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CHAPTER ONE


“Did you really think you were falling in love with her?” Giovanni Ferraro asked his cousin. “Seriously, Salvatore?” He pulled his gaze from the little cocktail waitress winding her way through the VIP tables on the second tier. He’d been watching her for most of the night. Each time something captured his attention, he found his gaze straying back to her.


It was her smile. She could light up the room despite the darkness of the nightclub. There was something innocent and wholesome about her, even wearing the club uniform. She was just the type of woman he would never ever get near, but he couldn’t stop watching her until the hurt in his cousin’s voice dragged his attention back to those around the table.


Salvatore Ferraro shrugged. He was from New York and had a slight accent his Chicago cousin didn’t have. “I wanted the chance at least. I’ve given up thinking I’m going to find the perfect one, the one my family wants.”


There was an edge of bitterness in his voice Giovanni had never heard before, but he understood it. They were shadow riders, and unlike anyone else in their families, their lives were not their own. They meted out justice and protected their people. They were required to begin training at the age of two, so they didn’t have childhoods or friendships outside their families. They were assigned bodyguards because, although they were lethal by the time they were in their teens, they were considered too valuable to their families to risk. They also weren’t allowed to fall in love with just anyone.


“We don’t have that luxury and you know it,” Geno, Salvatore’s brother, pointed out.


“She was just like every other woman I’ve met,” Salvatore said.


Giovanni hated the underlying hurt in his voice. “What happened?” He already knew because it had happened to all of them. A woman professed undying love when in reality she was after their money. The Ferraros owned international banks, hotels, nightclubs and casinos as well as many other businesses. They lived life in the fast lane, and that drew a certain type of woman.


“She used the ‘I’ll take the condom to the bathroom for you’ ploy. Of course, she had a syringe. Then it was she loved me so much she would do anything for a baby.” Salvatore pushed the heel of his hand against his forehead. “Dio, this life is fucked.”


“Stefano found someone,” Taviano, Giovanni’s youngest brother, pointed out. “It could happen. Francesca just walked into his life, right there off the street. You never know.”


“I know I won’t find her here,” Salvatore said bitterly, looking around the club at the women flashing smiles at them and trying to get their attention by shifting in their seats and opening their legs to show they wore no panties under their club clothing.


“I’ve got something that might cheer you up,” Giovanni said. “And you could make a little money. We all have to agree to the payout.”


Salvatore looked up, interested. Vittorio, Giovanni’s brother, groaned. “Not again.”


“We need to cheer him up,” Giovanni insisted.


“I’m all for getting drunk if we’re betting on shots,” Salvatore said.


“Something a little more interesting,” Taviano said. “It’s a game with a point system. Each point is worth a thousand dollars from each of us. Well, not the first point, that’s only worth a hundred just to make life better.”


“I have to keep track of points?” Salvatore asked, groaning.


“A thousand dollars from each of you?” Geno grinned at them. “I’m in.”


“The point system is easy, Salvatore,” Giovanni said, leaning across the table toward his cousin. He had to raise his voice a little to be heard above the music. “It’s an honor system. One point when a woman asks to dance with you. You can’t ask her, she has to ask you. Every single thing has to be the woman’s idea. Two points if she lets you feel her breasts on the dance floor. She has to initiate it by giving you the signal, rubbing herself all over you or guiding your hands to her. Three for feeling her breasts under her clothes, skin to skin. Again, she has to be the one to expose herself to you. Undo her buttons, take your hand and put it on her, anything like that. Four is hands on her ass or pussy over panties. Five, the goal is under the panties. It has to be on the dance floor or it doesn’t count. She absolutely has to initiate every step at all times. There’s no going into the dark, because just about any little fortune hunter will let you feel her up if she knows who you are.”


Salvatore sank back in his chair, shaking his head, his white teeth flashing as he grinned at Giovanni, Vittorio, Taviano, and his brother. “I should have known you’d invent a game out of this. You’re so competitive.”


“Had to do something or I would have gone out of my mind.” Giovanni looked around him at the crowd of writhing bodies. “Easy pickings. They’re all out to trap you, so have fun turning the tables.”


“What if we manage a blow job?” Salvatore asked.


“Seven points,” Giovanni said.


“Only seven?” Geno asked. “I’m guessing she still has to initiate.”


“It has to be her idea. You’re getting a blow job, and the possibility of a whole hell of a lot of money from the rest of us,” Giovanni said. “It’s ten if you manage to nab one that will go all the way, but you have to be willing to be out in the open. No bathroom stalls. A thousand a point from everyone playing. Put your names in the pot, and happy hunting because I assure you, gentlemen, you are being hunted right now.” Giovanni leaned back in his chair, smirking.


“Should be easy enough,” Geno said. “There’s a lot of women who are on the hunt to land a big fish and I’m always willing to oblige them, but somehow they slip right off that hook.”


Another round of laughter went up. Giovanni felt eyes on him and glanced up, across the table, to the waitress standing there with her tray of drinks. It was the one he’d been watching all night. She didn’t blush when he winked at her, if anything she gave him a look of pure disgust. She’d heard every word. He didn’t change expression. Who cared if she heard? She worked for him. He stared her right in the eye.


She had gorgeous eyes. Blue. Not just any blue, but sapphire blue. Like the gems. Her eyes were framed with impossibly long lashes, and right now the contempt in them wasn’t working for him at all. She lowered her gaze to the table as she put the drinks there. She turned away without picking up the money for her tip. All five men at the table had thrown in bills, so it was a fair amount of money. There was no running tab at their table, so the tips for their server had to be cash.


She felt so much contempt for them she walked away from her tip—one Giovanni instinctively knew she needed. Who the hell was she to judge him? She didn’t know the first thing about his life. And why did he care what she thought? What did he care that she didn’t know why he was sent over and over into the clubs so he could cause enough of a thrill ride for the paparazzi to photograph his cousins with him. None knew that the third cousin, Salvatore and Geno’s brother, had also come. Lucca was riding the shadows there in Chicago, meting out justice. They were the alibis.


“Fuck,” he hissed under his breath, and then he raised his voice, not loud, just pitched to carry. “Stop.” He made it an order. A command in a low tone.


She had her back to them, and he watched her stiffen. She had a fantastic ass. Exceptional. Giovanni sat up straighter. The table went quiet as his brothers and cousins realized Giovanni was doing something completely out of character.


She turned slowly back to them. She was wearing the standard uniform of the waitresses at his nightclub. They were all required to wear them. Hers fit her body like a glove. The swell of her breasts could barely be contained in the tight corset. The skirt was short, a little black swingy thing, the corset red, laced up the front. She wore the fishnet stockings, black, of course, held up by a red garter. The heels were red. He’d always liked the uniform, somewhere between classy and sexy, but on her …


He pointed to his left side, forcing her to walk around the table to him. He was being a first-class dick. He knew it, too, but that look of contempt on her face, all that soft skin and the wealth of blond curls just barely contained by something red, made him lose all sense of propriety. He wanted to jerk that red thing right out of her hair to send it tumbling down so he could bury his fingers in all those curls. Or maybe it was her mouth. Fuck. That mouth. She wore red lipstick, and she had a perfect mouth. Full lower lip. Full upper lip.


His cock reacted, and there was no stopping it once she stood close and he caught a whiff of her scent. She smelled like cinnamon candy. A cinnamon candy-covered apple. Hot and sweet. Her lashes really were her own, and so were those luscious breasts. He hadn’t been so aroused by a woman in a very long time.


She was angry, holding her temper by a thread. She looked straight through him. He didn’t say a word. If she had been one of the servers trained to deal with the top two tiers, celebrities who often had a sense of entitlement, she would have known exactly what to do. And where the hell was security? The moment she looked uncomfortable, they should have been at the table regardless of who he was. The rule was absolute. No woman—or man for that matter—was sexually or otherwise harassed in their club. He was going to go on the warpath over this incident.


Still, he couldn’t exactly pretend to himself that he was testing their policies, as much as he wanted to. He didn’t understand his own feelings. It had never mattered to him what others thought. His family was secretive, and they only had one another. They all knew it from the time they were toddlers and had already begun preparing for their lives. Others thought they were a crime family, criminals, maybe mafia, but no one could prove anything because they were too careful. There was no way for investigators to find the money they laundered through their many businesses.


Playing a game with the women in the club was a dick move, pure and simple, even if they deserved it. She had every right to feel contempt. He was in every gossip rag there was, purposefully. He courted the paparazzi, and he was a favorite. Any member of his famous family was sought after. Everything they did was photographed. They often partied with their cousins out of town or when their cousins flew in to see them. Everything they did had a purpose.


They were handsome men with too much money and far too much charm. They liked to live dangerously and thought nothing of gambling insane amounts of money. They had different women on their arms every night, and the stories of their exploits were in every tabloid. She might blame him all she wanted, but it was the women who threw themselves at the Ferraro brothers and cousins. Not because they cared. Not even for the sex, and if he did say so himself, it was exceptional. Women threw themselves at them for the money.


Should he respect women like that? Essentially, they were trading their bodies for money. They didn’t care which brother or cousin they got, they cared about what they could get out of them at the end of their journey. It was like that day after day, year after year.


The waitress held out a long time, but finally—finally—she shifted her gaze to his. The jolt hit him right in his cock. It jerked. Pulsed. It was so hard it hurt. He was grateful the table hid the thick length straining against the material of his suit. It felt as though nothing could contain that very healthy erection. He knew better than to continue with what he was doing, but he couldn’t stop himself. By now, he should have called security himself and demanded to know why they weren’t there, pulling a Ferraro server out of the situation if she couldn’t get out herself.


“What is it I can do for you?” She waited a heartbeat. Two. “Sir.”


The tone, sweet, musical, pushed right through his chest, shifting something hard and tight inside of him. That note in her voice spoke to something in him, a key to unlock a part of him that was protecting his true identity. He felt as if something inside him ripped apart, leaving him exposed and vulnerable. The feeling was so acute he put his hand over his chest to try to stop the persistent ache.


“I’m Giovanni Ferraro, and you are?”


Like all the waitresses, she wore her name tag on her waistband, right side, but he didn’t drop his gaze to look. He forced her to stare right into his eyes. It was like looking at two blue flames, she was that angry—and that beautiful.


She narrowed her eyes at him, and he almost pulled her into his lap. Almost. He had some discipline left. What the hell was wrong with him? He was intentionally taunting his own employee. There was just something about her little flair of temper that got to him right in his gut—or maybe it was his cock again.


“Sasha.” Deliberately she didn’t give him her last name. “Would you like something else, Mr. Ferraro?”


“Sasha what?” he insisted.


He loved that little snippy voice. Princess reprimanding the peasant. It didn’t matter to her that he was the richest man in the room, good-looking and owned the nightclub where she worked; she lifted her chin and gave him a superior you’re-a-jerk look. And he was. His brothers and cousins seated at the table with him were utterly silent. He was certain at any moment she would throw a punch at him—and he wanted her to. No one had the right to treat her the way he was treating her. Damn it all to hell. She should have had their security training. If she’d had it, something was really wrong and they needed something better for their servers in place.


“Provis.” That was almost a hiss.


“Dance with me, Sasha.” Whatever possessed him to ask her to dance? He was really stepping over the line. He hadn’t intended to ask her. He wanted her to pick up her tip. He wanted her anger with him to boil over so that she simply walked away and asked another server or the manager to take over.


“I’m working, Mr. Ferraro, and according to the employee manual, we are not allowed to fraternize with the owners. If this is a test to see if I read the rules, I can assure you, I have.” She tugged to get her wrist loose, but his fingers tightened, preventing her from leaving.


His conscience was screaming at him, but Giovanni couldn’t let her go. “I could fire you. Dance with you and then rehire you,” he offered. And the offer was more sincere than he wanted to believe.


“I see. Part of your little game where you win money for treating women with disrespect? I don’t think so, Mr. Ferraro. You’re not that charming.” She leaned down, very close to his ear. “This is called sexual harassment.”


Before she could straighten, he caught her by the nape of her neck and turned his head to bring his mouth against her ear. “Baby,” he whispered, “clearly, you don’t know the first thing about sexual harassment, but I’d be more than happy to teach you.” Every word he formed had his lips brushing over her ear. So delicate. Her scent enveloped him, drove him wild. Temptation and sin were wrapped around this exotic creature, and he was falling over the edge fast. Where the fuck was security?


She straightened abruptly, quickly, as if he’d bit her, which he considered doing. The enticement had been so strong his teeth had snapped together, just missing her earlobe. A little shiver went through her body, telling him she was far from unaffected.


“Your tip, Sasha,” he forced himself to say. “You forgot it.” He released her, his fingers sliding over the pulse beating frantically in her wrist. He sat back in his chair, looking as bored as he was capable of—and he’d perfected that look when he was a teen.


Taviano gathered the bills into a pile and handed them to her. She sent him a smile, and Giovanni wanted to slam his fist right into his brother’s face. He was playing the game, too. Why didn’t she give him a lecture? She didn’t look at Giovanni as she walked away. He knew, because he watched her the entire time, or maybe she did, because more precisely, he watched her sweet ass walk away.


He became aware of the silence at the table and eyes on him. He looked around at his family, keeping his expression carefully blank. “What?”


“What the hell was that, Gee?” Taviano demanded. “You were acting the Big Bad Wolf to that girl’s Red Riding Hood.”


“Just fuckin’ bored,” he lied, rubbing his chest where it felt as if she’d ripped it open. “One more nightclub and I’m going to shoot myself.”


It took discipline not to watch her as she went to two more tables to collect glasses and ask if the occupants wanted more drinks—and apparently, he didn’t have any discipline because he watched her the entire time.


“She’s gorgeous,” Salvatore said. “Wouldn’t mind getting to know that woman.”


Giovanni’s head snapped up and he glared at his cousin. “You touch that and you’re a dead man. Or at least maimed.”


A roar of laughter went up, but he could feel Taviano’s eyes on him. His brother saw too much and Giovanni didn’t like it. Until he knew why he was so drawn in by Sasha Provis, he didn’t want to discuss it with anyone.


“So, your little waitress is off-limits,” Geno said. Salvatore’s brother was every bit as good-looking and reputed to be the playboy of New York.


“All our waitresses are off-limits,” Giovanni said, knowing he was trying to deflect.


“I’m going to make some money tonight,” Geno stated. “You all will be paying me a fortune before the night is through.” He stood up.


Salvatore and Vittorio stood up with him. Taviano remained seated with Giovanni. When they looked at him expectantly, Giovanni gestured toward the dance floor. “Go have some fun. My leg’s aching tonight. I’ll wait awhile, see if it’s going to get better and then join you. You’re going to need the head start.”


“You’ve got it bad, bro,” Vittorio said and started down the stairs.


Salvatore and Geno followed their cousin, leaving Giovanni and Taviano alone. Giovanni tried to look like he didn’t have a care in the world, but the problem was, he couldn’t stop watching Sasha as she moved from table to table and he was furious that no one had stepped forward to protect her.


Sasha wasn’t even that good of a waitress. She was pleasant, and it was her smile that drew him from the beginning. She seemed to remember drinks, but she occasionally tipped the glass slightly as she put it down. No one seemed to care because they were too busy looking at her, but one of the women might get jealous and object. He had to guess that she had no training whatsoever dealing with sharks like him.


She had no business serving the VIP customers. Usually their most experienced waitresses or waiters were given the two top tiers to attend. New servers were given the floor. Spilled drinks weren’t noticed as much there. Not only hadn’t he seen Sasha before, but it was clear from the way she fumbled several glasses that she was relatively new.


VIPs could be pains in the ass. Right now, there were two tables he was keeping an eye on. One was the mixed martial arts fighters, gathered to celebrate a major win by Aaron Anderson. He was a star in that community and garnered a lot of tabloid attention. He was good-looking and had come up out of the streets, always a great story. At this very moment, he had three women fawning all over him, and he was making out with all three very publicly. The other men at his table were getting similar notice, due to the fact that they were champions in other weight divisions or up-and-coming fighters on their way to stardom in Aaron’s division.


Twice, Giovanni saw Aaron put his hand on Sasha’s ass. Both times he’d nearly risen, clenching his teeth, furious that anyone would touch her like that. She moved the first time, a subtle hint to stop, and one of the other women moved into position quickly, afraid of losing her place with the fighter.


The second time Aaron grabbed Sasha, she moved back quickly. That put her directly in the path of James Corlege, a fighter on his way up. The man was a friend of Aaron’s and running right behind him in rank. Corlege tried pulling her onto his lap. Next to him was Tom Mariland, another fighter in Aaron’s division working his way up. He grabbed at Sasha as well, laughing at her struggles to get away.


That brought Giovanni to his feet, but security was already there. They didn’t have to intervene because Aaron immediately said something to Corlege and he let her go. Aaron clearly apologized and Sasha nodded and moved away to the next table, the other one causing Giovanni concern.


“Taviano, who’s managing tonight?”


“Gee …” Taviano’s voice held a warning. “We don’t interfere with management. What’s going on with you tonight?”


“She shouldn’t be trying to serve drinks to those assholes, let alone us,” Giovanni snapped. “And you know it. It takes specialized training, which she clearly hasn’t had. Even coming to our table and putting up with my bullshit. She should have told me to go to hell, or laughed it off. At the very least she should have called security to help her. She didn’t know what to do. Who’s on?”


“West. He knows what he’s doing, and it’s obvious he has security watching closely for her safety.”


“It’s not obvious to me. They didn’t come to her rescue when I was harassing her.”


“Come on, Gee. You own the fucking place.”


“It doesn’t give me the right to harass a woman. Especially one in my employ. Which means security needs more training as well. They should have been all over our table, owners or not. What I did was pure bullshit, and no server should have to put up with it. They know that. It’s supposed to be part of their training. We made that clear to our managers. We got the best training possible to spot harassment. Where the fuck were they if West has them watching her?”


Giovanni pulled out his phone, slid his thumb down the list of contacts and tapped a curt demand of West, summoning him to their table. He put the phone away and met his brother’s eyes. “I’ve had it with this job,” he said. “I belong out there working, not pretending to be the world’s biggest playboy.”


“We all have to play that role when it’s needed, Gee, you know that.”


“I know—I’ve done it longer than any of the rest of you. I have to get this hardware out of my leg so I can work again.”


Being shot was no fun. He’d taken two bullets in his left leg, one in the thigh and one in the calf. Extensive surgery had saved his life, but had left him with metal in his leg—and that meant he couldn’t do his job. He couldn’t go into the shadows as he was born to do. He’d trained his entire life. It didn’t matter all the training he had, he’d been reduced to the resident playboy.


He was the decoy. His cousins had flown into town, using their private jet. They were splashy as hell, and he was showing them a good time. The best restaurants, the hottest nightclub, which just happened to be the one the Ferraros owned. No one saw the third cousin, Lucca, who had also come in on that jet. He was out doing his job, meting out justice to someone who thought he’d escaped it. No one would ever see him or know that he’d made the trip from New York to Chicago. The paparazzi made certain to keep that glaring spotlight on the ones in the club, never realizing they saw only what the Ferraros wanted them to see.


“The doctor said a year to eighteen months, Giovanni,” Taviano cautioned.


“It won’t do any good waiting if I lose my mind.”


God, he was in a foul mood. Worse, he couldn’t stop watching the waitress. She was at the second table now. John Darby was hosting his friends as he often did. He liked the cameras on him and didn’t mind a scene in the least. They tore up hotel rooms and started fights in bars. His reality television program was a number-one hit because the man was willing to do almost anything to get eyes on him. No way should Sasha be waiting on those tables without the specialized training given to the servers dealing with celebrities.


“Mr. Ferraro.” West arrived in his immaculate suit, looking every inch the man in charge.


“What’s that, West?” Giovanni swept his hand toward Sasha. “She’s totally green and you’ve got her waiting tables she can’t possibly handle.” He was pissed and it showed in his voice. He let his expression show it as well.


“She has a good memory,” West defended. “Better, even, than the experienced girls. There was an emergency tonight. Nancy called in sick at the last minute, and even though some of the others have more experience, they don’t have the memory like she does. You know we can’t have someone trying to write down the orders. Not for those tables. She’s our best for the job tonight.”


It made sense. They didn’t move anyone up to the first and second tier unless they could memorize orders, keep them straight and were fast. Sasha, apparently, was all three.


“She’s not experienced enough to handle the drunks and the attention they’re going to give to someone looking like she does.” He made it a statement. He couldn’t come out and say he didn’t want anyone close to her, not while they were drunk. Who was he kidding? He didn’t want anyone close to her, drunk or sober.


“Do you want her replaced? Did she do something that upset you?” West persisted.


“No. Just bring me whatever you have on her.” They didn’t hire without background checks. West and two others were responsible for the hiring.


West frowned. “You mean you want to see the file we have on her?”


“Yeah, West, that’s exactly what I want to see.” Giovanni couldn’t help the sarcasm. What did West think he meant?


West’s lips tightened, but he nodded and turned away, striding through the tables to the wide stairs leading down to the second tier. Giovanni watched him go down the carpeted steps before turning to his brother. “Don’t say it.”


“You’re out of control.”


“Do you think I don’t know that?”


“Over having to play the part of a playboy, which all of us have done since puberty, or because of that waitress?”


Giovanni wished he knew the answer to that. He’d made an ass of himself in front of her, that much was certain. His gaze kept straying to her, watching her as she moved through the tables, doing her job. He wasn’t doing his, but she was doing hers. For some reason, his job suddenly seemed abhorrent. He didn’t want to dance with another woman. He didn’t want to touch one or kiss one. He had no interest in a blow job by anyone—unless it was from those red lips and that mouth.


He pressed the heel of his hand against his temple, right where the nagging headache persisted. The loud music wasn’t helping, and the fact that he was acting so out of character in front of his family made it worse.


“It might be the waitress,” he conceded. He looked at his brother, his hand dropping down to his chest to rub there, right over his heart. “I don’t know what it is about her, but she got to me. I’ve never been this interested in just one. Not like this.”


“Asking her out isn’t going to be easy after that, bro,” Taviano said. “She’ll think everything you say or do is part of our game. Thinking about it, it’s a shit game anyway.”


Giovanni nodded, because it was. His gaze followed Sasha as she once again started up the stairs toward their tier. The more he looked at her, the more beautiful he thought her. Not in a conventional way, it was more than that. Her skin glowed under the lights. There was a softness to her face, as if she didn’t wear much makeup and it was her natural skin he was seeing. She had full breasts and a narrow waist, which only served to emphasize her hips.


He glanced over to the table of MMA fighters. Aaron had a woman in his lap, kissing his throat, while another whispered in his ear. Another one appeared to be trying to put his hand on her breast. In spite of all the attention, the champion had moved his head to the side in order to see around the girl in his lap, his gaze on Sasha as she came up the stairs. Giovanni’s breath hissed out in a rush.


“Here’s her file, Mr. Ferraro,” West said, putting a folder on the table. “I printed out everything for you.” His voice was stiff and very businesslike. “Will that be all?”


“I’ve been acting like an ass all evening,” Giovanni said immediately. Deliberately, he rubbed his temples. “Unfortunately, you got caught up in my protest. You certainly run this place without any hitches, or if there are, like tonight, you find a way to smooth them over. I appreciate that, as do the other family members.” As Giovanni apologized, the tension receded from the manager’s face.


“No problem, Mr. Ferraro. I was worried about Sasha as well. I’ll pull her off if you’d prefer,” he added.


“No.” Giovanni shook his head. He was already in her bad graces enough as it was. The top tier of tables earned the most tips. By now, Sasha was aware her take-home could be several thousand dollars. He wasn’t about to lose her that, although he’d give her the money to keep her out of harm’s way. He kept his hand on the file to prevent West from taking it away with him.


“I do want more training for security, and if she continues to be a fill-in, have her given the training for working a tier like this.” He sighed. “I’ll shoot you an email.”


West nodded. “Of course, Mr. Ferraro. If that’s all?”


Giovanni nodded and turned to watch his favorite waitress. Sasha served John Darby’s table first, putting the drinks down in front of each of his guests, mostly out-of-control college students. Darby’s family was wealthy by most people’s standards and getting wealthier through John’s celebrity. He’d dropped out of college and become the star of his own reality show, bringing his former frat boys with him on all his excursions. The fines he incurred from hotels and restaurants his friends and he tore up were nothing in comparison to the money pouring in for his show. People seemed to love watching a train wreck in action.


Giovanni knew that Darby had been taken aside, away from the cameras, and warned not to make trouble in the nightclub. Stefano, Giovanni’s oldest brother, was a very scary—and dangerous—man. Darby might think he was protected by those cameras, but he wasn’t. There would be retaliation if he dared to cause a scene in any business owned by the Ferraro family.


Still, it was important to Giovanni that his family not find out that the warning wasn’t enough by Darby doing something to Sasha to increase his television ratings. Darby was getting too much attention and wasn’t taking responsibility for any of his actions. When that happened, Giovanni knew, bad behavior only escalated.


He watched as Sasha shook her head, smiled and stepped back when Darby tried to stuff the wad of bills down her top. He was half out of his seat when Darby laughed and handed her the money. She nodded and moved away, back down the stairs to get her next round of drinks. She only had to go down to the bar that served the two VIP tiers. It made it easier for the waitresses, not having to carry drinks up or down two flights of stairs.


Seeing she was safe for the moment, Giovanni flipped open the folder and began to read the pertinent facts. She was single, no committed relationship. That was always asked casually in conversation. It helped to determine whether or not the potential server was available in the night hours. No husband, boyfriend or child calling them back home before closing, although many of their servers were married.


She was twenty-two. There was no one listed for an emergency call. She lived in one of the apartments over Masci’s deli, so in the heart of Ferraro territory. The family, in fact, owned the building and the apartment she rented. They had a property manager, of course, but there was satisfaction in knowing she was protected.


“Giovanni.” Taviano’s voice was low. A warning.


He lifted his gaze to the stairs. Sasha was just a few feet from the MMA champion’s table. All eyes were on her. The way several of the men, including Aaron, were staring at her in such a predatory way had him on his feet. Sasha set the drinks on the table, each one in front of the men and women. James Corlege’s hand disappeared under her skirt, and Sasha leapt back, half turning, dropping the tray. Aaron steadied her with his hands on her waist. He pulled her back onto his lap and nuzzled her throat.


Giovanni and Taviano both were on their feet and moving fast. The MMA table was only a few feet away, and Giovanni tossed men out of the way as if they were dolls, got to Sasha, pulled her off Aaron and pushed her behind him. Taviano caught her and handed her off to Emilio and Enzo, two of their private bodyguards, who had followed them.


Corlege took a swing at Giovanni as Aaron stood up. Giovanni ducked the punch and landed three on Corlege so fast his hands appeared a blur. The first punch doubled Corlege over, the second straightened him up and the third knocked him out. Giovanni turned toward Aaron, who backed up, hands in the air. The rest of the fighters were up as well, looking to spring into action. One, Tom Mariland, snapped a roundhouse kick at Giovanni’s head. Giovanni blocked it so hard, the leg slammed down, dead. Giovanni followed the block with a sweep, taking both legs out from under the man and sending him crashing to the floor.


“Wait, wait,” Aaron said. “Everyone stop. Giovanni, man, we’ve been friends for years. We were just celebrating. I’m a little drunk and things got out of hand. Let me apologize to your waitress. It won’t happen again. I swear it won’t.”


Giovanni wanted to deck him on principle, but truthfully, he’d acted nearly as bad. Aaron was a good man and a friend he’d known since childhood. He didn’t know much about James Corlege, or Tom Mariland, but they’d been drinking heavily as well.


“You can leave her a good tip,” Giovanni decreed. “And Aaron, you know me. Your friends don’t.” It was a warning that despite the training, Giovanni could take them. Aaron had come to his house a few times to train. He knew Giovanni could wipe up the floor with any of the fighters. “No more problems tonight. I’m not going to have my waitress lose out on her tips on this tier by sending her somewhere else. Keep your hands off her. You’ll go, not her.”


Aaron nodded. “You got it. Again, I’m really sorry.”


Giovanni bent down and picked up the tray. The fighters were pulling Corlege off the floor and getting him into a chair. Corlege, looking a little groggy, glared up at Giovanni. “That felt like I ran into a fucking freight train. I’ve taken a lot of hard hits, but never felt anything like that.”


A few others helped Tom Mariland up. He didn’t say anything, but he did eye Giovanni warily.


Giovanni ignored the man and turned back to the waitress. Emilio and Enzo made a solid wall on either side of Sasha. Giovanni went right up to her.


“Are you all right?”


She nodded. He could see the pulse pounding frantically in her throat. He reached for her, taking her out of his bodyguards’ hands. Pulling her in close, until he felt her body pressed to his, he hugged her gently. “I’m sorry this happened. We’re protective of our servers and we definitely should have gotten here faster. Were you hurt?”


She shook her head. He could feel the fine tremors running through her body. He knew he couldn’t hold her forever or she would think he was just as bad as Aaron. Also, the paparazzi were out in force. Flashes had been going off everywhere during the brief exchange. He angled them so his body prevented pictures of her. Very reluctantly he let go of her.


“Take a fifteen-minute break and then come back. No one is going to put their hands on you again. Anyone tries it, you tell me or security immediately and they’re gone.”


“I’ll be fine,” she said, her voice steady. She took the tray. “Thank you. I wasn’t certain what to do. I know they’re regulars and pay a good deal of money for having those tables.”


“That’s all they’re paying for. They don’t get to touch you or any other server. They want that kind of service they can go to a strip joint.” He knew, after overhearing the rules of his ridiculous game, he sounded like a hypocrite, but he had to make her understand. “You’re under our family’s protection, Sasha. The nonsense I was spouting was a load of crap. No one touches you without your consent. Not ever. You understand? Security should have come to our table when it was clear you were uncomfortable with what I was saying to you. You understand? You don’t have to put up with anything.”


She nodded. “Thank you.” She turned away, and he nodded to his bodyguards.


Emilio stepped in front of her. “I’ll take you down so the cameras stay out of your face.”


She flashed Emilio the smile Giovanni wished was for him alone. Up close to her, his body reacted. Not just his cock, his entire body. She did something to him he didn’t understand or necessarily want, but it wasn’t going away. It was getting stronger. He went back to his table where West was waiting again.


“You were right. She shouldn’t have been up there.”


“No, that wasn’t her fault. They’ve had a lot to drink. She’s gorgeous though. Let her finish out the night. They’re ordering more drinks because of her. She’s an asset. Just give her the training in what to do if she’s in trouble. Taviano spotted the trouble before it really got off the ground. But, West, you go look at the security tapes. I was harassing her big-time. I put my hands on her. Where the fuck was security? They should have been all over that.”


West nodded. He held out his hand for the folder on his employee, and Giovanni put it in his hands, detesting giving it up. He hoped he’d made a little headway with her, but he doubted it, not if the smile she’d given Emilio was anything to go by—she hadn’t given him one.


The rest of the night slipped away. He danced because he was supposed to, but he didn’t play the game and he knew he would owe the winner thousands of dollars. It didn’t matter. His gaze followed the waitress until he felt like a creepy stalker. There was nothing he could think of to make things better between them.


She served the drinks to his table every time they sank into their seats, making eye contact with all of them, Taviano, Vittorio, Salvatore and Geno. It was only Giovanni she didn’t really look at. She remembered every drink and who it belonged to. He switched to coffee and water abruptly right after midnight. They’d learned the trick of appearing to drink a lot, and then hydrating. All riders had to be sharp at all times, and that meant not getting plastered. Only Taviano didn’t have to stay sober because he’d just come off a job. They could drink after a mission or on special occasions, but not now, while they were working, and technically, Giovanni and the others were working.


The group at Darby’s table was beginning to get more than rowdy. They had become obnoxious, taunting the MMA fighters, but Aaron, true to his promise, was keeping those at his table under control. On the dance floor, two of the college boys ended up being thrown out for pushing a woman against the wall and putting their hands on her. Twice, West talked to Darby and security moved a little closer to the table.


“Can’t believe that little bastard is going to risk Stefano coming to see him,” Vittorio said. “He wants the attention, creating a problem in the Ferraro nightclub.”


Giovanni had to agree. He had turned his chair so it put him in a direct line with the Darby table. Only the MMA table was between them. His gut tightened when he saw John whispering to Jerry Higgens, the single cameraman the club had allowed in with them. Around the table, Darby’s frat brothers were grinning, turning their heads toward the stairway and Sasha as she made another trip toward the group. Higgens swung the camera in her direction.


“Fuck,” Giovanni whispered. “They’re planning something.”


He was up and moving, but he knew it was too late. Even if he called out to warn her, it was going to be too late. She was there, bending to put the drinks in front of John. He caught the front of her corset with all the red laces and jerked. She cried out, pulling back instinctively, and the laces gave way. A roar of approval went up as she stumbled back into the college boys with their outstretched, greedy hands. Several grabbed for her naked breasts, wanting to play to the camera. The tray went to the floor, drinks spilling everywhere.


Giovanni waded in, decking John as he passed, ripping Sasha out of their hands, already pulling his coat off to wrap her in. Emilio and Enzo went for the cameraman, removing it from his hands, while Salvatore, Geno, Vittorio and Taviano laid waste to those at the table. It didn’t take much, about four seconds, and it was over.


The entire time, the bodyguards for the New York riders stood shoulder to shoulder, preventing anyone from below them seeing Sasha or what was happening at Darby’s table.


“Get them out of here,” Giovanni said as the club’s security swarmed. He didn’t bother to listen to Jerry Higgens’s threats as the man was escorted out without his camera. It would be returned to him without a single documentation of the night’s activities. The paparazzi might have photographs of Darby’s party in the club, but not of this incident; it had been contained too fast.


He kept his arm around Sasha, keeping her under the protection of his shoulder. “No one saw that,” he assured.


“You did,” she pointed out.


“One second of it,” he admitted. “I’m taking you out of here. Keep your head down and I’ll shield you with my hand from any other cameras. Emilio and Enzo will clear us a path to the back office. My brothers and cousins will make certain no one gets near us. Got that?”


Her blue eyes looked a little shocked. Her body was trembling again, and he had the strange desire to pick her up in his arms and carry her from all danger. The music was going strong and most people hadn’t even been aware that there was drama. Darby’s nasty assault for the cameras hadn’t worked out this time. It was business as usual in the nightclub and one more place John Darby would never be welcome again.


“He’s a horrible little toad,” Sasha burst out.


He glanced down at her. He was a big man, wide shoulders and a strong chest. She was petite, but he could see she was angry as hell. He liked that she was angry instead of wanting to burst into tears.


“It’s called sexual assault, Sasha, and you should press charges.”


She didn’t respond, and he wanted to tip her face up to see her expression so he could tell what she was thinking.


“You’re not crying.”


“Not yet. I will. Tonight, when I’m in my apartment and no one can see, especially that nasty little weasel. I’d like to meet him in my hometown. I wanted to punch him right in the face. Hard.”


“You work those tables, they don’t have the right to touch you. I didn’t have the right to touch you. Had you been trained properly, you would have signaled security. But they should have seen you were in trouble. I gave them every chance, and they didn’t help you out. There’s going to be hell to pay for that. Next time, Sasha, walk away. The hell with giving them drinks if they’re acting like assholes.”


He kept her walking, aware of a few cameras. The cameramen knew him. He was generally easy to get photographs of. He shook his head at them indicating they should back off, and all but one did. He noted that man. Chesney Reynolds. They’d never gotten along, but in the club, he’d always cooperated. Why wouldn’t he back off now? Unless?


“Emilio, find Reynolds and talk to him. Money works. A lot of it. If he has footage because Darby paid him, get him to turn it over. Pay him whatever Darby did, the cost of that for a magazine and a bonus.”


Emilio nodded. Sasha looked up at him. “Why would you do that? It could be thousands of dollars.”


“You’re under my family’s protection. You work for us, and that should never have happened. We agreed to take the chance with John Darby because our mothers go way back and they asked us, but we were all worried he might try something. It never occurred to us he might assault one of our servers.”


He pulled open the door and found himself alone in an office with her. His brothers and cousins had gone with the bodyguards to make certain there was no film of Sasha anywhere.


Sasha moved away from him immediately, wrapping her arms around her middle. His jacket was huge on her, reaching down to her knees. It made her look smaller, more delicate than ever.


“I don’t think I’m cut out for this environment,” she said. “I don’t understand men like that.”Or you. It was unspoken, but it was there between them. “I made a lot of money tonight, but I don’t think it was worth it. I need it, or I would quit. Which,” she said, “I’m not about to do. I still wish I’d punched that asshole.”


He sure as hell didn’t want her working there, but if she left, she might very well think she had to leave his territory. That wasn’t going to happen, so he was glad she needed the money enough to stay.


“I don’t understand men like Darby, either. I’m sorry about what you overheard at my table. I can see why you would think the worst of me and lump me in with him.” It was frustrating. He couldn’t tell her he had no choice but to go to nightclubs in New York, San Francisco, Los Angeles and his hometown, Chicago, and play the part of a playboy—that it was his job. They used the women who would use them as tools, just as they did the paparazzi.


“You’re done for the night,” Giovanni said. “Go change, and I’ll take you out for something to eat and we can sort this out.”


“You don’t have to do that.”


“This happened to you in my establishment. You’re shaken up, which is understandable when someone put their hands on you yet again.” He scrubbed his hand down his face, wishing he could take back the rules of that stupid, insane game he’d made up. He wasn’t about to let her go; he’d have to switch tactics.




CHAPTER TWO


Sasha stared up at Giovanni Ferraro for a long time. He was the most gorgeous, dangerous man she’d ever laid eyes on, and he scared her to death when she’d never been afraid of anything human. She came from the country—a very small town, mostly open country, in Wyoming. Men like Giovanni Ferraro didn’t exist there. She wasn’t a shy, retiring sort of girl. She’d hunted with her father and brother from the time she was about five, although she’d been taught to shoot even younger than that.


Her father believed in teaching his children how to handle and respect firearms. They shot ground squirrels that made holes for the cattle to step in and break legs. The squirrels also attracted snakes that injected venom in the cattle, sometimes killing them. She learned to hunt any predator that might kill and eat their cattle. She had done those things from a very early age.


She had been surrounded by men as she grew up. They were hard-working, good men, all of whom respected women—or at least seemed to. Men who assaulted women to play to cameras or played games for money, she just didn’t get. Giovanni certainly was terrifying in that he was very intimidating, and for the first time in her life she wondered what she’d gotten herself into.


“Do you have a change of clothes here?” Giovanni asked, his voice gentle.


She had almost forgotten her corset was ripped. Both hands flew up to cover her breasts. His jacket was huge on her and she had to hold the lapels closed with one hand. “Yes.” Thankfully she’d arrived in her jeans and T-shirt and changed there. She had done that since she’d gotten the job, still too uncomfortable to come to work in the uniform.


“Go change.” Again, his voice was very gentle, yet there was a soft note of command. “I’m waiting here for you, so don’t think about running off.”


Sasha nodded and hurried down the hall to the women’s employee restroom where she’d left her clothes. It was a relief to get out of his company. There were rumors about the Ferraros. She saw them come and go from her apartment over Masci’s deli. She loved her new home. She especially loved the location. On the ranch, she’d dreamt of living in the city, as teens often did, but she thought she’d never leave Wyoming. She had been certain she would marry a rancher and live close to her parents for the rest of her life.


“Are you all right?” Mary Braiton asked. She was another server and had hired on around the same time Sasha had. She was renewing her lipstick as Sasha hastily took off the torn corset and pulled on her T-shirt.


“Yes.” She wasn’t certain that was the truth. “What is wrong with these people?”


“I have no idea. They’re a different breed, that’s for sure. I totally envied you when Mr. West said you could work that VIP tier. All those hot millionaires sitting up there, just waiting to find a girl like me. All that money to be had. Maybe it would have been worth it to have John Darby and his crew take notice.”


“For money?” Sasha asked, looking at the other woman through the mirror as she tugged on jeans. “You think it would be worth being assaulted, having your breasts exposed to cameras and letting them touch you, for money?”


“Just think about how much you could have if you were his girlfriend, let alone his wife. And Giovanni Ferraro coming to your rescue? That’s the mother lode right there, Sasha. Sleep with him. Get pregnant. Do whatever you have to do to snag him. If you miss, you can always sell your story.”


Sasha slowly straightened. “For money?” She knew she sounded like a parrot, but she couldn’t stop.


“Of course, for money. Why else are you working here? Why do you think most of these women come here? They want a chance at the big payoff, one of the Ferraros noticing them. Don’t you get it, sweetie? Millionaires come here. Celebrities. This is like a huge lottery and you’re throwing your ticket in when you come here. It’s the best place for people like you and me to meet them. If having John Darby rip my top and feel me up in front of a camera gets me noticed, especially by Giovanni Ferraro or one of his brothers or cousins, believe me, I’d pay him to do it.”


Sasha tugged on her shoes. “If one of them asked you to dance, would you try to get him to touch you? Under your clothes?”


“Hell yes,” Mary said. “Honey, you’ve got to get in the game somehow.”


“So, giving him a blow job would be acceptable?”


“Anytime, anywhere,” Mary said. “That’s one step closer to the goal. You want the sex, and hopefully he’ll forget to use a condom, or you can at least pretend the condom broke.”


“That’s horrible, Mary.”


Mary shrugged. “It’s just as easy to fuck a millionaire as some poor guy, right?”


Sasha shook her head because she couldn’t think of anything to say. Maybe there was a reason Giovanni and his brothers played their stupid game. If they knew women came to the club to hunt them, they had every reason to feel jaded. Now, she was kind of embarrassed to join Giovanni. If women worked in the club in order to meet the Ferraros, he probably thought she’d gotten work there for the same reason.


Muttering curses, she stomped down the hall to the office where he waited. He was pacing, but stopped the moment she returned. Chin up, she handed him his jacket. His gaze had jumped immediately to her face when she entered the room. Focused. Intense. Who could look like that? She blushed. She detested blushing, but nothing controlled her color when she was embarrassed.


He slipped into his jacket and gestured toward the door. “Let’s go.”


Sasha stepped back and shook her head. “I’m good now. It just shook me up momentarily, but seriously, I’m all right. I’ll just head home and go to bed.”


There was a small silence. He didn’t move. He just stared at her. Why in the world had she said “go to bed”? Now she couldn’t get the picture of Giovanni naked in her bed out of her mind. Her color deepened. Worse, he looked like a predator about to leap on his prey and devour it—her. She was his prey. A little shiver crept down her spine.


“Sasha, you agreed to go out to eat with me. I’m hungry and want to talk to you about this incident. It was sexual assault. The kind that needs to be addressed. More, security should have come to my table the moment you were uncomfortable. The same with Aaron’s table. We need to have that discussion. I want you to feel safe in your work environment. We may as well do both at the same time.” Again, he gestured toward the door. “Let’s go.”


Had she agreed? She honestly didn’t know. In the restroom, she’d counted up her tips for the night and she’d made a small fortune. It was more than she’d ever considered she could make in a month, let alone in a single night. She needed the money desperately and hated that she did. She didn’t want to work there, surrounded by people she didn’t understand. Nor did she want anyone to think she was after the owners of the club. Still, she had no choice. That money was everything right now.


He’d also mentioned security coming to his table twice, as if he was angry that they hadn’t. Maybe she really did need to know more. If they tested their employees by acting a certain way to see if they did their jobs, she needed to know that to keep working there.


She went out the door ahead of Giovanni, going toward the back exit that led into the employee parking lot. She wished she had a car so that she could just drive away, but she’d taken the bus because she couldn’t afford a car. She kept her head down, even when he rested his palm against the small of her back. She felt the heat right through her thin tee. That heat radiated out from his hand and spread through her body, moving like slow molasses, heating her blood until it sang with need.


She tried to outwalk his touch, but he had much longer strides than she did. Overhead lights cast numerous shadows around the lot while illuminating the cars. She stopped, uncertain of where she was going. That was a terrible mistake. He curled his arm around her waist and guided her toward the low-slung Aston Martin in the VIP-only section for family right in front.


The moment his arm was around her, heat went up a thousand degrees in her deepest core. Maybe other women wanted him for his money, but they were crazy if that’s what they were thinking about. Her body went into total meltdown. There was no controlling her reaction to him. It was as if two sticks of dynamite collided and detonated together. The rush was almost beyond her ability to control.


She felt his breath hitch in his lungs, just for a moment. His arm tightened around her and he kept walking, holding her upright. Her knees weakened, so she was grateful for his strength. On the asphalt, she could see their shadows had come together, connecting with all the other shadows in the parking lot.


Giovanni opened the door for her, and she slid in without a murmur. She couldn’t trust herself to speak, and she was very happy he had to let her go in order for her to get inside the car. The leather felt like soft butter against her arms and, when she sank back into it, felt as if it molded around her yet was firm enough on her back. She concentrated on doing up the seat belt while he slipped into the car, to keep from having to look at him. She was still trying to control her breathing and the scorching need that wasn’t letting up.


“You live above Masci’s deli, right?”


How did he know that? Yeah, she worked for him, but did the Ferraros vet every employee of each of their many businesses? The manager had been talking to him, so maybe he’d said something. Did it matter? “Yes.” She sounded a little curt and tried to soften it with a small smile.


“Petrov’s is still open. It’s pizza, but in my defense, it’s very good pizza. I’m not being cheap. If you’d rather go somewhere else, we can.”


“Every single person I’ve talked to since I moved into my apartment has mentioned Petrov’s Pizzeria. I haven’t been there yet, but it’s on my list,” she admitted.


“Your list?”


“I make lists.” Her mother had made lists. She couldn’t help smiling at the memory. The lists had been everywhere in their house as she grew up. Now, they were everywhere in her house.


“Lists? As in plural?” There was a tinge of amusement in his voice.


She glanced at him, but he didn’t look like he was making fun of her. “I make lists about everything. It keeps me on track, although I have to admit, I ignore the lists I don’t want to do until it’s almost too late.”


“Such as …” he prompted.


“Buying a car. I’m not wild about the idea of driving in the city. I’m a country girl. I grew up on a ranch, and we didn’t have traffic jams. If we actually stopped at a stop sign, we complained about it.” And she didn’t want to spend the money. She didn’t want to have to take a single cent and put it aside to buy a car. She was grateful Chicago had buses.


“What kind of ranch?”


“Cattle. We had a big spread and all of us worked, Mom, Dad, my older brother and me. We had a couple of seasonal hands, but for the most part, it was just the four of us. Sometimes only three if Sandlin had to work away from home to bring in cash for the ranch. That happened some years, then it was essentially my dad and me working the cattle by ourselves.”


“Sounds nice,” Giovanni said. “My family works closely together, and we like it that way. My sister-in-law, Francesca, is a wonderful cook. So is Taviano, my youngest brother. He was there tonight with me. One of my favorite things to do is to get together with my brothers and sisters—meaning Emmanuelle, my sister, and Francesca and Mariko, my two sisters-in-law—and have dinner together. It’s loud and crazy, but it’s always fun.”


She couldn’t help but be surprised. She pictured him in five-star restaurants every night. “I only have the one sibling. Sandlin. He’s eight years older than me, but we were always really close. My dad doted on me, but Sandlin did as well. I think they spoiled me rotten. I went hunting and fishing with them, out with the cattle, camping at night, just about everything. When I had school dances, my dad and mother chaperoned every single one.” She laughed at the memory. “It wasn’t like I was ever going to get any action with the two of them breathing down my neck. If a boy did ask me out, my dad was like one of those old-school fathers you hear about, he’d take out his guns and clean them in front of my date. If it wasn’t them, it was my older, very scary big brother.”


“What happened to them?”


She looked at him sharply, the smile fading from her face. “How do you know something happened to them?”


“You’re here, not there. There’s so much love in your voice, I can’t imagine you moving away from them and the ranch. You wouldn’t leave them when you would think they needed you the most.” His tone was very matter-of-fact.


She was such an idiot. Why would she think Giovanni Ferraro was interested in her just because he knew where she lived and now this? “My father got cancer. It was a long road.”


With only Sandlin and Sasha to do the work on the ranch, the bills piled up so fast they couldn’t pay them all. There was no way to sell off enough land or cattle to pay those bills.


“Just when the doctors told us Dad was in remission, he and Mom were killed in a car accident on the way home from their first dinner out in over a year.” She swallowed hard. “Sandlin was driving, but he wasn’t at fault. The other driver was drunk. She claimed she swerved to avoid deer, sideswiped them and sent them careening off the road into rock.”


“I’m so sorry, Sasha. It’s strange to say those words to anyone who suffered loss. They’re meant, and yet they don’t convey what’s really heartfelt. I lost my father a few months ago. We weren’t close the way you and your parents and brother were, but it still hurt. I think about all the things I didn’t say to him, or he didn’t say to me, and there are so many regrets. I hope you don’t have those. I hope your times with your parents and brother were good and the memories are beautiful ones.”


“They are. I’m sorry about your father.” She was learning quite a bit about him in the short ride to Petrov’s. She should tell him Sandlin was still alive, but she didn’t want to talk about her brother. In spite of the strange connection she felt with Giovanni, she really didn’t know him that well, and that was a long, sad story.


He pulled the Aston Martin into a parking slot and turned off the engine. She realized she thought of the sound as purring. The engine purred right before it went off. She couldn’t afford one, but she was a little in love with the car. By the time she had the seat belt off, he was around the car, her door opened and his hand was extended. How did he do that? She’d looked down for one or two seconds and then up and he was standing there. He was fast, or she was slow. Either way, she had to take his hand or look churlish.


Giovanni closed the door behind her and, retaining possession of her hand, walked her through a back entrance provided for locals. She didn’t want to make a scene by pulling her hand away, so she walked with him, trying to keep space between them. Even this late at night, and it was late, nearly two in the morning, Petrov’s was crowded. Heads turned toward them, and she found herself the center of attention.


“Why is everyone staring at us?” she asked. She was fairly certain she knew. Giovanni Ferraro was a big deal. He was gorgeous. Wealthy beyond most people’s dreams. He was probably part of some dangerous underground crime syndicate, or maybe an aboveground one. He owned their part of the city for blocks and blocks. For all she knew, he owned the building they were in as well as the apartment she rented.


“I’ve never brought a woman here before,” he said.


She stared up at him, shocked. He’d been with countless women. She just had to go to a supermarket to see his face plastered on all the magazines. He always had a woman on his arm. Usually it was a movie star or model. Sometimes an heiress. Always someone. She’d read the articles and looked at all the pictures. She even had a few magazines stashed in her home, just because she liked to look at his picture. That was before tonight, when she’d discovered the little game he played when he was out with his brothers and cousins. She was certain she’d throw those pictures away.


“Mr. Ferraro.” A woman came right up to him, in spite of the fact that there were two couples waiting to be seated. “We have your table waiting.”


“I texted them,” he said, by way of explaining to Sasha. “Thanks, Berta,” he added.


Keeping Sasha’s hand, he followed the hostess to a large, curved booth set in the shadows of the restaurant. He stepped aside and allowed her to slide in first and then he slid in beside her. Close. Thighs touching. She didn’t think she could handle touching any part of him without having a reaction. Butterflies were having a field day in her stomach and her heart was racing. She knew it was silly to have any reaction at all. Giovanni wasn’t for her.


Berta handed them menus. “Wine?”


He nodded. “Ours, you know what I like. Sasha? Do you drink wine?”


She mostly drank beer or a mixed drink, but she was game to try. She shrugged. “I’ve not had a lot of wine. I don’t like white, but I’ve tried a couple of reds I enjoyed.” She was going to be absolutely honest with him. She didn’t want him to think she was trying to be something she wasn’t. Or after him. She wasn’t chasing after him at all. She was going to spend a few nights thinking about him, but she wasn’t going to pretend. “Back home, there wasn’t much opportunity to drink wine. It was mostly beer or hard liquor.”


“If she doesn’t like it, Berta, bring her a beer,” Giovanni ordered. “And bring the antipasto and breadsticks while we’re deciding. Who’s working tonight?”


There was something in his voice that had Sasha observing him carefully. She couldn’t tell from his voice why, but it mattered to him who was making their pizza.


“Benito is on until closing.” Berta glanced at her watch. “He closes right at three. Tito will open for lunch.”


“Thanks. How’s your mother doing?”


Giovanni asking after the hostess’s mother shocked Sasha. The fact that he knew she had a mother, or that he cared, shocked her.


“She’s much better, Mr. Ferraro. She’s out of the hospital and is doing physical therapy. We really appreciate your family helping us when we needed it.”


He waved that away. “Emme and Francesca said they thought she’d be able to walk without crutches soon. Anything else she needs, you let one of us know.”


“They came twice a week to check on her,” Berta said. “It really cheered her up, and they always brought her some little gift. That sister of yours is so sweet. And Francesca, she knew exactly what to bring mia madre. I truly don’t know what we would have done without all of you. I was so worried about the bills …” Tears swam in her eyes.


“Berta.” Giovanni’s voice was so gentle it turned Sasha’s heart over. “The only thing that matters is your mother’s recovery.”


He glanced down at Sasha and smiled. That smile nearly robbed her of breath. The man was lethal.


“You want to try their meat pie? No one makes it better than Benito. There’s black olives on it as well.”


“With mushrooms,” she supplied when she could quit staring at his mouth.


“There you go, Berta. House meat pie with mushrooms.”


The hostess nodded her head and hurried away, leaving Sasha alone with him. She rested her elbow on the table, put her chin in her hand and stared at him. “How well do you know her?”


“Berta? Her parents have been here as long as mine have. She graduated a couple of years ago from high school, was going to college and then her dad was in an accident. It was industrial. He worked away from home and there was some kind of explosion. He lived about eighteen months and Berta and her mother took excellent care of him. He was a good man, and they were very devoted to him. She didn’t want to go back to college and leave her mother, so she stayed home with her.”


“She’s around my age then,” Sasha said. “Were you close to her family?” She didn’t know why she had to press, but she did. She needed to understand the dynamic going on. He didn’t seem the same man as the one she’d met in the nightclub.


“Not particularly, but she’s from the neighborhood.”


That didn’t answer why his family had helped out with bills and care for Berta’s mother. “Why don’t you take other women here?” She felt silly calling him Mr. Ferraro when they were having dinner together, but he was technically her boss and she wasn’t about to call him Giovanni. She had no idea how to address him, so she didn’t call him anything.


“It’s home. On my home turf, I don’t have to be that man.”


She wasn’t about to let him get away with that. “That man?” She kept pushing because she really wanted to understand—she liked this Giovanni Ferraro.


“You saw him. The playboy. The man partying it up every night. My cousins come into town and what else would we do but go clubbing? Fly to New York, or San Francisco, or anywhere in the world, what’s expected of me? Of us?”


There was the slightest hint of bitterness in his voice. That didn’t make sense, either. “Can’t you do the unexpected?”


“For the outside world? No.” That was adamant. “Here? Where I live? Where I count the people mine? Yes. I’m doing it right now.”


He fascinated her, when nothing had for a long time. She was beginning to relax in his company, even with his thigh pressed tight against hers. She’d turned toward him, angling in her seat, one leg drawn up. Her denim-clad thigh rubbed against his immaculate suit. She was becoming a little fixated on his eyelashes. They were unexpectedly long and thick and even curved up on the ends. That should have softened his features, but it didn’t. It only made him look more intense and compelling. Then there was his mouth …


“You sounded as if you really liked Berta and her family, as if you were close friends.” She knew she should quit pursuing it, but Giovanni Ferraro had secrets, and for some insane reason, she wanted to know every one of them.


She leaned closer to him, her eyes on his face. When he talked about Berta and her family, he was different—animated. Most of the time, his handsome features were set in stone, those angles and planes unreadable, but she was certain Berta’s family was something very important to him because his entire demeanor lit up when he talked about them.


“I do like them,” he admitted. “They’re hardworking. Honest. Loyal. You can’t ask for better people.”


She bit back her surprise, knowing if she blurted out how shocking his statement was to her, it would tell him that she thought he was shallow—which she had. Berta arrived with the antipasto, breadsticks and wine. Expertly she took out the cork and then grinned at Giovanni, her eyes laughing.


“Nice job,” he commented, a teasing note in his voice.


Sasha had to change everything she’d thought about him. She couldn’t equate this man with the one in the club, hunting women for a game and money. She detested that he had been so demeaning toward women, although after listening to Mary in the employee restroom go on about how to trap one of the Ferraros, she had a better understanding of his life.


“Right?” Berta said. She poured a small amount into Giovanni’s wineglass. “Do you have any idea how many corks I ruined learning to do this? Benito told me he was taking the wine bottles out of my paycheck.”


The hostess was laughing, but the gorgeous smile on Giovanni’s face faded. “He what?”


Sasha shivered in spite of herself. At once that got his attention. His focus had been on Berta, but he immediately put his jacket around Sasha, and then his arm, drawing her beneath his shoulder, one hand rubbing up and down her arm. He did it smoothly, accomplishing all of it in seconds, with the minimum amount of fuss, so it was done before Sasha realized what was happening.


“No, no, Mr. Ferraro,” Berta hastened to explain. “He was only teasing me. Benito would never dock my pay while I was learning something.”


Giovanni took a sip of the wine and nodded. She poured more into his glass and then into Sasha’s. The room fell into a hush again. Sasha looked up and Berta hurried away, back toward the newcomers. His brothers had arrived with the cousins. Sasha sat up straighter and tried to pull away from him.


“What are they doing here?” There was no keeping the suspicion out of her voice. If they got one point for getting a woman to dance, what would it be for coaxing a woman to go out when she’d overheard the rules of their stupid, childish game? How could she have been so stupid?


“Relax, Sasha.”


His voice was mesmerizing. Gentle. Caring. How could he sound like that when he wasn’t that way? She hated that she was so susceptible to him. She’d been alone since her parents had died, and she was starved for affection and company. That was all. Simple human needs. But she wasn’t going to be the butt of a wealthy man’s joke.


“I’m leaving. I can walk home.” She was more shaken than she realized. She actually felt the burn of tears behind her eyes and that added to her anger. She didn’t cry easily and certainly not over a man. She pushed at his rib cage.


His arm didn’t budge. “Sasha, just take a breath and give me a minute. You aren’t being fair to me. I fucked up big-time with that ridiculous game. It was wrong, and I apologize for it. My family comes here often. Most likely, some of the others will show up as well. Don’t leave because the pizzeria is a popular spot with us. I’ve known Benito since I was a boy, as have my sister and brothers. Of course, we would give him our business rather than take it elsewhere. And he’d be hurt if we did.”


He sounded so sincere. His family was on their way over to their booth. She told herself she stopped struggling to get out of the booth because she didn’t want to look like it mattered one way or the other. She refused to look at Giovanni. If he was making her the butt of a family joke, she despised him. If he wasn’t, and she’d accused him, she would be ashamed of herself.


He might play games in his nightclub, but she wouldn’t stoop to his level and be someone her parents would be ashamed of. They wouldn’t want her jumping to conclusions because she’d overheard something she knew to be wrong.


“I don’t know how I can change your opinion of me, Sasha,” Giovanni said. “I don’t like that you keep thinking I’m making fun of you, or whatever it is you’re thinking of me.”


“That you’re an ass for making up such a mean, spiteful, hurtful game,” she said and picked up the wineglass. She needed something to fortify her. What was she doing, sitting in the Ferraro booth with Giovanni Ferraro? She didn’t belong there. She didn’t even want to be there.
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