firm strokes, letting it build, thinking about nothing but the man who I woke up mesmerized by and has ignited my passion like no one else with only a single caress and a touch in the most decent of ways.

      There’s nothing decent about what I want him to do, and I stifle a moan of pleasure. Dream, fantasy, call it what you will, but I can’t get the way he looked at me in the car out of mind. His brooding eyes all full of heat, smoldering for me, sinful… And that’s what I focus on as my finger slides through my wetness and sends me over the edge quicker than it’s ever happened before. His name spills from my lips while I’m still breathing hard, just lying in the quiet, thinking about the night as my body calms with release. “Massimo.”

      The pace of my breathing slowly begins to return to normal. I gather my pillow to me, drawing it closer to get comfortable, hoping that now I will be able to sleep. But of course, my mind returns to him. Such an unusual name for someone in Jersey. Of course, there are a lot of people who came over from the old country, generations of people who hand down their names to children no matter where they are born, but I’ve only ever heard of one other person named Massimo.

      My eyes blink open, staring straight at the wall, while my heart, just moments ago beginning to calm, suddenly begins to pound.

      There’s no way. There’s no fucking way. Destiny would not be so cruel, but yet … those eyes. It’s as though a memory pulls me toward an image I recall. Think, think, think. Where did I see it?

      I grab my phone from the nightstand and start searching frantically, page after page until I find an entertainment piece, one where he and his family made a charitable contribution. I scroll without reading, down, down, down to where a picture of Massimo Roselli and Desiree Amorte stand presenting a huge endowment to a worthwhile hospital charity event, just one month ago.

      My heart pounds, and there is no fucking stopping it. Massimo fucking Roselli, the first-born son of our lifelong rivals had his hands on me, saved me no doubt from being kidnapped, and probably saved my ever-loving life. My chest heaves with the knowledge of what this means. What the hell am I supposed to tell my father if it gets back to him? I inhale small shallow breaths in an effort to remain calm. My father will be indebted to his age-old rival.

      Maybe the fact that I got out will stay contained after what I told the guards, but if I know my own detail, once he learns I was out, he’ll have the guards give him the number from Jimmy’s plates which the perimeter guards no doubt took down.

      And then we’re all absolutely screwed.

      You don’t fucking bring a Cassone daughter home after midnight in a strange car without his soldiers tracking down just who you are so they can learn everything about you. And so they can beat you to within an inch of your life if you didn’t have Papa’s permission. If you’re lucky they let you live, if you’re not, no one will ever hear from you again.

      I can hardly believe it, but then I look at the image again. The one that tells me there’s no doubt in the world. Massimo’s staring straight at the camera but it’s as though the dark-eyed devil himself is staring right through my very soul, taunting me with that famous smirk. What are you going to do now, Sophia Cassone?
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