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    Dedication




    This book is dedicated to my boys, Kieran and Arel. You make me want to be all I can be, and I hope that Mommy can inspire you to chase your dreams and search out happiness.


  




  

    1




    “WHO IS SHE?” Domenic asked, striving for a businesslike tone despite the dread beginning to coil in his gut. He slid the panel shut, blocking out the sight of the girl in the cell, and turned to Carlo.




    “Her name is Alexis Montgomery.”




    “Why is she here?”




    “She’s my insurance policy,” Carlo said dismissively.




    When Carlo Commisso had called Domenic to the abandoned warehouse, Domenic had known it was for family business, but he’d had no idea he’d find something like this. He’d pulled in behind the abandoned warehouse and parked his car. After a brief glance around, he checked his phone to make sure it was the correct location, and the address corresponded.




    What the fuck is Carlo up to?




    The building was in obvious disuse. Broken glass from shattered windows littered the cracked and dull gray pavement below. Yellowed weeds fought their way out of the crags as they tried in vain to reach any semblance of sunlight. Toward the back of the parking area—which was nothing more than rubble—there were several abandoned cars that looked as if they had been used as someone’s residence. The door of one stood ajar—a crusted blanket hung out like a lolling tongue. The whole place had an air of abandonment so thick it was suffocating.




    Domenic had made sure he was locked and loaded. The forty-five in his shoulder holster was checked, the clip was secure, and everything was in working order. He did the same for the smaller thirty-eight in the ankle strap under his dress slacks. Reaching into the backseat, he grabbed his suit jacket and shrugged it on once he exited the car, keeping it unbuttoned. Carlo liked his men to look sharp at all times.




    Domenic wondered again what he was doing here as he headed toward the rusted metal door. Opening it, he removed his sunglasses, tucked them into the inner pocket of his jacket, and waited for his eyes to adjust before taking a tentative step forward. Gravel carried in from the parking lot crunched under his heels against the concrete of the floor, and the smell of weeping concrete assaulted his nose. The entrance led to a long corridor, and there were voices up ahead. Domenic walked quietly to the end of the hallway where it opened up into a large room.




    He stood there for a moment in the shadows and surveyed the scene. The room was concrete from top to bottom with pieces of abandoned machinery strewn about. The floor was covered with dust—clearly undisturbed until recently. There were footprints and scuffmarks visible throughout. It looked like a troupe of animals had gone back and forth, kicking up the dust as they went.




    Carlo had his back to the door and was conversing with the two henchmen. Domenic’s boss was a man in his late fifties, short in stature but trim and lean. His hair had gone completely white, and he styled it with the vanity of a much younger man. His face was lined but still hard, with shrewd suspicious eyes, an aquiline nose, and a protruding jaw.




    Deciding it seemed safe, Domenic entered the room, and all talk ceased as the two goons stiffened at his presence. Carlo spun on his heel quickly.




    “Domenic, my boy!” Carlo called out, clapping his hands together. “Finally you arrive. I was wondering if you would make it.”




    “I would never turn down a personal invitation from you, Carlo,” Domenic said, inclining his head in a show of respect. His eyes flicked toward Marco and Vince who were lounging around in metal chairs beside a table. The table was next to a sturdy-looking steel door that had a sliding panel set about five feet from the floor. A thick bolt served as the lock.




    Carlo had beckoned him toward the door. He slid the panel aside silently so Domenic could look into the room. It was dingy and dark, with just one bare light bulb to cast any sort of light. There was a plain wooden chair in the middle of the room, a cot was pushed up against the wall, and a bucket stood in the corner farthest away. On the cot with her back to the wall sat a long-haired girl. Her legs were drawn up, arms holding them tight, and her forehead rested on her knees. She hadn’t noticed that anyone was looking into the room.




    Now things clicked into place. Montgomery. As in John Montgomery, the small town Montana sheriff who was being subpoenaed to testify against the family and who could make sure Carlo and his two brothers went away for a long time.




    “You kidnapped a cop’s daughter?” Domenic hissed, grasping the man’s arm above the elbow. Carlo looked down at the hand and raised a white brow. Domenic immediately let go, remembering it was his boss he’d grabbed.




    “We’ll hold her until after Sheriff Montgomery testifies and has a lapse of memory.”




    “And then what?” Domenic asked, trying not to sound horrified. It wasn’t like he hadn’t seen his fair share of unsavory acts, but this was an innocent girl, not a mob-hardened criminal.




    Carlo merely shrugged his shoulders, and Domenic narrowly kept from throttling him. He ran his hand through his hair and turned his back to his boss. Trying to keep from killing Carlo took all his willpower. Domenic placed his hands on his hips and took a few deep breaths to gather some composure.




    “So, why did you call me here?” he asked, turning around.




    “I wanted to offer her to you,” Carlo said, eyes sparkling in merriment. Domenic tried to keep his face from showing that he thought the old man had finally lost his ever-loving mind.




    “Offer her to me,” he stated. “As what?”




    “As a gift! To show my appreciation for all you’ve done for the family.” That’s it, Domenic thought, he has lost his mind.




    “Thank you, Carlo. I am honored, but I feel I must decline.” Domenic smiled thinly and turned on his heel to leave. He should have known it wouldn’t be that easy.




    “Such a shame. She’s a pretty girl. I guess I could always just let Marco and Vince have a go at her instead.” That stopped Domenic dead. He could hear the men making lewd comments behind him. He gritted his teeth together and cursed Carlo and his twisted ideals.




    “You do not touch her,” Domenic told the two clowns menacingly. He abhorred the sadistic ritual Carlo had introduced to the soldiers a long while back.




    “Now, Domenic,” Carlo scolded, “if you do not want the girl…” He shrugged again, and Domenic contemplated putting a bullet in his head right then and there. Capo be damned. He knew this was a test of his fealty to the family and resented it completely. As an underboss, Domenic didn’t usually take part in these sick little games, but it was obvious he couldn’t get out of it this time.




    Domenic shrugged out of his jacket and holster, handing them to Carlo but retaining the weapon in his ankle strap as a precaution. He strode toward the metal door, slid back the bolt, and pulled it open. The girl jumped and screamed slightly. Her eyes were puffy from crying, and she turned a whiter shade of pale at his approach. She scrambled into the corner as he stood watching her.




    “Please, don’t hurt me,” she whispered, as large tears fell from her eyes.




    He clenched his jaw, set on his task. Domenic was to rape this girl, with Carlo to witness. He turned toward the door and noticed the panel was partially open. That would make this somewhat easier at least.




    “I’ll do anything you want,” she begged. “Just please, don’t hurt me.”




    “Anything?” he asked, raising an eyebrow. She nodded quickly, not quite understanding what was about to happen. “Well, that should make this easy. Lie down on the bed,” he said in a cold voice.




    Comprehension flared in her blue eyes. She shook her head and skittered back further into the corner. Domenic went to the bed and grasped her shoulders, dragging her forward.




    “No!” she screeched and flailed her arms at him ineffectually.




    “You said anything,” he grunted, still pulling her toward him. “Now, lie down!”




    Domenic backhanded her, angling the blow so that it would stun her into submission and not hurt her very badly. She fell back to the bed, and he climbed onto it, shoving her knees apart so that he was in between them.




    Luckily she was wearing a skirt, and he placed his hands under it, ripping the flimsy underwear she was wearing. Carlo liked dramatics—he would enjoy that part of the show. The girl started to struggle and kick against him as he pulled his shirt out of his pants before undoing them.




    “Stop! Please, stop! Oh God, please!” she sobbed as he laid his body on top of hers. She rained blows against his shoulders and scratched at his face, aiming for his eyes. Domenic had to give her credit—she wasn’t going to make this easy for him. He grasped her hands and raised them over her head holding them in one of his.




    Grabbing a handful of her thick, sandy hair, he yanked her head to the side, and she gave a scream as he pushed his hips hard against her. Good, that was nice and loud he thought grimly. Carlo would think she had just been penetrated.




    “Listen to me,” Domenic hissed in her ear. “I’m not going to rape you.” With that, he bit down hard on her earlobe, and she screeched again, mostly in surprise, but he mimicked another thrust at the same time. Once she realized Domenic wasn’t going to force himself on her, he felt her body go slack.




    “Scream, God damn you!” he whispered in a fierce undertone, tightening the hold on the fistful of hair and giving her head a savage shake. “Fight me for fuck’s sake!”




    The girl realized that he had to make this performance convincing, and she came back to life. She bucked her hips as if trying to throw him off her body and pulled at her wrists, which were still locked in his hand above her head. She screamed and screeched at him and then finally started sobbing out of pure fright of the situation.




    Domenic continued to thrust his hips against her. He had undone his slacks. His back was to the door so Carlo hadn’t seen that his cock was still in his briefs. Luckily for the girl and for him, because while he was merely simulating having sex with her, the friction was making him hard. He tried to keep his mind on the imminent danger they were both in, but that combined with having a woman’s writhing body under him exacerbated the situation.




    Feeling what was happening, the girl’s eyes snapped open and locked with Domenic’s. The fear in them was palpable. She most likely thought that since he had risen to the occasion, he might just stop acting. He gave an imperceptible shake of his head and then pretended as if he was reaching climax. The girl just lay there underneath him, whimpering, tired from all of her struggles.




    Letting go of her hands, Domenic rose to his knees and lowered her skirt gently. She rolled over onto her side and faced the wall. Her shoulders hitched, and her whole body trembled. She was still very scared and had every right to be. He had an odd impulse to reach out and comfort her, but remembered they still had an audience. Instead, he stood up beside the cot and made a big production about doing up his pants.




    His shirt hung out in front to hide the fact he still had an erection, and he prayed no one would notice. Stooping down, he picked up the remains of the girl’s underwear and threw them at Carlo as he walked out the door. His boss caught them one handed and smiled. He still had great reflexes for a man his age.




    “I’ve marked her,” Domenic said. “Now she’s mine.” He turned to glare at the two clowns sitting against the wall, scowling. He knew no one would dare touch her now. She would be safe.




    “Looks like the girl has marked you as well.” Carlo chuckled, pointing to Domenic’s face. He reached up and felt three distinct gouges down his cheek.




    Domenic grabbed his gun and jacket and left the warehouse. Yes, she had definitely marked him.
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    ONCE THE MAN LEFT THE ROOM, Alex relaxed in increments. She stayed curled up in the fetal position, facing the wall, but her tears had stopped. She wasn’t sure how much more she could cry since it seemed she’d been doing so nonstop over the last few days. If she kept this up, she would be severely dehydrated soon.




    Shivers wracked her body, and she wasn’t sure if it was due to shock or because of the stupid skirt. Alex never wore skirts, and the one time she had, she’d managed to get kidnapped. Murphy’s Law. Or more like Alex’s Law. She had wanted to look pretty for her boyfriend Shane since they hadn’t seen each other in months, and now she was stuck in some drafty warehouse with air blowing up the damn thing. It wouldn’t be so bad if she still had her underwear.




    Hunching her shoulders against the onslaught of images that invaded her mind, Alex remembered exactly why she was no longer wearing any. She had never been so scared in her life as when the man came toward her. He was tall, and even under his impeccably tailored shirt and suit pants, she could sense his brute strength. Raven-haired and dark skinned, his green eyes were bright like emeralds—it was a startling contrast. And in those eyes was a hatred she couldn’t even fathom. Even the last few days of confused terror in this hellhole hadn’t compared to her feeling of dread when he approached her. The man looked dangerous.




    Alex shuddered as she remembered how he had grabbed her. She had fought as hard as she could, but he just kept coming. It was like punching a slab of marble. Her fists had just bounced off his chest as if she weren’t even trying. Finally, she resorted to using her nails and clawing at him. She felt a moment of satisfaction when she saw the scratches carved out on his face.




    Her begging and pleading hadn’t registered in those cold green eyes. He obviously had a mission to accomplish and wouldn’t stop until he was done. When he ripped off her panties and undid his pants, the sick realization of what was about to happen sunk in. Eyes closed, she’d prayed it would end soon. Alex felt his body on top of hers but didn’t notice that there was still the feel of fabric between them, not until he pulled her hair hard, making her scream, and told her he wasn’t going to rape her.




    What followed had been the greatest role-playing of her young life. From deep inside, Alex had gathered all the fear and anger she had felt over the last few days and fought him. This was no game. His sense of urgency made her realize just how much danger she was still in. There had been that one moment of utter terror when he began to sexually respond to her, but the fear had been brief and baseless.




    And then he had climbed off her.




    She’d resisted the urge to jerk away from his touch as he lowered her skirt, turning away to avoid looking at him. Her shoulders shook as she tried to keep her sobs from breaking through. Alex could feel him hesitating behind her, and all she could think was how badly she wanted him to leave her alone. Finally he left, and she was able to let her breath out in shaky sobs.




    Sure, she hadn’t been raped. And while that would have made this horrible situation infinitely worse, not being raped certainly hadn’t improved anything. She was still in this stinking concrete room—a prisoner, abducted. And no one knew where she was. She didn’t even know where she was.




    All she remembered was walking out of her apartment door and turning to lock it. She had been distracted because she was running late to pick up Shane at the airport and hadn’t noticed the men coming toward her from down the hall. Two hands had grabbed her from behind, one around her waist and the other clapped over her mouth. Preparing to scream, she had pulled in a huge breath and started to see black spots. There had been a damp cloth in his hand. She shook her head back and forth as the black spots merged into a wall of darkness.




    Alex had woken up in this dingy, musty place, with water-marked walls and a dim light bulb flickering over the cot where she lay. She had sat up too quickly and groaned, clutching her head. Once able, she had gotten off the bed, trembling, and headed toward the door. It was futile to even try, but she grabbed the handle and yanked it anyway. Alex had to stop from banging on the door and crying out. Her head had been pounding fiercely, and she hadn’t wanted to call more attention to herself.




    Stumbling back to the cot, she had pulled her knees up to her chest and cried bitterly.




    Alex supposed she should have been praying for herself, but by this point she was almost sure she wasn’t going to live. It wasn’t as if her captors were going to any great lengths to keep their identities a secret. In the movies that was always a bad sign. If they set her free, she could walk into any police station and describe the three men she had seen to any sketch artist. She could pick them out in a lineup. She could describe them in minute detail. She was as good as dead.




    That thought should have scared the hell out of Alex, but surprisingly it didn’t.




    She couldn’t deny it any longer. She likely wouldn’t make it out of this stinking room alive. There was no one who could help her. All she could do was survive as best she could and hope that perhaps there would be a chance for her to make an escape. Alex didn’t see how that would be possible. There was no way she could fight against two men, especially ones who were armed. She just hoped that when the time came, she could be brave and it would be fast.
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    DOMENIC LEFT THE WAREHOUSE with a troubled mind. Marco and Vince would be fools to disobey a direct order from him since Domenic was Carlo’s second in command. To do so would mean almost certain death. The problem was he didn’t trust either of them as far as he could throw them with one hand. Marco was the type to do anything to usurp Domenic’s position, and Vince would go along for the ride. Fortunately, Carlo kept them around to serve as heavies. He recognized their cunning natures, but neither had any real business smarts. Not the kind necessary to run an organization like the Liseni Family.




    Carlo had brought Domenic back into the fold four years ago for his own reasons and then realized the young man had a knack for the business. No surprise since it was his rightful legacy as the son of Domenic D’Angelo Sr., who had been Capo until his death thirteen years previous. At the tender age of sixteen, Domenic had obviously been too young to step into his father’s shoes, but he’d grown into a formidable man. It hadn’t taken him long to claw his way up the ranks until he’d become the underboss, groomed to take over for Carlo when he retired.




    But Carlo wouldn’t live very much longer, and he would die at Domenic’s hand.




    Once in his car, Domenic sat there for a moment, his mind filled with thoughts of the girl. She had unknowingly thrown a wrench in his plans. Domenic couldn’t afford distractions from his ultimate goal, and she was proving to be a great one. In the car’s rearview mirror, he grimaced at his reflection. The gouges she had left were angry and red-looking, but he wasn’t too concerned. He had a reputation as a ladies’ man that he didn’t bother disputing. Most would just assume he had bedded a voracious groupie, and he wouldn’t disabuse them of that notion.




    Occasionally, Domenic met a woman who would pique his interest, and a dalliance would begin for a short period of time. It never lasted long. If he felt there was any inkling of romantic feelings on the part of the woman, he ended things without preamble. He had nothing to give a woman. Well, nothing that didn’t come out of his wallet anyway. Women made you weak. Not in the physical sense, but they gave your enemy a way to debilitate you without even laying a hand on you. Domenic certainly couldn’t afford for any of his rivals to have that kind of power over him.




    If he needed additional proof, all he had to do was think of John Montgomery. They had crippled him in the worst way possible. He would know the chance of his daughter making it out of this alive was slim to none. Being a man of the law, would he be willing to do whatever it took to give his daughter a fighting chance? Would he perjure himself before a court of law if he thought it would save her? Domenic didn’t have children of his own, but he was fairly certain he would do whatever it took to increase the odds of saving his daughter.




    Who was he kidding? He would hunt the motherfuckers down himself and torture them to death for kidnapping his child.




    What the hell was he going to do about the girl? Alexis. He still couldn’t believe Carlo had abducted her. It was a testament to the man’s desperation. Sheriff Montgomery had the power to put him and his brothers away for a long time. Carlo knew that with Domenic waiting in the wings to take over the family, he would never survive in prison. He would be assassinated as soon as the guards turned their backs. With the number of enemies Carlo had, it wouldn’t take long for someone to pay them to look the other way. For the right amount of money, a guard might even do the deed himself.




    Domenic smiled at the thought of Carlo lying in a pool of his own blood, a shank stuck deep into his chest. Nothing would save him—he was too old even to peddle himself off as someone’s bitch. That thought gave him a perverse thrill of pleasure. It would serve the sadistic son of a bitch right if a train was run on him. While Domenic wanted to be the one to kill Carlo, this would do just as well.




    Alexis Montgomery must live and Sheriff Montgomery must testify.




    The arraignment was almost a month away—still time to work out a plan. He had a phone call to make, and once that was done Domenic would sit back and see what happened. Until then she would need to be kept safe, and he hoped fear of retaliation would keep the other thugs in line. Carlo didn’t want the girl hurt either—not until she served her purpose, at least—so Domenic felt better about leaving her.




    He started the car, left the dilapidated warehouse behind, and headed to his condo in the Lake View district of Chicago. On the way, his mind was still on the girl. Why had he risked everything he’d worked toward to protect her? She meant nothing to him. What was one more sin added to the mountain he’d accumulated in the last four years? He didn’t give a rat’s ass about anything beside himself and his own agenda. But this girl, she was innocent. It had been a long time since he had been around anyone like that. The people who surrounded him were so corrupt and greedy that it oozed out of them like some kind of sickening stench.




    Alexis was pure, and he wanted to bask in her white light like a cat sunning itself. Domenic shook his head. What had come over him? She was so small and vulnerable. It switched on some primal instinct in him that had long since been dormant. He could see his intricately woven plans unraveling if he wasn’t careful.




    After pulling into his parking spot in the underground garage, he took the elevator up to the penthouse. Walking through the condo, he went to his bedroom, loosening his tie on the way. He stared out the floor-to-ceiling glass door that led out to the balcony and took in the panoramic view of his city. The sun was shining along the spires of the skyscrapers, reflecting off the glass panes of the buildings and giving the city a certain glamour that effectively hid the seedy underside of Chicago.




    Unfortunately, the view couldn’t distract him as it usually did, and he tugged at the front of his pants gingerly. While his erection had finally dissipated, the aftereffects of not getting a release were still present. After a few moments of deliberation, he decided to rectify the problem.




    Unbuttoning his shirt, Domenic pulled it off, followed by his undershirt. His pants fell to the floor, and he stepped out of them, kicking them to the side.




    Catching a glimpse of himself in the full-length mirror Domenic leaned forward and looked at his face. The job was taking its toll on him. While he still looked relatively young, fine lines were beginning to form around his eyes. Even through the growth of a five o’clock shadow, he could see the grooves around his mouth had deepened. He smiled humorlessly at his reflection and rubbed his hand over the stubble on his face, deciding whether to shave or not. One more day would be fine.




    He walked into the en suite bathroom and turned on the shower. Not bothering to wait till the water warmed up, he stepped under the cold spray. It helped ease the ache in his balls a little, but not enough to put off his original intention. Leaning his head under the spray, Domenic felt the cool water cascading down his torso. He soaped up his whole body and went through his repertoire of fantasies to help him with the job at hand. As he rinsed himself off, he chose one of his personal favorites. The first hand job performed on him when he was a teen by his friend’s sister, Mandy.




    Closing his eyes, he grasped himself and felt the familiar tightening sensation as he got hard. He imagined it was Mandy’s hand gripping him lightly while he stroked himself. After a few minutes he began to get frustrated. Nothing was happening. By now he should have already climaxed. He squeezed his eyes tighter trying to get further into his fantasy.




    Then his vision changed. Mandy was gone, and in his mind’s eye there was a flash of slim legs, scissoring. A familiar face. Wide eyes. Two wrists clasped in his hand and a writhing body underneath him. Before he knew it, Domenic was gasping as he came violently. He threw a hand up against the wall to keep himself from collapsing.




    What. The. Fuck.




    His heart was pounding hard in his chest as he struggled to catch his breath. What kind of sick fuck was he? Domenic turned off the water and stepped out of the shower, completely disoriented by what had just happened. Why the hell would he think of the girl and what happened that afternoon? And better yet, why did he have such strong reaction to the images that played out in his head? Grabbing a towel, Domenic rubbed himself down roughly and wrapped it around his waist. He dismissed it as just a freak coincidence. After all it was that damned pretend rape that had given him the painful erection to begin with. His brain must have made the connection unconsciously. He yanked on a pair of jeans and went to the living room to make his phone call.




    Once that was done he went back to the bedroom, threw himself down on the bed, folded his hands behind his head, and stared up at the ceiling. There was a get-together tonight that he wasn’t looking forward to. He would have begged off, but with the new developments, he needed to see who knew what and if damage control was necessary. Even in an organization run as tightly as theirs, there were still leaks. The last thing they needed was the police coming down on their heads for the abduction of Alexis Montgomery. He certainly didn’t want to be implicated in something like that. It would ruin everything he’d worked so hard for.




    Obviously, the police would know Carlo’s men had something to do with it, but without any evidence, they couldn’t search any of the premises belonging to the Liseni. He had to make sure that only those he trusted completely were privy to the fact they did indeed have the girl.
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    IT WAS DARK. The lights were out, and young Domenic didn’t know why. He heard scuffling noises in the office ahead and walked toward it. He had taken the L and ended up near his father’s work, so he figured he’d drop by and get a ride home. Having only just started to learn how to drive, he was impatient to get his license in order to get himself around, instead of relying on his parents and friends who were already driving.




    That was when he heard the voices and stopped in his tracks.




    “Hold him up,” a familiar voice ordered. Domenic’s father groaned, and Domenic rushed forward until he could see into the office. Sandro and Elio Commisso were on either side of Domenic Sr., gripping his arms, while Carlo stood in front of him holding a knife. His father’s face was bloody and bruised—they had already worked him over brutally. Domenic made a small noise, and his father heard. Even in distress, his senses were ten times as keen as those goons. His eyes widened and nose flared as they made eye contact.




    “Stop!” his father commanded. Carlo thought he was talking to him, but Domenic knew his father was sending him a message, warning him to leave and not try to stop what was about to happen. Domenic would be as good as dead if he walked into that room. What the hell could he do, an unarmed teenager against three armed men?




    “Ah, finally, you begin to beg. I never thought you would,” Carlo sneered, and Domenic was ashamed that he had caused his father to cry out.




    “Fuck you,” his father gasped. He lifted his head and spat in Carlo’s face.




    Domenic was desperate to stop what was happening. The one thing he could think to do was distract them and try to get help to his father. He backed away from the door and bumped into a plant in the corner.




    “What the fuck was that? Sandro, go look,” Domenic heard Carlo say before he turned and bolted. His father began struggling as soon as one of the brothers let him go. He was still trying to save his son’s life. Domenic turned the corner and rushed out of the building, flying as fast as he could. Looking back, no one was coming after him. He found a phone booth and with shaking fingers dialed 9-1-1. A hand grabbed the back of his neck, and he screamed.




    Bolting awake, Domenic gasped and looked around wildly. He was in his bedroom, not the cramped phone booth from thirteen years ago. He rubbed his face hard with both hands. So much for calming himself down. This dream had haunted him since his father’s death.




    The difference was that no one had come after him that day thirteen years ago. He had made the call, but the police had been too late. They found his father in his office, stabbed and shot to death execution style. Even though Domenic knew there was nothing he could have done, he was still wracked with guilt that he had run like a cowardly boy instead of facing death honorably, like a man.




    Carlo had blamed his father’s death on a rival Russian family, and a war had ensued. Only Domenic knew the truth. It had all been staged so Carlo and his brothers could step in and take over while effectively wiping out the competition. Perhaps some suspected Carlo had a hand in Domenic Sr.’s murder, but what was done was done. Carlo stepped in as Capo and started making changes immediately.




    Domenic had wanted to kill Carlo and exact his revenge. As a boy, he leaned toward the dramatic and had brought a knife with him to his father’s funeral. His plan was to sink that knife straight into Carlo’s black heart when he came to give Domenic his condolences. As his enemy came down the line toward him, Domenic had the retracted switchblade held in his fist, ready to go. When Carlo was next in line, his mother grasped his wrist like a manacle and pulled his arm behind her back. He began to struggle, but her words stopped him.




    “I won’t lose you, too,” she whispered raggedly in his ear. He stopped fighting against her and nodded. She was right. After losing her husband, Domenic and his little sister were all Sofia D’Angelo had left.




    It was a several years later that Carlo approached Domenic. He had heard of Sofia’s death and wanted to extend a helping hand to the son of his “good friend.” Domenic had welcomed the invitation immediately. His plans of extracting vengeance had never abated, and now he blamed Carlo for the loss of both his parents. He would work his way up through the ranks to be honored with his rightful position as Capo of the Liseni, and Carlo would pay the price for making him an orphan.




    An old adage came to him the day Carlo had approached so many years ago—keep your friends close and your enemies closer.
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    PLATINUM WAS A PREMIUM GENTLEMAN’S CLUB that catered to prominent businessmen of Chicago. Everything about the club was high end—from the prime location downtown to the plush velvet booths and the black and red leather pleasure rooms at the back. It was sleek and modern-looking with low, intimate lighting and plenty of private areas. The liquor behind the bar was the best and most expensive, and the same could be said about the women who worked the room. There were several clubs like this throughout the city. The family also owned clubs that catered to blue-collar workers and a few seedy dives. The Liseni believed in equal opportunity sexual gratification.




    Domenic pulled up, tossed his keys to the valet, and walked inside. Toward the back he passed by the woman spinning around the pole without paying her any attention. None of the dancers attracted him, despite their overt advances. These were higher-class girls, but they still had a price. If he wanted to see a pair of tits and a pussy, he certainly would never pay for it. Mind you, he was pretty sure if given the choice, most of the women here would waive their usual fees for him. He shuddered at the thought of any of them touching him intimately. Especially since he knew where those hands had been.




    Walking to the back of the club, Domenic nodded to various people he knew until he reached the bouncer who guarded the private area for the family. The man undid the clasp of the velvet rope and stepped aside to let him in. This particular VIP section was blocked off from view from the rest of the club. It had plush booths, several entertainment sections, its own bar complete with bartender, and a waitress to make sure no one was left thirsty. Only family members had access to this lounge.




    It was a full house tonight. After giving his regards to his boss, Domenic took the seat to Carlo’s right, as was customary. He acknowledged the men seated around the VIP area. The twins, Elio and Sandro, sat to Carlo’s left. Sal, Tony, and Junior were seated nearby, ogling a woman dancing in the opposite corner. Not long after Domenic sat down the waitress came and took his order.




    He noticed that Marco and Vince were missing and made the assumption they were still guarding the girl.




    “Are you sure the girl is safe?” he asked, leaning close to Carlo.




    “Of course,” the man answered, glancing at him peculiarly.




    “I don’t trust Marco and Vince,” Domenic stressed.




    “They won’t hurt her. First of all, they need to make sure she can speak when John Montgomery asks for proof that she lives. Secondly, they wouldn’t disobey a direct order. No one touches the girl without my say so.” Carlo gave him a look that signified the discussion was now closed. Domenic ground his teeth together but dropped the subject.




    When the waitress came back with his drink, the dancer noticed him for the first time. She looked at Domenic with a mischievous smile. Leaving her spot, she advanced toward him, full hips moving in a sensuous twist. Domenic smiled as she straddled his lap, even though he would have preferred she left him alone.




    “Hi, Nicky,” she purred in his ear as she pushed her fake breasts against his chest.




    “Hello, Kris,” he replied, smoothing a hand up her thigh.




    “You haven’t been around lately,” she said with a pout, her collagen-filled lips quivering.




    “I’ve been busy. You know how it is.”




    Domenic was trying very hard to be pleasant. Kris wanted to get out of the entertainment business. She wanted to snag herself a place in the family, but she wasn’t satisfied with just anyone. She had her sights on him. Not that it stopped her from making the rounds if paid enough. She was exactly the type of woman he detested. And she called him Nicky—he hated that. Unfortunately, to show his obvious disdain would be like spitting in the faces of most of the men in this room. Mob politics.




    “Oh, Nicky,” she sighed against his ear, her hips gyrating lazily against his. “One of these days I’ll get you in my bed.” He chuckled and shrugged. Kris took that as assent, but what it really meant was not a fucking chance, lady.




    “Hey, Dom!” Junior shouted out. “Stop monopolizing the entertainment!”




    Kris got off his lap, thankfully. Domenic slipped her a twenty and gave her a slap on the ass to send her on her way. She squealed delightedly and blew him a kiss before heading toward Junior. With a sigh of relief Domenic watched her walk away, just as Sal took a seat beside him, chuckling.




    “Why don’t you just fuck the poor girl and put her out of her misery?”




    “I don’t do your sloppy seconds, Sal,” Domenic said. “Or his. Or his. Or his…” he continued, pointing at various men in the room.




    “I guess it doesn’t hurt that you got your dick wet this afternoon,” Sal said with sly intonation. Domenic gave him a warning glance and wondered how much he knew.




    “Must have been a real wildcat.” Sal gestured toward Domenic’s face. “Anyone I know?” he asked, dropping him a wink.




    “You know a gentleman never kisses and tells, Sal.”




    “I must not be much of a fucking gentleman!” Sal guffawed. Domenic just raised his eyebrows and looked away.




    Salvatore Solinas was an enforcer as well as the head of security. In the dictionary under “mob goon,” there should be a picture of Sal. The man was built like a brick shit house. He had a loutish face—his forehead was large and sloped, hanging like a shelf over small, piggish eyes and a mashed in nose that had taken one too many punches. He was ham-fisted and barrel-chested and resembled nothing less than what he was. Sal had used his brute strength to work his way up in the ranks but wasn’t graced with much in the brains department. Despite that, he excelled at his job. He was the one who took care of Carlo’s personal protection, but he was also in charge of all the other enforcers. It was a good guess that the man knew about Alexis Montgomery, considering two of his men were guarding her. Sal was the man you went to see when you needed to knock some sense into someone or if you wanted a hit put out. You didn’t mess with Sal if you wanted to live to tell about it.




    Speaking of hit men, that was where Tony Marino came in. Domenic glanced over at the man and was rewarded with a shrewd look. He was also big, but built more like Domenic—tall and leanly muscular instead of heavy set. A well-oiled machine, much like his weapons. Nothing got past Tony—he was always at attention. Eyes and ears working overtime and twitchy fingers ready to pull out his gun at any given moment. He was the best in the business. Not only was he a sure shot, but the man could find anyone. His critical thinking skills and increased intelligence allowed him to track down and eliminate any target Carlo set him on. Also another man Domenic wouldn’t willingly anger.




    Kris was turned facing him, waving her ample ass in Junior’s enamored face. If there were such a thing as a geek of the underworld, Junior would be it. The runt of the litter, with large brown eyes and a baby-face, he commanded little attention from the other tough guys who surrounded him, and yet he was the biggest threat of them all. He was a computer whiz kid and had been hacking into secure systems around the world since the age of twelve. The boy could screw up a person’s entire life with a few clicks of a keyboard. Born with the name Joey Russo, everyone called him Junior because he was the youngest of the group and had been hired by Carlo at the age of sixteen. He had been working for the family for the last two years.




    Junior had cracked the security of the Chicago PD and kept the family informed if anything important came up. Because of his skill, Carlo had been aware that John Montgomery had witnessed Santino DiRocco’s death, and he had an alibi in place by the time the police had come to arrest him. Of course Carlo had been let out on bail, having had no previous record. Nothing he had ever been found guilty of, anyway. Domenic found out later that Junior had also been the one to discover John Montgomery had a daughter living in the Chicago area and where to find her.




    The rest of the men gathered here tonight were of no real consequence. They filled various roles in the organization, but were easily replaced if necessary. Domenic kept his ears open for any talk of the missing girl, but there was nothing. As far as he could tell, news hadn’t gotten around yet. He stayed for a couple more hours to make sure.




    Making his farewells, he ducked out of the private room and crossed the club with quick steps. Not quick enough, however, as he was accosted by Kris, who was waiting by the door. She was now fully dressed—well, dressed anyway, the outfit she wore didn’t leave much to the imagination—and talking to one of the waitresses, glancing over her shoulder occasionally. She spotted him before he could make an exit, so he had no choice but to stop and talk to her.




    “Hey, Nicky. I’ve been waiting for you,” she said, wrapping her arms around his waist and rubbing against him.




    “You didn’t need to do that,” he replied, reaching behind himself to unclasp her hands.




    “Come on, baby,” she whined, gripping him tighter. “Take me home with you.”




    “Not tonight, Kris.” Not ever.




    “Why? Do you have someone waiting there for you?” she asked with indignation, pushing him away and looking at his face pointedly.




    “Even if I did, I don’t see how that’s any of your fucking business,” he answered in a quiet voice, glaring at her.




    “Fuck you, Domenic,” she spat at him.




    “You wish,” he said, smiling smugly as he passed by her, heading out the doors.




    “Asshole!” she cried out after him. Finally, she was getting the hint. It took being as subtle as a Mac truck, but hopefully she would get it through that dense skull of hers that her pipe dream was never going to come true. Not with him, anyway.




    Domenic stepped out into the warm night, and his head cleared instantly. The street was teeming with local nightlife—people walking and talking, men catcalling at the skimpily clad women heading into the dance clubs, souped-up cars cruising past with the bass blasting. He wanted to walk amongst them, getting lost and pretending he was like everyone else. He felt like dropping the mask and forgetting about everything he had sworn to do. At that moment he didn’t want to be Domenic D’Angelo, second in command of the Liseni family. He didn’t want his whole existence to be based on lies and vengeance. He didn’t want any part of the crime and violence. What he wanted was to shrug it all off and be one of them.




    The valet pulled up at that moment and dispelled his fantasy. Domenic remembered who he was. He remembered what he had to do.




    [image: smoke3.jpg]




    The nights were the worst for Alex, especially because she was left alone with her thoughts to keep her company. And morbid thoughts they were. Over and over she replayed the scene of her abduction and berated herself for not being more aware. Those men had been strangers to her, and while it would have been impossible to keep tabs on every tenant in the large apartment complex she lived in, she still should have been much more wary of the two thugs who had been coming toward her. Maybe if she had, she’d have been able to scream for help before being overwhelmed.




    Woulda, shoulda, coulda. That seemed to be the start of every thought she had lately. Unfortunately, she had no proof that even if she had tried to do something to change events that the outcome would have been any different. It was possible things could have ended up worse. She could be dead right now instead of just a prisoner. She could very well be dead sometime in the near future anyway, but at least alive, she could plot some sort of escape.




    Like she’d done the previous nights, Alex made a continuous circle around the plain concrete room. It had been painted an institutional gray, but the dampness seeping through the concrete had caused the paint to bubble up and peel. Thanks to the bucket where she was forced to void her bowels, the smell in the room was revolting. Wet concrete, soggy paint, and mildew, all overlaid with the stench of her own feces, which made her want to vomit. There were no windows or any other exits except for the single-bolted metal door. No way to air the stink out, and unfortunately, no way to break out either. The only way out would be the way she came in, and unless she magically acquired some superhuman powers from breathing in noxious fumes, that wasn’t likely to happen.




    At least she was no longer crying. Somewhere along the line, her tears had dried up. Alex realized that since these could be the last days of her life, spending them sobbing wasn’t a particularly good use of her time. Instead, she was going to try to figure out ways to use her meager resources in an effort to escape. After what had happened today, Alex felt especially galvanized.




    The cot was made of metal, which would have made a good weapon except for the fact that the frame was welded together. There was some rust along the edges but not enough for her to pry a piece loose. Under the rotted-out mattress she’d been hoping to find something she could use, but the crisscrossing latticework was too flimsy and also constructed as one large section. She tried to pull on it to see if there were any weak spots, but all it did was rattle loudly. Alex stopped after a few attempts when she heard a chair dragging along the floor in the other room.




    She sat back on the bed just in time to see the panel open in the door as one of her captors checked on her. In order to seem less suspicious she bounced a bit, making it look as if she’d been getting comfortable. The springs began to creak in protest, a sound similar to when she’d tried to pull the bed apart.




    When the panel in the door closed she waited a few more minutes, her heart pounding in her chest like a manic jackhammer. Alex heard the men start talking again in muted tones, and after a few minutes she was back working at the springs of the cot. This time she used the mattress to mute the noise, but no matter where she pulled and tugged, the springs remained steadfast. She gave a last desperate tug before sitting on the floor in defeat.




    Alex’s hands were covered in grime and rust, and she wiped them against her skirt, but it didn’t do much good. All it did was transfer smear marks to the dark fabric instead. Not that it mattered—she was already filthy from being in this room for three days. Exhaling in a gust, she gathered her strength and stood up.




    The next object up for scrutiny had been the wooden chair against the wall. Once again, she started to tug on the pieces to see if any were loose or could be knocked out. The back was just a flat panel held up by two long, thin slats of wood. They were glued in tight however and didn’t budge. Next she flipped the chair over to see if the legs screwed in. Still no luck, those were also secured tightly and so were the crosspieces. Alex considered smashing the chair against the floor in order to get a piece she could use against the men but soon figured out that wouldn’t work. The noise would surely draw them to the door to see what was happening, and when they figured it out, both men would come in the room guns in hand. There would be no way to fight with just a baton of wood. If it wasn’t for that stupid view panel in the door, she might have had a chance.




    Unfortunately, those were the only furnishings in the room. No handy lamps with which to brain a captor, and the chair was heavier than it looked. She was more likely to injure herself as opposed to her enemies with the damned thing. Tired from her exertions, she placed the chair upright and sat on it. This change of perspective didn’t help. No other bright ideas were forthcoming.




    Alex slumped in the chair, hands shaking, heart thumping heavily, and mouth dry. She gazed down at herself dejectedly, taking in the mess she’d become. Her once pretty clothes were soiled and full of dust. There were streaks of grime down her legs and caked in the creases of her ankles from kneeling on the floor. She didn’t even want to guess at the state of her hair.




    After a moment she gave herself a mental shake. What difference did it make what she looked like? It wasn’t like she had anyone to impress. The fact that she was surrounded by a bunch of thugs should have made her want to look as unappealing as possible. In fact, she should just get on the floor and roll around on it. The grimier the better.




    This thought made her bark out laughter in a short burst. The next thing she knew her chest was heaving painfully as she tried to keep her laughter muffled. Her arms were folded across her mouth, and tears from trying to keep in the hysterical laughter streamed down her face. The ridiculousness of this entire situation struck her as tragically amusing. Who else could have possibly managed to get kidnapped right at her own front door? Was this some cruel joke—her life just wasn’t exciting enough? Alex would have gladly lived an entire life of mediocrity over getting kidnapped.




    Once the hysteria passed, she got up from the chair and began pacing once more. Sleep hadn’t been coming to her. Alex was forced to chase it down every night by walking circles to the point of exhaustion. It was the only way she could make herself fall asleep in this disgusting place, otherwise she would lie there, staring up at the ceiling, surrounded by her own stink and covered by a flimsy, scratchy blanket, in this hell tailor-made for her.




    “What did you do, Daddy?” she whispered to the walls. “What the hell did you and Santino do?”




    That was the question of the day. Something had happened the night John Montgomery met up with Santino DiRocco to put this in motion. It had been severe enough to make her father go to a police station instead of coming home. Awful enough for him to call and warn her. Horrible enough for men to come and abduct her from the hallway of her apartment building.




    Alex spent the better part of the night walking circles through the dust along the floor until she just couldn’t stand any longer. Her jaw gave a loud crack as she yawned and then settled down on the fetid cot. The room was cold but the constant movement had kept her warm. Now she began to shiver violently. Despite her disgust, she grabbed the blanket and wrapped it around herself cocoon-style.




    “What did you do, Daddy?” she asked once more before exhaustion settled into sleep.
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    THE GIRL HAD BEEN ON HIS MIND all night. Domenic was trying to figure out a way to get her out of that stinking warehouse, but now knew it would take a miracle. Where else could she be stashed? It wasn’t like he could very well keep her here at his condo. There was one other place he could think to bring her, but that would mean letting Carlo know where he was, and that was unacceptable. The cabin was his secret retreat. No one knew about it.




    Mulling it over awhile longer as he prepared for his day, Domenic decided to go and see the girl to make sure she was all right. Despite the pervasive feeling that something bad was going to happen, he’d convinced himself he could keep the girl alive and well. Even when her usefulness to Carlo had ended.




    While driving back to the warehouse, he took a more circuitous route to make sure he wasn’t being followed. It was very possible that all the major players in the family were under surveillance if John Montgomery had informed the police his daughter had been abducted. He had to be extra cautious, especially now. Carlo had been careful to keep out of sight of the girl, but with yesterday’s little stunt he had made sure Domenic would be implicated in her kidnapping should she be rescued.




    Of course Carlo had no clue Domenic hadn’t actually raped the girl, but that wouldn’t matter to the police. Domenic knew about Alexis Montgomery’s abduction and where she was being held—that would be enough to secure his guilt. That sneaky bastard boss of his knew what he was doing. If Carlo was going down, he wanted to bring Domenic with him. Once again, he wondered if Carlo had some kind of suspicion about him and his intentions. The old fox had been around twice as long, but they’d see who would win this game of cat and mouse.




    Satisfied he wasn’t being followed, he pulled down the long rutted path leading toward the back of the warehouse. Domenic parked the car, checked his weapons, and got out. Out of habit, he looked at his reflection in the car window and ran a hand through his hair.




    What the fuck are you doing, he thought impatiently. You’re going to see a captive, not your prom date.




    Domenic turned on his heel and headed into the building. As before, he had to wait a little bit in order to see the way in front of him. There were no voices, and he leaned his head to the side to listen closer. Still nothing. He stepped forward cautiously until he reached the large room. Vince was sitting there by himself, messing around with his phone.




    “Where’s Marco?” Domenic demanded, resisting the urge to snicker in disgust when Vince jumped, sending his phone clattering to the floor.




    “Fuck!” Vince said angrily as he bent to retrieve it. “You could have given me some warning!” He had his phone in his hand, brushing it off mournfully.




    “Are you fucking serious?” Domenic seethed. “What kind of guard are you? I could have been anyone! Where the fuck is Marco!” Domenic took a menacing step toward Vince and watched with satisfaction as the other man cowered back for a second.




    “He’s home probably,” Vince mumbled. “We’ve been doing shifts. It’s not like she can get out or anything,” he said, his jaw tightening like a vise. Domenic had a mind to smash it with his fist.




    “Fucking idiots,” he said under his breath before walking toward the door and pulling it open. The girl was kneeling on the bed, in the corner, eyes wide. She had obviously heard him yelling. He stepped in and gave her a once over. Besides the look of fear stamped on her features, she looked fine.




    “Make yourself useful,” he called over his shoulder. “Empty this fucking thing!” he said, pointing to the bucket in the corner. Vince scuttled past him and grabbed the handle, leaving the room. “Go for a walk. I don’t want to see your face back here for at least twenty minutes.”




    “But, Carlo—” he began.




    “I’ll handle Carlo. Get the fuck out.”




    Domenic glared at him. Vince nodded and walked out of the main room. When Domenic heard the door out in the hallway clang shut, he turned back to the girl. She was watching him warily, as if he was some kind of dangerous animal. Well, at least she had one thing right. He was dangerous.




    She looked horrible. Much worse than when he’d left her yesterday. Her hair was a mess, her face was still tearstained, and there was filth and dirt smeared over her hands and clothes. It was obvious from the bags under her eyes that she hadn’t been sleeping. Not that Domenic could blame her. He could feel the fear coming off her in waves, and yet she was crouched down, looking ready to spring at him. Her hands were clenched into fists at her sides, and her face was pinched in what he assumed was supposed to be a threatening expression. Claws on a kitten, he noted with some amusement.




    Domenic held his hands up and walked to the solitary chair in the room. Hooking it with his foot, he dragged it toward him and straddled it. The girl calmed, but still kept her defensive posture. Yes, she was a fighter. He felt a small surge of respect for her. She must be scared shitless, yet she hadn’t given up. She wasn’t wallowing and she wasn’t begging.




    “Has anyone hurt you?” he asked, keeping his voice intentionally soft.




    “You mean besides you?” she spat.




    Domenic raised his eyebrows and she flinched.




    “Yes, besides me.” They maintained eye contact for a moment before she shook her head back and forth. “Good.” He slung his arms over the back of the chair and regarded her for a few more moments until she started squirming under his unrelenting gaze.




    “Why am I here?” she asked suddenly.




    “I can’t tell you that.”




    “Does it have anything to do with Santino DiRocco?” she demanded.




    “What do you know about Santino?” he asked, voice like a whip.




    “Nothing!” she answered immediately. “All I know is that my father was meeting him, but he didn’t come home, and then I was…taken.” Everything came out in a rush, the last word ending in a trembling whisper. It hadn’t taken her long to put two and two together.




    “Why you are here is of no consequence,” Domenic said coolly.




    “Maybe not for you! You’re not the one who’s going to die!”




    The girl’s lip began to tremble, and her eyes shone with unshed tears. She opened her eyes wide and looked upward. It was a trick he’d used himself as a child to try to stop tears from flowing. She didn’t want to cry in front of him.




    “What makes you think you’re going to die, Alexis?”




    She looked surprised at his casual use of her name. It helped her regain a little composure, and she looked at him as if she was trying to figure out if he was stupid or playing with her.




    “Well, the fact I can identify you if you let me go is a pretty big indicator.”




    “Aren’t you afraid you’ve just sealed your fate now that you told me that?” he asked curiously.




    “Something tells me you aren’t stupid enough to have overlooked that detail,” she scoffed. “So if I’m going to die, at least I’d like to know why.”




    “You’re pretty demanding, considering the situation,” he said matter-of-factly.




    “Well, it’s not like I have anything to lose.”




    Domenic noticed that she was huddled up on the cot, her arms wrapped tightly around her, and she was trembling.




    “You’re cold,” he said, avoiding her questions.




    “I guess you wouldn’t notice—being fully dressed and all—but it’s kind of freezing in here.”




    “And it doesn’t help you’re wearing a skirt,” he offered.




    “Especially since I’m not wearing anything under it,” she replied acerbically, shooting him an accusatory look. He felt heat flood his face both at the memory of what happened the day before and the thought of her being completely bare underneath her skirt.




    Domenic stood up from the chair and removed his jacket. The girl’s eyes widened and she folded her legs under her, regaining her defensive posture. She eyed the gun in his holster as he walked toward her.




    “I’m not going to hurt you, Alexis,” he said gently. He leaned forward to spread his jacket over her shoulders, then stepped back and looked her in the eyes. “If I wanted to take you by force, I would have done it yesterday.”




    Domenic went to sit back down on the chair and watched the girl. He could see she was considering throwing his jacket off, but the warmth it offered was too difficult to resist. She pulled the lapels around her after a few moments. Finding that unsatisfactory, she put her arms into the sleeves. The suit jacket swam on her, and she had to push the sleeves up in order for her hands to come out. Once she had done that, she pulled her knees up and covered her legs with her skirt and his jacket.




    “Alex,” she said in a low voice.




    “Pardon me?”




    “My name is Alex,” she replied, fiddling with the sleeves of his jacket. “You keep calling me Alexis. People only call me Alexis when they’re mad at me.”




    Before he could reply, he heard someone walk into the adjoining room. Domenic glanced over his shoulder thinking Vince had come back early. Instead it was Marco who’d stopped where he was, taking in the scene. Domenic got up from the chair and moved it against the wall.




    “I’ll be back, later,” he told Alex. She began shrugging out of his jacket but he put up a hand to stop her. “Keep it for now. I’ll come back for it.” She nodded and watched him as he stepped out of the room. He hated to lock her back in there, but there was no other alternative.




    “Where’s Vince?” Marco demanded as soon as the door was shut. “And what the hell were you doing in there talking to her?”




    “She’s not a fucking animal,” Domenic said contemptuously. “And I’m the one who’s supposed to be asking questions around here!” Marco had a look of pure hatred on his face, and it was reciprocated. “I get here and find Vince fucking around. I was inside without him even noticing me. Where the fuck were you?”




    “I needed a break,” Marco said, glowering at him.




    “Does Carlo know about your ‘breaks’?” Domenic asked, leaning forward.




    “No,” Marco answered defiantly.




    “You’re fucking lucky it was me who came here today and not him.” He let the severity of the situation sink in, and Marco looked away, embarrassed.




    Vince chose this moment to walk back in the room, holding the bucket. “Ah look, it’s Tweedledum,” Domenic sneered at him. “Put it back in there,” he said, gesturing with his head. Vince went into the room and came back out shooting anxious glances at Marco.




    “Are you going to tell Carlo?” Marco asked with an edge to his voice.




    “No. Don’t make me regret that decision,” Domenic said, poking a finger into Marco’s chest. “I have to run an errand, and then I’m coming back. We’ll discuss this later.” With that, he turned and stalked toward the door.




    The two men watched Domenic warily as he exited the room. What the fuck was he supposed to do with these two goons now? They had disobeyed direct orders, but since nothing had happened due to their insubordination, it was difficult to figure out any method of punishment that wasn’t completely overboard. To be honest, this was already a pretty shitty assignment. Domenic knew he wouldn’t want to be stuck here with nothing to do, keeping an eye on a prisoner.




    By the same token, he didn’t want them getting hostile and taking it out on Alex while there was no one around. They would be suicidal for trying, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t a possibility. He decided the best course of action was to let them off with a warning right now, but he would definitely be coming by unannounced more often to keep them on their toes.




    Domenic left the two of them to get back to work guarding Alex and exited the warehouse. Once again, he found himself unwilling to leave the girl alone, but he didn’t have much of a choice. He would have to speak to Carlo about this but would need to word it in a way to make moving her to another location his boss’s idea.




    He drove away, his mind churning with possibilities.
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    After the man left her alone once more, Alex burrowed into his jacket further, hating herself for luxuriating in its warmth. She should have thrown it on the ground and stomped on it for good measure, but she was just so cold. It had been impossible to give up the temptation.




    Typically, the end of May was warm, but this year it was still on the brisk side. Add to that, Alex had been stuck in a dank, drafty warehouse in a skirt and thin short-sleeved shirt. She felt like she would never be warm again. Of course it didn’t help that whenever she moved, a breeze would float up the gauzy skirt and forcefully remind her that she was nude underneath.




    The smell of the man’s jacket enveloped Alex, and at first this made her very uncomfortable because it reminded her of the feigned attack. She remembered vividly the moment he lay on top of her body as she fought against him, breathing in this same scent—a mixture of man, sandalwood, and something faintly sweet smelling. It would have been pleasant, if not for the memory associated with it.




    Alex’s insides quailed for a moment, and she reminded herself that it could have been worse. Nothing bad had happened. Since then, he had been careful to keep his distance, which was fine by her. When he’d chosen to sit straddling the high backed chair, it had made her feel more comfortable. Really, he couldn’t make any sudden movements without giving Alex plenty of time to react. Even though he had made it a point to let her know he meant no harm, she didn’t feel she could particularly trust him.




    Their conversation hadn’t done much in the way of giving her the answers she was seeking, but her nagging suspicion had been correct. Her presence here most definitely had something to do with Santino DiRocco and her father.
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    John Montgomery had flown in a week earlier to spend some extra time with his daughter. While they were out at a restaurant, Alex noticed he kept looking over at an older gentleman at another table who was sitting with a beautiful flaxen-haired woman and gesturing wildly. The man looked somewhat agitated, and she thought her father’s cop senses had kicked in and he was expecting trouble.




    “Is everything okay, Dad?” she asked under her breath, shooting an anxious glance at the couple.




    “Huh? Oh, yeah,” he replied, brow furrowing. “Sorry, Lexi. I think I know that guy.”




    “Dad, we’re on the other side of the country,” she said, exasperated. Her father always thought he recognized people when he was visiting her in Chicago despite the fact he’d never lived outside of his home state. “I seriously doubt you know that guy.”




    Alex took a better look at the man. He was handsome and well groomed, with dark hair and an olive-colored complexion, and he was wearing a tailored suit she was sure hadn’t come from a department store. He was a complete contrast to her father, who was sandy-haired and blue-eyed, built more like a redneck farmer who’d let himself go a little around the middle. Her father evoked home and safety with his comfortably worn khaki pants, chambray shirt, and bomber jacket. She couldn’t imagine any situation where John Montgomery, a small time sheriff from Boulder, Montana, would ever have the opportunity to be friendly with this mysterious stranger.




    “I’m telling you, I think that’s my old college roommate,” her father said. Now he was squinting his eyes, as if by doing that, he could forcibly remove the last thirty years or so from the man’s face.




    “Dad,” she whispered fiercely, “you’re embarrassing me!” Alex put her hand up against the side of her face, shielding it from the odd glances coming from other patrons of the restaurant. At this point, the gentleman stopped talking to his companion and looked toward them. His brow creased, and he cocked his head to one side. Alex groaned inwardly as her father waved at him. The man’s face cleared, and then he stood up and came to their table, smiling.




    “John? John Montgomery?” he said in a pleased voice. Alex peeked up from behind her hand, feeling relieved the man didn’t accuse her father of some weird inappropriate behavior.




    “Santino!” John said, getting up and offering his hand. “I thought it was you. I was just telling my daughter I was positive you were my old roommate from college.” They shook hands enthusiastically.




    “Your daughter!” Santino said in a smooth voice, turning toward her and flashing a sparkly white smile. Alex blushed to the roots of her hair. He was a very handsome man, and she had a hard time believing he was the same age as her father.




    “Such a beautiful young woman. You should be proud,” he said, clasping her hand in his two warm ones. She giggled involuntarily and had to stop herself from clapping a hand over her mouth in mortification. He dropped her a wink, and she almost giggled again.




    “And what is your name?” he asked, looking at her with expectation.




    “Alexis,” she replied shyly.




    “Ah, Alexis!” he enthused. “A beautiful name for a beautiful girl.”




    At this point, the stunning woman who had been sitting with Santino came over to see what all the commotion was about. She was a petite woman, her golden blond hair pulled back in an elegant chignon. Her eyes were a warm brown, accentuated with carefully done makeup. She wore a dress that was simple but draped seductively over her figure. Alex had never had issues with her confidence but felt somewhat plain in comparison in her dress slacks and blouse.




    “Is everything all right, amore?” the woman asked, slipping an arm around Santino.




    “Yes, darling,” he said, smiling down at her. “Julia, this is my old college friend John Montgomery and his daughter, Alexis.” He gestured to the woman at his side. “And this is my wife, Julia.”




    John put his hand out and they all exchanged pleasantries. After a few awkward moments of everyone standing around, Santino waved toward his table. “Why don’t you and Alexis join us?” he asked. “My treat.”




    “Thanks, Santino, but you really don’t need to do that,” her father said.




    “Please, John. I insist!”




    Alex’s father looked at her, and she just lifted a shoulder making it clear it was his decision. John glared at her as if to say, “Thanks for nothing, kid.” She tried to hide a smile.




    They decided it would be easier to join Julia and Santino at their table. The meal and wine served was sumptuous. Santino and his wife were treated with the utmost respect and care by the entire staff, and Alex found herself wondering why. All in all it had been a fun time, as the men recounted memories of college hijinks, while Julia and Alex laughed at their outrageous stories.




    The only time there was any discomfort was when John mentioned he was the local sheriff of his hometown. Santino and Julia exchanged a startled look. For a moment, Alex could have sworn she saw fear stamped on the other woman’s features. The moment passed quickly, and she forgot all about it until much later.




    At the end of dinner, Santino pulled her father aside for a moment so they could speak in private. She couldn’t hear much, but he wanted to get John’s professional advice on a personal matter. The men exchanged numbers, John giving him hers for convenience’s sake, and made arrangements to meet the next night. They said their goodbyes and headed out into the warm evening.




    From Alex’s calculations, that had been four days ago. What happened after that night was still a big blur. The night her father met with Santino, he hadn’t returned home. He’d called her at six a.m. and said that something bad had happened and that he would explain later. He’d instructed her to pick up Shane at the airport that morning and then come to a police station downtown.




    That was the last time she had talked to her father. The one thing she could think of was this had something to do with whatever had happened the night he met Santino and hadn’t come home. Obviously, her captors hadn’t said anything to her. They just came in occasionally to give her food and take away the reeking bucket. Neither of them talked to her, or made any eye contact as she huddled in the corner, terrified out of her mind.




    By the time he walked in, she had been desperate to know what was going on. Not that she had gotten any answers, just more questions. Why were they keeping her alive? Nothing made any sense, and the confusion just added to her growing panic. Alex was sure to get hysterical soon if she didn’t get some answers. Her breath started to come up short, and she recognized she was hyperventilating. She put her head between her knees and tried to breathe deeply.




    Alex did what she had done over the last couple days to keep sane—she pulled up an image of her boyfriend Shane. Instantly, the panic began to subside. She closed her eyes and pictured them at home. They were laughing and joking around like they always did. With that thought in mind Alex lay down on the bed, huddling into the corner, and pretended she was with Shane instead. More tears squeezed out between her eyes, and she wondered where Shane was now.




    “I’m so sorry,” she whispered to him.




    She had gone to Montana State University for her first four years to be close to her father. Shane had joined her the year after, but when she found out she had been accepted at the University of Chicago for teacher’s college, she was excited and had decided to go. The last two years had taken a toll on their relationship, and they weren’t as close anymore. They still loved one another, but she wondered how much of that was true love as opposed to being too scared to take a chance with anyone else. This summer was supposed to be pivotal to their relationship. They had to see if they could reconnect like they had before. And now Alex wasn’t even sure if she would ever see Shane again.




    What had he thought when she didn’t show up at the airport to pick him up? Would he have just gone to her apartment after waiting for her? He must have been so pissed off and likely thought she had forgotten he was coming. Had her father been able to get in touch with him? She just hoped that they were safe and together, and she sent a little prayer up to God.
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