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**Trigger Warning** 
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 Blame It on the Shame

 

 

 

 

“Sometimes there is absolutely no difference at all between salvation and damnation.”


                                                                                                 ―Stephen King

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Prologue (Ricardo)

 

Shame. It wounds us. It damages us.

Or, for the few poor souls out there like me...it defines us.

I'm the son of the devil, himself—the most feared mob boss who ever lived.

I was cursed from the moment I took my first breath.

I hate him—but I have his blood pumping through my veins, feeding the darkness within me.

His blood ensuring my fate—to become him. 
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“There are only three great loves in a man's life, son—money, control, and the greatest one of all; Power,” my father said. “And you need the first two to earn the last.” 

Those were the first words my father, Bruno DeLuca had ever spoken to me. 

I looked up at him in a combination of awe and fear, the light from the moon made his dark features even more threatening. 

Even at 11 years old, I knew my father was a force to be reckoned with. 

How I had the misfortune of ending up his only son was beyond me. Especially since it took him over 11 years to claim me. 

Although, looking back- that probably had more to do with the fact that I was what was known as a 'half-breed.' 

In other words, I was not full-blooded Italian.  

My mother was 100% Puerto Rican and my father was 100% Italian. 

And as a member of the mafia working his way to the top, having a son that was less than perfect simply wouldn't do. 

I knew from the first second his dark eyes met mine that he didn't like me. 

And I knew without a shadow of a doubt, there was no way he would ever love me. I didn't think he was capable of loving anyone. 

The only reason he was here now, claiming me; was because of the DeLuca superstition- 'il malocchio', or as some called it 'the maloik', also known as the 'evil eye'. 

Or, as I would believe it to be- a curse. 

In simple terms, 'il malocchio' meant that you were jealous of someone. To get rid of it, you performed a ritual with olive oil and water. To be honest, I didn't know the exact mechanics of it. I wasn't interested, and I certainly didn't believe in it. 

Surprisingly, that was the only thing I said that made my father's eyes light up during our first meeting. 

I soon found out why. 

Apparently the DeLuca 'il malocchio' was very different from any other curse of its kind. 

Unlike others, the DeLuca men didn't fear the evil eye...quite the opposite. They relished it, they loved it. They didn't hide the fact that they bathed in their own greed and they wanted nothing more than to witness other people's jealousy over their money, control, and power. 

They also didn't believe in stupid curses causing misfortune. 

Although, everyone who knew about the DeLuca's knew it wasn't just a mere coincidence that the DeLuca men had a problem with infertility.

Don't get me wrong, they weren't exactly shooting blanks. It was more like they could only hit the target once and only once in their lifetime. 

And more often than not...the offspring were female instead of male. 

Some said it was God's way of controlling how much evil was unleashed into the world.  

But now, my father said; the DeLuca's were officially on the upside because I was the third male in the line of DeLuca's to be born. 

DeLuca originally thought he was immune to the curse. He thought he would strike it lucky and breed a bunch of children. 

No such luck for him, though. Or me for that matter. 

I was his one and only and I was stuck with him. He called it my salvation...I called it my damnation.

My mother begged him not to take me that night, claimed I wasn't his, said it was a mistake...but when the results came back- the odds were not in my favor. 

And even at a young age, I knew something bad would happen to her if I didn't go with him willingly. 

What I didn't know, was the next and last time I would see my mother again would be when my father was injecting her with a lethal dose of heroin, leaving her to die. 

To teach me a lesson about denying who I really was. 

I hated Bruno DeLuca.
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The really tragic thing about hating someone? You have to love them first. 

After Bruno claimed me as his son, I went to live with him.  

For the first few years, he left me to my own devices, since I was still too young. 

However, when I was 16, he started to take an active interest in my life. I guess he was preparing me for when I would officially become a man. 

He also gave me advice on women. His first words of advice? 

“All women are whores. Be sure to take what you want from them before they take everything from you.” 

And with those words, his Ferrari pulled up to some kind of club. 

The room went silent and everyone stopped to look at us when we walked in. 

I looked around wide eyed and my heart rate sped up. The fairly large room was full of at least 25 beautiful women scantily clad in various forms of lingerie. 

My father brought me to a fucking brothel. 

I didn't know how he knew I was still a virgin. But then I thought about it. 

Of course, he would assume I was. 

Despite being Bruno's son, I took my education very seriously. I paid attention in class and I worked hard. My gpa was a 4.0 and I was in the national honor society. Something my father, of course, mocked me for. He called me a nerd and said my education was a waste. He also threatened to pull me out of school unless I spent my free time doing something manly.  

That's when I took up boxing. 

I took every ounce of aggression I felt out at the gym. 

The physical results took awhile to take effect, but the mental was instantaneous. Every jab I dealt, I imagined his face as the target. A face that I was fortunate enough not to resemble, with the exception of my eyes. 

They were all his. 

A few months after taking up boxing, my father started to take even more notice of me. Only this time, I saw something in his eyes that I'd never seen before. 

Pride. 

He was proud of how I handled myself in the ring. He was ecstatic when my trainer said I had the makings to go pro in a few years. I soon found out that Bruno himself had loved watching boxing matches, mostly of the underground variety. It was one of his favorite pastimes. The fact that his very own son was good enough to turn pro in a few years was music to his ears. 

Despite being looked at as a nerd, boxing had transformed my once very lanky 6'2 frame into something that had the football team coaches trying to recruit me. 

Regardless of all that, I still kept my nose in the books and stayed to myself. 

Of course, I thought about girls, but I was always too nervous to approach them. 

Too afraid of rejection. 

I'd suffered enough of that from my father already. 

Which was why I suppose he thought bringing me to a brothel was something he needed to do. 

“Pick any whore you like, son,” he said. “Hell, pick any two you like if you think you can handle it.” 

The women were gorgeous, no doubt. But something about it all didn't feel right to me. 

Like the fact that he was addressing these women as mere objects. 

And no matter how stunning the women were, I really wanted someone who wanted me for me. In spite of who I was or what power my father wielded. I wanted this moment to be special. 

Then I got a look at her and all that fell by the wayside. 

She gave me a 'come hither' smile and sauntered over to me in her pink lingerie. 

She also ignored my father completely, which was the first thing I liked about her. 

She was older than me by a few years but that didn't matter. Her coppery red hair fell by her shoulders, and her ivory skin was so creamy, I wanted to put her in a cup of coffee. 

“What's your name, honey?” she asked. 

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw my father smirk. His smirk was usually an approval of some kind. 

“R-Ricardo.” Of course, my voice would pick that exact moment to stutter and crack. I silently cursed myself, cleared my throat and looked at her. 

“You're very handsome. Did you know that?” she purred. 

I shook my head because I honestly had no idea I was even remotely attractive at that time. 

“You want to come in the back and get to know me a little better? I can teach you some things you'll never forget.” She held out her hand. “I heard you're quite the student and you pick up on things easily.” 

Yes, yes I did. 

I immediately took her hand and followed her to some room in the back. I couldn't care less about being my father's son at that moment. I wanted her. 

An hour and a few lessons I'll never forget later, I'd lost my virginity to some 25-year-old named 'Ginger'.  The act itself only lasted 5 minutes, but I didn't care. 

I was hooked. 

Sex was even better than boxing. And nothing was better than boxing as far as I was concerned. 

As we were getting dressed, she confided that she knew all about me thanks to my father. Apparently, he was her favorite client and vice versa. 

That's when I realized that Bruno and I had something else in common besides a love of fighting. 

Women.  

When we headed back out to his black Ferrari, he lit up two cigars and handed me one. 

“Ginger said you reminded her of me. That means you're one step closer to becoming a man,” he said. 

I didn't know how to feel about that so I stayed silent. 

He appeared to be in deep thought before he uttered his next statement. “I never thought I'd say this. But you've really proven yourself to be worthy of carrying the DeLuca name these past few months. I'm proud of you, son.” 

I smiled. 

Then fear hit me like a punch to the gut. 

It was the first time he ever said he was proud of me. 

It was the first time I ever felt happy to be his son.

It was the first time I ever thought he might actually love me. 

And I wanted that. 
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One week before I turned 18, my father enlisted my help for a very special assignment. 

I was supposed to look after one of his new guys during one of the drug runs. My father wanted me to get a feel for him.

Up until that point, I wasn't allowed to do the big runs myself, I had to earn that privilege. But the fact that my father thought I was capable of handling small runs and valued my judgment meant something to me. 

My father trusted me. 

Which, was unheard of when it came to Bruno DeLuca. 

I didn't know much about the guy I was supposed to be watching. He only disclosed that his name was Graham. He looked like an all-American guy, maybe even a surfer dude with his blond hair and hazel eyes. 

In other words, he looked nothing like my father's other men who worked for him. 

He was also more of an observer, rather than a talker. Unlike his annoying ass buddy, Ford who was nothing but talk. 

Graham being an observer was something I could appreciate because I was the same way.

I liked to watch how situations unfolded first, get a feel for it, then logically plan my next step. 

My mind was like one big chess board. I never made a move without thinking about all the possible outcomes. I thought with my head first, not my heart. 

It was the safest way to stay ahead of the game as far as I was concerned. 

Even though I could appreciate the quality in Graham, it didn't mean that I wasn't concerned.

You see, being an observer meant he was a thinker. 

And you didn't need to think about much when it came to a small sized drug run. The rules were simple, make sure you don't get caught and get the money. 

Besides, he was with me, DeLuca's son. He knew I was going to handle everything. What the hell did he need to think about? 

But, there he sat in the car beside me, silent...not saying a word. 

Anticipating my every move out of the corner of his eye while he pretended to read his book. 

I had the sneaky suspicion that he was a cop. But I had to be sure, so I started grilling him. 

“What did you say your last name was, Graham?” I asked. 

He studied me for a beat before replying, “I didn't.” 

I crossed my arms and stretched my legs as much as my now 6'3 ½  frame would let me.  Especially in a car like this. 

My father was a big fan of Ferrari's, being he was Italian and all. 

Personally, I hated them. I only drove the one he gave me because I needed a set of wheels and there was no way in hell he was going to let me buy the Shelby GT500 red mustang I had my heart set on since I got my license. 

I arched an eyebrow. “So, what is your last name?” 

He matched my stance. “What's yours?” 

I laughed. “Ah, you're funny, you wanna be wise-guy. You already know I'm DeLuca's son.” 

“I meant what was your last name before he claimed you as his kid?” 

I put my hand in my pocket and felt for my gun. “How do you know about that?” 

He held up his hands. “Look, it was only a rumor I heard. Obviously, you're very sensitive about your father being an asshole.” 

My mouth dropped open. None of my father's men would dare to ever speak so freely about him like that. Especially in front of his one and only son. 

The guy had a set of balls on him. 

He shrugged. “I'm just saying. Any man that refuses to acknowledge their own kid for the first 11 years of their life is an asshole in my book.” 

“Do you have kids?” 

Something flashed in his eyes but he didn't answer my question. 

I took that as a yes. 

I leaned down in my seat. “Our relationship has gotten much better over the last two years.” 

Graham sniggered. “Is that why I overheard him giving you shit about getting another A in your English class and being up for valedictorian?” 

I scrubbed a hand down my face, trying my hardest to deflect the hurt I felt. I couldn't help that I did well in school and that I liked to read. 

Graham continued, “I believe his exact words were—I will not have my son looking like a pansy-ass wimp while he's praised for being a nerd. You better fail your next test or else.” 

“Yeah, so what? He’s just concerned about my image.” 

Graham barked out a laugh. “Last time I checked, any decent parent would be ecstatic over their kid working so hard in school. I know I would be over the moon if my little Goblin ever became valedictorian. Hell, I was proud as anything when she finally learned to tie her shoes the right way.” 

That's when I laughed. “Your little goblin? What the fuck is that?” 

He blanched but lifted his chin. “The most important person in the world to me. And that's all I'll say about that,” he said before frowning. “You have some real potential. You're better than this life. You're smart...you're not like him.” He paused. “You don't have to be like him.” 

I rolled my eyes. “What is this shit? Some sort of after school special or a drug run?” 

He shook his head. “You're not cut out for this life, kid. I feel it in my bones. You're meant for something better than this shit.” 

“You're wrong,” I whispered. “DeLuca's on his way to becoming the most powerful man in New York...most men would consider it an honor and a privilege to be his son. Most men would consider it their saving grace.” 

I hiked a shoulder up. “Besides, there's nothing I can do about it anyway. I'm his one and only son. He's has my whole entire life planned out.” 

He took a deep breath and continued reading his book, some Stephen King novel in the Green Mile series. “That's a travesty. You could have done some real good things in your lifetime, Ricardo.” 

After that, we stayed silent and completed the drug run. 

But I knew with utmost certainty...that he was an undercover cop. I think he knew I was on to him, but he took the risk talking to me anyway. That's how important it was. 

Cop or not, I couldn't find it in my heart to rat him out. 

With the exception of DeLuca, no one had ever given a fuck about me or my future before.

But this guy seemed to want the best for me, and he didn't even know me. 

Maybe he was right...I didn't have to be like him. 
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The next time we saw one another, he brought his novel and continued reading. 

“You like to read, too?” I asked. 

“Stephen King's my favorite. Great author.” 

I nodded. “Yeah, he's one of the best. His book, 'It' and 'The Shining' are awesome. I read them both in 5th grade.”

He glanced up at me from over his book. “Impressive.” He crinkled his nose. “Although, that must have been a little scary for a 5th grader.”

I made a face. “My father's a mob boss. I learned at an early age not to be scared of anything.” 

“Fair enough,” he said while rubbing his chin. “Damn, my Goblin just started the 5th grade. She'd be scared out of her mind if she ever started reading Stephen King now.” 

I sat up in my seat. “You have a daughter?”

He cursed under his breath. “No. I have a goblin.” He looked at me hard. “I trust that you would never tell your father about her..for obvious reasons. You don't strike me as the type of man to ever think it was okay to go after an innocent little girl.” 

“No,” I said quickly. The thought that my own father could hurt his little girl made me sick. “God, no. Are you kidding? I swear, your secret's safe with me. No matter what happens.” 

He visibly relaxed in his seat. “She'll be 10 in a few days. She's smart for her age, too. Very perceptive.” He beamed. “Greatest thing that ever happened to me, that goblin.” 

I felt mildly jealous over how much this man loved his kid. I knew my father would never look at me in the same light. 

I adjusted the side mirror's of the Ferrari. “It's kind of funny. My birthday's tomorrow, actually.” 

“That is funny. Hers is on Halloween. Two days after yours.” 

“That's probably why you call her goblin, huh?” 

He gave me a side glance. “No, but that's why she thinks I call her goblin. My reason is much more profound than that.” 

“You obviously really love her. She's lucky to have you.” I looked out the windshield. “I wish my father felt that way about me, but I'm cursed.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“He never wanted me. Up until two years ago, we didn't get along. I was pretty sure he hated me. I don't want the same things in life that he wants. I'm not like him, but it doesn't matter because I'll be forced to be. I know in the end no matter how hard I fight―I'll turn out just like him. Lately, every day that goes by I feel like I lose sight of who I really am.” 

I looked down and snorted. “Look at that, I guess there is one thing I'm still scared of after all.” 

He tapped his book and I followed his gaze to the car approaching us. “I'm going to need you to make a very difficult decision in the next few days. I want you to think long and hard about it because it will change your life.” 

I nodded, already knowing exactly what it was he was going to ask of me soon. He wanted me to turn my father over to the feds. 

And for the first time, I wanted to. 

“I'll go out and make the drop-off,” he said. “You stay here this time.”

He opened the door and dropped his book on the seat. 

“It's my favorite, but I think you'll be able to identify with the main character more than I ever could. There's also a passage highlighted that reminds me of you. Keep it, it's yours.” 

With that, he walked out. 

I picked up the book and quickly turned to the highlighted passage he was referring to. 

“Sometimes there is absolutely no difference at all between salvation and damnation.”

 

He never returned back to the car after that. His buddy Ford showed up, and he took off with him. 

What I didn't know, was that him leaving with Ford was one of my father's traps. 

A set-up by his partner that would prove to my father that he was a cop. 

To this day, I wished I'd made the drop-off and he had stayed in the car. 

I wish I'd gotten a chance to make that deal with Graham. 

Instead of the one with my father. 
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A heavy fist slammed into my face. “You know he's an undercover cop. Don't you?” 

“I have no idea what you're talking about, Babbo,” I said. “Who?” 

The fist slammed into my face again, this time, I picked my head up and assumed the defense stance. “That guy I told you to do the runs with this week. That's who,” he yelled. “You were supposed to tell me if he was trustworthy or not.” 

“He is, “ I lied. “He's not an undercover. He's just a regular guy looking to make some money.” 

His fist came again, but I blocked it and jabbed him. He reared back and I went after him again. 

He might have weighed more than I did due to his heavy build, but he was no match for me and all my hour's boxing. 

It was the first time I'd ever gone after him. The look on his face was priceless. Half proud, half pissed. 

He raised his hand again but he didn't get the chance to use it because my fist connected with his face. 

He spat blood at me and his nostrils flared. 

“I'm disappointed in you,” he snapped. “Tomorrow you will learn your lesson about going against me. I'll see to it that you never do it again.” 

With that, he stormed out of the room. 
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The lesson I was forced to learn came in the form of being locked in a car while watching him bash Graham's skull in with a crowbar. 

On my 18th birthday. 

All while his soon to be 10-year-old daughter watched. 

I would never forget her eyes, they were the same as her father's. 

I would never forget her screams as she watched my father take her father's life. 
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After we got home, I attacked my father with a vengeance I didn't know I had in me. 

Uppercuts, jabs, hell even a few MMA kicks I'd learned.  

“I will never—” I punched him. “Ever—” I sent a jab right to his nose. “Be like you.”

I finished off with an uppercut to his jaw. 

I backed away and finally dropped my fists while blood dripped down his face. “I'm done. I'm not your son anymore. I'm fucking out.”

He stood up and laughed at me while taking a handkerchief out of his suit pocket. “You'll never be out,” he spat. “Half-breed degenerate or not...you're the only son I have.” 

His jaw clenched. “I never believed in the curse before, but it must be true. Because how the fuck are you, my kid,” he sneered. “You don't even look like me.” His lips turned up in a snarl. “Except your eyes. Those eyes are mine. But other than that you look just like your whore of a mothe―” 

He didn't get a chance to finish that sentence because I lunged and sailed my fist into his face again. 

“Go ahead, Bruno. Say it again, I dare you. Call my mother a whore again and see what the fuck I'm capable of doing to you. You're not a man!” I screamed. “Look what you did today. I saw you take that man's life. He was a good man. And you stood there and smiled as―” I paused because I was hoping he didn't see that little girl after all. 

His eyes gleamed. “As I what?” He took a step forward. “Watched that little girl cry and scream for her daddy as I killed him?” 

He reached into his pocket for a knife and I backed up. “You're goddamned right I did. And I would do it again.” 

“You really are Satan,” I whispered. 

He tilted his head back and chuckled. “And you're my spawn. There's no way out of it. Don't ever let me hear you deny who you are again.” 

I shook my head. “I'm not your son. We might share the same DNA. But I'm not yours. I'll never be you. You're dead to me.” 

I turned on my heels and walked out of the room. 

Only to feel something sharp pierce my arm. I flung my arm to attack but whatever one of his men had injected me with was strong. 

Way too fucking strong. 

Then I realized—it was the special DeLuca brand of heroin. Strongest brand of heroin to hit the East Coast. 

Given I had absolutely no tolerance for the stuff, the effects were immediate. 

I staggered until I fell on my knees and proceeded to throw up. That's when two of his men picked me up and tossed me in an SUV. 

He only enlisted the use of his two best men and his SUV to do one thing. 

Major drug deals or to kill someone. 

I closed my eyes, let the euphoria wash over me and wished for death. 
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What felt like hours later, I was awoken by a sharp kick to the ribs. I opened my eyes and tried to take in my hazy surroundings. 

The first thing I realized was that I was in a fairly small bathroom. 

The second thing I realized was that it was a bathroom I recognized. 

We were at my mother's apartment in the Bronx. 

I saw DeLuca crouched down over the bathtub. He looked at me briefly before shutting off the water. 

Then I saw who was in the bathtub. “Mom!” I screamed. 

I hadn't seen her in years, but it didn't matter. She was still my mother and I would always love her. 

Her eyes flickered and she moaned something unintelligible. “What's wrong with her?” 

DeLuca pulled out a few syringes and that answered my question. I went to stand up but the bathroom door opened and his two big guard dogs took hold of my arms and forced me to sit back down. 

“She's not dead yet, son,” DeLuca sneered. “I wanted to wait for you to wake up first.” 

Chills ran up my spine. “Please, Babbo. I'll do whatever you want. Please don't hurt her.” 

He'd already done that enough. 

“Too late for that.” He began to draw up the syringes with heroin. “I thought killing that cop would have taught you a lesson, but evidently not. You leave me no choice but to do this now.” 

“No!” I screamed. “Babbo, please. I learned my lesson. I'll be you. I swear. I'll do it. I'll live up to my legacy. Just don't kill her.” 

He proceeded to tie two tourniquets around both my mother's arms while I screamed. 

I tried to get out of his guard's hold, but I was too weak.  

He positioned one of the needles above her vein and I felt the entire world stop. 

Then he turned to look at me. With a big smile, he plunged it into her vein. 

Tears welled in my eyes and I screamed even louder for my mother. 

He plunged the second needle in her arm just as I managed to break free. 

I ran over to him but I wasn't fast enough. Her head was already dipping under the water and her limbs were lifeless. 

I reached out to grab her, but DeLuca slapped my face hard before wrapping a hand around my throat. “Shed one more tear, Ricardo. One more tear and I swear, I'll kill that little girl.” He lowered his voice. “And I'll do it right in front of you.” 

Something in me snapped at that moment―I knew I would never defeat him. 

He was too strong and powerful for me to beat. 

Too evil. 

I wiped my eyes and cleared my throat. “Yes, sir.” 

“Atta boy.”
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“I have a proposition for you,” my father declared two weeks later. 

Since I knew that his propositions were nothing more than him forcing people to bend to his will, I just shrugged. “What do you need?” 

I felt like I was on autopilot, just going through the motions of living. 

Doing whatever it took to make him happy. 

“You haven't been to the gym in the last two weeks.”

“My mother's dead,” was my only response.  

His expression changed to one of annoyance before he said, “I'm aware. I was there, remember?” 

“Yes, Sir.” 

“I fear I might have made the wrong choice by taking her life in front of you. I think I made you weaker instead of stronger. So, I have something else I would like to do instead.” 

I stayed silent. It didn't matter what he wanted of me, I would have to do it anyway. 

“I'm opening up an underground fight club.” 

“Figured as much.” 

It really was no surprise to me, I knew he always wanted to open one and given that he was on his way to being the biggest mob boss that ever lived, he was in the position to make it happen. 

Frankly, I was shocked he hadn’t  opened one sooner. 

“You need me to man the door or something? Collect the bets?” 

“I want you to fight,” he said. 

That got my attention. “What do you mean?” 

He folded his hands in front of him and had that look in his eyes. That look that said he was excited about his new business endeavor.

“I want the best of the best fighting in my cage.” 

“Cage? That's MMA fighting.” 

He pinched the bridge of his nose. “I'm aware, but I like the idea of the cage. It's more brutal and savage that way. Now, let me finish. Any style of fighting goes, Boxing, MMA, hell even street fighting.” 

“What's the catch?” 

He tapped his fingers together and smirked. “I'll be offering deals for my fighters. Something that will get them out of jail.” 

“I don't understand.” 

“You're not supposed to, son. Your deal will be slightly different than theirs.” He paused and looked at me. “Although, you'll agree for the same reason they will.” 

“How so?” 

He leaned forward. “What's the one thing you want more than anything?” 

“Freedom,” I answered without a second thought. 

“Exactly. If you make it through the next 10 years in my underground fight club―you're a free man. You'll never have to live up to the DeLuca name again.” 

“Yeah, right. Besides, I still have the rest of my senior year of high school to complete.” 

He looked me in the eyes and held out his hand. “You're dropping out.  I'm many things, son...but I'm a man of my word. You make it through these next 10 years...alive. And you're free.” 

I didn't even hesitate. If there was a chance I could be free, I had to take it. 

I'd be out at 28. That was still plenty of time to live a good life, the way that I wanted. And if I didn't make it out alive, that wouldn't be so bad anyway. I had nothing to live for.

For the first time in my life, I matched my father's stare and a combination of determination and hatred filled me. 

I wanted nothing more than to make it out alive. 

I had to make it. 

If for nothing else than to prove to him that I could. 

I wanted to see the look on his face when I reclaimed my own identity and proved him wrong. 

But even more than that, I wanted my freedom. 

I shook his hand “Okay. Deal.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Prologue (Lou-Lou)

 

I shook under my covers when I saw the doorknob begin to turn. 

Even at 15 I was still so scared of that fucking doorknob. 

Or rather, who was on the other side of it. 

I knew I locked it before I went to bed. 

But I also knew it was only a matter of minutes before my father picked the lock and opened it anyway. 

Just like I knew he had finished making a pinata out of my mother for the night, and now he was here to 'calm himself down.' 

Vomit worked up my throat. I fought him off for so many years, always managing to stop him right before he took the only good thing I had left to give. 

God, I hated John Travine. 

The man wasn't my father. 

He was a monster. 

The doorknob jiggled and I held my breath as I reached for my bat under the bed. 

“Open up, Lucianna. It's Daddy.” 

No. I fought the tears stinging my eyes. I knew I had to get away. 

Forever. 

There was nothing keeping me here in the first place. 

My mother knew what he did but never stopped him, most likely because he beat her senseless a few nights a week and she was happy the heat was off her when he was in here with me. 

The doorknob jiggled again, he was only a few short maneuvers away from breaking in my room.

It was now or never. 

I flung the covers off my bed and reached for my small knapsack that I’d prepared for the moment I finally worked up the nerve. 

My bedroom window was on the second floor, but a twisted ankle was nothing compared to my freedom. 

I threw my knapsack out the window first  and slipped on a pair of chucks before throwing my sweatshirt on. 

I heard the latch on the door open. My time was running out. 

I dangled one leg over my window, then the other one. 

My stomach dropped when I looked down at the hard surface of the porch directly below me, but I didn't have a choice any longer. 

I mustered up some more strength and slowly slid the rest of my small body out of the window. 

That's when a hand grabbed my sweatshirt and tried pulling me back. 

I let my body go limp, he wasn't strong enough to stop the natural flow of gravity. 

He clasped  onto my sweatshirt tighter and I heard the material begin to tear as he momentarily suspended me in mid-air. “Lucianna,” he ground out. “When I get my hands on you, you're going to regret it.” 

I regretted every single time he put his hands on me. Did the asshole actually think I liked it? 

Did he think my cries were those of pleasure? Did he think that stop meant, please continue?

I heard one final ripping sound before my sweatshirt gave way and I landed on the hard patio floor. My left side taking most of the damage.

“Jesus, what the fuck is this shit?” some deep scratchy voice growled in the distance. 

Not my father's voice. 

“I have no idea, boss. I'm just as baffled as you are. I thought we were here to see John, not some little girl jumping out of a window.” 

I rolled over, the pain from the fall radiating all throughout me. I tried to drag myself across the wooden surface of the porch until I could stand and finally start running. 

I knew it wouldn't be long before John came running outside after me. 

Finding purchase on the large chair, I hauled myself up and looked around for my bag. 

I couldn't find it anywhere. 

A large shadow loomed over me. The first thing I noticed were metal-tipped shoes. I looked up to face a huge man wearing a suit. His eyes were the darkest I'd ever seen and he had a scar that stretched from his ear to his jaw. 

He was truly a frightening sight to behold. 

He held my bag out to me. “I believe this is yours.” 

I gulped and nodded. 

It was a bad idea to leave tonight after all. 

What the hell were these men doing right in front of my house? 

I took the bag from him and his lips quirked up in amusement. “Mistress, burglar, or sneaking out to see your boyfriend?” 

I shook my head. “What?”  My eyes darted around the front yard hoping to spot a direct line to escape. “I'm none of those things.” 

The other guy came into view. “Then why are you jumping out of a window at 1am in the morning?” 

I opened my mouth to give a smart ass retort but the first man's voice cut me off. “Luke, call John and tell him to meet us out front for our meeting.” 

“N-No. Please,” I begged. “I'll do anything. Just don't let him find me.” 

He stepped forward. “What's your name?” 

“Lucianna.” 

He looked down his nose at me. “That's a lovely name. Italian, no?” 

I pressed my lips together refusing to respond. I needed to leave and he was holding me up. 

“Answer me.” 

I lifted my chin and glared at him. “I have no freaking idea. What does it matter anyway?” 

He smiled and rubbed his jaw. “You've got some spunk in you. How old are you?” 

“15. Almost 16.” 

“You look younger.” 

“I'm small for my age,” I bit back. 

It was true. Besides being skinny and underdeveloped compared to all the other girls my age, I was barely even 5ft tall. The doctor said I'd be lucky if I even grew to that height at all. 

“Why are you running away?” 

I narrowed my eyes at him. “Why do you think? Why else does a girl run away from her piece of shit father in the middle of the night?” 

His eyes widened. “He hurts you?” 

“Let's just say it certainly doesn't tickle.” I hiked my bag up my shoulder. “Now, if you'll excuse me. I'll just be on my way.” 

I’d barely moved an inch when he pulled me by my elbow and I instinctively flinched. “Worse than I thought,” the man said. “He doesn't just beat you, does he?” 

I looked down at the ground. “No.” 

“And yet, you've still got some sass in you. You're strong. Much stronger than my son ever was at your age. That's admirable.” 

I heard the front door open and two sets of voices echoed in the distance. “That's great and all, mister. But I really have to go.” 

I charged forward but his hand wrapped around my arm. 

“No. You'll be staying with me.” 

Dread filled me as I watched my father and the other man walk toward us. 

My father's face hardened when he looked at me. “Go back inside, Lucianna. I'll deal with you later.” 

With my head hanging low, I prepared to walk back into my hell-hole. 

The hand on my shoulder tightened. “That won't be necessary, John.” 

My father looked confused. “I don't follow. She's my daughter and she's going back inside. Don't involve her with our business.” 

The large man beside me shook his head. “She doesn't belong to you anymore.” 

Both my father and I looked at him in shock then. Heck, even his buddy Luke gave him a funny look. “What?” I screeched.

“You're not taking my daughter, Bruno. She's 15 for Christ's sake. That's illegal.” 

The large man that I now knew to be Bruno stepped toward my father. “Trust me, my intentions with her are far less illegal compared to the ones you've been partaking in, you sick fuck.” 

My father paled. “You can't be serious. Don't believe whatever it is she told―” 

The fist to my father's face made him swallow whatever words he was about to say. 

“She doesn't belong to you anymore, Travine. Got it?” 

Panic flashed across my father's face and he gave a small nod. 

Bruno fixed the ring on his hand. “Good, now that we've got that settled. Time to talk business.” 

I could hardly believe my ears, I didn't know what the heck was happening. 

Yet, the only thing I could manage to feel was relief. 

This Bruno guy was saving me from the devil himself. I felt like I owed him my life at that moment. 

“What kind of business?” my father inquired. 

“You still haven't paid off your debt to me, Travine.” 

My father reached into his pocket. “I told you I'm good for it. I'll write you a check right now.” 

Bruno waved his hand. “I don't want your money anymore. I need a personal favor.” 

My father made a face. “What kind of personal favor?” 

“I need you to befriend a woman for me. A widow of a police officer. I think you know whom I'm referring to.” 

My father nodded, while I stood there confused.

“I already have a wife. What do you mean befriend?” 

Bruno tossed his head back and let out a bone-chilling laugh. “It's rather funny you're concerned about the state of your marriage considering you beat your wife up nearly every night.”

My father had no argument for that, so Bruno continued, “I want you to start a relationship with this widow and slowly sink your hooks into her.” 

“Why?” 

“Because I want someone on the inside for me. I want to make sure that both mother and daughter are suffering.” 

I swallowed hard, on second thought maybe this Bruno character wasn't such a good guy after all. 

Bruno took another step forward. “I want you to make their lives a living hell. Little by little, until they don't know what hit them.” 

My father shook his head. “What's in it for me?” 

I grew disgusted all over again. What he should have said was 'no.' 

“I know you're looking to run for mayor in a few years.” 

That's when I tried to pry myself away from the hold Bruno still had on me. “I don't want to go with you anymore. I don't like the things you're asking him to do. What's the matter with you? That's an innocent family, you asshole.”

Bruno backed up until he stood directly behind me. He lowered his lips to my ear. “Everything I do has a purpose. It's not for you to decide what that purpose is, little girl. It's for me to decide. You'll find I can be very generous if you don't fight me. I can make you feel like a goddamned princess. However, if you do fight me, you'll know what true fear will feel like. And believe me, what I can do to you will have nothing on all the years you've suffered at your father's hand. Understood?” 

I gave him a small nod. This was about self-preservation, I had to play along.  

It was the only way to save myself. 

But more than that? 

I vowed that I wouldn't let anyone break me. 

I was resilient..indestructible even because I had no choice but to be that way. Every night I survived the most horrible, unspeakable acts over and over again. 

“Now, where were we?” Bruno continued, “That's right. Mayor. Do you want my support in a few years or not?” 

My father nodded so hard I'm surprised his head stayed attached to his body. “Yes. Of course. Consider it done.” 

Bruno smirked. “Very well, then.” His eyes cut to mine. “Say goodbye to your father, Lucianna.” 

I flipped my father off instead and Bruno snickered. “So feisty.” 

We began walking across the front lawn but Bruno turned around at the last minute. 

“Oh and John. Two more things.” 

“Yes?”

“One―the widow has a daughter around Lucianna's age.” 

He stroked my cheek. “Although not quite as beautiful.” I raised my eyebrow at him, but he ignored me. “Feel free to make her your new little plaything.” He lifted a finger. “But be forewarned, she's still very close with a certain FBI agent, and if she tells him―I'm not bailing your ass out of jail and you can kiss your future candidacy for Mayor goodbye. I'm not in the mood to clean up that kind of scandal.” 

My father shuffled his feet nervously. “Fair enough. What's the second thing?” 

Bruno's gaze turned dark. “If you ever touch or talk to Lucianna again. I will kill you. And make no mistake, it won't be quick. You'll feel every single ounce of pain...but not before I let a herd of doberman's bite your pecker off!” he shouted. 

My father trembled and his mouth hung open. Mine as well. 

I'd never had a person protect me before. 

Was it possible that someone so dark had a little bit of light in them after all? 
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For over 2 years, Bruno treated me like the princess he promised he would. He wasn't home much, always out conducting business, but I never had to want for anything. 

He only had one rule- Never leave the house without him. 

And house was a bit of an undersell. His home was more like a mansion, located all the way out in the Hampton's. 

During those rare time that he was home, he showered me with attention. 

He told me that I didn't look at him the way everyone else did. He said I didn't look at him like I was petrified of him...and for some odd reason he liked that about me. He said it proved how strong I was. 

Bruno also talked a lot about his son, Ricardo. I'd never met him, but he said he was a disappointment...or rather, he used to be until very recently.

Bruno's favorite thing to talk about was his undercover fight club. His eyes would sparkle and his smile would light up the room. 

I was astounded when I heard that his very own son was fighting in the club. Apparently, he was more than halfway through whatever contract Bruno had made him sign and he was amazed he lasted so long. 

When I made the mistake of questioning why he would have his son sign a contract that set out to hurt him in the first place, Bruno snapped at me and said it was none of my damn business. 

I shut my mouth after that and never brought it up again. 

 

The dynamic of our relationship shifted somewhat during the last 3 months leading up to my 18th birthday. 

In addition to the admiration he had in his eyes for me, I started to see something else brewing in those dark orbs...lust. 

I quickly dismissed the idea, though. Bruno was 50 years old, I was only about to turn 18. I knew there was no way he could be in love with me.

Despite his own looks which were more along the lines of dark, brooding and intimidating, rather than handsome...I saw the women he brought home from time to time. 

They all looked like what real women should look like. They had curves, ample breasts, and they were all tall and beautiful. 

My appearance hardly changed from when I was 15, the exception being the one inch of height I accrued, making me just slightly over 5 feet tall. Well, that and my breasts, but they barely even filled a B cup on a good day. 

No, I didn't remotely resemble the women that Bruno seemed to adore. 

And yet, he did tell me things he never told anyone else. There was an unmistakable bond between us. 

Not only did he protect and provide for me, he let me see a side of him that I slowly found myself falling in love with. 

I could never tell him that, though. He told me time and time again that romance and love were for the weak. If I told him how I felt, he would probably laugh at me and kick me out, it would ruin our relationship forever. 

And even though I knew this man wasn't my knight in shining armor, I couldn't deny that he was my savior either. 
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“Get in here, Lucianna,” Bruno shouted from across his wing of the mansion. 

Given it was the night of my 18th birthday, I had no idea what I could have done to make him so mad. 

Maybe this was it. He'd finally had enough of me and wanted me gone. 

It was confusing because he'd given me a great birthday. He even bought me a pink convertible Ferrari. He became mildly annoyed when I inquired the reason behind the purchase, seeing as he never let me leave the confines of his mansion without him, but I recovered and thanked him profusely. 

I glanced over at the clock on my nightstand, it was 2 am in the morning. 

With a sigh, I got up from my bed. I briefly thought about grabbing a robe to put over my nightgown but then he shouted my name again. 

I ran out of the room and tip-toed to the library he frequently spent his nights in. 

No one would ever guess that Bruno was a big reader; I promised him that it would remain a secret between us. 

“Lucianna!” he shouted, his tone sharper. I looked around the library but he was nowhere to be found. 

That meant there was only one other room in this wing he could be beckoning me from. 

His bedroom. 

Which I'd never seen before. 

I swallowed the lump in my throat and rounded the corner to his large mahogany doors. 

I knocked, then thought the better of it since he'd already screamed for me to come in multiple times. 

I took in the large space encompassing his bedroom. Red curtains were elegantly draped along the two large windows matching the blood red color of his bedspread. 

Over in a corner of the room, he sat in an over-sized dark leather chair with his back turned away from me. I could see the smoke from his cigar floating into the air. 

Even though it was a warm July night, I shivered and curled my arms around myself. “I was sleeping, you know, ” I informed him. 

“Bullshit,” was his retort. “We both know you don't sleep during the night.” 

He was right. Bruno knew me well, he knew I never fell asleep until well after the sun came up. 

He knew I was too scared of the dark because of my past, even though he promised me time and time again that no one would ever hurt me while I was here. 

Even still, I never truly felt safe―no matter where I was. 

And with the way Bruno was acting right now, I had a whole different reason to worry tonight. 

I took another step forward but his gritty voice halted me. “I'm going to ask you one question, Lucianna. And I expect the truth.” 

“Of course.” 

He spun around in his chair. 

“Do you love me?” 

I looked around the room, purposely avoiding his gaze. “No, love is for the weak.” 

He nodded but his jaw ticked, indicating that he didn't care for my answer after all. 

“Fine,” I admitted nervously. “I think―I'm not sure.” I took a step back. “Okay, yes. God, I do. But don't worry, Bruno. It will go away. I'll get a handle on it. Please don't kick me out.” 

He exhaled sharply and met my gaze. “I don't want it to go away.” He stood up and walked over to me. “I don't want you to go away.” 

I stared at him in a combination of disbelief and elation. “You mean you―”

He put a finger over my lips. “Don't, Lucianna,” he warned. “Don't ruin it.” 

My heart grew stronger and weaker as his hands cupped my face and he leaned down. I closed my eyes and tilted my face up. 

“I'm not going to kiss you.” 

My eyes popped open. “Oh, I thought―” 

“I don't kiss and I'm not going to be gentle with you.” He lifted the hem of my nightgown up. “But I know if there's one woman in the world who can handle me, it's you.” 

He brought my nightgown up over my head and studied me. 

“You lack the usual curves I like to see on a woman,” he noted. I closed my eyes, embarrassed as he cupped one of my breasts. “Your tits aren't nearly as big as I thought they'd be. Perhaps I'll buy you a decent pair for your next birthday.” 

His comments stung but I wouldn't let him know how deeply they affected me. I opened my eyes. “You're an asshole!” 

I took a step back and turned on my heels. “You don't deserve to have any part of me if you can't appreciate me.” 

His arm wrapped around my waist, pulling my back flush against his front. “That may be true,” he whispered, as he pulled my underwear down. “But I'll damn well take what's mine anyway.” 

“And if I say no?” 

He laughed low and rough in my ear. “We both know you won't. Besides, you owe me this, bambina. We both know this is the only thing of value you have left.” He licked the shell of my ear. “Just like we both know it was me who saved you.” 

I tried to pull away but he tightened his grip on my hips and spread my thighs. 

“That's what I like about you, Lucianna. You're so brave and strong,” he rasped in my ear. “So fierce. Hell, you're stronger than most men out there. You're a pure fighter.” 

He kissed my neck and his fingers found their way inside me. “You're unbreakable and that's what makes you so beautiful.” 

My heart hammered in my chest as he bent me over the bed and kissed down my spine. I closed my eyes and leaned into his touch, my body at odds with itself. 

I heard the sound of his zipper lowering and felt the head of his cock at my entrance as I fought for air. I opened my mouth to tell him that I needed a moment in order to process what was happening, given it was my first time and all, but his voice cut me off. 

“This will hurt,” was my only warning before he pushed himself inside me in one single hard thrust. 

I screamed out in pain and clutched the bedspread for dear life as he began thrusting inside me even harder. “Stop, it's too much.” 

He tugged on my hair until my head fell back against him. “You're strong. You can take it, bambina. I know you can.”

I squeezed my eyes shut and tried to push whatever weakness I had far away. 

The pain didn't let up, it only magnified each time he slammed into me. 

I reached behind me and touched his face. “Please, mio amore. Please be more gentle. For me, Bruno.” 

He felt for my hand and held it firmly in his large one, the force of his thrusts slowing down to something much more bearable. 

My heart squeezed because I knew what that meant.

No one had the power to deter Bruno DeLuca. No one had the power to make him stop doing anything. 

No one but me. 

Bruno might not ever say it, but I knew he loved me. 

His big body shuddered before he grunted his release. 

Then he swept me in his arms and positioned me on the bed, my head falling against the pillow. 

“Don't move.” 

I couldn't even if I wanted to, my entire body was so sore I felt like I'd run a 20-mile marathon. 

A few moments later he came out of the adjacent bathroom with a washcloth. 

“You're bleeding all over my bedspread,” he said. 

I pursed my lips. “Gee, I wonder why that is.” 

The corners of his eyes crinkled and his lips twitched. “Because you're mine now.” 

“For how long?” 

His gaze traveled over my still naked body. “Forever.” 

That's when it hit me. “Bruno, you didn't use any protection. What if―”

“Good,” he said. He brought the washcloth between my thighs. “My son still has another 5 years left on his contract. I'm counting on the fact that he won't make it out alive.” 

I gasped but he clicked his tongue at me. “I don't give a fuck what you think about that, Lucianna. Your feelings on the matter are irreverent. He agreed to the deal, he knew the stakes.” 

I leaned against the headboard. “You only did this so you could get me pregnant, didn't you?” 

He shook his head and reached for my hand. “No. That's not why. But, it would please me all the same.” 

“What if I never get pregnant with your child, Bruno? Will you get rid of me?” 

He put the washcloth down and kissed my hand. “That's the thing, Bambina. I'm afraid it matters very little to me in the long run whether that happens or not. I'm perfectly content to have you by my side for the rest of my life.” 

I propped myself up on my elbows. “Because you love me?” 

He didn't answer, instead, he closed his eyes. “You know my thoughts when it comes to that. However, there are exceptions to every rule.” 

“You won't ever tell me you love me. Will you?” 

“No.”

“It's because I'm the one person who makes you feel vulnerable, isn't it?” 

He opened his eyes and they narrowed. “Yes.” 

Well, hell that was just as good as a declaration of love as far as I was concerned. 

Bruno DeLuca was never vulnerable. 

I tilted my face to try and kiss him once again but his hand wrapped around my throat. “But don't you ever forget who holds the power in this relationship, understood?” 

I couldn't respond because he was cutting off my air supply. 

“The day you do is the day I make you wish you were dead and I show you what I'm capable of doing to you. Got it?” 

I nodded and he finally released his hold on me. “Answer me.” 

“Yes,” I choked out. 

“Yes, what?” 

“Yes, mio amore.” 

He smiled and nuzzled my neck. “Good. Now you may sleep.” He kissed my cheek and I closed my eyes. “I'll never let anyone hurt you again. You're mine forever, my beautiful Lucianna.”
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I stormed into the room where Bruno was holding a meeting with his men. 

I couldn't believe he would do this to me. 

I'd been good to him for the last 3 years since I gave him my virginity. I fucked him when he wanted, kept every single one of his secrets, and loved him deeply without abandon.

And still, he was doing this. 

The men in suits looked uncomfortable when they saw me coming but Bruno paid me no mind. 

I marched through the wooden doors of his conference room with my hands on my hips. “How could you?” I screamed. 

He rubbed his temples and leaned back in his chair. “Can't you see that I'm busy? I don't have time for your shit.” 

I stood over the conference table and jabbed my finger into the wood. “Make time, now.” 

The men stared at me wide-eyed but I steeled myself and lifted my nose in the air. 

Bruno's jaw worked and he looked me up and down. 

No doubt, he was pissed at the fact that his almost 21-year-old girlfriend was not only interrupting a crucial meeting, but making him look like a downright fool in front of his men. 

Had the matter not been so important to me, I would have known better. 

“No. Not now!” he barked as he stood up and crossed his arms over his chest. 

I matched his stance. “Yes now,” I hissed. “Or I will walk right out that fucking door and never look back, you shit head.” 

Some of the men gasped but I ignored them. 

His eyes became tiny slits and his nostrils flared. Now I'd done it. 

I was playing with fire, but I welcomed it. 

“Everyone out!” he boomed. “With the exception of the little bitch standing in front of me.” 

The men quickly dispersed and closed the door behind them. 

Bruno advanced toward me and bent me over the conference table. 

“What the hell are you doing?” I screamed as he began lifting my dress up. 

“Checking out the set of balls you acquired between last night and this morning.” 

He then tore my dress off me but I didn't care, I needed to confront him about this. “My father's running for Mayor. I just saw it on the news. How could you do that to me? How could you help him?” 

His grip tightened around me. “That's what all this is about?” 

“Yes,” I said. “You betrayed me!” 

A cruel smile spread across his face. “I didn't betray you, Lucianna. Your father has kept up with his end of the deal for the last 6 years.” 

“So?” 

He forced my legs apart and I slammed the table with my palm. “Stop. You don't have permission to do this to me, not until you explain yourself.” 

His teeth scraped my back. “You really think I give a fuck?”

My stomach dropped. “No.”

“Smartest thing that's come out of your stupid mouth since you walked in here.” 

He grabbed my hair and entered me in one swift motion. 

“How could you help him, Bruno?” My voice cracked with that statement. 

“Just because he's running doesn't mean he's going to win,” Bruno informed me. 

“I don't understand.” 

“Stupid girl,” he taunted before he grunted and slammed into me again. “I only promised your father that he would run for Mayor. I never promised him the win. I wouldn't do that to you. Trust me, I have something up my sleeve.” 

His hand wrapped around my throat. “And I would have explained that to you had you not come walking in here like you owned the goddamned place. Like you were some form of authority over me.” 

The hand around my throat tightened. “Did you forget who holds all the cards in this relationship, Puttana?” 

I couldn't answer him because I was too busy gasping for air. 

I didn't regret much in my life but I was definitely regretting the decision to confront him.  

He pulled out of me just as quickly as he entered me. I knew he wasn't finished yet, so I didn't understand what was going on. 

I soon found out when he slammed into me again, so much harder than he ever had before. 

“Fucking bitch,” he sneered. “Who the fuck do you think you are?” 

He rammed into me savagely again and I yelped in pain. 

“Apologize, now,” he ordered.

I'd never apologized to him before, but I would do whatever he wanted to make this pain go away. 

“I'm sorry, Bruno. Mio amore. Please, stop. It hurts so much.” 

He paused and straightened himself. 

I breathed a sigh of relief

Until he pressed me against the table again and forced himself inside my other entrance. 

I dug my nails into the table and screamed out at the top of my lungs. My previous pain was nothing compared to this. 

I couldn't believe he was violating me this way, especially when he knew everything my father did to me. 

He didn't relent with his brutal thrusts and tears made their way out of my eyes as I felt my heart shatter. 

My tears only made him madder and he pulled my hair harder. “One more tear, Lucianna. Shed one more fucking tear, Bambina. One more tear and I swear, it will be the last one you ever shed. I will kill you. No matter how much it may pain me to do so.” 

Oh, my god. 

It happened. 

For the first time in almost six years, Bruno had threatened my life. 

For the first time since the night I first met him...I was scared of him. 

My eyes dried and I went limp, the fight drained out of my body. The only movements I made were from the tremors washing over me since I couldn't cry. 

He then pulled out and sprayed his release all over my back, similar to how a dog pisses on a fire hydrant. 

“And for the record,” he said, zipping his fly. “You'll never walk out that door until I say you can. You'll never be free of me. Now don't move from the floor until I tell you to.” 

I slumped down to the floor as his men reentered the room. 

They murmured amongst themselves, embarrassed for not only my state of undress but what had obviously transpired. 

Bruno cleared his throat and stood at the head of the table. “Pay no mind to my disrespectful whore, gentlemen. We have a meeting to continue.” 

 

That night he walked into my old bedroom. The one I hadn't returned to since the night I turned 18. 

I rolled over because I couldn't bear to face him. 

I wasn't quite broken yet...but I was certainly cracked. 

Even worse than that? I was officially a prisoner. 

Which was just downright mind-boggling considering how often I used to worry he would get rid of me one day. 

“Look at me,” he ordered. 

“I can't.” 

“Lucianna.” He said my name softer than he ever said it before. 

“You did something to me today, Bruno.” I stared blankly at the wall. “I thought you loved me but―” 

The bed dipped from his weight as he sat down. “Have I ever told you I loved you?” 

“No. You haven't and now I finally believe you.”

I hugged my pillow and curled up in a fetal position. “It doesn't matter that you don't love me...because after today I love you less. You can take your love and shove it because I don't need it anymore. I don't need you anymore. I'll make it on my own without you, just like I did before.” 

He grabbed my shoulder and I flinched. “You don't mean that,” he whispered. “You're not leaving me, bambina.”

“I do and I am.”

I heard the door slam and I told myself not to cry. 

I felt so worthless and ruined. I felt like nothing more than a stupid, naive girl who thought the man she loved had felt the same way she did this whole time. 

I didn't know which hurt more, hating him for not loving me...or allowing him to prove just how much he didn't.

Or the hardest truth of all...hating myself for still loving him―all while knowing he would never be capable of giving that back to me. 

All while knowing he destroyed a part of me today that my father never did. 

The part that still believed in fairy tales and happy endings. 

The part that still thought I deserved true love despite being damaged goods.

The heart is the most peculiar and complex structure in the world. 

It could endure so much pain, but yet it still continued to beat...still held on to hope...and still continued to go on living when the rest of you would rather be dead. 

Moments later I heard his footsteps enter my bedroom again. 

He sat down and rested his hand on my hip. I tried to move away but he latched on. 

“Look at me,” he whispered. 

I shook my head. 

“Please, Bambina.” 

He never said please. I turned my head slightly and he cupped my cheek. “I love you, Lucianna. You're the only person that I love. Now tuck it away inside yourself and take it for what it's worth because I'll never utter those words again.”

I nodded my head but hearing the words had the opposite effect on me. 

They only made me feel worse about myself. Like it was bad to love me. 

And it didn't erase what he did this morning or what he threatened to do to me.  

He seemed to sense this because he pressed his lips to my forehead. “I won't apologize for what I did. You needed to learn. You became too bold, Lucianna. I can't have that.” 

He reached for something on the nightstand. “I'm not letting you leave me but I can give you something to ease the pain.” 

I sat up and he grabbed hold of my arm. I didn't understand what he was doing until he pulled out a syringe and I immediately drew my arm back in fear. “You only administer heroin to those you're trying to kill. Those you once cared for. Is that what you're doing, Bruno? You're gonna kill me?” 

No wonder he told me he loved me, this was the end of the road for me. 

His fingers traced my cheekbone. “No, Bambina. I thought about it, but I know now that I could never kill you. I love you too much.” 

He yanked on my arm again and it was then that I knew exactly what he was doing. 

He needed something to make me depend on him. He needed something to make me weak, so I didn't have control over him. He needed something to control me instead. 

This was a fate worse than death. This was the cruelest thing to ever do to another person. 

I grabbed his face with my free hand. “Please, Bruno. I'll be good. I'll do whatever you want.” My voice shook, but I continued, “You don't have to turn me into this. Please, mio amore. Don't do this to me.” 

He ignored me and plunged the needle into my vein. 

My ears rang, my head spun and I leaned over the side of the bed and puked. 

He stood up and stroked my cheek. “I'll be back in 24 hours. This isn't what you think. I'm not turning you into a junkie. I would never do that to you. I'll only be using this when I see fit. You'll still be completely functional.” 

I began to doze off. “Where are you going?” 

“Down to the fight club. Evidently my son made it through his last fight after all. But unfortunately he has left town and I have another proposition for him.”

He laughed and the sound made me sick. “You see, just like you, he'll never be able to get rid of me either.”  

 3 years later...

 Chapter 1 (Ricardo)

 

He trapped me again. I thought I was free of him, I should have known he had one more trick up his sleeve. 

I thought I lucked out when he didn't bother showing up during my last fight. 

I hopped on a plane and got the fuck out of New York, but he eventually ended up tracking me down in Houston. 

I was there for almost a full year and I was enjoying my freedom. 

But my freedom came with a catch. 

Because being in the fight club had hardened me in a way I never expected it to.  It brought my darkness to the surface. 

It made me more like DeLuca than I ever wanted to be.

For 10 years straight, I watched while strong men failed and dropped like flies. 

Death was like a poisonous fog that loomed all around me...but still, I fought. 

Sometimes I used what happened to Graham to get through the fight. 

Sometimes I used what happened to that poor little girl. 

Sometimes I used watching my mother die. 

But every time I used my hatred for DeLuca to push through when I felt like I wouldn't make it. 

At the end of my 10 years, I was the only one left standing. 

Everyone else had died. DeLuca made sure of it. 

A big part of me wondered if that had been his intention all along, to ensure no one completed their deal.  

No one except for me. In the back of my mind, I wondered if he did that on purpose, but I didn't want to believe it. 

I earned my fucking freedom. The bastard could kiss my ass as far as I was concerned. 

A deal was a fucking deal. 

No matter how much someplace deep inside me missed that club. Missed pushing myself further and harder than I ever thought was possible. 

Missed feeling the sense of power and control in the cage. Missed letting the darkness roam free and burn through me. 

Missed being a DeLuca. 

Fucking hell. 

I'd never forget the conversation with DeLuca after he tracked me down in Houston. 
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I was working in a small shop that I purchased with some of the money that I saved from fighting. 

I glanced down at a pair of metal tipped shoes and my anger bubbled through me. “I see you bought that mustang after all,” he said. 

I glared at him from under the hood. “Yup.”

Take that, fucker. 

“I suppose I can admire that.” 

I snorted. “I don't need or want your admiration, DeLuca. Now get the fuck out of my shop before I put a few bullets in your chest.” 

“Well, I'll be damned. You are like me after all.” 

I threw the wrench on the ground. “You really want to have this conversation with me again?” 

He looked around the shop. “You know, you're almost 30 now, son. And this is all you have amounted to. A fucking mechanic.”  

“I could have amounted to more had my asshole father not saw fit to  make me drop out of school. Not that there's anything wrong with being a mechanic. Unlike what you do, it's an honest and noble profession.” 

“But it's not where your heart is at, son.” 

“Fuck my heart. I don't need it. Just like I don't need you. Now, leave before I make you.” 

“I have a proposition for you.” 

“Not interested.” 

He didn't seem to care because he said, “I'm having a problem at the club.” 

I hated how my ears perked up at the mention of the club. 

He smiled, because he knew it. “Business is going down...I can't seem to keep any of my fighters for more than a few months at a time. They're all weak. People don't want to place bids anymore because they're not sure if they'll be back the next week.” 

I glared at him. “Well, maybe if you didn't keep setting the fighters up to die in the cage...you wouldn't have that problem.” I sighed. “And from a business standpoint, people want to bet on a sure thing. Despite its underground nature, people like to have favorites, fighters they can root for. But in order to do that, you need to keep them around for more than a few months. That's the only way you'll ever increase revenue.” 

“You have a point.” 

I had to stop myself from looking at him in shock. I also had to stop myself from acknowledging the small pang I felt when he praised me. 

He peered over my toolbox. “I've just taken on two new fighters. Two great fighters actually. Tyrone Davis and Jackson Reid.”

I shrugged. “Never heard of them.” 

He chuckled. “No, you wouldn't have. Seeing as I just bailed them both out of jail. Tyrone was innocent so it was fairly easy...but this guy, Jackson... he actually committed the murder.” 

“Sounds like he's right up your alley then.” 

“He killed the man who murdered his sister. And the man who beat his sister to death happened to be a professional MMA fighter.” 

I wiped my hands on the rag beside me. “Sounds like he never should have been in jail to begin with.” 

He waved a hand. “Doesn't make a difference to me. But...they both have serious potential. Potential I haven't seen since―” He paused. “Well, you.” 

I smirked before I repeated his words, “Doesn't make a difference to me.” 

“It should.” 

I leaned against my mustang and lit a cigarette. “Why's that?” 

“I think if you trained them. You might―” He paused appearing to choose his next words carefully. “You might be the very thing to save their life.” 

I stayed silent trying not to let his words affect me. He knew my kryptonite.  

I hated watching people that didn't deserve to...die. I saw plenty of that over the last ten years. But even though I was surrounded by death in that club...l still loved fighting and motivating myself to make it to the next level. Hell, I loved that club...it was like home to me. 

It was the only place I felt like I ever really belonged―the only place I had control over my life. 

The place where I fought and earned my control and power...it wasn't just handed to me because I was DeLuca's son. 

Shit, if he threw in a beautiful broad he'd have all three of my weaknesses at his disposal. 

“Perhaps, I'll even change the way the fight club runs,” he gritted through his teeth. “Not right away, but in a few years. If you agree to train Jackson and Tyrone.”

I ignored him and took another drag off my cigarette before slamming the hood down on the mustang.  

When I still didn't answer him, he said, “Maybe I'll turn it all over to you one day. I know you love that club, son.” 

I could feel myself giving in but I didn't open my mouth just yet. 

“You'll be the one in charge―for the most part, Ricardo. I won't ever step foot inside that club again. I'll just set up a video surveillance so I'll be able to watch every fight.” 

He took a step forward. “ Of course, it is still my club right now, so you'll have to run most things through me, but I won't interfere with your training and I'll let you have a say in any and all final decisions regarding the club.”

“What's your game plan, DeLuca? What are you hoping to accomplish by all of this?” 

“Honestly?” 

“Yeah, that would be nice for a change.” 

He looked me in the eyes. “I want my son back.” He sighed deeply. “I realize what I did to you was wrong and unforgivable.” 

He looked like he was swallowing a box of nails before he uttered his next statement, “I guess what I'm saying is that I'm sorry and I want to make amends. You're the only son I have and I want to try and be the father I should have been.”

I shouldn't have let his words impact me the way they did. But the fact was, DeLuca never felt bad for a single thing in his entire life. It still wouldn't take back all that he'd done, but a small part of me wanted to believe that he wanted to change, that he could be a better person. 

“One condition. Actually two.” 

“Name it.” 

“One―no one is to tell my two fighters that I'm your son. There's no way they would respect me or my training if they knew the spawn of Satan was the one guiding them through the pits of hell. I need them to trust me first and foremost. I need them to believe in me so I can get them through this.” 

“Fine, consider it done. As long as you agree to meet with me on a monthly basis for dinner at my house. This way we can discuss both the club and the fighters.” 

“I guess I could manage that. As long as you adhere to my other request.” 

“Which is?” 

“Never set my fighters up for a fall. I'm okay with testing their limits and pushing their boundaries so they become better fighters, but I will never be okay with purposely setting them up to get killed or seriously injured. It's a deal breaker.” 

I stomped on my cigarette. “I hate the way you run the club but I know I can't control it until the club officially becomes mine. But you damn well better not kill my guys. Understood?” 

“Understood. The club will be all yours in 10 years.” 

“10 years!” 

He shrugged. “You know the length of my deals. Now let's get the hell out of this shithole. We have a plane to catch and a business to run.” 
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And that conversation is how I currently find myself pulling up to his home. Almost 3 years since I agreed to coach Jackson and Tyrone. 

Two men who have become more like brothers to me rather than my client's. 

Two men I'd do anything to protect. 

Two men I consider my family and DeLuca knows it. 

But even so, there's nothing he can do about it. 

Because if he did, he knows he'll lose me and ruin what little relationship we have with one another. 

 

I ring the doorbell again and curse the beginning of July heat; despite DeLuca's house being near the water, it's hot as a motherfucker outside. 

Finally deciding I had enough, I open the door and walk right in―only to find him on the staircase, buttoning his shirt and fixing his fly.

It's obvious I interrupted him in the middle of something. 

I’d heard through the grapevine that he had a girlfriend but I still had yet to meet her. 

I also heard that she was beautiful, younger than he was and they were serious enough to be living together. 

“I rang the doorbell, but you didn't answer,” I say. 

He nods his head in the direction of the dining room. “I was busy. Come on, let's eat.” 

I follow behind him and take a seat at the table. “Tyrone needs a day off from training in a few weeks because his mother's coming into town and he wants to spend the day with her. I told him it was okay,” I say, getting right down to business. 

Besides, even if it wasn't okay, I couldn't care less. Tyrone's mother is the sweetest woman in the world. I would never refuse her anything. 

He sits up in his chair and looks around the dining room. “That's fine.” He snaps his fingers. “Marlene, are you serving dinner or not?” he barks at his housekeeper. 

“Coming right up, Mr. DeLuca.” 

I try not to roll my eyes and tell him off. I hated the way he spoke to people. 

Less than a minute later, Marlene walks into the dining room and proceeds to serve us. “Thank you, Marlene. It looks great,” I say, before giving her my signature panty-melting smile that makes her blush. 

She looks at DeLuca and frowns. “Will she be joining you for dinner this evening?” 

I don't miss the hint of snarkiness in her tone when she says that. 

Apparently, his girlfriend doesn't make friends easily. 

He looks up from his plate. “Yeah, she's supposed to be down here already. Go fetch her for me and make sure she's suitable.” 

This was unusual. I've been here once a month for almost 3 years and not once have I ever met his girlfriend. 

Marlene finishes filling our glasses with wine and nods. 

I ignore my own wine but DeLuca takes a hearty sip before he focuses his attention on something behind me. “There you are, Bambina. Get in here.” 

I turn my head and all I can think is―Bambina, indeed. 

She certainly looks like a baby, and it has nothing to do with her small stature either. 

This girl can't be more than in her late teens, maybe early 20's at the most. 

I point my thumb in her direction. “I take it this is your girlfriend's daughter?” 

I hear a giggle erupt behind me and DeLuca narrows his eyes. “No this is not my girlfriend's daughter,” he spits. “This is my Lucianna. I figured it was about time you two finally meet.” 

I sit back in my chair and watch as some broad with long dark hair wearing a tight black tube top dress makes her way to the table. 

Then I watch in both amusement and concern as she proceeds to guzzle the full glass of red wine that Marlene poured for her. 

Marlene fills up her glass again and she guzzles that one down just as quick as the first one. 

Either she's a sorority girl in the making, or this girl has some serious issues. 

Marlene finally just gives up on walking away and stands by her side, filling the glass up one more time. 

I've never seen anything like it before, and DeLuca doesn't even bat an eye. He just tears right into his ravioli. 

After she finishes her third glass in less than 10 minutes, she motions for Marlene to fill it up again. “It's empty,” she informs her curtly before walking away. 

The girl pouts, folds her arms across her chest and makes a face at DeLuca. 

DeLuca raises a finger. “No. I won't tell you again. Have all the wine you'd like, but you're off the other stuff for good, Bambina. Deal with it.” 

Other stuff? What the hell is going on?

Then it dawns on me. It's obvious his girlfriend is some stray that he brought home.

But then again, she is pretty hot. You know, if you like that glazed over, drunk, party girl look. 

She groans and pushes her plate away like a 5-year-old. “Then I'm not hungry.” 

He pinches the bridge of his nose. “Fine, starve for all I care. You're still not getting your way, Lucianna.”

She mumbles something under her breath that I don't catch but DeLuca must because he stiffens. “Care to repeat that?”

She tosses her napkin in her dish and runs a hand down her body suggestively. “I said then you're not getting any of this.” 

That's when I start laughing, I can't help myself.  I've never heard a female speak to him like this before. 

Hell, DeLuca may have just met his match after all. 

It's times like these that I wish I could tell Tyrone and Jackson about DeLuca being my father. They would get a kick out of watching this. 

My laughter quickly dies though when my father stares at her. 

His gaze is so intense and threatening she immediately slinks back down in her chair, appearing to come out of her haze momentarily. “I'm so sorry, mio amore. I'll never embarrass you in front of your son or anyone else again.” 

He reaches over and kisses her hand. “You better not, or else. I'll have Marlene bring you more wine.” 

Since I'm not drinking any of mine, I hand her my glass. 

“Thank you,” she whispers before she closes her eyes and downs it. 

That's when I notice a few faded track marks on her arm. They would hardly be noticeable to the untrained eye, but growing up with a mother who was an addict for the first eleven years of my life made me aware of the signs. 

Good grief, this girl is a damn heroin addict. 

It's obvious he doesn't want her to use anymore. Just like it's obvious why she keeps downing wine like it's water. I wish I never handed her my glass now. 

DeLuca claps his hands. “Okay, let's talk business.”  

 

 Chapter 2 (Lou-Lou)

 

My head is spinning and I'm desperately in need of more wine. 

I haven't touched the hard stuff for two months now, but the cravings haven't diminished. 

The only times DeLuca gives in...is right before he fucks me. Which of course, is the only time I actually ever crave it. 

He was right, he didn't turn me into a full-blown addict, but he does use it to control me. 

He knows he can't have sex with me, well enjoyable sex anyway, when I'm sober because I'll just tremble and scream. 

He says it displeases him that I feel that way about him now. I tell him that it displeases me that he uses and controls me like this. 

That's when he usually threatens not to give me anything to help get me through him screwing me. 

Then I beg and plead for him to show me some mercy before I suck him off—because I can still do that sober. 

He eventually gives in, and although he doesn't give me heroin anymore, he gives me a few pills to take the edge off. He even waits for them to kick in before he starts. 

Luckily, since it's such a process to have sex with me now, we only do it about once a week or so. Sometimes even less. 

He says it's exhausting and barely even worth the effort anymore. 

I pray for the day he finally decides it's not. 

I pray for the day my fucked up heart becomes strong enough to finally stop loving him. 

 

I stare down at my plate of uneaten food. I can't believe I spoke to him like that in front of his own son. 

Marlene comes back into the dining room with another bottle of wine and I practically jump on her and pry it from her hands. 

I know Bruno's going to expect some alone time with me again tonight and he already warned me just before dinner that he's not giving me anything this time. 

He also told me that he has a special surprise job for me...but I had to be a good girl in order to get the opportunity. 

Then he asked me if I still loved him. Which was odd because he hasn't asked me that in a long time. 

I told him the truth—”Yes, but I also hate you for all you've done to me.” 

He promised that he would make it all up to me as long as I promised to love him forever. 

He was so serious, I knew that whatever he wanted from me was important. 

It also explains why he randomly stopped giving me the hard drugs two months ago. 

He needs me to be clear-headed for whatever assignment I was about to embark on. 

“Only one more glass,” Bruno tells Marlene, interrupting my thoughts. 

“You should have said that two glasses ago,” she says under her breath before looking at me in disgust. 

I know Marlene hates me. 

I know she thinks I'm just some chick looking to strike it rich with her mob boss sugar daddy. 

Just like I know that she's only been his housekeeper for the past few months, so she couldn't possibly know all that's gone on between us. 

But unlike her, I know all that's gone on between her and Bruno. 

One night, around two months ago, I caught her on her knees in front of him when I walked into his conference room. 

Instead of helping me through the worst of my withdrawals like a decent man, Bruno wanted to get his dick sucked by the maid since I wasn't in the state to do it for him. 

I've never felt more jealous or hurt in my entire life. 

Even though Bruno and I have the most toxic relationship in the history of ever, I still love him. I will always love him. 

And I thought that meant something to him. I mean, it used to. 

I became so mad, I launched a trophy at the bitch's head. 

He immediately pulled out of her mouth and came rushing over to me. 

I told him to fire her, but he promised me he would never let it happen again. 

And so far, he's stayed true to his word because I have yet to catch him in the act since that night. 

I still have my eye on her, though. Because if there's one thing I've learned...it's that you can't trust anyone. 

Especially another woman who wants what's yours. 

I take another sip of my wine, I can already tell it's weaker than the other one. 

Either that or I'm starting to build up a tolerance to this shit too. 

I give Bruno another pout and he finally relents and gives me his glass of wine. 

I eagerly take it because the thought of having sex with him while being even mildly coherent makes my skin crawl. 

Ricardo snaps his head in my direction and that's when I see it. 

I didn't think they looked anything alike, but damn. 

Those eyes are totally Bruno DeLuca's. 

I almost forget that it's Ricardo and drop the glass of wine. He rolls his eyes, it's clear he doesn't like Daddy's girlfriend all that much. 

And if I'm being honest, the feeling is mutual. 

What kind of man looks at his father's girlfriend like she's nothing but trash? 

He doesn't even know me. He has no idea what my life is like.

He has no idea about the fortress full of pain and shame that plagues me. 

No one does. No one ever will.  

He turns his attention to his father again and I study his features. 

Yeah, he looks nothing like Bruno Deluca. 

Bruno isn't particularly handsome by any means, his features are purely intense. 

But Ricardo? 

Holy hell, I might need to fan myself. 

His skin is a shade darker than mine, making it appear as though he spends loads of time in the sun catching a golden tan. His dark hair is short on the sides but longer on the top and his nose, jaw, and lips are the perfect combinations of rugged and sexy. 

The only exception to his flawless face is his nose which is slightly crooked, most likely from all the years he spent boxing and fighting. 

Speaking of which, I don't even need to see him without his shirt to know he must spend hours at the gym. 

Those muscles stretching out his t-shirt speak volumes, and there's no doubt in my mind that he has some killer washboard abs. 

Something Bruno most certainly does not have, given his stocky build. 

Whoever Ricardo's mother was, must have been one heck of a stunner because this man is ridiculously gorgeous. 

“Did you hear me, Lucianna?” Bruno roars, tearing me away from ogling his son. 

I take another sip of wine. “Sorry, mio amore. I did not.” 

His face grows soft for a moment. He loves when I call him mio amore. 

He tugs on my hand until I'm standing up. I halt him and down the rest of my wine. I notice Ricardo shaking his head in my peripheral vision. 

I take a step and stumble slightly—guess I must be drunker than I thought, after all. 

Bruno moves his chair away from the table and pulls me across his lap. 

I wrap my arms around his neck, it's been years since I've cuddled in his lap like this and I miss it so much. 

It reminds me of the times he was good to me...the times he protected me. 

Before he turned into my worst nightmare. 

A nightmare I can't ever seem to wake up from or untangle my heart from. 

“Like I was telling Ricardo, I think we need to have a ring girl at the fight club,” Bruno says. 

I giggle in my drunken stupor. “But I thought they fought in cages, not rings.” 

The hand that was making its way up my thigh stops and he sighs. “They do. It's just an expression. But I want to know what you think about that idea.” 

Across the table, I see Ricardo's nostrils flair and I know he's annoyed that DeLuca's asking me. 

And honestly, I don't even know why he's asking my opinion in the first place. 

However, I know my role and I play it well. “If you think it's a good idea then so do I, mio amore.” 

“You sure that's not just the sauce talking, sweetheart?” Ricardo interjects, his Bronx accent much thicker than I noticed earlier.

I ignore him and run a hand along Bruno's jaw. “You're the most brilliant man I've ever met. You know what's best for the club.” 

I tilt my head and give Ricardo a big 'fuck you' smile. “Because it's yours and only yours.” 

I know Ricardo wants DeLuca's club—but I also know that DeLuca isn't willing to just hand it over to him, at least not for another seven years. 

Maybe now Ricardo will stop with his snide comments and judgmental glances.  

Bruno always told me that you need to cut people down to size first before they do it to you. It's the only way to get the upper hand. 

Bruno kisses my jaw and runs a hand along my inner thigh. “Good girl,” he whispers in my ear. “Are you ready for your surprise now?” 

I nod, the movement sending a brief rush of dizziness through me. 

“It seems you're outnumbered, Ricardo. Both Lucianna and I think it would be a good idea to hire a ring girl.” 

He throws his napkin down and flicks a hand in my direction. “Her opinion doesn't even count!” he yells. “The fight club is no place for a woman. It's dangerous.” 

“We'll hire additional security,” Bruno argues. 

“It's still not enough.” 

“So make sure you protect the girl I hire.” 

Bruno latches on to my waist and sits up in his seat. “You know it's a good business move. Our major demographic at the fight club is male. And we have more bet's coming in and more people watching the fights than ever before. We need some kind of eye candy.” 

Ricardo appears to think about this for a moment. “Fine,” he says. “I don't like it, but I suppose you have a point. But the second someone attacks one of those girls, it's done and I don't want to hear another word about it.” 

“Girl,” Bruno says. 

Ricardo cocks an eyebrow. “What?” 

“We only need one girl.” 

“Okay,” Ricardo says before taking a sip of his water. 

“And my bambina here is just the right girl for the job.” 

My jaw drops and Ricardo chokes on his water. “You can't be serious. We need a professional.” 

“She is a professional,” Bruno declares.  

Ricardo flashes a smile in my direction, showcasing his bright white teeth. I'm willing to bet he paid good money for them considering how perfect they are. “Oh, I'm sure she's a professional, alright. Just not the kind we need down at the club.” 

My cheeks flush and I narrow my eyes at him. I can't believe this douchebag just insinuated that I was some kind of call girl. 

“How dare you!” I scream while Bruno smirks. 

“It's a done deal, she's hired,” Bruno says. 

Ricardo pushes his chair back. “Look, no offense to your girlfriend here...and I use that term loosely. But the last thing we need is some jail bait Lindsay Lohan holding cue cards up in all her drunken glory at the club.” His expression turns serious. “She'll get eaten alive. Someone will take advantage of her in her inebriated state and I won't have that on my conscience.” 

“She's clean,” Bruno says. “It won't be a problem.” 

Ricardo snorts. “She just downed almost two bottles of wine by herself in one sitting. She's barely over 100lbs.” 

He stands up and points at me. “Not to mention, she's got more tracks running down her arms than the Long Island Railroad.” He fixes his intense gaze on me and I feel myself shrink down. “I don't know who you think you're fooling, honey...but it's sure as hell, not me.”

Bruno nudges me off his lap. “She's been clean for over two months. She hasn't gone near the stuff.” His eyes darken. “Now, she's hired and that's the end of it. You will take her back to the city with you, tonight.” 

“What?” I screech at the same time Ricardo yells, “Fuck, no.” 

Bruno looks at me. “I've already had Marlene pack your things. And your car has been transported to the parking lot of the apartment complex where I've rented an apartment for you. It's in the same complex as Ricardo's.” 

I step back, the impact of what he's doing smacking me in the chest. He never discussed any of this with me, not once. Which can only mean one thing. 

“You—” I pause and try to gather my bearings. “You're kicking me out?”

Marlene returns to the dining room and smiles from ear to ear. 

My hands fly to my face and I force the tears to stay back. I always thought I'd feel relieved if he ever decided this was a done deal, but all I feel is rejected by the only man who's ever claimed to love me. Even if his love is the kind that hurts. 

“You don't want me anymore?” I say, my voice barely above a whisper. “But I thought you love—” I don't finish that statement because I remember what happened the last time I uttered it. 

Ricardo opens his mouth but snaps it shut. His eyes soften and for a moment, I see compassion swirling in them. “I'll take her with me. It won't be a problem.” 

“Thank you, son,” Bruno says, purposely ignoring me and I swear my heart cracks. 

Marlene takes a step closer to him in all her french maid wet dream glory, but I bare my teeth and growl, “Don't even try it, bitch. Or I'll tear you limb from surgery enhanced limb.” 

Ricardo looks taken back and Marlene takes a few steps closer to me. I don't hesitate to let her finally have it. 

She screams when I pull my hand back and send a punch straight into her ugly face. “That's for sucking his dick!” I scream. 

She reaches for a napkin to stop the blood, which means she isn't prepared when I issue my next punch, which is even harder than the first. “And that's for trying to take my man!” 

She yelps but I don't care. I'm not done with her yet. I snatch her hair and bash her head into the table. “And that's for not giving me any more goddamn wine!” 

I feel a strong arm wrap around my waist. “Jesus Christ, you gonna do something about this, DeLuca?” Ricardo yells as he hauls me back from a now very bloody Marlene. 

Bruno glares at me. “Marlene, go upstairs and get cleaned up.” 

“You're not firing her!” I scream. 

“You just assaulted her,” he snaps. 

“Since when have you ever given a fuck about the law before?” 

“She has you there,” Ricardo whispers. 

“Go upstairs and get the rest of your things,” Bruno orders. 

“Wait,” Ricardo says while releasing me from his hold. “You sure you're okay to make it up all those stairs by yourself, Mike Tyson?”  

“I'll be fine,” I say before I run out of the dining room—but not before screaming, “Fuck you, you prick,” while giving Bruno the finger. 

 

When I get up to my bedroom, I throw whatever things that bitch Marlene didn't pack, which was pretty much everything, into a few suitcases. 

It's funny, I have about five suitcases stacked in one of my closets and I've never once used any of them. 

That's when it occurs to me, maybe this is a fresh start for me after all. 

I can't believe all the years I've wasted on him. I can't believe what I let him do to me.  

The door behind me closes and I jump. A pair of arms wraps around my waist before I feel Bruno nuzzle my neck. “I love you so much, Bambina,” he whispers. 

Now, I'm truly baffled. Not only is he telling me he loves me for only the second time ever in my life, but he's telling me this after breaking my heart. 

“But you just—” 

He puts a finger to my lips, silencing me. “You honestly think I could ever give you up, Lucianna?” 

I shake my head. “I don't understand what's going on.” 

He sits on the bed and pulls me close to him. “I would never give you up, not in a million years. I just need you to do something for me.” 

“What?” 

“I need you to go undercover and keep an eye out.” 

“Huh?” 

“My son has gotten very close to the two men he's training. I wanted him to coach them as a way to get him to become closer to me in hopes that it would eventually lead to him to taking over when I'm gone. However, I have a feeling that's not the way things are going to pan out anymore. He looks at those two men like they're his brothers. It's disturbing. I think his loyalty lies with them rather than his actual family.” 

“So? I don't get what the problem is. If he doesn't want to be a mob boss, then why does he have to be one?” 

His grabs my wrist so hard I wince. “Because he's a DeLuca. He's the only son I will ever have and he needs to live up to his name. He needs to take my place when I'm gone.” 

“Okay,” I whisper. “I get it...now can you let go? You're hurting me.” 

He ignores me and continues talking, “I need you to be my spy for the next few months. Maybe longer, depending on how necessary I think it is.” 

“What sort of information do you need?” 

“It's not information I need so much as I need you to become a permanent fixture in their life. Stir the pot a little between the three of them. Make their friendship fall apart.” 

“How?” 

He releases my wrist and I stumble backward. “How do you think?” 

I shrug. “Beats me.” 

He stands up and yanks on my arm until I fall on my knees. “Nothing stirs up a friendship between three men like a pretty girl does.” 

I can hardly believe my ears. “You want me to sleep with them?”  

He clicks his tongue and runs his thumb across my lips. “No. Never. Your pussy is for me and me only. You know that. Don't ever let me catch you giving another man what's all mine. You hear me?” 

I nod and relief flows through me, until he says, “But you will give them your mouth.” 

His thumb presses on my lower lip until my mouth opens and he slides his thumb inside. “You will seduce them, suck them off and make them think you're the next best thing since sliced bread. I want them to fight over you, ready to tear each other's hearts out.” 

“What if Ricardo catches on?” 

“Then you distract him until he's so drunk off you he can't think straight. Until he's willing to sacrifice his 'so called brothers' and takes his rightful place in the family. Trust me, I know my son. A beautiful woman always does the trick. Hell, he was almost putty in your hands when he thought you were about to cry before.” 

“What makes you think I can accomplish all this?” 

“Bambina, you managed to make the most feared mob boss in all of New York fall in love with you. And I don't even like anyone. I think you can manage to seduce a few young men until they go crazy.” 

“Are you sure about this?” 

“Positive.” 

“I guess I don't really have a choice then. When will I see you?” 

“I'll be out of town for a little while on business but I'll make time for you when I can and I'll call you a few times a week so you can keep me updated.” 

“Will you miss me?” 

He picks me up off the ground and kisses my forehead. “You know I will.” 

“Okay. I'll do it for you, mio amore.” 

“Good girl.” 

I look at my suitcase but he grabs my jaw and forces me to look at him. “This is not a vacation. You're on a special assignment, Lucianna.” 

I nod but his face hardens and his fingers dig into my skin. ”And I meant what I said—do not fuck them. If I even suspect otherwise, I swear to God...I'll slit your goddamn throat and kill the motherfucker.” 

I swallow hard. “I understand. Don't worry, Bruno. I would never do that to you.” 

 

 Chapter 3 (Ricardo)

 

I shake my head as I watch her teeter and totter to my car in her high heels. She's so wasted she looks like a baby deer taking her very first steps. 

I knew all that wine was going to catch up to her before we left. 

I dig my keys out of my pocket and a hand clamps down on my shoulder. “Wait a minute, son.” 

I grit my teeth because I hate it when he calls me 'son'. I swear he only uses the term to get under my skin. 

And to remind me exactly who I am. 

I turn around and face him. “Can you make it quick? I'm trying to make it back to the city before the end of the weekend traffic hits.” 

The Hampton's are swamped during weekends in the summer and making the drive back with a drunk girl as my passenger isn't particularly my idea of fun. 

Christ, she better not puke in my mustang. 

“This will only take a second.” His gaze drifts to my car where his girlfriend is currently sitting shotgun with her head in her hands. 

“I'll be going to Italy for a month on business. I trust that you'll take care of the club for me when I'm gone?” 

“Yeah,” I tell him. 

Why he's even bothering to tell me this shit, is beyond me, however, I am happy to hear that he'll be out of my hair for a little while.

His gaze turns hard when his eyes shift back to me. “I trust that you'll take care of my bambina for me as well?” 

“Pardon?”

“I need you to take care of her for me. This is the longest I'll be away from her and I'm worried.”

“So why don't you take her with you?” 

He looks in her direction again. “She's never been on her own before. She's never had her independence.” 

“That's probably because she's still a fucking teenager,” I say under my breath. 

“She'll be 24 at the end of the month,” he snaps. “Anyway, I don't want anyone at the club knowing the extent of my involvement with her because it will make her an easy target for my enemies. Understood?” 

When I nod he continues, “I fear that some asshole may take advantage of her since they won't know she's connected to me.” 

His eyes soften. “She's the most important person in the world to me and I don't want anything happening to her.” 

I fight the urge to laugh. I can't believe this 5-foot-nothing, firecracker with the big brown doe eyes is his weak spot.  

He puffs out his chest. “I want her to have her independence, but not at the expense of her safety. That's why I'm entrusting you to look after her. That's the real reason I hired her as a ring girl.” 

He looks down. “I know if there's one person in the world I can trust with my most prized possession, it's my own son.” He looks at me. “Right?” 

“Right,” I say. 

It's not so much that I'm necessarily in agreement...it's just that I want him to think I am.  

Having DeLuca as an ally is much better than having him as an enemy. There's not a line in this world the man won't bulldozer over to get his way. His evil knows no bounds...I've seen him do things that could make a demon cry. 

He laughs deep and sinister and if I was a lesser man, I'd be nervous right now.  “Besides, if I couldn't trust you—well then; I'd just have to hit you where it really hurts.” 

I open my mouth but shut it when he says, “You know, your friends Tyrone and Jackson.” 

And therein lies the drawback to letting people in and caring about them. 

It makes good fucking leverage. 

“Nothing will happen to her. I'll make sure of it. I'll protect her.” I look him right in his dark eyes, which are identical to my own. “You have my word.”

He shakes my hand. “It's a deal.” 

I squeeze his hand hard. “I know better than to make any more deal's with you. So you'll just have to take me at my fucking word.”

That fucked up combination of pride and anger flash in his eyes. “Very well. Get home safe, son.” He smiles and I drop my hand. “You've got some precious cargo with you.”

I walk toward my car and all I can think is—Jesus, what the hell have I gotten myself into? 

I have my hands full trying to look out for and keep everything copacetic regarding my boys and DeLuca...having to look after her now will be a headache. 

But then I think about the way her face fell and the devastation in those big brown eyes of hers when she thought DeLuca was getting rid of her. 

When she thought he didn't love her anymore. 

It was the saddest look I'd ever seen. 

Craziest thing of all? I found myself identifying with her because I've felt that way before when it came to DeLuca. 

I also know what it's like to feel like no one wants you. To feel like you have no one in your corner. 

I know what it's like to go through life all on your own, only having yourself to rely on. 

Hell, it's been that way for most of my damn life. 

Until Jackson and Tyrone, that is. 

I wasn't looking to get close to anyone when I began coaching them, but somehow I found way more than I could ever bargain for. 

I found a family...a brotherhood. 

There's no way I'll ever let anyone take that away. 
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“Oh, god pull over.” 

Those are the first words she's spoken in the last hour.

I glance over and her cheeks are puffed out and her hand is covering her mouth. 

Shit, she's gonna puke. 

I cut the wheel so hard my tires screech when I pull over to the side of the expressway. 

She opens the door, stumbles out and leans against the car while dry heaving. 

I curse under my breath and grab a water bottle out of the extra gym bag I keep in my car. 

“Everything's spinning,” she slurs. 

“Yeah, it's called being drunk,” I say. 

She shoots me a dirty look but it's quickly replaced by panic...right before she proceeds to blow chunks. 

Begrudgingly, I hold her hair up for her. “I really don't feel good,” she says. “I'm never getting drunk again.” 

“Famous last words.” 

She starts trembling and panting between dry heaves. “I'm serious.  I'm not even a big drinker in the first place.” 

“Oh, so you're just a heroin addict then?” 

“Fuck you,” she spews. “I'm not—” She pauses. “You don't know a damn thing about me, you judgmental asshole.” 

She bats my hand away but she's so uncoordinated it doesn't do any good.“You know what? I don't need your help—” she starts to say before the next round hits her with a vengeance. 

I stand directly behind her and place my arm around her waist so she doesn't fall. I use my other hand to rub soothing circles down her back until she relaxes against me. 

She's right...I don't know a thing about her. Besides, who the hell am I to judge anyone in the first place? 

I'm certainly no upstanding citizen myself. 

She's still going at it so I wait between rounds to ask, “Did you eat today?” 

She shakes her head and I sigh. “Rookie mistake number one. If you're going to down two bottles of wine during dinner you need to take a few bites of the dinner first.”

“I just need some coffee,” she says, attempting to stand up straight. 

“Nope,” I say. “Coffee, showers, bread...none of that shit actually works.”

I crack open the water bottle and hold it up to her lips. “Open.” She opens her mouth and takes a few small sips. “The only thing that works is time. You just have to ride it out while the alcohol passes through your system.” 

I open the car door for her and help her inside. “Make sure you keep sipping the water.” 

“Thank you,” she whispers before she rubs her temples and winces. “God, I really don't feel good.” 

I walk over to my side of the car and slide in the seat. “We'll be home in a little while.” 

I glance at her out of the corner of my eye and hand her two ibuprofen. “Take these and get some sleep. Should make things better.” 

She swallows the pills and her head lolls to the side. “I can't sleep. I don't sleep at night.” 

Her statement slams into me because I've never known anyone to have that problem. 

Well...besides me.

I'm want to inquire about it further, but I look over at her and sure as shit. 

She's passed out cold. 

I reach for her wrist and feel for her pulse to make sure she's okay before I begin driving. 

Annoyance gnaws at me during the rest of the drive home. 

I hate the predicament I'm in. Why the hell did I ever agree to this in the first place?

I might not know anything about her, but I'm not a babysitter and I really don't have time to deal with whatever problems she has. 

To put it frankly, I don't want the added responsibility of having to take care of this girl.  

Especially a girl who I'm convinced should come with a damn warning label. 
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She's still sleeping when I pull up to the apartment complex and park in my secluded parking spot located in the back. That means I have no choice but to carry her ass into the building. 

I ask her if DeLuca handed her a set of keys to her humble abode, but her only response is an unintelligible muffle before she buries her head against my chest. 

I curse when I realize that it's too late to call the super of the building and get a set of spare keys from him. 

In other words, I'm stuck with her until morning. 

Fucking perfect. 

I make my way up the staircase with her in my arms and jet for the door to my apartment. 

Only to be stopped in my tracks by Jackson and Tyrone coming out of their apartment.

Their expressions are a mixture of concern and amusement. No doubt  due to the passed out girl wearing a skin tight mini dress in my arms. 

Tyrone speaks first, “Who's the girl?” I open my mouth to answer but Jackson raises an eyebrow. “Better question...why is she unconscious?” 

Shit, how the hell am I gonna explain this? I decide, to be as honest as I can with them. Lord knows, I lie to them about enough things already. 

I give them a casual shrug. “I hired a ring girl.” 

Tyrone and Jackson exchange a glance. I can only imagine what they must be thinking. 

I blow out a breath. “She—uh. She got a little drunk during the interview.” 

“Must have been some interview,” Tyrone says in his thick southern twang. “One that must not be over yet seeing as you brought her home and all.” 

“This isn't part of the interview.” I point to the door across the hall located next to their apartment. “I'm only bringing her inside my apartment until I can get a hold of the super who has the keys to her apartment.” 

Jackson makes a face and Tyrone grins. “You mean to tell us this little hottie is not only the new ring girl...but our new neighbor as well?” 

I nod and Tyrone's grin grows wider. “Nice.” 

Jackson shakes his head and laughs. “Does she have a name?” 

“She does—” I pause because for the life of me...I can't remember the girl's actual name. I'm certainly not about to tell them her name is 'bambina.' 

I scratch my head hoping it will come to me. “Lou...Lou—”

“Lou-Lou,” Tyrone says while rubbing his chin. “Never met a Lou-Lou before. That's kind of cute actually.” 

Jackson rolls his eyes. “Bro, she's not even awake...stop trying to hit on her. It's not like she can hear you.” 

Normally, I wouldn't give a shit who Tyrone hits on, but I'm with Jackson on this one.

I know Tyrone's still reeling over the fact that his first love from back home is engaged to some hillbilly dip-shit. I know he's out fucking anything and everything in order to cope with the heartache of losing her. 

It's gotten so bad I can't even say the full name of my mustang around him without causing him to get all pissy. 

I know Lou-Lou will be nothing more to him than a simple 'hit it and quit it'...but unfortunately for him, he can't have her. 

Lou-Lou belongs to DeLuca...and hitting on her would be the worst thing he could do. 

I'm about to tell him not to pursue her, but Tyrone crosses his arms and glares at Jackson. “You never know. In fact, the subconscious state of sleep is excellent for hypnosis.” 

This time, it's Jackson and me who exchange a glance, gearing up for another one of Tyrone's antics. 

He takes a step closer and peers down at Lou-Lou. “Tyrone is the sexiest man in the world,” he says. “And you will let him tap that ass.” 

Jackson chuckles but for some reason hearing him say that really pisses me the fuck off. 

I hold Lou-Lou tighter and narrow my eyes. “She's not yours,” I growl, surprising them and me with how deadly my voice sounds. “Knock it the fuck off...now.”

Tyrone holds up his hands defensively. “Whoa, Ricardo. It was just a joke.” 

“Well joke about someone else, not her. Like I said, she's not yours. So back the fuck off before I make you.” 

Jackson shoots me a curious look and shoves his hands in his pockets “Let's go, Tyrone. The new hulk dvd is calling your name.” 

I fish for my keys and the movement causes her to whimper against my chest. I open the door and slam it without uttering another word to them. 

From the other side, I hear Jackson say, “Look, obviously Ricardo doesn't want you hitting on that girl...for whatever reason. So just try and control your damn hormones.” 

“Me,” Tyrone says before laughing. “You should be telling him that. He's the one who just came out of his face and asserted his male dominance over her. Hell, if I didn't know any better I'd think he just clubbed her over the head before dragging her back to his lair like some kind of caveman. I'm surprised he didn't whip out his dick and piss in a circle around her. I mean, what the fuck was that?” 

“I have no idea,” Jackson says. “Maybe he's really into her. Who knows?”

I hear the door to their apartment close and I lean back against the door. 

Tyrone is right. I don't know what the fuck my problem is but I've never been this much of an asshole to them. 

I look down and my annoyance flairs again because my problem is right here in my arms. 

I study her features for a beat. Personally, she's a tad too young for me and not my usual type, but now that I'm really looking at her...I suppose I can see the appeal. 

There's no mistaking that she is really beautiful. Even when those gorgeous doe eyes of hers are closed. 

Her brows are drawn tight and her full heart-shaped lips part slightly before she begins trembling. 

Any annoyance I was feeling quickly leaves when she whispers, “No. Please. No.” 

I try to gently shake her but she's not having it...it's like she's trapped in whatever nightmare she's in...the alcohol she consumed only making it worse. 

“You're okay, Lou-Lou. It's just a bad dream,” I tell her. 

I walk around my apartment for a moment unsure of exactly where to deposit her. 

The only option is the bedroom. I wouldn't feel right about making her sleep in the living room. 

Since I live in a single one-bedroom apartment, my bedroom is big—big enough to have both a bed and a sofa. 

Which unfortunately for me, looks like I'll be crashing on tonight. 

Well, for the mere two hours of sleep that I'll actually manage to get—before my own nightmares kick in. 

I hear a knock on the door and I'm kind of hoping it's Tyrone so I can apologize for going off on him. 

I place Lou-Lou on the bed and put a blanket over her since she's still trembling. I make a mental note to adjust the central air since she obviously gets cold easily. Probably because she's so tiny. 

I answer the door and cringe when I see who's on the other side of it. 

Fuck...it's Scarlet. 

Otherwise known as the tall, long-legged, curves for days, redhead stripper that I sort of—kind of have a thing with. 

And by 'thing'— I mean meaningless sex on a semi-regular basis. 

I don't recall making plans with her and she knows I don't like when people drop by my place unexpectedly. 

Suffice it to say I'm not all that happy to see her at the moment. 

Especially when the last time we slept together, she hinted that she wanted more than I could ever offer her. 

Even though I told her from the get-go that we could never be anything more than just fuck buddies and I thought she understood. 

Clearly, I thought wrong. 

The reason I can't give her more isn't because I'm some kind of asshole, either. 

Well...maybe it is. 

However, my actual reason for never getting into a serious relationship is because I'm DeLuca's son. 

I'd have to be a heartless bastard to ever pursue something serious with a woman and bring her into the mob world. 

And while I'm not exactly a heartless bastard...I'm sure as fuck not some kind of monk. I enjoy sex...lots of it. Especially the part that involves getting a woman off. 

Overall, it's just a fuck of a lot easier for me to detach myself and have a casual sexual relationship with a woman. 

I don't need the extra baggage that comes with a relationship and they don't need the danger. I'm firm in my resolve about this and there's not a woman in the world who could ever change my mind.

I make sure any and all women in my life know this and accept the rules I lay out before things heat up. Hell, I even make it a point not to kiss them in order to reduce any sense of intimacy between us. 

I also make sure they know that whenever we're together sexually...I'm the one doing the touching and providing the pleasure. It's never the other way around. 

Shit, my encounters would be a lot easier if my dick swung the other way. 

But one look at Scarlet's mile-long legs and full breasts and I know that won't ever happen. 

Dammit, why must women be so beautiful? And not just Scarlet...I mean all women. 

I've yet to find a woman on this earth who doesn't possess at least one beautiful trait that snags my attention. 

Whether it's their curves, supple backside, nice legs, great eyes, pretty face, soft skin, silky hair, the way their ass swings when they walk or the way their breasts bounce when they move. 

From the 21-year-old at the local college to the 88-year-old grandmother stocking up on her werther's originals and cat food at the grocery store...all women are beautiful to me. 

And it sucks when you're the man who's about to break a woman's heart.

“Can I come in?” Scarlet asks while shuffling her feet. 

“I don't think that's a good idea.” 

“What's going on with you, Ricardo? You never answer my text messages or my phone calls anymore. It's been almost two weeks now. What did I do wrong?” 

I squeeze my neck, hating this conversation. “You didn't do anything wrong, Scar.” I look into her pretty green eyes and reach for her hand. “You deserve better than me. You knew from the start what this was and what this wasn't between us.” 

She nods and a tear falls down her cheek. “I know. I just—I thought...maybe.” 

“You were going to be the one to change me?” I finish for her. 

She nods again and another tear falls. “Yeah.” 

I let go of her hand and take a step back. “Sorry, honey. I can't change and God said 'fuck it' and took the day off when it was time to create my soulmate. That shouldn't stop you from finding yours, though.”

I take another step back. “Take care of yourself, Scarlet. I hope you find what you're looking for one day.”  

I wait until I see her walk down the hallway before I close the door. 

All things considered, that could have gone worse.

I turn the central air down and walk back into the bedroom. She's still trembling. I graze her arm and she feels fine, not too hot and not too cold. 

“No!” she screams and I jerk my hand back. 

Christ what in the world has she been through to cause her to scream like this? 

I layer another blanket on top of her and my stomach fills with lead.

In my experience, prayers don't tend to work when you're the son of the devil...but I say one anyway. 

I pray that this feeling in my gut isn't right and I'm mistaken. 

I pray that DeLuca didn't do what I think he did to this girl. 

I pray he didn't destroy and ruin another beautiful soul...again. 

I pray he didn't do to her what he did to my mother. 
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I scrub a hand down my face and swing my legs over the couch. The good thing about sleeping on a sofa that's too small for my almost 6'4 frame was that I hardly slept at all. 

I look over at Lou-Lou who's still sleeping. She's huddled up in a little corner of my bed, her small frame barely taking up any room on the king sized mattress. 

She looks so innocent when she's sleeping, it's like night and day. 

My senses are on high alert when I hear the sound of my front door opening. 

I immediately reach for my jeans on the floor and pull my gun out of my pocket. 

I'm two steps outside my bedroom when I hear both Tyrone and Jackson in my kitchen. 

I tuck my gun into the waistband of my boxers and make my way over to the kitchen table where they're eating breakfast. 

“Help yourself, guys,” I mutter while walking to the cabinet.  

Jackson looks up from his bowl. “Sorry, we were out of cereal.” 

Tyrone shakes the now almost empty plastic container. “And milk.”

I join them at the table, take the milk from him and pour it into my bowl. “Sorry about going off on you last night,” I mumble. 

“It's cool,” he says between spoonfuls of his cereal. 

That's the thing about being a guy, either we pummel one another when we're pissed, or we mumble an apology and move the fuck on like it never happened. 

Unless you're Tyrone. 

Tyrone always likes to talk shit out. There's a reason Jackson and me dub him 'Dr. Phil.” 

He takes another bite. “I didn't know you were serious about her, man. Should have just told me.” 

I'm not really sure what to say to him at the moment. I don't know whether it's best to play along and let him think what he wants or to set him straight about me having absolutely no interest in her. 

But then I realize that if I let him think we're messing around...it might be the best way of dealing with this whole ordeal. 

There's a bro code—you don't mess around with your buddies chick. 

Letting him think that Lou-Lou and I are having some kind of fling will keep him from hitting on her, thus keeping him safe from DeLuca. It's a no brainier. 

“Yeah,” I say. “Guess you're right about that.” 

“You sure you're going to be okay with tons of guys ogling her in the cage?” Jackson asks. 

“Trust me, I'll be fine.” He gives me an odd look but I shrug it off and walk back into the bedroom for my cellphone so I can call the super. 

I take my gun out of my waistband but point it directly at Lou-Lou on instinct when she starts screaming and comes at me. “You asshole!” 

“Asshole?” I question, trying my hardest to figure out why she's so agitated. 

She starts running around the room throwing random objects at me. 

A remote, a pillow, an alarm clock. 

“What the fuck is your problem?” I roar while ducking just in time to miss the bottle of whiskey being chucked at my head. 

It hits the surface with a loud crash, the amber liquid now drizzling down the white wall behind me. “You crazy bitch.” 

I'll admit, I'm not usually one to call women bitches...but in the case...I think it's warranted. 

She's going bat-shit crazy for no reason. I haven't done a thing to this girl other than check up on her all night. 

“I can't believe you fucked me while I was passed out. Do you know what that's called, asshole!” she screams at the top of her lungs before storming out of the bedroom like the Tasmanian devil. 

What. The. Actual. Fuck. 

Does she honestly think I'm capable of something like that? 

I fight that reoccurring thought from last night running through my head again as I follow behind her. 

Tyrone and Jackson are on their feet, utter shock across their faces. 

I grab her arm but she flinches so I drop it. “I didn't rape you.”  

My stomach knots and I want to fucking puke because never in my life did I ever think I'd have to utter that statement; or be in the position of defending myself against something so heinous. 

She puts her hands on her hips and her eyes scrape over my body. “Then why aren't you wearing any clothes?” 

I'm about to answer but then she screams, “And why was I in your bed when I woke up this morning?” 

She throws her hands up in the air. “I mean, what the hell else am I supposed to think?” 

Not that...anything but that. 

“First of all—I had no choice but to bring you here since I don't have the key to your place.”

 I look down at my boxers. “Secondly—I turned the air down for you because you were trembling. I thought you were cold and I wanted you to be comfortable. However, I got hot in the middle of the night...hence my state of undress.” 

She opens her mouth but I cut her off. “And finally—I put you in my bed because I was trying to be a gentleman. I slept on the couch in my room the entire night—I slept on the couch in my room instead of the one in the living room because you were passed out drunk and I wanted to make sure you were okay. I didn't want to be too far away in case you needed me.” 

Her eyes open wide and her hand covers her mouth. “Shit—” She pauses and closes her eyes. “I'm—” 

Then before she can finish that statement or give me the apology I think I deserve, she bolts right out the front door.  

I look across the room at Tyrone and Jackson who are standing there with their mouths wide open. 

Tyrone points his spoon at the door. “Women,” he says. “The hot ones are always the craziest.” 

Beside him Jackson nods. “True...but that was still a fucked up thing to be accused of.” He looks at me. “Where the hell did you find this girl?” 

I squeeze my neck and shrug. “Around.” 

He brings his bowl to the sink. “Be careful, man. That girl has drama and bad news written all over her.” 

Don't I know it. 

 

 Chapter 4 (Lou-Lou)

 

I want to crawl into the biggest hole I can find and stay there forever. 

I can't believe I accused him of doing that. 

I don't know what I was thinking. Actually, I do...but it still doesn't make it right. 

I've never felt so bad for going off on someone before. The look in his eyes was like nothing I've ever seen.

He was devastated...heartbroken. 

I curse when I look around the hallway. I have no idea where I am or where my apartment is. I don't even have a set of keys on me. 

I turn around and knock on the door. I slam the wall beside the door with my hand when I realize those two guys standing in his kitchen were most likely Tyrone and Jackson...the two guys I'm supposed to be seducing. 

Dammit...there's no way they're going to want me now. Not after witnessing my meltdown. 

Can't say I blame them. 

I can't focus on that right now, though because I owe Ricardo one heck of an apology. 

Some big guy with short brown hair and gray eyes answers the door. 

And I have to say...on a scale from 1-10. He's an eleven. 

He crosses his arms over his chest and stares me down. 

I bat my eyelashes. “I'm sorry. I um—” 

“Don't apologize to me....Ricardo's inside,” he says curtly while moving away from the door. 

Great...perfect. 

I enter the apartment and bounce on the balls of my feet nervously. 

I don't see Ricardo anywhere but I have the sudden urge to set things right with them as well. 

After all...these two are the keys to my eventual freedom. 

Well, maybe...a girl can always dream. 

I see another big guy in the kitchen and falter slightly. He offers me a smile that lights up the room and his warm brown eyes are friendly. Now I want to pinch myself because he's just as good-looking as the other guy is. 

I suppose there are worse things than being sent on a mission to seduce two guys who look like they do. 

I fidget with my fingers and pull on my bottom lip, unsure of where to begin or how I should start. 

I decide, to just pull the band-aid off and get it over with. 

The guy with the friendly eyes and smile walks over to me. “Hi, I'm Tyrone.” I open my mouth but he cuts me off. “I don't know you...but I do know Ricardo. And just so you know he's a great guy. He would never do anything like what you accused him of doing.” 

I hold up my hand. “I owe Ricardo an apology and I fully intend on giving him one.” I look down. “I realize now that I totally misjudged the situation. However, put yourself in my place...I woke up in a strange bedroom, after being drunk...with some guy I hardly know who was pretty much naked—”

“She has a point,” the guy who I can only assume now to be Jackson says. 

He looks at me. “Still think you owe him an apology but I can understand where you were coming from.” 

“Thanks,” I whisper. 

“Yeah,” Tyrone agrees. “Just tell him what you told us and I'm sure everything will be fine.” 

He looks at Jackson. “You ready to watch that documentary with me on discovery channel?” 

Jackson makes a face. “Not really...but we should probably give them some time alone to talk.” He walks toward the front door. “Take care, Lou-Lou,” he calls out. 

Lou-Lou? Who the hell is Lou-Lou? 

I open my mouth to ask but Tyrone follows him and says, “Catch you later, Lou-Lou. Holler if you need anything. We'll be right next door.” 

I tentatively make my way into the bedroom where I find Ricardo on his knees scrubbing the wall which is stained with whiskey. 

He now has on sweatpants that are slung low on his hips. I'm so distracted by his incredible body and his tattoo's I momentarily forget why I came in here. 

Oh, that's right. To apologize for accusing him of raping me when he was only taking care of me. 

God, I'm no good at this apologizing shit. It's completely foreign to me. 

I kneel down beside him and reach for the sponge. “Here...let me. It's the least I can do.” 

He continues cleaning the wall. “It's fine. It's almost done anyway.” 

I open my mouth and prepare to give him the same speech I gave the other two but before I can he says, “I heard what you said to them. I didn't look at it from your perspective—” He looks me in the eyes. “But I swear on my own life I would never do that to you...to any woman.” 

Heartbreak and devastation swirl in those eyes of his again when he says this. 

My chest constricts because for some strange reason right here in this moment...I believe him. 

For the first time in my life...I actually believe that a man wouldn't be capable of doing something so disgusting. 

“Okay,” I whisper. “I think—I mean...I know.” 

“I hope so,” he says while getting up off the floor. 

I hear movement somewhere in the back of me. I'm about to get  up myself but then he says something that causes all the air to leave my lungs. “I'm just gonna come right out and ask this because I need to know. Were you—” 

“No,” I say cutting him off. “Never.”

I stand up. “Just watched one too many lifetime movies I guess.” 

His brows draw together and he looks like he's about to reach for my hand but thinks the better of it. 

I say a silent prayer because I don't think I can take him touching me. 

I can't take anyone touching me. Ever. 

“Are you sure?” he asks softly. 

I take a step back and laugh. “Am I sure I was never raped? Yeah, Ricardo. I'm pretty damn sure.” 

I need something to take the focus off this because I feel like I'm suffocating. “Can I ask you a question?” 

“You can ask me anything.” 

“Why did Jackson and Tyrone call me Lou-Lou?” 

He looks sheepish and my heart rate picks up when he gives me a lopsided smile. 

Jackson and Tyrone are both great looking guys...but my god...Ricardo's looks are out of this world. 

He's got the dark intensity in his eyes but that only enhances the smoldering features of his gorgeous face. 

And if I stare at his body again...I may just go into cardiac arrest. 

He's past the point of washboard abs—his tall and lean body is absolutely ripped. He's fucking shredded, every single muscle molded and crafted to perfection. 

I almost want to do something crazy like tell him to put a shirt on so I can regulate my breathing, but then I notice the tattoo's on both of his bulging biceps and can't help but stare at them. 

On his right bicep is a tattoo of a beautiful angel, the wings are delicate and soft. It's a magnificent piece of art. 

However on the other bicep...there's a tattoo featuring some kind of demonic devil...complete with horns and everything. 

It's just as intricate and detailed as the angel is, but unlike the beauty of that one...this one is purely dark and disturbing. Frightening even. 

Ricardo snaps his fingers. “You're checking out on me. Everything okay?” 

“Huh?” I shake my head. “Yeah, I'm fine. So, why did they call me Lou-Lou?” 

He looks uneasy and shoves his hands into the pockets of his sweatpants. “Because I told them it was your name.” 

I give him a peculiar look. “Why? That doesn't make any sense. Not unless—” I glare at him. “You don't know my name...do you?” 

He gives me that lopsided smile again. I can only imagine how many pairs of panties that smile of his has collected throughout the years. “Well, you threw a bottle of whiskey at my head. I'd say we're about even.” 

I can't help but laugh...this is the strangest conversation I've ever had. “Is it a common occurrence to forget the names of girls who spend the night at your place?” 

He opens his mouth but pauses and bites his bottom lip instead. I have to force myself not to stare at his mouth. 

I have to force myself not to stare...period. 

Butterflies swarm in my belly and they must be drunk off the alcohol that's still in my system because I've never been this attracted to anyone. 

Not that I've had a lot of experience when it comes to things like this in my almost 24 years...but still. 

This is wrong...so fucking wrong. It's so wrong they haven't invented enough languages to convey just how wrong this is. 

I can't be attracted to him. 

He's my boyfriends...son. 

He takes a hand out of his pocket and runs it through his hair. “You want the truth?” 

“Yeah.” 

“I've never once forgotten the name of any girl who's spent the night at my place...but I've also never had a girl spend the night in my bed for strictly sleeping purposes either.” 

“I don't know if I should be feeling special or offended.” 

“You shouldn't be feeling either,” he tells me. “What goes on in my bed is really none of your business.” His face hardens. “Just like what you and my father do in your bed is none of mine...right?” 

It's like he just dunked me in a vat of ice water. The clarity of my current situation crashes into me. “Right.” 

With that, I turn on my heels and leave the bedroom. I hear his footsteps behind me. “The super should be up here with the key to your apartment any minute.” 

“Thanks.” 

“Listen, if you want me to set the guys straight about your name I will.” 

There's a knock on the door but I halt him. “I like Lou-Lou. Don't tell them my real name.” 

He nods and for a moment I think he knows exactly what I'm thinking. 

I want to be someone else...anyone else but me. 
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I lower myself against the porcelain of the bathtub and draw my knees up to my chest. 

I look at the moon shining through the tiny window and wish I was able to speed up time so I could sleep. 

I should be exhausted after spending the day unpacking and setting everything up in my new apartment...and I am. 

But seeing as it's smack dab in the middle of the night, there's no way I can sleep. 

All I'll hear is the sound of the doorknob turning and all I'll feel are hands that shouldn't be touching me. 

I tried calling Bruno; in hopes that he would calm me down and reassure me that I was safe now—just like he used to when I was younger...but he quickly rushed me off the phone claiming he had business to attend to. 

I heard Marlene giggling in the background like a schoolgirl, so I can only imagine what kind of business he's conducting at the moment. 

I briefly debated picking up a bottle of wine from the store but thought the better of it. It turns out that alcohol makes me drowsy and traps me in my nightmares instead of making them go away completely like the hard drugs do. 

I'm ashamed I thought about giving into that urge tonight too in order to make all the pain go away. I picked up a few bags of heroin...but I came to the conclusion that I really don't want to go down that road unless I'm forced to. 

Instead, I hug my knees tighter and remind myself that my father can't get to me here. 

The bathtub was the one place my father was never able to find me. 

For whatever reason, the dumbass never bothered to pull back the shower curtain while he was on one of his rampages looking for me. 

It was a gift and a curse...because I realized that even the bathtub couldn't get rid of the dirty feeling lurking inside me. 

But it's still the place I go when the flashbacks get the best of me. 

It's my favorite place in the world and the closest thing to real freedom I've ever experienced...until now. 

I should be happy DeLuca gave me this opportunity...but I can't even enjoy it. 

I get up and walk past the towel rack seeing as the bathtub wasn't filled with any water and make my way into the quaint living room. 

Finally deciding I've had enough of this apartment, I leave and go for a walk. 

I bring my cell phone with me in case I get lost, but I feel like a fool because the only number programmed in it is Bruno's. 

Bruno DeLuca—my savior...my protector...my incubus. My Satan in angel's clothing. 

The man I can't disentangle myself from no matter how much I want to because I don't know what will happen or what will become of me. 

I'm scared it might be the thing to finally break me. 

I don't understand how it's possible to love someone like him in the first place...how it's possible to love someone who's done what they have, but still, I do. 

The fact of the matter is...when you're on your last breath—it doesn't matter who comes along and breathes life back into you. 

DeLuca saved me when no one else did. 

Even though the cord he's ensnared me with causes me to suffocate now. 

He still rescued me from a different kind of hell first. 

 

 Chapter 5 (Ricardo)

 

I look for something to wipe the blood off my hands but come up empty. 

Dammit, I should have been better prepared. Then again, tonight was kind of a last minute situation. 

Something to take the edge off my fucked up head.  

I check my watch. 3:15 am. Perfect. 

That means the chances of running into Tyrone or Jackson in the hallway are pretty much non-existent. 

I slow down the pace of my run to a brisk walk and enjoy my last few moments of peace when I see my apartment building on the horizon. 

Usually, I'm focused and observant when it comes to my surroundings but clearly; that's not the case tonight because before I can stop myself, I'm plowing straight into something, or rather someone. 

I don't even have a chance to right myself or them before they're screaming, “Jesus, walk much? Watch where you're going, douchebag.” 

The voice sounds familiar and I look down in a combination of surprise and panic when I see Lou-Lou brushing off her hands and standing back up. 

“I'm sorry. I didn't realize...wait, why exactly am I a douchebag? It was a mistake.”

She thinks about this for a moment before replying, “Because you knocked me over.” Her eyes appraise me up and down. “Look at the size of you and look at the size of me, you could have killed me.” 

“Wow,” I say. “Over dramatic much?” I hold up my hand's. “Like I said, it was a mistake. But what the hell are you doing walking the city streets alone at 3am? Because that shit could kill you.” 

She doesn't answer me because her hand flies over her mouth and she lets out a gasp. “Forget me. What the hell are you doing? Why do you have blood all over your hands?” 

Motherfucking shit. 

She takes a step closer. “Are you hurt?” 

I take a step back and put my hands at my sides. “I'm fine.” 

She digs around in her purse. “No, you're not. You're bleeding and you have scrapes on your knuckles.” 

It's not my blood.

I don't even have time to protest because she's reaching for my hands and dabbing some shit on my knuckles. “Sorry, I should have warned you it would sting.” I don't say a word because the reason I'm pulling back isn't because it hurts. 

It's because she's being so nice to me and she's taking care of me. 

It's a strange feeling...completely unfamiliar. 

I take care of and look out for those I care about, namely Tyrone and Jackson.

But when you get right down to it, I'm the only one who takes care of me...it's been that way for as long as I can remember. 

She reaches for my other hand. “But then again, you did knock me down so I guess we're even, huh?” 

“Not my fault you're the size of a Polly pocket.” 

She stops messing with my hand and gives me that 'fuck you' smile of hers. On another girl, it would look downright bitchy, but on her...I don't know...it's kind of sexy. 

I bet she's wild in bed. 

Fuck. 

My dick needs to reverse the course and abort this mission because there's no way in hell I'm ever pursuing the idea of fucking her. 

That land has already been flagged...by the man I hate. 

She goes back to cleaning my hand and I have to force myself not to look at her. 

But it's hard in more ways than one because those bright doe eyes are downright hypnotizing and that full bottom lip of hers is just begging to be sucked on. 

Nope,not going there. I can't. 

Fucking her would be like taking a big ol' bite out of Eve's apple—and I'm fully aware DeLuca's the serpent. 

I yank my hand back with abrupt force. “You can stop now.” 

She looks taken back for a moment before her gaze darkens. “You're welcome, asshole.” 

“I don't recall asking for your help in the first place.” I gesture to the apartment complex. “Now go home, you shouldn't be out here this time of night.” 

Her tongue finds her cheek and her expression turns fierce. “You don't control me. I can do what I want.” 

“Not when you belong to DeLuca you can't.” 

For a moment I think something like an understanding passes between us, but I'm dead wrong because she says, “That's why you took care of me last night, isn't it? It wasn't because you're some kind of upstanding guy with a good heart. It's because you're afraid of him and what he could do to you. God, I'm so stupid.” 

I open my mouth to tell her she's wrong but she storms off in the direction of the apartment building...while raising her middle finger in the air. 
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She's been walking around the apartment complex at all hours of the night...for five days straight now. 

I tried taking the high road and explaining myself to her again but she won't have it. 

I also tried talking to her about this upcoming Saturday night, given it will be her first time in the cage but she slammed the door in my face and told me to fuck off. 

That's when I called her a brat and told her to grow the fuck up...literally. 

I might have also shouted something about her having a Napoleon complex. 

Her response to that came in the form of her throwing another bottle of whiskey at me. 

This time from her third story apartment building as I was leaving to go to the gym. 

Tyrone laughed when I told him and said it explained why she knocked on his door randomly and asked if he had a bottle of Jack Daniel's lying around. 

She's what Momma would probably refer to as 'rough around the edges' but that still doesn't even begin to explain her behavior or her personality. 

I'd assumed she was giving both Jackson and Tyrone the same treatment...but I soon find out otherwise. 

“Nope,” Tyrone says. “I can't speak for Jackson but she's been awfully nice to me. Which works in my favor since according to her...she's free rein.”

He finishes off his statement with a grin that I have the urge to wipe off his face. 

Instead, I turn 'coach mode' on. “Be ready to hit the gym in 5 minutes.” I pin him with a stare. “And I hope for your sake you ate your Wheaties because you'll be facing me in the boxing ring today.” 

I like to mix up the training from time to time. Usually, I have Jackson and Tyrone fight one another since they work well together and still manage to provide enough of a challenge to the other one. 

But every so often, I throw in a wild card to keep them on their toes...me. 

They hate those days. 

I live for them. 

Especially today because Tyrone's been pissing me the fuck off for the past few days. 

I love him like a brother, but right now; I want to beat the crap out of him for acting like a sly motherfucker ever since she showed up. 

He lifts his chin and puffs out his chest. “Fine.” He waggles his eyebrows. “But I have a date tonight so try not to wear me out too much.” 

I don't even realize I'm charging him until Jackson's stepping between us. “I told you, she's not yours,” I growl. 

Jackson does the smart thing and instead of attempting to stop me, he pushes Tyrone back until he's standing in the living room. 

It gives me a second to calm the fuck down and control myself. 

I know what I'm capable of when I go to that place and I don't want to kill him. 

He is my friend after all and I do care about him. 

“Well, she's not yours either, brother,” he shouts. “Believe me, she made that perfectly clear. A few times now.” 

“What the fuck, Tyrone!” Jackson yells, surprising me. 

I know he's closer to Tyrone than me...I get it. 

I'm their friend and I'd like to think they think of me as an older brother...but I'm their coach first. 

It's my job to make sure they don't get destroyed in that cage as well as make sure they stay off DeLuca's radar. In addition to ensuring they make it out of their contracts alive..and sometimes that means being really fucking hard on them and drawing a line.

“What?” Tyrone booms. 

Jackson gives him a look. “That's fucked up is what. He already told you he didn't want you hitting on her and now you're taking her out on a date?” 

Tyrone sidesteps him and jerks a shoulder up. “I really don't see what the big deal is.” He looks at me. “It's obvious he lied to us about what's going on.” 

I feel a twinge of nervousness thinking she spilled the beans about who I really am until he says, “Lou-Lou said they never once hooked up and there is absolutely nothing going on between them. For fucks sake, they don't even know each other.” 

I should just tell him that she belongs to DeLuca. I know he can keep a secret and he'll stay far away from her when he finds out she's his. 

But then again...I don't want to tell him something like that without giving Lou-Lou a heads up about it first. 

And that's when it dawns on me...why the fuck is she agreeing to go on a date with Tyrone in the first place? 

Something's not right...and like it or not she's going to have no choice but to talk to me before the night is over. 

Tyrone takes a step forward. “I'm just asking for honesty, Ricardo. Because according to her—you guys are nothing and have no history. In fact, I hate to be the one to break it to you but she kind of despises you. She says you're an asshole to her.” 

He reaches for his gym bag. “And not for nothing, I believe her because you don't seem all that into her. At least, not until I talk about being interested in her. Then you go all he-man. So what the fuck is up? Are you actually into her? Or do you have some kind of personal problem with me and she's the scapegoat?” 

“I don't have a problem with you,” I tell him. “I just don't want you dating her.” 

“Why?” 

“I—” I stall. 

He points two fingers at his face. “Look me in the eyes and tell me you're into her and I promise I'll back the fuck off.” 

“I'm into her,” I mumble. 

He shakes his head. “No brother, you're not. Which means you're lying to me about something.” 

“I have my reasons, Tyrone. You just have to trust me.” 

He hikes his gym bag up his shoulder. “You have to earn that trust first.” 

And with that, he slams the door.

“Dammit,” I say under my breath. 

Jackson tilts his head in the direction of the door. “You have a good reason for not wanting him with her?” 

“I wouldn't be acting like this otherwise.” 

“Fair enough.” He pulls a sweatshirt over his head. “Okay, I'm gonna help you.” 

I grab a water bottle from the fridge. “How?” 

“I'm gonna make an appearance and crash their date tonight.”

Before I can inquire about it further he says, “You see, what Tyrone doesn't know is that she's been hitting on me this entire week, too.”

“She has?” 

This is definitely news to me. Doesn't she know she's playing with fire?

“Oh, yeah. Just yesterday she trapped me in the locker room at the gym and propositioned me.”

At the gym? Where the hell was I? Why am I only hearing about this now?

I want to ask all those questions but for some reason the only one I manage to bark out is, “So you had sex with her?” 

The thing is, Jackson's not as celibate as he pretends to be. He's just very secretive about his sex life. 

He doesn't know it, but I know about his trips to the bdsm club that he frequents on occasion.  

I know about it because I've caught him walking out of there a few times. 

Mere minutes after I myself walked out those doors. 

I don't go there often—even less than he does because I had Scarlet and a few others on rotation to help scratch the itch.

But I can't focus on that because all I can think about is him fucking Lou-Lou. 

I'm seeing red for some reason I fail to comprehend but he looks at me and laughs. “Don't get me wrong, she's pretty and all but I'm not looking for a relationship or a fuck buddy. I don't do either of those. Especially with a girl like that.” 

He looks down. “Personally, I'd never want to be with a girl who causes me and my friends to fight over her. I don't think any girl's worth risking my friendship with you guys...and the one who is wouldn't put me in that position.” 

I stay silent because something in his statement causes the wheels in my head to start spinning. 

He looks over his shoulder before walking out the door. “Okay, I guess I'll meet you at the gym.” 

“Son of a bitch,” I grunt while snatching my gym bag off the counter. 

I think I just figured out exactly what Lou-Lou's doing here after all. 
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The uppercut to Tyrone's face is so hard his mouthpiece falls out. 

I snicker and issue another one quick as lightning. 

“Come on, Hulk. Keep up,” I taunt when his head snaps to the side. “Either learn to suck it up and take the punch...or learn to sense me coming and deflect, my man.” 

I'm giving him shit right now, but in reality, Tyrone's one hell of a competitor. He really excels in the cage but he's not too shabby in the ring, either. 

If I'm being honest, he's one of the best fighters I've ever seen or fought.

He would have made it to the top in mixed martial arts had he not been royally screwed. 

Him and Jackson. 

“Well stop going all Muhammad Ali and throw in some Mister Miyagi,” he says before I jab him again. 

“As you wish.” He doesn't even have time to register the axe kick I send his way. 

Boxers aren't usually known for their footwork but he and Jackson both forget that although boxing is my first love, I've studied MMA intently. 

He goes flying into the ropes. “The only reason you're so good is because you're older...you've had more years of practice.” 

I put a hand on his shoulder and hear Jackson laughing on the sidelines. “Toughen up, sport. Always prepare for the unexpected.” 

He grunts and the murmurings around the gym come to an abrupt halt. 

Jackson turns his head and I see his eyes blaze briefly before he looks down at the ground and mutters something under his breath.  

I'm even more confused when I hear a few guys let out some whistles and cat calls.

When Tyrone's mouth drops open and he utters a “Hot damn.” I finally decide to turn my head to see what all the fuss is about. 

The tiny hairs on my neck stand up, my heart feels like it's going to explode out of my goddamn chest and I'm pretty sure I'm breathing harder than a sumo wrestler running on a treadmill.

Lou-Lou's standing there in nothing but two scraps of red shiny material. 

In other words, her ring girl outfit. 

The same one she'll be wearing tomorrow night...in front of hundreds of men. 

The halter bra top she's wearing draws attention to her chest and practically pushes her breasts all the way up to her neck. 

And while she's not exactly well-endowed, her tits are shapely and perky as fuck. 

The sparkle from her bellybutton piercing snags my attention and I drop my gaze to her waist. She isn't voluptuous by any means, given she's so slim...but her tiny curves aren't anything short of alluring. 

Then I notice the shorts she's wearing...if you can even call them that. 

They fit snug around her little hips and showcase a pair of well-toned thighs and fuck me because I can't help from wondering what her backside looks like now.  

All women are beautiful, I'll never deny that. 

That said, everyone has their type...specific features and traits you find yourself automatically attracted to. 

On paper...Lou-Lou has none of the traits I've found myself attracted to in the past. 

She's not voluptuous or particularly curvy. She's not sporting a D-cup and she's certainly not tall...or a redhead. 

Add that to the other strike against her due to her having the worst personality of any woman I've ever met—and she is in no way, shape, or form 'my type.'

She couldn't be further from it. 

But right now? I'd swear in a courtroom on a stack of bibles that I've never seen a woman so breathtaking in all my 31 years on the planet. 

I'm so captivated I don't even have time to deflect the fist that launches straight into my ribcage, knocking the wind out of me.

I stagger back against the ropes and Tyrone doesn't miss the opportunity. He quickly deals another punch...one to my face this time. 

For a moment, I feel like I'm in one of those cartoons with the little birdies flying around my head. 

“Prepare for the unexpected, coach,” he taunts before climbing out of the ring. 

 

 Chapter 6 (Lou-Lou)

 

Everyone is staring at me. Which, I suppose is the point of this debacle. 

I should have known something was up when Bruno called my cell phone yesterday to ask how my 'progress' was coming along. 

When I told him fine, he wanted specifics...and well, I had nothing. 

He started screaming that a few pleasant conversations with Tyrone weren't enough because he would lose interest. 

I told him I didn't want to partake in this stupid plan of his anymore.  

He yelled at me some more before going in for the kill. 

He said it was the least I could do for him—after all he'd done for me. 

Guilt washed over me because he was right.   

Not only did DeLuca save me from my father that night...he also murdered him for me. 

He was  telling the truth that day in the conference room when he told me he had something up his sleeve after my father lost the election. 

He killed him for me. He became my savior all over again after that. 

I owed him this. 

I quickly told him how sorry I was and he suggested I go to the gym and make Jackson my target. 

If I thought I'd felt like a fool in the past...nothing compared to how ridiculous my overt lack of seduction skills were when it came to Jackson. 

I sounded like something out of a cheesy 80's porn film...all that was missing was the pizza delivery boy. 

Needless to say, Jackson turned me down quicker than milli vanilli's music career. 

As if that wasn't bad enough, I received a text message this morning from Bruno. 

He said he loved me and it was killing him having to be so far away from me for so long. 

I was so stunned, I took a screenshot of it just in case I was dreaming. 

When I didn't respond to him, he called me and said the actual words. 

He sounded so sincere and so loving I didn't know what to think. For a split second, I was actually disappointed when he told me his trip to Italy was going to be extended by another week. 

He promised he would make it up to me when he got back. I told him not to bother because I'd be fine all on my own. 

He hemmed and hawed before asking me to go back to the gym and head straight for the office located in the back. 

The office that connects the gym to the fight club. 

I agreed, but I should have known he had an ulterior motive. 

The moment I saw Luke's face I turned around and walked right back out. 

Apparently, Bruno hired him to be my 'boss'. 

It's obviously just a ruse because I know the real reason he's here...to watch over me. 

And watch over me he does...the sick fuck. 

For once I'm happy to be linked to Bruno because Luke can look all he wants...but there's no way he will ever touch me because Bruno will kill him. 

Not that the world wouldn't be better off without him. 

He still looks at me the same way he used to back when I was 15. 

In other words, he's just as skeevy as ever. 

Especially when he handed me my ring girl outfit and told me I had to change into it right in front of him. 

I grabbed my phone and threatened to call Bruno. He called me a bitch and waited outside the office door after that. 

What I wasn't prepared for was him yanking my arm and walking me down the long hallway that leads to the gym. 

I protested but he told me this was all DeLuca's idea. Evidently, Bruno said I needed to prepare myself for tomorrow night and this was a great way to do it. 

Which is why I'm currently standing here wishing the ground would swallow me whole. 

The stares, the cat-calls, the whistles...I can't stand any of it. 

I'm breaking out in a sweat and I know I'm shaking like a leaf because some men are starting to laugh while saying things like, 'What's the matter, little girl? Want me to make it all better for you?’ 

And, “Why don't you come back to the locker room with me and I can finish my workout there?”

Bile works up my throat and before I know it, two guys are coming closer to me and one of them has the audacity to squeeze my ass.  

Luke's not doing a damn thing about it, useless prick that he is. 

In my peripheral vision, I see three huge guys parting the crowd heading straight for me.  

I'm about to shit a brick because there's no way I can take on all these guys; but to my surprise, I don't have to. 

I yelp when Ricardo sends a knockout punch straight into the face of the guy who grabbed my ass. 

Tyrone lunges for 'grabby hands' friend and Jackson stands directly in front of me like a big wall blocking me from everyone's view. 

Then before I have time to take my next breath I'm being picked up and tossed over someone's shoulder. 

I recognize the scary demon-devil on his left bicep immediately. 

Crap, it's Ricardo. 

He walks us down the narrow hallway and into the office before slamming and locking the door behind us. 

He puts me down and glares at me. “What the fuck were you thinking?” he screams. 

I'm about to respond but he waves a hand up and down my body. “You don't show up to an all guy's gym wearing shit like this, flaunting yourself.” 

“It's not like I had a choice,” I bite out. 

“What?”

“Oh, you didn't hear? DeLuca hired Luke to be my boss.”

He rubs his hands down his face. “I had no idea. He never ran that by me.” 

I put my hands on my hips. “That's because it's not your club, Ricardo. It's his and he can do whatever he wants.” His eyes flash but I jab a finger in his chest. 

“Anyway, Bruno thought it would be a good idea for me to flaunt myself out there in order to prepare for the fight tomorrow night. So you see? It wasn't my doing.” 

“I don't understand the point of hiring Luke. You're one girl. It's fucking weird. Luke's one of his top guys, there are much better ways of utilizing him.” 

He stares at me hard. “Unless there's another reason he's here?” 

He backs me into the wall. “I'm giving you one chance, Lou-Lou. One chance to tell me what the hell is going on and why you're really here.”

My heart thumps against my chest. “Fuck you.”

His eyes darken. “Is that your final answer?”

“No.” I give him a sugary sweet smile. “My final answer is—fuck you, asshole.” 

I try and get out from under him but he leans into me causing every cell in my body to ignite. “Leave me alone.”

“Not a chance. Tell me why you're going on a date with Tyrone tonight.” 

I'm so thrown off by the change of subject I'm not sure how to respond. I decide, to be blunt. “I don't owe you any explanations.”

His jaw tics and he positions his hand beside my head. “You might not owe me any explanations but if you think I'm not telling my father about this you've got another thing coming, sweetie.” 

I laugh because he thinks he's got one up on me but he couldn't be more wrong. “Go right ahead.” I stare at the bruise forming on his cheek. “Knock yourself out.” 

The hand beside my head rattles so hard against the wall I jump. “I fucking knew it,” he says gruffly. 

I crinkle my nose. “You don't know anything.” 

“I know he's enlisting you to seduce Tyrone and Jackson as a way of getting close to them.” 

“You don't know what you're talking about,” I say. 

“Cut the shit. You already showed your cards the second I threatened to call him regarding your infidelity and you didn't piss yourself. That's how I knew you were in on it. Just like I know he's using you to spy on me. The only thing I can't figure out is why.”

Shit...now I really do want to piss myself because if DeLuca finds out that Ricardo knows all this because of me...I'm screwed.  

I have no choice but to resort to plan b. I stick out my chest and press myself flush against him. 

My breathing hitches when his eyes lock with mine, daring me to make my next move. 

I slowly trace my finger along his jaw before running it over his lips. He plants a soft kiss on my finger and I'm transfixed when he parts his mouth and licks the pad of my thumb, inviting me to continue. 

The electricity between us kicks up another notch and I slip my thumb past his lips.

That's when he bites me. 

It's not hard enough to draw blood but it definitely doesn't tickle. 

I pull my hand back and flap it around to take the sting out. “That hurt.” 

His lips hover over my ear. “Consider that your warning. Stay away from my friends. Just go back home to the Hampton's where you can be a little mob princess and live off your sugar daddy.”  

The sound of my hand slapping his cheek takes both of us by surprise. 

“I'm not leaving,” I say. 

He rubs his cheek and his jaw works. “You don't have to because once I tell Tyrone that you belong to DeLuca he won't touch you with a 10-foot pole.” He smirks. “And once I tell DeLuca that you fucked up and let me in on the real reason you're here—I'm sure you'll be long gone.” 

I smile when the thought hits me. “I think you're forgetting something.”

“What's that?” 

I wrap my arms around his neck and drag my teeth along the shell of his ear before whispering, “You won't have any friends once I tell them you're DeLuca's son and you've done nothing but lie straight to their faces for the past three years.” 

The look he gives me could kill me right where I stand. 

I lift my chin and push him off me. “Talk to you later, Ricky.” 

The look on his face is priceless when I blow him a kiss and slam the door. 
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I have no idea what in the world I'm supposed to wear on this 'date'. Since we're just meeting at some bar and grill, I decide on a pair of jeans and a simple off the shoulder top. 

To be honest, I don't even want to go in the first place. The jig is up— Ricardo knows why I'm here. 

My short-lived freedom is over and DeLuca's going to be pissed. 

I look through the glass window of the restaurant and see Tyrone sitting at a booth waiting patiently for me. 

He checks his watch again and for a moment, I debate standing him up. 

But then I remind myself that this is my very first date. And If DeLuca's going to kill me—because I'm not naive enough to think he won't—then I'm entitled to one last night of freedom. 

Besides, there are worse ways to spend an evening. Tyrone's sweet, good-looking and he's got a great personality. 

And unlike Ricardo...he actually seems to care about me. 

I push my shoulders back and walk through the double doors. 

Tyrone grins and stands up when he see's me. “Hey, you made it. I was starting to get worried.” 

I slide into the booth. “Sorry, I lost track of time.” 

He nods and the waiter comes by to take our order. I don't order much but Tyrone orders what looks to be the entire menu. 

I start laughing until the waiter asks what we would like to drink. Tyrone orders a jack and coke...and me?

Well, I blink and stutter like a moron. I really don't want to drink. 

Chances are Tyrone wouldn't think anything of it if I didn't order a drink, but I can't help thinking that normal almost 24-year-old's drink when they go to bars—and I want this one night of normalcy so bad I'm willing to do almost anything for it. 

The waiter leaves and that's when my nervousness comes to a peak. I have no idea what proper date etiquette is or what I'm supposed to do.

I play with the wrapper to my straw. “Are you nervous about the fight tomorrow night?”

He takes a sip of his drink and winks. “Nah. Being nervous in the cage  is like ordering a steak at IHOP.”

When I raise an eyebrow he says, “There's no point. You're there for the pancakes—why make things complicated and order steak? It's only going to make the experience worse and it won't do a damn bit of good. Best to just eat the pancakes and get it over with.”

His analogy is a little strange but I guess I can understand where he's coming from...sort of. 

The waiter comes by with our drinks and appetizers and I pick at my food. 

I've never been the kind of girl to watch my figure. In fact, I wouldn't mind putting on a little weight...but anytime I'm stressed or nervous...I lose my appetite. 

I force myself to nibble on a few fries and try to ignore my glass of wine. 

Tyrone gives me a funny look. “Not a big eater I guess?” 

My first instinct is to lie and make up some excuse like ‘I had a big lunch’, but honestly? 

I'm so sick of lying to people and I'm so sick of being forced to keep secrets, it's all I've ever known. 

“I'm nervous. I can't eat when I'm nervous,” I tell him. 

He takes a hearty bite of his burger. “Momma's not gonna like the sound of that.” 

I drop the fry which was halfway to my mouth. “You told your mother about me?” 

Jesus Christ, this is going way too fast...do guys normally tell their mother things like this? 

“You should see the look on your face right now,” he says. “Relax, it's not nearly as bad as you think. I made the mistake of rushing her off the phone earlier and she wouldn't hang up until I told her why. So, I told her I had a date with my new neighbor named Lou-Lou. It's really not a big deal.” 

I smile and relax against the booth. He's right, I need to stop freaking out. “I take it you're close with your mom?” 

His eyes light up. “Yup, born and raised Momma's boy and proud of it.” 

“That's sweet.” 

“Everyone who meets Momma loves her, you can't help it. She's very overprotective over her boys but she means well.” 

“Oh, so you have brothers?” 

He wipes his mouth with his napkin. “Sure do. Jackson and Ricardo.” 

I'm speechless....I knew they were friends but I had no idea they were so close. 

I fight the twinge of guilt that snags me while recalling what I threatened Ricardo with earlier. 

Telling them the truth will change everything for him...he could lose them. 

But then again, he did threaten to rat me out to DeLuca...and he should know better than anyone everything DeLuca's capable of. 

No, fuck Ricardo. I'm not giving him an ounce of my sympathy. 

My thick wall of self-preservation goes back up. It's the only way to protect myself. It's all I know.

Tyrone's eyes grow soft and he reaches for my hand. “You okay?” 

I pull my hand back and open my mouth to answer him but a wall of muscle plops down next to me practically crushing me. 

I'm bewildered when I look up and Jackson's eyes bore into me. “How are you doing, Lou-Lou?” 

“I'm fine,” I say. “How are you?” 

He reaches for a fry but Tyrone swats his hand away. “What are you doing here?” 

Jackson feigns offense. “Wow, can't a friend enjoy another friend's company?”

“Sure,” Tyrone says. “Just not when said friend is out on a date.” 

Jackson gestures between us. “You mean this is a date? Darn, I'm sorry, guys.” 

I think he's going to get up and leave but to my surprise, he drapes his arm over the booth. “Well since I came all this way I might as well stay.” 

“Our apartment is a block away,” Tyrone grits through his teeth. 

Jackson looks at me. “You don't mind if I stay do you, Lou-Lou?”

I'm about to respond but he cuts me off. “Especially since you seemed to really want to spend time with me yesterday in the locker room.” 

Shit. 

Tyrone gives me a strange look. “Locker room? What's he talking about?” 

“I—um.” 

“Go on,” Jackson insists. 

Most guys would be happy about being propositioned for a blowjob but Jackson's acting like it's a capital crime.

“Okay fine,” I admit. “Tyrone, you should know that I've hit on Jackson...a few times now.” 

Tyrone sits up in his seat. “Oh,” is all he says. 

Yeah, I think it's safe to say that my first and only date is officially the worst one in the history of first dates. 

“Look, I'm not looking for anything serious. I didn't think you were either.” 

I swallow my lies with a big gulp of water. 

Tyrone shrugs. “I'm not,” he says. 

“Good, so we're on the same page.” 

Jackson gives Tyrone a look but Tyrone ignores him and focuses on me. “Glad we got that cleared up. So anyway, tell me a little bit about yourself.” He pauses. “Actually, I've been meaning to ask you—is Lou-Lou short for something or is that your real name?” 

Damn, I don't want to lie to him. “My name is Lucianna. But please, don't call me that.” 

“No problem.” He smacks the table with his hand. “Man, it's too bad your name isn't Lucy and you aren't a redhead...that would have been epic.” 

Jackson breaks out into a big smile. “Shit, you're right. I didn't even think about that.” 

They both start laughing and I wish I could join them but I have no idea what's so funny. 

Tyrone’s  laughing so hard he has tears in his eyes. 

Then before I know what's happening they're both screaming, “Lucy, you got some 'splainin' to do!” Loud enough the entire bar and restaurant turn to look at us. 

I have to admit, it is pretty funny. 

Even though it makes me think about Ricardo again. 

“I think I understand why Ricardo's so into redheads now,” Tyrone says. “Can't believe I never put two and two together before.” 

I don't know why that statement does something to me but it does. 

And the feeling only intensifies when I scan the bar and Ricardo's eyes find mine. 

For a moment, it feels like the entire world stops.  All I can see is him...all I can feel is him and he isn't even touching me. 

Is this what it feels like to be so inexplicably attracted to someone? 

I push those thoughts from my mind before they have a chance to fester and take root. 

He's the last person that should be causing feelings I've never experienced before to ignite in me. 

A game of seduction is one thing...feelings are a whole different ball game. 

Feelings could get me killed. 

Because make no mistake about it, I wouldn't put a thing past Bruno DeLuca. 

For a second, I think he's feeling this intense moment between us just as strongly as I am. 

But then his gaze shifts to the tall and gorgeous redhead beside him. 

This woman makes me look like a hideous flea in comparison. 

I steel myself when they walk over to our table. 

Jackson waves and Tyrone says, “Hey, Scarlet.”

They obviously know her...which can only mean one thing—Ricardo must hang around her a lot. 

Ricardo eyes my glass of wine and makes a face. 

However, that glass of wine is looking awfully good right now...especially when he introduces her to me as the new ring girl and puts his arm around her.

Jealousy and anger burn through me and before I can process my next thought, I'm reaching for my purse and running out the door. 

 

 Chapter 7 (Ricardo)

 

Scarlet purses her lips. “What's her problem?” 

I knew it would piss Lou-Lou off when she found out I hired another ring girl. 

It was supposed to. 

It was my way of sticking it to both her and my father. 

I don't know what kind of game they're running or why but I'm not going to lie down and take it. 

Plus, Scarlet jumped at the offer to be a ring girl. I made it clear that it was just business and she said she understood. 

Tyrone throws his hands in the air. “Well, this date is going down in the record books as one of the worst.” 

Scarlet studies her nails. “Who cares, she seemed like a bitch anyway.” 

“You don't even know her,” I growl. 

Three pairs of eyes stare at me but I ignore them because I'm running out the door after Lou-Lou. 

It occurs to me that I don't even know her...and even though she's a bitch...she may just have her reasons for being that way. 

For all I know, she could be trapped in DeLuca's fucked up playground just like I am. 

And if that's the case...maybe we can work together to keep him at bay. 

But first, she's going to need to tell me everything and open up to me. 

Since she had a head start she's almost to the apartment already. 

I call out her name but she doesn't answer and that only pisses me off  more. 

Fuck this. 

I chase after her, pick her up, and throw her over my shoulder. “What are you doing?” she screams. 

I run up the stairs. “What does it look like?”

I open the door to my apartment and put her down. 

“Where's Scarlet?” she taunts. 

“Not here.” 

She cocks an eyebrow. “Why?” 

I deflect her question with a few of my own because I don't know how to answer that. “Why does my father want you to seduce Tyrone and Jackson? What is he planning on doing? And what is he threatening you with in order to get you to do it? ” 

She narrows her eyes. “My lips are sealed, asshole.” 

I don't even realize I'm grabbing her shoulders until she's staring at me wide-eyed. “Stop being such a bitch to me when I'm only trying to help you!” I shout. 

“Well don't!” she screams back at me. “I never once asked for your help.” 

 Her nostrils flare. “And please, Ricardo. It's not like you're mister fucking sunshine.” 

Her statement throws me for a loop. “What are you talking about? I've been nothing but nice to you.” 

“You threatened to rat me out to him!” she shouts. 

Shit...she has me there. But she was beyond aggravated with me before that happened. 

We stay silent for what feels like hours before she speaks again. “Why did you hire another ring girl?” 

I give her a smirk. “Because variety is the spice of life.” 

She props a hand on her hip and glares at me. “You know what? I don't care, it doesn't matter anyway. Sorry I even asked.” 

She turns to leave but I reach for her arm in a last ditch effort. “I'm sorry, Lou-Lou. With the exception of threatening to rat you out...I don't know what I did to upset you so much but I'm not the asshole you think I am. Now with that said—yes—I hired her to get back at you...and my father.” 

I exhale sharply. “I don't know what his deal is but he's obviously up to something.” 

She looks like she wants to say something but stops herself. 

“Look, I don't ask much from anyone...ever,” I say. “But I'm asking you to be honest with me. I know you don't want to go back to him for whatever reason, so maybe there's a way we can work together...but that's going to require effort and trust on both our parts.” 

She shakes her head. “Sorry, but I work alone. Always have, always will.” 

“What can I do to change your mind? What can I do to get you to trust me?” 

“Trust you?” she scoffs. “Why in the world would I ever trust someone who's lying to the two people closest to him? I hate to point out the obvious but your track record sucks.”

“I'm lying in order to help them...I know it seems like a shitty excuse but you have no idea what it's like to be in DeLuca's fight club. If they find out that I'm his son now...they'll never trust me again. And if that happens they'll never make it out alive. I need them to make it out alive, Lou-Lou. I care about them and they need me in their corner in order to do that. Things have been relatively easy for them over the past three years but DeLuca can throw a wrench in this whole operation and go back on his word to me at any time. You have no idea what he's really capable of.” 

She draws in a shaky breath and looks at me. “I know exactly what he's capable of, Ricardo. Trust me.” 

I take a step closer to her but she turns away. “Tell me what he has on you. I know you don't want to be with him. You can deny it all you want but I feel it.” 

Her entire body starts trembling and I feel bad I'm pushing her but I need to know. “You're wrong, I love him,” she whispers and I feel my chest tighten. “He saved me.” 

“From what?” 

She shakes her head. “I'm not going to tell you. So just drop it.” 

“No.” 

“Go fuck yourself,” she screams. 

I let the anger roll off my back because I think I've finally figured out that for whatever reason—being a bitch is her go-to. 

It's the way she protects herself. 

And for reasons beyond me, she thinks DeLuca saved her...but I know better than anyone that DeLuca's version of saving someone isn't actually saving someone at all. 

It's detaining and condemning them. I have to get her to see that but there's only one way for that to happen. 

“Please,” I whisper. “Lock the rest of the world out—never let them in...I don't care.” I tilt her chin up to look at me. “But don't do it to me. Let me be the one person you let in.” 

I gesture around the apartment. “Let this be your safe place.” 

“I can't. I'm sorry.” 

“Why?” 

Her eyes penetrate me and I have to suck in a breath because whatever her secrets are....something tells me they're the worst kind.  “Because if I do...I'm afraid I'll break.” 

I cup her face in my hands. “You won't if I hold you together.” 

She looks down. “You're not that strong.” 

I give her a small smile. “Wanna bet?” 

When she stays silent I continue, “We'll start slow so I can earn your trust. I want to prove to you that you can trust me. Will you let me do that?” 

“How?”

“Tell me one thing about yourself. One truth that you've never told anyone else and I'll do the same.”

She rolls her eyes. “Seriously?” 

“Just try it,” I insist. “It can be anything. I won't judge. Just give me one truth.” 

She closes her eyes. “I like bathtubs.” 

“I hate bathtubs.” 

Her eyes pop open. “You just said you wouldn't judge.” 

I brush my thumb over her cheek. “Not judging, babe—that's my truth. I really don't like bathtubs.” 

She gives me an odd look. “Why?” 

“Why do you like them?” 

“I—you said I only had to tell you one.” 

“You're right,” I tell her. “In exchange for one of mine. I'll tell you why but only in exchange for another one of your truth's.”  

She curls her arms around herself. “I—I don't want to tell you any more truth's right now.” 

“Look at me, Lou-Lou.” When she does I say, “I won't push you for any more tonight.” 

“Promise?”

“Cross my heart and hope to die.” 

She walks toward the front door but pauses. “I wouldn't want that.”

“Wouldn't want what?”

“You to die,” she says before she leaves. 
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The clock on the wall tells me it's almost 3 am—which means it's time for me to head out. 

I pick up my burner phone and call Emilio. “Got something for me?” 

“Yup,” he says. “Found him in an alley outside a club on 34th street. He's ready to go when you are.”

“How's the girl?”

He hesitates. “Don't know, she ran off before I had a chance to check.”

“I'll meet you at the warehouse shortly,” I say before I hang up. 

I close my eyes and clench my fists as my rage comes to the surface and I begin seething.

I throw a black hoodie over my head and grab a pair of gloves. 

I'm not making the same mistake I made last time. 

I open the door and take a step back when Lou-Lou's bright brown eyes open wide. 

The hand that was about to knock on the door drops and she looks me up and down. “Never mind. This is obviously a bad time.” 

She turns on her heels but I reach for her elbow...for once she doesn't flinch. 

I almost want to laugh at the irony because if there was ever a time for her to flinch when it comes to me...it's when I'm in this state...on my way to do what it is I'm about to do. 

“It's not a bad time. What's up?” 

She turns and looks around the hallway. “It's past 12...which means it's the next day.” 

“Okay?” 

She looks embarrassed. “Well, I've been thinking and I think I want to tell you another truth.”  She looks at the pair of gloves I'm still holding. “But if you're busy...”

I take a step back and gesture for her to come in. “I can make time.” 

I send a quick text to Emilio and tell him I'm going to be a little later than expected. 

She heads to my bedroom and I have to remind my dick that she's off limits. 

She plops down on the bed and sits Indian style. “First, I need you to do something for me.” 

I already know what she wants. “I'm not going to rat you out to DeLuca.”  

“That's not what I was going to ask you,” she says. 

 A smile touches the corners of her lips and I'm awestruck because it's a genuine smile, not one of her 'fuck you' smiles. “Thank you for not ratting me out, though. It's greatly appreciated.” Her expression turns serious. “And just so you know—I'm not going to tell Tyrone or Jackson who you are. I promise.” 

I sit down on the bed beside her and breathe a sigh of relief. “Thank you. Now, what do you need from me? Name it and I'll make it happen.”

She takes a deep breath before replying, “I need you to talk to Tyrone and persuade him to take me out on another date.” 

I shake my head because I'm sure I heard her wrong. “What?” 

Before she has a chance to say another word I'm on my feet. “I'm not helping you sink your hooks into my friends for DeLuca.” 

She pulls her bottom lip between her teeth and stares down at the ground. “It's not for Bruno. It's for me.” 

I don't like the sudden rush of anger that hits me with those words...and I really don't like that my first reaction to her statement is to find Tyrone and beat the living shit out of him. 

And it has absolutely nothing to do with her being my father's girl this time. 

I've never been the jealous type when it comes to women...probably because I never cared enough about any of them  in the first place. 

So the rush of jealousy that's currently working its way through me is bewildering. 

I stuff it down and force myself to man the fuck up and face facts. 

She's forbidden. 

I can't want her...I can't fuck her...and I really can't allow myself to care about this girl.

Doing any of those things will get everyone else I care about killed. 

DeLuca wouldn't even bat a fucking eye while he did it, either. 

I blow out a breath. “I don't think I can do that, Lou-Lou. I want to help you and work with you but not at the expense of my friends.” I practically choke getting my next words out. ”My father loves you. Really loves you. You're the most important thing in the world to him...even more important than me.”

She squeezes her eyes shut when I say this. “I know.” 

She lets out a long sigh. “You're right. Tyrone's a good guy. I don't want to put him on Bruno's radar any more than he already is. I wasn't thinking, I was being selfish.” 

“I take it you really like him then?” 

And why wouldn't she? Tyrone's a much better man than my father is...a much better man than I am. 

She contemplates this for a moment and shrugs. “I don't know. He's nice.” 

I give her a look. “Wow, those are some pretty deep feelings for a girl who was about to put a man's life on the line all for a second date.” 

“First.” 

“Huh?”

Her cheeks flush and all I can think is how adorable it is. This is a side of her I've never seen before. 

“That's why I wanted you to have him ask me out again,” she whispers. “I wanted a redo on my first date.” 

Now I know I'm hearing things, surely that can't be right.  “You've never been on a date before?” 

She bites her thumbnail. “You promised you wouldn't judge any of my truths, remember?” 

“I'm not judging. I'm just—shocked.” 

“Why?” 

Because you're the most beautiful girl I've ever seen in my life. 

“Aren't you going to be like 24 at the end of this month?” 

Those big brown eyes shoot fire at me and I know what's coming. Shit, I could have worded that better. 

Before she has a chance to tell me off, I say, “I'm sorry. That didn't come out right.” I can't stop myself from uttering my next thought. “I can't believe my father's never taken you on a date before. How long have you guys been together?” 

She thinks about this for a moment before answering, “I've been with him for 9 years. Well, that's when I first went to live with him. But we've been technically dating—if you can even call it that, for 6 years.” 

My previous anger pales in comparison to the white hot venom I feel right now. “You've been living with him since you were 15!” I scream so loud the windows shake. 

She instantly ducks and brings her legs up to shield herself in some kind of defense stance. 

My chest tightens and I drop down to my knees in front of her. “I'm sorry. I didn't meant to scare you.” When she lifts her head I add, “And just so there's no confusion, it's not you I'm angry with...it's him.” 

She stands up and attempts to push me. “You don't understand!” she screams. 

Yeah, I'll say. 

“Please don't be angry with him...not for that.” Her voice drops to a whisper. “The day he rescued me was the best day of my life.” 

She starts trembling and I don't want to cause her to freak out even more so I relent. “Okay, Lou-Lou. I won't argue with you.” 

The trembles diminish and I decide, to press my luck. “Rescue you from what?” 

She makes a run for it but I'm quicker than she is and I block the door. She pounds on my chest. “I'm never telling you,” she yells. “I knew it was a mistake to talk to you.” 

Shit. One step forward, three steps back. 

“I'll stop pushing you about that. Please, don't leave.”

“Don't you have to be somewhere?” 

She's right, I do. But—and I never thought I'd say this—this is more important right now. 

I need her trust and I really need to know why DeLuca sent her to me. 

“It can wait,” I tell her. 

She studies my face. “You're putting off taking care of business for me?” 

“I'm still standing here aren't I?” 

When she doesn't answer I say, “Now can you please tell me the reason my father sent you here? I know what he wanted you to do but I just need to know why.” 

She shakes her head and scowls. “I've already told you enough truths about me for the night, Ricardo. It's time I heard some of yours.”

 I take a deep breath and walk over to the bed. “I don't like bathtubs because I watched my mother die in one. I've hated them ever since. That's why my bathroom doesn't have one.” 

Her mouth falls open. “I'm so sorry.” 

“Don't be, wasn't your fault.” 

It was mine. 

She curls up beside me on the bed. “How did she die?” 

I turn around to face her since she's lying down now. “Heroin overdose.” 

She winces and closes her eyes. “That's horrible.” Her eyes pop back open and panic flashes across her face. “Oh my god, DeLuca killed her...didn't he?” 

I want to ask her how she knows this but I don't have to because she says, “That's his method of killing those he once cared for. It's his way of making them go peacefully without any pain.” 

Her words are shredding my insides apart because there's so much wrong with that statement and yet at the same time, it's the fucked up truth of how DeLuca operates. 

The man is a fucking psychopath if there ever was one. 

“He's only taken two lives via heroin,” she whispers. 

It's true— out of all the soul's he's savagely killed, he's only shown an ounce of mercy to two of them.

His childhood dog...and my mother. 

That's when it dawns on me—the fact that she knows all this means he really trusts her. She wasn't kidding, she's fully aware of what he's capable of. 

And yet she still loves him. 

But then again...who the hell am I to judge? Although I don't love him—there's a small part of me that still wants him to love me, wants him to accept me...and I fucking hate myself for that every day. 

Especially knowing everything that I know. 

Her eyelids become heavy. “Did you know he named his dog meatball?” 

I didn't. Christ, what else does she know about him that I don't? 

She yawns and stretches her arms above her head. I look out the window and notice that the sun is starting to come up. 

“That's how he got the scar on his face,” she says. “Meatball did it. That's why he killed her.” She scrunches her face. “He killed the first bitch he ever loved. Those were his words, not mine.”  

I don't doubt it. 

She laughs and it's not one of those sweet laughs, it's one of those laughs to keep from crying type of laughs. “I guess I'm hoping the third time's a charm.” 

Chills creep up my spine with those words because it's true...she's lucky number three. 

At least, I hope she is. 

“You'll stand a better chance if we're allies.”  

“He's jealous of your relationship with Tyrone and Jackson,” she says. “He didn't come right out and say those exact words but I know it's why he sent me here. He thinks you've gotten too close to them and it upsets him.” 

She looks at me. “He knows your loyalty lies with them and not him and he really hates that, Ricardo.” 

“I know,” I whisper. 

“He's expecting you to take over for him one day.” 

“He knows I won't,” I argue. 

“Look, do what you want but that's why he sent me here. He wanted me to cause a rift in the friendship between the three of you. I think he was hoping it would push you back to him and you would take over.” 

“What were his exact words?” 

She looks up at the ceiling, appearing to be lost in thought. “Well, he said he wanted me to seduce them and suck them off—but he warned me that if I had sex with them...he would kill them. He basically said that he wanted you guys ready to tear each other's hearts out while fighting over me.”

She chuckles. “Clearly, my seduction skills aren't up to par because that's definitely not what happened. Jackson can't stand me and Tyrone was only interested in going out for a bite to eat.” 

“It all makes sense now,” I say. 

“What does?” 

“Why he told me I'm supposed to look out for you and protect you. I'm supposed to make sure no one takes advantage of you.” 

She blanches. “But he told me to purposely seduce Tyrone and Jackson.” 

“He's testing my loyalty,” I tell her. “And he's using them as his lab rats. This whole thing is nothing but a fucking test for me.”

“I don't know, Ricardo. I still feel like I'm missing something.”

I fold my arms behind my head. “You and me both. But it's DeLuca, so who the fucks knows what his end game actually is.” 

And that's the thought that causes my stomach to knot up because I don't really have a choice but to play by his rules. Too many innocent people are involved now. 

She studies my face. “What are you thinking?” 

“I'm going to give him what he wants. Or I'm going to let him think that's what I'm doing.” 

“How?” 

“I'm going to act more like the son he wants me to be. I'll take more of an active interest in the business. Make him think he has my loyalty.”

She frowns. “Oh.”

“What?” 

She lifts a shoulder in a shrug. “Nothing. It's a good plan...you know, for you.” 

I open my mouth to tell her what else I'm thinking but she cuts me off. “It's just—I know it sounds crazy but I really want my freedom for a little longer. I want him to let me stay here.” 

The look she gives me is so full of heartache and longing it guts me. Yeah, she's not in love with DeLuca...she just thinks she is. 

Dammit, so much for not caring about her. 

“Do everything I tell you to and you'll be fine.” 

“Could you be any more vague?” 

“Just pretend, the same as me.” I look at her. “Especially in front of Luke because he's the one who's going to be reporting to DeLuca about you.” 

“Not being any clearer here, Ricardo.” 

I groan because I hate the words that are about to come out of my mouth. “Okay here's what's going to happen. I'm going to lead Jackson and Tyrone to believe that you and I are dating...but not serious. I'm going to tell them it's a secret and to keep it on the down-low so no one else knows. And this time, they're going to believe it because you'll be acting like we're involved as well. This way, Tyrone in particular, will stop hitting on you, thus keeping him out of harm's way.” 

I draw in a breath. “However, anytime Luke's in the near vicinity and you notice that Jackson and Tyrone are around...that's when you're going to flirt with them.” 

I grind my molars. “I'm not saying to whip their dicks out or anything. You just have to flirt and make a few advances at them in front of Luke.”

Her eyes sparkle. “This way when he reports back to DeLuca he'll tell him I'm doing what I'm supposed to be doing.” 

She smiles. “And if Tyrone and Jackson think we're dating they'll never succumb to any of my advances so they'll be protected no matter what happens. Especially if DeLuca thinks you're coming around.” 

Her smile grows bigger. “And if he thinks having me here is helping in some kind of fucked up way by bringing you two closer—or that I make a good spy for him...he might just let me stay longer after all.” 

“Bingo.” 

I don't even have time to react before she's flinging her arms around me and crushing herself against me. 

She's holding me so tight you'd think I just offered to give her the world. “Thank you,” she whispers. 

“I take it this means we're friends?” 

“My favorite flower is a Dandelion...but only after it's gone to seed,” she says. “There's another truth.” 

I want to inform her that her favorite flower is basically a weed but then she says something that causes my heart to contract.

“When I was a little kid...I used to gather as many of them as I could at once and make wishes on them.” 

“What things did you wish for?” 

“I only made one wish. The same wish over and over again.” 

“What wish was that?”

She rests her head against my chest and closes her eyes. “I wished for freedom.”

 

 Chapter 8 (Lou-Lou)

 

I look in the mirror and try to calm myself down. 

I can hear the crowd going wild out there and I'm not sure if I can do this. 

I glance over at Scarlet. She's perfectly content sitting at the makeup counter filing her nails, seemingly without a care in the world. Then again she does take off her clothes for a living. 

She gives me a dirty look and I tell myself not to go off on her. I have much more important things to worry about. 

Like Bruno watching me on the camera's tonight. He made it clear that he expects me to take my ring girl job very seriously while I'm in the cage. 

It's not that the actual job of holding cards up is hard, I can do that in my sleep—it's the anxiety that I know will wash over me like a tidal wave once I get out there. 

I hear the sound of the door opening and Luke sticks his head in. “Be ready in 15,” he yells in my direction. 

I almost forgot...I'm up first on rotation. 

I bounce on the balls of my feet and shake my arms out while Scarlet gives me the stink eye. 

I'm about to inform her that if she does it again it's going to be a permanent look for her but then Ricardo walks in and the butterflies in my tummy decide to kick it up a notch. 

Scarlet leaps out of her chair but his focus is on me. “You okay?”

I raise my chin. “I'm fine.” 

His gaze drifts over to Scarlet who plasters a smile on her face until he says, “Can you give us a minute alone, Scar?”

She throws her nail file on the ground and gives me her dirtiest look yet. Of course, it's when Ricardo's back is turned away from her. 

“Don't be nervous,” he says after she leaves. 

“Easy for you to say. You're not the one who's going to be preening around like a peacock while tons of men look at you.” 

“You'll be fine,” he assures me. “Besides, I'm not going to let anything happen to you.” 

I have to ignore the way my heart pitter-patters when he says that. 

I go back to fixing myself in the mirror. “Have you told Tyrone and Jackson about our fake relationship yet?” 

“No. I haven't gotten around to it. Fight night is really busy.” 

“5 minutes,” Luke shouts. 

“I have to go, but you'll do great...if you get nervous just look for me on the sidelines.” 

“Thanks.”

He gives me that lopsided panty-melting smile of his before he walks out the door. 

That only causes my heart to race even more. 

Especially when I think about what it felt like waking up in his arms a few short hours ago. 

It was the best sleep I've ever had in my life and that terrifies me. 

“You're up!” Luke shouts. 

I take a deep breath and walk out to face the crowd. 
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All things considered, it could have gone worse. I hated every minute of it but every time my anxiety got the best of me, my eyes found Ricardo's and with a single look he calmed me down. 

I'm making my way back to the dressing room when out of nowhere Scarlet hip checks me into the wall and walks ahead of me.

I'm right on her heels when we enter the room.“What the hell is your problem?”

She picks up the nail file again and I seriously consider shoving it into one of her eyeballs when she says, “You do know that Ricardo could never actually be interested in you, right?” 

I open my mouth to tell her off but she points the file at me. “Honey, not to be a bitch but look at him—” She looks down her nose at me and snarls. “And look at you.” 

She puts her hand over her heart and cackles. “You have the body of a 12-year-old boy. There's no way he's going from me to the likes of you. You couldn't be further from his type if you were in a different dimension.” She turns to the mirror and fluffs her hair. “I mean, really...you're not even attractive.” She shudders. “It actually hurts to look at you because you're so ugly.” 

I run out the door but not before she calls out, “And I'd be willing to bet an entire month's rent that you'll never be able to live up to what he likes in bed.” 

I run right past Tyrone and Jackson, run past the monstrous cage, and head for the exit door in the back so I can get some air.

That's when my phone rings and Bruno's name flashes on the screen. “Why are you running through the club right now?” he grumbles. 

My breathing must give me away because he says, “Bambina what's wrong? Talk to me.” 

“Do you think I'm ugly?” 

I know I shouldn't let her comments get to me but I can't help it. They really stung. Each and every one of them. 

And I know I'm ugly...especially on the inside.

“Jesus Christ, I don't have time for this shit, Lucianna. I thought something was wrong.” 

“Just answer the question, please. I need to know.”

I draw in a shaky breath and let it out. He clears his throat on the other line. “You're gorgeous, Lucianna. Now knock it off and act like a fucking grown up,” he barks before hanging up on me. 

As usual, talking to Bruno only makes me feel worse about myself.  

And that feeling only grows stronger when I walk back into the club and see Ricardo with his arm around Scarlet before they walk out the door together. 

So much for being friends. So much for trusting him. 

My heart plummets and before I make a spectacle of myself and Bruno see's it on camera, I walk out the door. 

I'm heading into my apartment when Tyrone's voice halts me. “Hey, is everything okay?”

“Not really. I'm having a bad night.” 

He gestures to his apartment. “You wanna come hang for a little? Keep your mind off things?” 

I'm about to turn him down because I want to be alone, but my mind conjures up images of what Ricardo is most likely doing with Scarlet right now. 

Then before I know it, I'm smiling because spending time with Tyrone sounds like a great idea. 

 

 Chapter 9 (Ricardo)

 

I try knocking on Lou-Lou's door again but she doesn't answer. 

I went back inside the club to look for her after I walked Scarlet out to her car but Lou-Lou was long gone. 

I'm about to walk across the hall to my own apartment but then I hear screaming coming from Tyrone and Jackson's place. 

A second later Lou-Lou's running out the door and making a mad dash for her apartment. 

While wearing nothing but her bra and panties. 

The second after that I'm barreling into Tyrone and Jackson's apartment ready to kill someone. 

The only thing that saves Tyrone's life is the fact that when I look at him he looks just as concerned as I do. 

That and the fact that his pants are still on. 

I take a step toward him. “You have two seconds to explain what the fuck just happened or you're going to see a side of me you've never seen before.” 

He rubs the back of his neck  “I honestly don't know. I invited her over to hang out because she seemed upset.” He gestures to the couch. “I put a movie on for us and I went to the kitchen to grab us some snacks. When I came back she took off her clothes and got on her knees.” 

I clench my fists but his next statement halts me. “I didn't do anything, Ricardo. I tried telling her that's not why I invited her over, but she zoned out completely and started screaming for me to stop.” 

He points to his chest. “I didn't do anything to her. I swear on Momma's life I didn't touch her.” 

“I believe you,” I tell him. 

And I do, I know he wouldn't do something like that despite my knee-jerk reaction when I walked in. 

But it doesn't make this god-awful feeling that I have go away. In fact, it only makes it worse because I've heard those kind of screams before. 

I know what those screams mean. 

And I know that she lied to me. 

He looks down at the ground. “I don't know where you found her but whatever happened to her...” His voice wavers and he closes his eyes. “I should have listened to you, man. I know now that you were only trying to protect her without divulging her secrets, I get it. No wonder you kept saying she wasn't mine—because that girl clearly belongs to whatever evil is still holding her captive. And if it's as bad as I think it is...I can't blame her.” 

My stomach churns and I give him a small nod before leaving.  

I knock on Lou-Lou's apartment but as usual, she doesn't answer. 

Which only leaves me with one option. 

I kick the fucking door down. 

 

 Chapter 10 (Lou-Lou)

 

I'm lying face down on the bathroom floor wishing I wasn't such a fucking coward. 

Wishing I had the strength to just stick this fucking needle in my arm and end my miserable life. Wishing my self-preservation would just give up and call it quits. 

I'll never be normal...no matter how hard I try. 

I'll always be dirty and ruined. 

I'll always feel his hands on me, touching me in places he shouldn't be touching me and forcing me to do things that little girls shouldn't be forced to do. 

I'll always hear my father's voice warning me that if I cry...he'll only make it worse. 

God, I wish I was able to cry instead of tremble and shake all the time. I wish I could cry and wash all these sins away. 

I squeeze my eyes shut as tremors hit my body with a force great enough to make me start dry heaving. 

I feel a pair of arms around me and my first reaction is to start kicking and  punching especially when they start shaking me. “No, don't fucking do this to me, Lou-Lou,” Ricardo screams. 

I open my eyes and relief splashes across his face. He picks up the needle and examines it. “Thank god,” he whispers when he realizes the heroin was drawn up but wasn't injected. 

“Tyrone didn't do anything wrong,” I tell him.  

I really don't want him blaming Tyrone for any of this. None of what happened was his fault. 

“It's me. I'm so fucked up.” 

His face falls and he tries holding me but shudders slam through me again and I roll out of his arms. 

I curl up in a fetal position on the floor, my cheek resting against the cold tiles.

I look over and see Ricardo lying beside me on the floor, reaching for my hand. “Please let me in. You don't have to go through this alone.”

The agony in his voice when he says that only makes this feeling worse. I don't want him to care about me, because when he finds out the truth—when he see's how dirty I am...he'll be gone. 

And even though we hardly know each other...there's something about him that makes me believe in things again. 

Things like fairytales and happy endings. 

My chest caves in when the truth rears its ugly head. 

Girls like me don't get the fairytales. 

Because the white knights never want the dirty, damaged girls. 

They know there's nothing left of us that's salvageable...nothing left of us that hasn't already been taken and destroyed. 

And saving us? Will only ruin them. 

“Leave.” I get up and shove him away. “Just leave me.” 

I need him to leave me alone, I don't want to infect him with my poison. I don't want him to see me for what I really am.

My skin crawls and I have to get rid of this feeling. 

There's only one place to do that. 

I expect him to walk out the door when he watches me haul myself into the bathtub, but he doesn't. 

“I'm not leaving you,” he says. “You can scream, you can shove me, you can beat the shit out of me for all I care, but I'm still not leaving. I already told you, if you want to shut the rest of the world out and lock away the key—push everyone away and be a bitch in order to protect yourself...that's fine. I won't stop you and I won't judge you...but you will let me in.” 

I rest my head against the porcelain. “No, I won't.”

“Too late. Because whether you meant to show me or not—I see you, Lou-Lou. And I'm not going anywhere. Let your guard down with me for one night. That's all I'm asking for right now. You can go back to being the tough girl who thinks I'm an asshole tomorrow.”

I open my mouth to tell him to leave again but he strips down to his boxers and walks over to the tub. 

He goes to turn the water on but I halt him. “I never fill the tub with water.” 

“I'm sorry. I just assumed—”

I cut him off. “There's no point.” 

“Why?”

I tell him the biggest truth of all..the truth that I'm forced to live with. “Because the water doesn't wash all the shame away...nothing does.” 

That's the monster in the dark that keeps me imprisoned ...that's what kills my soul over and over, every single day. 

It's not the despicable acts committed every night in my childhood bedroom that ruined me...it's the shame it caused. 

The shame that never goes away. 

Before I can stop him he's climbing into the bathtub and wrapping his arms around me. 

I squirm and try to get out of his hold but he latches on, refusing to let me out of his embrace. 

I start pounding on his chest, wishing he wouldn't waste his time on a girl like me...a girl who's tarnished and unclean. 

I launch my fist into his chest again. “I refuse to break. I won't let you break me, Ricardo.”

He lifts my chin and looks at me. “I don't want to break you, Lou-Lou.” 

He leans his forehead against mine. “But sometimes you have to break in order to be fixed. And if you trust me enough to fall apart, I swear...I'll put you back together again.” 

I feel something inside me crack and I fall against his chest. 

Then I do something I've never done before. 

I let him in and I show him my scars. 

 

 Chapter 11 (Ricardo)

 

“I didn't want it,” she cries. “I never wanted it, Ricardo.”

My heart drops down to my stomach and ice flows through my veins. 

I'm about to ask her who the motherfucker is so I can find him and kill him slowly and painfully, but she lets out a guttural wail so full of despair it sears my soul. 

I squeeze my eyes shut and hold her against me tighter. “I know you didn't. It's not your fault.” 

I feel her tears the moment they hit my chest and every single one of them puncture me.

Then she drops the hammer and shatters what little composure I have to fucking smithereens when she tells me how her father used to sneak into her room every night and all the horrible things he did to her.

I'd like to consider myself a strong person...but I'm no match for her strength. 

She's not the only one falling apart right now because I'm right here with her. I feel everything she's telling me and I feel every ounce of her pain. 

No wonder she calls DeLuca her savior. That's exactly what he is if he saved her from this nightmare. 

“I didn't want it,” she cries over and over again. 

It's like the most heartbreaking sound in the world is being played on repeat, ripping my insides apart. 

The only thing I can do is tell her that it's not her fault and pray she believes me. 

I beg her to tell me where he is or to give me a name but she tells me DeLuca already took care of it and he's dead. 

Her sobs become inaudible and my own eyes become glassy. 

“I'm so ugly,” she whispers through sobs.

It throws me because that couldn't be further from the truth. “You're beautiful,” I tell her. 

“Not on the inside where it counts. My insides are dirty and ugly.” 

I brush her tears away and look into her eyes. “Then you don't see the parts that I do.” 

And I mean it...my god, do I mean it. 

I stand up without letting her go and she wraps her legs around my waist. 

“Where are we going?” she chokes out through more sobs. 

“To your safe place,” I tell her. 

I can't do anything to take away her past but I can show her there are men out there who would never do what that bastard did to her. 

I can show her that she'll always be safe with me and that I'll never hurt her. 

I can be her friend...and maybe...I can save her in ways I know my father can't. 

But only if she keeps letting me in. 

 

 Chapter 12 (Lou-Lou)

 

I haven't cried in so long and now that I've started, I feel like I can't stop. 

“It hurts so much. I just want all the pain to go away. Every time I close my eyes he's all I see and feel.” 

My next round of sobs are so intense it hurts to breathe. 

He drops down to his knees and looks up at me. His expression is a combination of both sadness and determination. 

I'm about to ask him what he's doing but then he says, “Tell me where it hurts. Tell me where it hurts so I can take it all away.” 

I close my eyes and tell him another truth. “Everywhere. I hurt everywhere.” 

I almost jump when I feel his lips brush across my stomach but when I look into his eyes, I don't see Bruno anymore. 

I only see Ricardo.

He continues planting the softest, sweetest, most tender kisses across my belly before moving on to my arms and then my legs. 

I'm briefly confused as to why he avoids parts of my body that other men wouldn't. 

And then it hits me. 

Fresh tears stream down my face when I realize these aren't sexual kisses at all...these are kisses that are meant to heal me. He's trying to put me back together like he said he would. 

He lifts his head and holds my gaze. “I need you to know that I'll never take something from you that you don't give me.”

I feel my heart come undone in a way I never thought possible. He makes to stand and I throw my arms around his neck and rest my head on his shoulder. 

He kisses my cheek and tucks a strand of hair behind my ear. “I know it's hard to believe given what you've been through, but there are men out there who would never do what he did.” 

I know his words are meant to provide comfort, but they do the exact opposite...because I've never known one. 

And there's no way I can tell him that. 

If I tell him what Bruno did and Ricardo goes after him, his friends are as good as dead. 

Bruno has all sorts of contingencies in place and he's five steps ahead of everyone. 

I know Bruno would never kill Ricardo, seeing as he's his son and the only heir to take his place...but if Ricardo makes one wrong move, there is no telling what he would do to those Ricardo cares about. 

I never really thought about Ricardo's position before. But now, I realize how much it has to suck. His own life is protected because of who he is, but it has to be an unsettling feeling to know  those you care about are stuck on a seesaw being operated by a madman.

A madman that I love as much as I hate. 

Which only makes my head spin because my feelings for Ricardo are becoming confusing. 

And if I'm not careful, those feelings will get me killed. I know Bruno said to seduce Ricardo when he sent me here...but I can't. 

Because I wouldn't be seducing Ricardo. 

I'd be giving him even more of me and if Bruno loves me as much as Ricardo says he does...who knows what the fallout from that would be. 

I know what I have to do. I know what I have to tell him, how to keep him safe. I have to attempt to kill this connection we have. 

“You want to hear another truth?” 

He gives me a small nod and I draw in a shaky breath. “Whatever this is between us, it can't happen. I love your father, Ricardo. He's a monster but I will always love him. Even if it makes me a monster too.”

His jaw tics and his eyes flash. I think he's about to call me on my bullshit but instead, he says, “You should get some sleep.” 

I find myself curling up next to him on the bed because I don't want to leave just yet. “I don't sleep at night,” I whisper. 

He flicks off the light. “Me either.” 

I know I should go back to my own apartment and stay far away...but I can't help from nuzzling against his chest and sinking into his embrace.

When Ricardo's arms are around me, I don't feel anything else but him.

He chases away my demons...every single one of them. 

Including the one we have in common. 

I shift in the bed until I'm facing him. “Do you believe a single night can change your life?” 

He searches my face. “I do now.” 

I fall asleep to the sound of his heart beating against my own. The darkness surrounding both of us. 

 

 Chapter 13 ( Ricardo)

 

I watch over her while she sleeps and her words echo in my head. “Whatever this is between us, it can't happen. I love your father, Ricardo. He's a monster but I will always love him. Even if it makes me a monster too.” 

I don't know if this feeling in my chest is because I can identify with that statement or the fact that she basically told me that given a choice...she would choose him. 

Or the worst realization of all. 

I've never wanted anything of my father's...until her. 

But she's right...whatever was brewing between us can't happen. For a multitude of reasons. 

The most important being that I have to keep everyone I care about safe, and giving in to my attraction to her will most definitely not accomplish that.  

But that doesn't mean I can't still be her friend and protect her. 

She opens her eyes and yawns. “I left my clothes at Tyrone's.” 

“I'll get them for you.” I get out of the bed but stop myself because I can't believe I almost forgot. “Why exactly were you attempting to seduce him last night?” 

She purses her lips and her gaze narrows. “Why the fuck does it  matter to you, asshole?” she tosses back. 

I stare at her in disbelief. 

Last night I held a fallen angel in my arms while she wept. But this morning? 

This morning it's like I woke up with the devil. 

Or rather...the devil's mistress. 

“I thought we were working together? I thought we were a team?” 

She lifts the covers off the bed and snorts. “Funny, because it looked like you were team Scarlet when you left the club last night.” 

So that's what this is about. “Scarlet is my friend—”

“Save it. I really don't want to hear about your sasquatch whore.” 

I stand up and walk over to her. “Whoa, why are you acting like this?” 

“Acting like what?” 

“You only act like this when you're threatened. Last night I thought we—” 

“You thought what, Ricardo? We're not anything. I told you, I love your father.” 

Anger pulses through me and I can't believe I thought I could ever be attracted to her. I can't believe I ever thought we could be friends. 

I can't believe I let myself start having feelings for her. 

I glare at her. “Look, I thought I could trust you. I really despise people who go back on their word. You agreed to work together and I believed you.” 

I snatch my jeans off the floor. “But don't worry, unlike you I'm not a traitor. I won't tell DeLuca about you—”

“You said one night, Ricardo.” She looks at the ground. “You said I only had to drop my guard down for one night. Your one night is over.” 

I open my mouth but her lips turn up in a snarl and she takes a step closer to me. “And just so we're clear, I really don't like Scarlet. She's a bitch.” 

I almost want to laugh because this is the pot calling the kettle black but I'm trying to understand this girl and help her. I don't want to give up on her.

Despite the fact that my brain keeps firing off warning signals. 

I've seen the good parts of Lou-Lou. I know that underneath this rough exterior is a girl who's scared, lonely and damaged in a way most people could never comprehend. 

The truth of the matter is, she doesn't have to break...because my heart breaks for her. 

She pops a hand on her hip. “So?” 

I shrug because I don't know what she wants. “What?” 

“Are you going to fire her or not?” 

“I'm not going to fire someone just because you don't like them. Newsflash, Lou-Lou— the world is full of people you aren't always going to get along with. You have to learn to adapt.” 

I grab a shirt from my closet. “Now, if she did something to you, tell me and I'll take care of it.”  

She stomps her foot on the ground like a 2-year-old. “I want her gone. If you don't fire her I'm calling Bruno.” 

I take a deep breath because she's really testing my patience. “Just tell me what the problem is and I'll talk to her.” 

“The problem is she's a bitch!” she screams before she runs out of the bedroom. 

That's it...I've had about enough of her antics. 

“Well so are you,” I yell while chasing after her. “Frankly, I'm surprised you two don't get along famously.” 

She walks out the front door and into the hallway. I follow her and I'm about to remind her that she's still only wearing her bra and panties but then she screams. “Get bent!”

“Goddammit, Lou-Lou—”

I stop mid sentence when I hear a throat clear and a pair of ebony eyes meet mine. 

Shit, I forgot Momma was coming into town.  

“Hi, Momma.” 

“Hi, Sugar.”

She focuses her gaze on Lou-Lou. “So I take it this is the new neighbor?” Her lips draw in a tight line and she squints her eyes. “The very same neighbor who went on a date with Tyrone two nights ago.”

As far as first impressions go, this has to be one of the worst. 

Lou-Lou blanches and looks at me. For a moment, I see the vulnerability swirling in those doe eyes of hers. 

And I don't blame her...Momma's one hell of a scary woman. 

I take a step forward and Lou-Lou ducks behind me, shielding herself.

Of course, that's when Jackson and Tyrone come out of their apartment. 

Perfect timing as always. 

Made all that much better by the fact that Tyrone has what looks to be Lou-Lou's ring girl outfit in his hand.

Momma puts two and two together and her eyes turn fierce. Everyone but Lou-Lou knows what's coming and there's nothing anyone can do to stop it. 

She crinkles her nose at Lou-Lou. “Word of advice, darlin',” she says in her southern drawl. “Men don't buy the cow when they can get the milk for free.” 

Tyrone looks like he's going to say something but I halt him. Maybe when Lou-Lou sees that I've got her back, she'll be a little more trusting and work with me.

“Look, she's not giving anything away for free, Momma.” 

Jackson snickers and Momma raises an eyebrow. 

Yeah, that didn't come out right. 

“What I mean is...she's with me.” I turn my head and reach for Lou-Lou's hand. “Right?” 

Something passes between us and she takes my hand. “Right.”

Tyrone appears confused and looks at me, but for whatever reason, he decides to drop it and not question it further. 

I can't say the same for Momma, though. 

“Why would she go on a date with Tyrone if she's with you?” 

The fact that she's not even bothering to look at Lou-Lou anymore speaks volumes. 

I swallow hard and stick to the plan. “We're not serious. You know, with it being so new and all. But she won't be going on any more dates with Tyrone.” I cast a glance at Lou-Lou. “Right, babe?” 

“Right,” she grits through her teeth. 

Momma shakes her head and claps her hands. “Well, get ready for breakfast, boys.” She eyes Lou-Lou. “Your lady friend is welcome to join us once she puts some clothes on.” 

Lou-Lou starts to shake her head but I lean down and whisper. “Don't you even think about turning that woman's invitation down. Just keep your mouth shut and be polite.”

She gives me that 'fuck you' smile of hers. “Fine, Ricky.”  

Then she marches into her apartment to get dressed. 

Everyone starts to walk inside but I halt Momma. “Go easy on her, Momma.” 

She looks like she wants to argue but I add, “Please. For me.” 

I let her pull me into a hug. “Alright, sugar. I'll try.” She gives me a warm smile before she walks inside the apartment. 

I'm about to follow her but Tyrone walks back out and I decide to get this out of the way. 

“I'd really appreciate you not bringing up what happened last night to anyone...and that includes Jackson.”  

He makes a face. “I wasn't going to tell him, it's not my place to. But is she okay?”

I stuff my hands in the pockets of my jeans. “She will be.”

God, I hope she will be. 

His eyes light up and he gives me a smirk before heading back inside. “You know, it's funny. I actually believe you're into her now.” 

 

 

 

 Chapter 14 (Lou-Lou)

 

I take a deep breath and knock on his door. 

I know I shouldn't be here right now, but I can't help myself. 

I fell asleep in the bathtub and had another flashback. 

Then my flashback turned into a nightmare, just like they always do.

And now my skin is crawling and I can't get rid of this feeling. 

I can't breathe...I'm suffocating. 

I knock again and I'm ready to give up when the door swings open. 

I don't think, I just act. 

I launch myself into his arms like a slingshot and he catches me. “I need you,” I choke out through strained breaths, not even caring how pathetic I sound. 

The force of the impact is enough to make him stumble back. 

I'm a trembling, shaking, breathless mess and although Ricardo has every right to send me away for how I treated him a few mornings ago, he doesn't. 

Instead, his fingers trace gentle circles up and down my spine and he tells me over and over that I'm safe. 

He brings us to the couch and begins rocking me. 

“Il mio piccolo superstite,” he whispers as he continues rocking me.

“I don't know what that means,” I say after the worst of my panic attack subsides. I know enough Italian from being around Bruno but I've never heard that phrase before. 

“It means 'my little survivor'.”

I don't know how he always knows the right things to say or how he can still be so kind to me when I can be so mean to him. 

I close my eyes and lean against his chest. “I wish I was capable of being a better person.” 

I wish I was able to be more trusting and loving like others, but it's just not possible. 

His brows draw together. “What makes you think you're not?” 

“You want the truth?”

He gives me a small nod and I take another deep breath. 

“The truth is—my first line of defense is lashing out and being mean because I'm trying to protect myself. I can't help it. It's ingrained in me and it's all I know. I just can't trust people, Ricardo. I've seen the worst of humanity. I know what people are really capable of. I don't want them to see how fragile and vulnerable I am. I don't want them to see all the dirty and ugly because then it gives them the power to break me...and I won't ever allow that to happen. It's just better to push people away.” 

He shifts me on his lap so that I'm facing him directly. “You'd be a really bad fighter, Lou-Lou.” 

“How can you say that?” I scream. “You know what I've been through. You know what happened to me. How dare you sit there and tell me I'm not strong!” 

I start to get off his lap because I'm insulted, but he holds me in place by clamping down on my thighs. “It's not because you're not strong. You're the strongest person I know. You're a bad fighter because you don't know how to take a punch.” 

I'm about to argue that life has thrown me quite a few punches, but his thumb grazes my cheek and he says, “Learning how to take a punch the right way and bouncing back from it is just as important as throwing them. It teaches you that you have the ability to get back up again after you get knocked down.” 

He tilts my chin up. “You just keep swinging at everything that moves without seeing who your target is. You're too blind to see that you're only fighting yourself—because you never give anyone a chance to get in the ring with you.” 

He reaches for my hand. “You're strong...but you're stunted because you're not learning and evolving. You're not living Lou-Lou. I'm not trying to hurt you when I say this...but the truth is that you're stuck in your misery and victim mentality.”

He kisses my hand. “But you don't have to be a victim.” 

I never thought about it like that before. I treat people badly and push them away because of my past, because of what was done to me. 

I thought being tough and strong and cutting people down would protect me from further harm...but it's only hindering me. 

Ricardo may have a point. I have to learn to learn to trust others and believe there's still good people in the world. Despite what my father  inflicted. 

I don't want to be his victim anymore...but I have no idea how to go about that. 

Being a victim is all I've ever known. It's the cloak that wraps around me...it's the cord that strangles me. 

“How do I—” I stall and swallow back another sob because being around him makes all my emotions come crashing to the surface. 

He runs his hands up and down my arms. “You start small. You start by letting someone in the ring with you. Someone who doesn't want to put out that beautiful fire inside you...but wants to show how to utilize it the right way.”

His voice drops to a whisper. “But you have to let me in.”

A tear trickles down my cheek because my defenses are down. 

And for the first time in my life...I want to try. I don't want to keep feeling this way inside. I don't want to be wrapped up in my misery and the shame of my past anymore. 

“Okay. I'll try, but what if I screw up? You gonna get rid of me? Stop being my friend?” 

He wipes my tear away with his thumb. “It's okay if you screw up, it's going to happen. I'll still keep coming back for more. I'll keep proving that you can trust me.” He looks down. “On one condition.” He pauses. “Well, two.”

“What?” 

His expression changes from one of determination to one of utter heartache and my heart pulls.  

Hell, this man could tell me he wants me to rob a bank at gunpoint right now and I'd seriously contemplate it. 

He lifts me higher and pulls me tighter to him. “Please don't do drugs. That's a hard limit for me. If you have a craving, or you feel like you did that night...you can always call me. I'll drop everything for you and I'll get you through it. Just please don't use again.”

The pain in his voice right now is like nothing I've ever heard before. “I promise.” I run my hand along his jaw and look into his eyes. “I promise I won't ever use again.” 

I fight the urge to tell him that with the exception of last night, I've never actually wanted to use before. 

But of course, I can't tell him that. Guilt grips me even harder when he utters his next request. “And never lie to me. I don't care how bad the truth is—don't ever lie to me.” 

His eyes bore into me. “I know you love him but I also know you're scared of him, Lou-Lou. And the only way I can keep you safe is if I know everything. I need you to trust that whatever problems may arise with my father that I will be able to handle it and take care of it—as long as you're always honest with me and you don't keep me in the dark about things. You're not a team of one anymore, you have me.” 

His voice is filled with such devotion and promise I have to suck in a breath.

“Okay,” I agree.

He gives me that gorgeous smile of his and my heart practically leaps out of my chest. 

It's only then that I realize he's shirtless...and I'm still straddling him. 

He seems to realize this too because when he looks down I see his adam's apple bob. 

Neither of us make a move to get up or fix our position. 

Every fiber of my being is telling me to throw caution to the wind and give in to this need that only seems to get stronger the longer I'm around him. 

But then I remember the wind is DeLuca...and he's not a cool breeze—he's a tornado destroying everything in his path.

“You don't flinch when I touch you anymore,” he notes. 

“That's because I'm not scared of you,” I say. “Not physically anyway.”

And damn, that's the truth because if anyone has the ability to hurt me...I'm realizing it might just be him now. 

Before my mouth can catch up with my brain I utter, “I like when you touch me.” His eyes blaze and I continue, “I like that you're not afraid to touch me after I showed you the ugly and dirty parts of me.”

I close my eyes. “I don't feel his disgusting hands on my body when you touch me.” I look up at him. “All I feel is you, Ricardo.” 

His hands frame my face. I can feel his heart racing like a freight train. “I don't see those dirty and ugly parts of you, Lou-Lou. I see the beautiful parts because as far as I'm concerned, that's all that exists.” 

He sighs. “And if things were different. If you weren't with...” his voice trails off and my own heart plummets because I know what he means. 

If only DeLuca wasn't the common denominator between us, the tie that binds us together. 

Who knows what we could be. 

He clears his throat. “Are you sleeping over tonight?” 

“Do you not want me to?” 

The corners of his lips twitch. “That all depends. Am I going to wake up to the Antichrist again?”

I playfully smack his chest and he links our fingers together and bites his lip. Those damn butterflies swoon like no one's business. 

My life is so simple and easy here in this moment. Everything feels just like it's supposed to. 

He makes me feel both lighter and heavier at the same time. 

“You want to hear another truth that no one else knows?” 

He stands up and I wrap my legs around his waist. “You know I do,” he says.

He walks into the bedroom and I crawl to my side of the bed. “The truth is that I don't like Scarlet.” 

He turns off the light and pulls me into his arms. “I know, you already told me that, remember?” 

“Yeah,” I say. “But you don't know the real reason I don't like her.” 

“Why don't you like her?” 

“Because she has something I can never have.” 

I'm starting to drift off when I hear him whisper, “I know the feeling.” 

I don't have bad dreams that night.  

I dream of nothing but fairy tales and white-knights. 

Just like I used to before the nightmares began. 

 

But I can't say the same for Ricardo. 

 

 

 Chapter 15 (Ricardo)

 

I jerk and thrash around on my bed, trying my hardest to ward off what's happening. 

It's no use because I can't wake up...I can't get out of this hellhole. 

I can't wake from this nightmare. 

I'm stuck. Trapped. Imprisoned. 

This is my purgatory. 
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A pair of hazel eyes sear into me. 

A beautiful little girl's screams haunt me.

A crowbar bashing into Graham's skull torments me. 

I look back to the little girl and she's no longer looking at my father...she's looking at me. 

“Do something! Don't let him kill my Daddy,” she begs me. 

I try to get out of the car but I can't, the doors are locked. 

I bang on the window and try to break it open anyway. 

But I'm too late. 

Graham's lifeless body is lying on the pavement, a pool of blood surrounds his now deformed face.

The little girl's hazel eyes fill with tears and she hits the windshield “No! Daddy! Please, No!”

She looks at me again. “How could you, Ricardo?” 

“I'm sorry,” I say. “I'm so sorry.”

Shame washes over me because I failed this little girl and I failed a man I looked up to. 

Just like I failed my mother. 

 

I grip the sheets...I know the worst of my nightmare still isn't over yet. 

Because this part isn't a nightmare at all.

This is a flashback...a reel of torture and anguish that plays on a constant loop inside my head. 
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I try to scream but my mother's voice halts me. “Shut up!”

She draws up the needle full of heroin and the 8-year-old boy version of me screams for her to stop. 

Just like so many times before. 

I hated that stuff, it made her cruel and mean. She was no longer kind. It made her say things that broke my heart.

She plunges the needle into her vein and I feel myself start to cry. 

She finally looks at me. Her beautiful face contorts into a menacing scowl. 

My insides twist because I know what she's going to say.

I try to brace myself for the impact but I can't. 

I never can because it hurts so much each and every time. 

“I never wanted you. I should have aborted you.” She balls up her fist. “You're going to be just like him. I hate you!” 

“I'm sorry, Mommy,” I tell her because I am. I'm so sorry for whatever it is she thinks I'm going to be. 

For whatever it is that's causing her so much pain. 

“I hate you, Ricardo. I wish you were never born,” she screams over and over again. 

I don't know what I did to make her hate me so much but I still loved her even when she acted like this. 

She closes her eyes and starts nodding off in her drug induced haze. I bow my head because I know what's coming. 

Her body starts to twitch and she screams for someone named Bruno to stop touching her. 

She keeps begging and pleading for it all to end. 

She keeps screaming how much it hurts. 

That's when it finally sinks in for the very first time. 

And the shame for being the constant reminder of her rape washes over me until I'm screaming and crying with her. 
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Her screams prompt my own and it's loud enough to wake me. 

I know all too well now, what Bruno DeLuca did to her and how I came to be born. 

I am cursed. 

I can't blame her for hating me so much.  

I hate myself. 

There's only one way to get rid of this feeling. 

Only one way to make it go away.

I sit up in bed and scrub a hand down my face before checking the clock on the nightstand. 2am. Perfect. 

The world only dealt me two choices when it came to being Bruno DeLuca's son...either I had to become him...or become a coward.

Fighting back would ensure that others died. 

Those were always his stakes and the day he killed my mother, I realized he wasn't bluffing. 

I had no choice but to become a coward in order protect others. 

I'm so fucking tired of being a coward. But for a few short hours...I don't have to be. 

I get to take on the bad guys. 

I get to make rapists pay. I get to do to them what I wish I could do to DeLuca. 

I close my eyes as the next thought slams into me. 

I'd like to think that maybe, by doing this, I can earn my mother's forgiveness and love, despite the fact that she's no longer alive. 

Because of me...because I fought back. 

An arm wraps around my waist and fingers gently skim up and down my stomach. The contact jolts me for two reasons. 

One—I forgot that Lou-Lou's currently in my bed. 

And two—I'm not used to being touched. 

Especially like this. 

The only touches I ever welcome are the sexual kind. 

From the kind of sex where I don't take control from women...they give it to me, willingly. And in turn, I give them pleasure. 

Lou-Lou's touch is soft and sweet...it's strange. Not in a bad way, just in a way I don't understand. 

And yet, I can't keep myself from touching her.  She lets me touch her. She doesn't flinch or pull away anymore. 

Which of course, makes me keep wanting to touch her. 

The only thing I can compare it to is what happens when magnets flip and find one another. 

They can't stay apart. 

And now that she's told me she likes it when I touch her and she no longer feels that motherfuckers hands on her when I'm touching her. 

It makes me want to do other things. 

Like touch her in all the places he violated her...if only to wash all her pain away. 

It makes me want to show her what pleasure can feel like... because I'm sure my father doesn't know the first thing about what it takes to please a woman. 

It boggles my mind that he's even with her in the first place. He's the last person she should be with. Even if he did save her. 

God, the fucking irony of it all.

But that's how DeLuca likes his prey...he likes them damaged and bruised. This way he can manipulate and control them...bend them to his will. 

The funny thing about Lou-Lou? She's not like that. 

She's strong—the kind of strong where I doubt she even realizes the full capacity of her strength. She doesn't realize, that if channeled the right way...she could move mountains and do great things with her life. 

But she's with him...and he'll take every bit of strength from her before he tosses her aside like a used toy. 

Normally his prey is too naive to realize what he's capable of until it's too late. They're too busy flying high off having the most feared and dangerous mob boss take care of them and protect them. 

Oddly enough, I don't think DeLuca has Lou-Lou fooled in any way, shape or form. 

She knows exactly who and what he is. 

Which makes this feeling burrowing in my gut worse. 

She loves him for exactly who and what he is. 

Her arm fastens around me tighter. “Don't leave. It was just a bad dream. Come back to bed.” 

I close my eyes because she couldn't be more wrong. 

“I have to go. I'll be back in a few hours.”

I get up from the bed but she jumps on my back like a spider monkey. “I believe you owe me a truth, Ricky.” 

It mildly annoyed me when she first called me Ricky...I know it was just her way of giving me a 'fuck you' for not remembering her name. 

However, I'm finding that I don't mind it so much anymore. 

She's right about me owing her 'a truth'. She's been shelling them out left and right and she deserves a few of mine but I don't want to give them to her now. 

I tilt my head to look at her. “Can I give you an 'I owe you?', I really have to leave.” 

She purses her lips and shakes her head. “Nope. You want me to let you in? Well, that goes both ways.” 

She plants a soft kiss on my shoulder and I curse under my breath when my dick twitches and my heart jumps. 

She traces the outline of the scripture from the tattoo on my back. “I've never seen this one before.” 

“It's from the Green Mile, by Stephen King.” I reluctantly plop back down on the bed. She hops off my back and climbs onto my lap instead. I bite my lip and suppress a groan because having her in my lap right now isn't such a good thing. 

It makes me want to find another way to escape, especially since she's insistent that I don't leave. 

She's off limits; forbidden fruit, I remind myself. Although every second that passes between us makes it harder and harder for that to sink in. 

She looks up at me and searches my eyes. “I didn't know you liked to read.”

“I used to like to read,” I correct her. “See? There's a truth for you.” 

“Tell me more.” 

I grab her hips and shift us so I'm sitting against the headboard. “What do you want to know?” 

Her eyes never leave mine. “I want to know what your nightmare was about.” 

Yeah, should have seen that coming from a mile away. 

“It wasn't a nightmare exactly. It was a flashback, sort of. It starts off with a flashback that twists itself into a nightmare and then ends with another flashback...if that makes any sense.” 

Her head falls against my chest and she wraps her arms around me. Then she begins drawing little circles up and down my arms in a soothing manner. 

I suck in air and I know my heart's pounding like a jackhammer. 

I'm torn because I don't hate the feeling. I'm just not used to anyone touching me like this. 

My mother had her nice moments...when she was sober. Moments where she acted like I was her son. Moments where I believed she really cared. 

But the one thing my mother never did was hug me, or show me any kind of affection. Usually, she was too strung out and ripping into me about hating me so much because of who I am. 

Which of course, she was more than justified for. 

And as far as DeLuca goes. The only kind of contact we've ever had was a few fist's to the face. 

The bottom line is that I've always been a lone-wolf. 

Most people belong to packs, usually their family or circle of friends. 

It gives them a sense of belonging and in turn, it teaches them how to build human basic connections and from there they establish things like trust and love. 

But me? 

I've never belonged anywhere. 

How could I? 

My conception didn't result from a basic human connection. It resulted from an animal who stripped a woman of the rights to her own body without remorse. 

I'm the epitome of an abomination. 

I never once felt like part of a pack, like I ever belonged.

At least, I didn't until Tyrone, Jackson and Momma came along. 

They're the closest thing I have to a family and if they find out the truth...I'll lose them. 

I've never felt included or wanted before them...and I think it's why on some level, I understand what Lou-Lou means when she says that she loves DeLuca, even if it makes her a monster. 

I'll never love DeLuca...but try as I might, I can't deny there's a small part of me that wants him to accept me and wants him to love me. 

Because no one else ever has before. 

Lou-Lou squeezes me tighter and plants another kiss on my shoulder. “Tell me what happened, Ricardo. I won't judge you.” 

I swallow down the lump forming in my throat before I tell her something I've never told anyone else. 

I tell her about Graham and the little girl in my nightmares. 

 

 Chapter 16 (Lou-Lou)

 

I feel tears sting the corners of my eyes and the only thing I can do is keep hugging him. 

I know DeLuca does disgusting, horrific, deplorable things...but with the exception of what he's done to me, I've never had to witness his brutal acts first hand. 

Not like Ricardo. 

No wonder he has nightmares. 

And my god, that poor little girl. 

Obviously, I don't feel bad that my own father is dead...he deserved it. The only remorse I feel is due to the fact that I didn't witness it with my own eyes.

That said, my heart aches for that little girl. From the sounds of it, she had a father who really loved her. 

The way a father is supposed to love their little girl. 

Jealousy rears its ugly head, but instead of giving into it and turning into a bitch in order to protect me from these hurt feelings... I take a breath. 

And that's when I realize there's nothing to be jealous of because there's no doubt in my mind that little girl is damaged and that is something I can identify with. 

I'm not the only person who's ever been hurt in this world. 

I look up at Ricardo, his eyes are closed and his brows are drawn together, no doubt reliving his nightmare in his head again. 

That's when I remember what I heard him scream before he woke up. 

I blow out another breath and fidget with my hands, unsure of whether I should push him because I really don't want to hurt him. I just want to know what his demons are.

I want to know him, period.

I run my hand along his cheek. “Can I ask you something?”

“You can ask me anything.” He leans into my touch and my heart flutters like the wings of a hummingbird. 

I never thought I'd be able to touch a man and enjoy it. I never thought I'd be able to trust a man again. 

The last thing I want to do is hurt him right now but I really want to know. “Why were you screaming the words 'I'm sorry, Mommy' right before you woke up?”  

His face contorts in anguish and I want to kick myself for doing that to him. “You don't have to tell me,” I say. “I don't want to push you.” 

He lifts my hand off his cheek and intertwines our fingers together. “I pushed you the other night. You have every right to push me back. We are a team after all.” 

He inhales deeply. “Besides, I meant what I said when I told you I wanted complete honesty between us. I have no right to expect that of you if I can't give it back to you. Right?” 

My stomach knots because there will always be that one lingering secret between us. 

But it's for his own benefit. 

“Right,” I say. 

“I want to tell you but I don't think I can have you touch me while I say it, Lou-Lou.” 

His jaw locks and I quickly get off his lap because it's not often that I see him angry and I'm nervous.  

“I know you love DeLuca,” he starts. My stomach drops because it's both true and not true. 

“I know you accept that he's a mobster, a murderer, and overall one of the worst human beings that ever lived.” His eyes lock with mine. “But he's also a rapist.” 

My lower lip trembles and my head starts spinning. 

All I can think is—how did he find out? 

My hands fly to my face. “I'm so sorry I didn't—”

“Know?” he interjects. “I didn't think so.” 

Yeah, that's not what I was going to say. I was going to say—'I'm so sorry I didn't tell you, I was trying to keep you safe.' 

His statement is like a drop kick to the chest because that means DeLuca's done it to others. Not just me. 

I drop my head into my hands and start shaking because there's a gnawing inner voice inside me that warns, 'this man is not your savior...he is your undoing.'

“Whoa, breathe,” Ricardo says. He looks like he wants to touch me but I back away. “Give me a second. I need to wrap my head around this.” 

It's not a lie...I really do need to wrap my head around how the hell I'm going to process this. 

My world is crashing around me. I'm wobbling on my tightrope and I don't know how to right myself. 

I guess in my fucked up head I thought him killing my father somehow canceled out what he did to me in the conference room that day. 

I was so grateful that he killed him, I kept convincing myself that I provoked him. 

I kept telling myself that if I didn't go off on him...he would have told me that he was planning on killing my father after the election. 

I kept telling myself that if I didn't provoke him...he never would have done that to me. 

I kept telling myself throughout the years that my Bruno made a mistake in the heat of the moment in the conference room...because how can a man be capable of that when he saved me from what he did. 

Murder, mayhem, crime. That's all part of mob life...it comes with the territory. It's easy to delude myself about that shit. 

I know what Bruno is...he never hid it from me. 

But hearing that he did this to someone else? That pill is too hard to swallow right now. 

Because that means that tiny bit of goodness the 15-year-old me saw in him, the reason I fell in love with him...doesn't exist anymore. 

It means it never did. 

“H-how do you know this?” 

Maybe Ricardo's mistaken...maybe he just assumes this about him because of who he is. 

He draws in a ragged breath. “Because he raped my mother.” He looks so dejected it causes me pain. “And I'm the fucked up consequence of it, Lou-Lou.” 

His words hang in the silence like a thick cloud of darkness between us. 

I'm the first to speak. “I'm sorry.” 

And I am. I'm so fucking sorry for the pain this causes him and the further pain I'm about to cause him when I ask these questions...but I have to know. 

I have to know their history because something tells me...it might determine mine. 

“How—” I swallow and try again. “How did they meet? Did she know him? Did—”

“She was his high school sweetheart.” The look I give him causes him to pause for a moment. “I know—it's hard to picture DeLuca having a high school sweetheart.”

“I guess that explains why he killed her the way he did. He really did love her.” 

“He killed her because of me, Lou-Lou,” he says gruffly. “He killed her because I told him I wouldn't be him and that he was no longer my father after what he did to Graham and that little girl. He killed her to teach me a lesson.” 

“Ricardo, I know it's hard for you to believe. But he killed her...it wasn't your fault. That's on him.” 

He shrugs off my words. “Anyway, you want to know the truth don't you?” 

I give him a small nod because it's all I can manage. 

“I don't know much because most of what I do know...I had to decipher through her jumbled ramblings and screams while she was high. When I was in the fight club I was forced to use whatever I could as my fuel to survive in the cage...that's when the flashbacks and nightmares started.” 

Jesus, I knew the cage was savage and brutal...but this brings it to a whole new level. 

I can't even imagine what stakes you have to be up against to be forced to reach into your subconscious and pull something like that out in order to make it out alive. 

He runs a hand through his hair. “My mother had a tough life growing up. Her family was poor, her father had left her and there were plenty of nights where one of her mother's boyfriends would beat on her or worse. She met DeLuca in high school after his father moved them here from Italy.”

“That explains how he not only has ties to the five families in America...but also the original mafia that started in Sicily.”

“Yup,” Ricardo says. “Long story short—they met, and he wooed her by killing one of her mother's boyfriends in cold blood after he crawled through her window one night and caught him beating on her.” 

He hikes a shoulder up. “He became her hero after that because my mother never had anyone—”

Ricardo stops and I gasp. I know he's thinking what I'm thinking. Different stories…but similar nonetheless. 

His eyes scan my face. “I can stop. In fact, maybe it's best—”

“Please don't.”

I need to know what happened. I need to know my fate. 

“Over time, she realized that he was only becoming more evil. She realized that she needed to get away from him.  So she came up with a plan. She was still young, 24 actually—” He pauses again because it's all too fucking eerie. “When she realized she had a perfect way out.” 

“How? What was it?” He looks taken back and it's only then I realize how desperate my tone is. 

“Um—” He swallows. “Well, you see; the DeLuca's are cursed. Some ancient bullshit curse that started in Italy.” He rolls his eyes. ”I don't believe in it—it's a bunch of hocus pocus. However, legend says that DeLuca men can only produce one child. Some say it's the way of the universe 'righting' itself and warding off so much evil in the world.” 

Chills creep up my spine and I suppress a shudder as he continues. “My mother knew DeLuca wanted a child. He wanted lots of them actually. So, she decided to save up whatever money she could and bribe a doctor to falsify records claiming she was infertile.” 

I throw my hand over my mouth...that's a bit diabolical and a bit brilliant. 

“So that's what she did to escape? She claimed she was infertile?” 

The wheels are spinning in my head because Bruno's never spoken of this 'curse' before. 

In fact, he once told me how happy it would make him if I were to bear his child. 

He also warned me that if he ever found out that I somehow obtained birth control...he'd slit my throat and throw my corpse off the Brooklyn bridge.  

There's no way Bruno believes in this curse, either.  

Maybe there's hope for me yet. Maybe I can do what she did and he'll let me go for good. 

Ricardo gives me a strange look. “Well, yeah,” he says. “But it didn't work.” 

His face falls and I feel like such a bitch for ever feeling an ounce of possible hope for me while hearing this horrible story. 

“He let her go at first...just like she wanted. His father wouldn't allow him to marry an 'infertile whore' as he put it, so DeLuca had to get rid of her. But—” His face contorts in a mixture of both anger and sadness. 

I already know the ominous end to this story. “But he found out that she lied,” I finish for him. 

Because somehow...Bruno always finds out. There's no deceiving him or tripping him up. 

“Yeah,” he says. “And his punishment came in the form of a brutal rape. After that, he left her alone. That is until one of his men reported that he stumbled upon some kid playing ball in the Bronx who happened to have his eyes.”

He hangs his head. “In between all that...my mother became a heroin addict because of all the pain he caused her. The heroin brought out her true feelings regarding me and how I was conceived. What she said and did when she was high made me realize what happened. And when DeLuca came for me, he confirmed they were high school sweetheart's and told me what she did to deceive him. I went with him willingly because I didn't want him to hurt her again.”

His eyes become glassy. “I wish I was never born. Then I wouldn't have hurt her either.”

My heart plummets. Ricardo didn't ask to be the product of such a despicable act. 

He looks down, appearing to be fighting to keep it together. 

That's when I realize that he's never told another soul about this. He's kept it all bottled up inside in a tomb of shame. 

If there's one thing I can do right now to help him through this...it's this. 

I throw my arms around him and squeeze him tighter than I ever have. 

“Please don't wish that,” I say, my voice cracking. “Because I need you. I need you in ways I never knew existed.”

He pulls back and cups both my cheeks which are now damp with tears. “I'm so glad you were born, Ricardo. And even though you think being born destroyed her—I'm pretty sure it's saving me.”

He leans forward until our foreheads are touching. I feel the electrical charge that causes a shift between us. My mouth becomes dry, my pulse begins to race and I stop breathing altogether. 

His eyes drop to my mouth before he tilts his face and moves closer.

I know what's about to happen. 

What I don't know is how I'll be able to stop him from crossing this line. 

Because I want him to. Good god in heaven do I want him to kiss me.

I want him to be my first kiss, my last kiss, and every single kiss in between for the rest of my life. 

Dread fills my stomach because I know his kiss will be all of those things for me. 

And his kiss will be my downfall. 

I'll never be able to go back to DeLuca. I'll never be able to let him touch me and I'll  certainly never be able to tell him that I love him. 

I'll never be able to pretend again. 

And I'll never forgive myself if DeLuca figures out that the reason I can't do any of those things anymore is because of his own son. 

And Ricardo will never forgive me when DeLuca kills Jackson and Tyrone because of it. 

As much as I want this...I don't want to hurt him more. 

I have to make Ricardo think I'm still in love with DeLuca. This way I can push him away without losing him altogether. 

“No. You—c-can't,” I stutter because it hurts to utter those false words. 

“Okay,” he says. “I already told you, I'll never take what you don't give me and I meant it.” 

He backs away and I feel the immediate pang from the loss. 

“Please, don't leave—” I can't even finish that statement because I'm two seconds away from becoming a sobbing mess all over again. 

“I'm not leaving. Come here,” he says, gesturing to his lap. 

I make the few short movements over to him until I'm snuggling against his chest and he's rocking me in his arms. 

He flicks off the light beside the bed and sifts his fingers through my hair, lulling me to sleep. “I would give you everything if I could, Ricky,” I whisper before I close my eyes. 

[image:  ]

Sunlight streams in through the curtains, baking the room in a mid-morning summer glow. 

We must have changed positions in our sleep because his front is against my back and his perfectly sculpted muscular arm is draped across my waist.

I'm breathing hard and fast when I realize that the hardness I feel pressed against my backside is him. 

I angle my head to look at him. His eyes are closed, his brows are furrowed and his mouth is parted slightly. 

In other words, he's asleep and completely unaware of the visceral reaction he's currently awakening in me. 

It's definitely something I've never felt before. 

I can't help but swivel my hips ever so slightly against him. My breath hitches when I realize just how long and thick he is. 

And...wait a minute....is that?

Oh dear god who art in heaven, I'm pretty sure his cock is pierced. 

I bite my lip to suppress a moan. Before I can stop myself, I'm sweeping my shorts and panties to the side because I need to find a way to relieve this ache. 

Doing this while he's sleeping next to me is almost as good as the real thing. 

Yeah right...who am I kidding? 

It's a piss poor substitute but since I can't have everything...it's better than nothing. 

I'm half astonished and half embarrassed when I slip a finger inside myself and discover how wet I am. 

It goes without saying that I've never been wet like this. I've also never been evoked to touch myself before. 

And because I'm a masochist, I gyrate my hips against him again.

Only this time, I hear a low and husky groan that sends bolts of desire straight to my sex. 

Embarrassed beyond all belief, I quickly remove my hand.

He leans into my neck and inhales deeply. His stubble prickles my skin making my nipples pucker. 

“Figures you'd smell like vanilla and cherries,” he rasps. 

I want to tell him it's just my body wash but his fingers begin stroking down the side of my waist and I forget the entire English language. 

His lips skim the spot just under my ear and he inhales me again. “Why'd you stop playing with your pussy?” he growls low and deep. 

I blush a thousand shades of red due to his accusation and his words.

“Me? What? No. I wasn't—” I start to say, until he grabs me and flips me so I'm under him. 

His eyes darken. “You weren't touching yourself?”

I shake my head and swallow hard because I don't trust myself to speak right now. 

His lips hover over my ear. “You sure about that?” He licks the shell of my ear and I arch against him. “Are you absolutely positive you weren't touching yourself while thinking about all the things I could do to you?” I shiver and his voice drops to a whisper. “All the things I want to do to you.”

The only answer I can muster is a whimper.

He reaches for my hand and gives me a cocky smirk. “What did I tell you about lying to me, Lou-Lou?”

I open my mouth but slam it shut because my body won't let me speak and ruin this. 

“Last chance,” he warns before bringing my hand to his mouth.

A moan escapes my lips when he sucks on the finger that was inside me. 

I can't even be embarrassed anymore because all I feel is this impenetrable desire he's igniting in me. 

He groans and closes his eyes. My eyes dance over his rock hard abs and muscular thighs which are unfortunately covered by a pair of boxers. 

“Fuck,” he rasps while sucking my finger again. 

Before I can stop myself I whisper, “How do I taste?”

He props himself up on his forearms and his breath tickles my ear. “Fucking incredible.” He licks and nips at my neck. “But—”  His eyes rake up and down my body. “That's the thing about forbidden fruit. It always tastes the sweetest.” 

I mewl when our hips brush and I feel his dick pressing against my stomach. Our eyes lock and he shifts and thrusts into me. “Tell me you want this. Tell me you want me, Lou-Lou.” 

I can't lie to him. 

“I w—” 

The sound of my phone ringing catches both of us off guard. 

There's only two people who have this number—Ricardo who's very much in front of me right now and Bruno. 

Ricardo narrows his eyes. “You gonna answer that?” 

“I have to.” I reach for my phone and bring it to my ear. “Hello.”

“Bambina,” his gritty voice greets me. 

Ricardo makes no move to adjust himself or move from his position. He's watching my every move intently, appearing to be fighting the urge to jump through the phone and kill DeLuca on the other line. 

“Hey. How's Italy?”

“Don't know,” he answers. “Because I'm sitting outside your apartment complex. You have three minutes to meet me down here or I'm coming up to get you.” 

My eyes open wide and nerves scrape up and down my spine. I push Ricardo off me. “I'll be down there in two.”

“I'm in the town car.”

“Okay—see you soon.” I ignore the look Ricardo's giving me and scramble out of bed. 

“See you soon what?”

“I'll see you soon, Mio amore,” I say before I hang up. 

Ricardo reaches for my arm but I twist out of his grasp. “He's here. Like downstairs here. I have to go.” 

He grabs his own phone off the nightstand. “I'll call him and make something up. I'll cover for you. You don't have to see him right now.” 

“Are you out of your mind?” I scream. “Of course, I have to see him. He's downstairs right now. He's expecting me to meet him down there in two—” I look at the clock on the nightstand. “One minute.” 

I reach for the doorknob but he spins me around to face him. 

“I can get you out of seeing him.” He holds my gaze. “You have a choice to make. You either want to stay up here with me or you want to go downstairs to see him.” His jaw tics. “What do you want, Lou-Lou?” 

If only it were that simple. I close my eyes and recall all the reasons this can't be. 

“I'm sorry. This was a mis—” I pause because I can't bring myself to say that lie. “I have to go see him,” I finish. 

He yanks the door open, his expression hard and unyielding. 

My stomach sinks and I open my mouth to somehow fix this but he cuts me off. “Go. Just go.” 

With a heart full of lead I run out the door and downstairs. 

I see the town car circling the parking lot and breathe a sigh of relief that it has tinted windows. 

I wouldn't even begin to know how to explain this to Tyrone or Jackson if they spotted me. 

Come to think of it, it's a little risky DeLuca's even here right now. 

Tyrone and Jackson seeing me with him would blow his whole plan to smithereens. 

And there's no way in hell they wouldn't tell Ricardo about seeing me with him, since according to Ricardo they both know he works for DeLuca. And if that happens, it would definitely put the kibosh on Ricardo and I working together. They'd think I was setting him up and if Ricardo continued 'seeing me' anyway, they'd think he was crazy and wonder what was really going on. 

Christ this whole situation is such a mess. 

The car stops and I pull open the door. With sweaty palms, I slide into the backseat. DeLuca pushes the button and the divider separating us from the driver goes up. 

He appraises me and lifts an eyebrow. 

Oh, god. He must smell the almost sex I was about to have coming off me. 

I'm dead. 

“I take it you just crawled out of bed?” 

Yes...yes I did. Your son's bed. 

 “I—” My voice comes out like a squeak and he pins me with a stare. 

I never act this nervous around him. 

But then again, I've never had anything I'd actually miss if he killed me. Never had anything I was willing to protect with my own life before.

His eyes drop down to my chest and I swear he's calculating my breaths...deciding which one will be my last. 

The corners of his lips turn up. “You're still wearing your pajamas.” 

“Huh?” 

I look down at my tank top and silk sleep shorts. “Oh, yeah. Wow, would you look at that.”

If he notices the sudden relief in my voice, he doesn't let on. 

Instead, his eyes flash and he licks his lips. 

Oh, no. 

Yeah, Bruno wasn't 'on' to me at all...he's fucking turned on by me. 

My stomach resembles the titanic being submerged into the Atlantic. 

He pats his thigh, summoning me to him. 

Bile burns my throat and I try to think of a way to get out of having his hands on me. 

His touch will undo Ricardo's...his touch will make my skin crawl. 

He snaps his fingers. “Now.”

I hang my head and close my eyes as he proceeds to reach across the seat and haul me onto his lap. 

He grabs my thigh and I snap my head up. “What the fuck is going on with you, Lucianna?” 

I wince when he tightens his hold on me. “Nothing,” I say. 

His grip becomes so tight I know it's going to leave a bruise. “Y-you're hurting me, Bruno.”

“That's the point. Now tell me why you're acting so strange?”

I need to think of something...fast.

“Because I can't take having your hands on me when I'm supposed to be seducing Tyrone and Jackson.” 

He narrows his eyes and I quickly twist on his lap and grab his cheeks. “It makes me feel like I'm disrespecting you and what we have. It makes me feel wrong because I belong to you and only you, mio amore.”

I add a sniffle for dramatic effect. 

His eyes soften and he pulls me into a hug. “I'm so sorry my beautiful, Lucianna,” he says. “I didn't take into consideration how hard this would be for you.”

My cheek rubs against the material of his suit and I stifle a gag. “It's so hard, I hate it.” I add another sniffle. “I love you so much, Bruno.” 

He stills himself. “Are you crying?”

Shit...I took it too far. I never cry...or at least, I didn't. Bruno knows this. 

I look down and sure enough, there really is a damp spot forming on his suit jacket because of my tears. 

This is bad...real bad. 

“I'm sorry. I didn't—” 

He puts his finger over my lips and studies my face. “You really do love me, don't you, Bambina?” 

“So much,” I lie.

My self-preservation is back with a vengeance...but it's not only myself I'm worried about anymore. 

He reaches for my hand and kisses the underside of my wrist. “I guess it's a good thing I came here to see you this morning after all.” 

“What do you mean? Not that I'm not happy you did.”

He pulls out a thick and gaudy gold bracelet loaded with diamonds. I never wear jewelry—I hate it and that's something he should know. Every trinket he's ever given me ends up in a jewelry box.

And if I did wear jewelry? I most definitely would not wear this hideous  monstrosity. 

He fastens the bracelet around my wrist and kisses it. “You don't have to seduce them anymore. Happy birthday, Bambina.” 

Before I can question him further, he's fastening a diamond and gold choker around my neck as well. 

Great, this must be my fucking collar. 

“Do you like it? I picked it up for you in Italy.”

I finger the choker on my neck...fitting name for it because it's definitely choking me right now. “It's beautiful. But um...my birthday isn't for another 3 days.” 

He sighs. “I know that. I know every single thing about you. However, this was the only time I could get away from conducting my business in Italy. I'll be going back shortly.” 

“Oh?” I question. “What exactly are you doing there, anyway?” 

I cover my mouth when I realize my mistake. “Sorry, mio amore. It's none of my business.” 

He smirks. “You know, you're more obedient now. I think I like the effects you being here is having on you after all.” My cheeks burn and anger flares but I stuff it down. 

If he likes me being here he'll let me stay longer. 

I mentally smack myself when I realize what he said before. “So, you don't want me to seduce Jackson and Tyrone anymore? Does that mean I'll be going back to the Hamptons tonight?” 

I try to make myself sound happy at the prospect but it feels like the choker tightens around my neck. 

He takes a cigar out of his pocket and lights it. “I need you to stay here for a little while longer. But your sole focus won't be seducing them anymore.” 

“Wait...am I supposed to seduce them or not? I'm confused.” 

He rolls the cigar around before taking a puff. “I don't want you to change your behavior...I still want you to flirt with them and rile them up. I just don't want you dropping to your knees for them, understand me?” 

I nod and blow the smoke out of my face. “Not that I'm not happy about the sudden change of plans and all. But can I ask why the plan has changed?” 

He stares me down. “A number of factors.” He rubs his chin. “The first plan didn't work out quite like I'd hoped.” 

I start panicking. “I'm sorry, mio amore. It's only been a couple of weeks...” I start rattling off. 

“I didn't say I was displeased about the sudden turn of events, Lucianna,” he snaps and I shut my mouth. “In fact, I'm very pleased by your loyalty to me.” 

He grabs the back of my neck and pulls my face close to his. “I know without a shadow of a doubt now that we are meant to be.” 

“Of course, we're meant to be,” I whisper while looking down because there's no way I can look at him and say that. 

“What do you need me to do, Bruno?” 

“I want you to be my little spy.” 

“I thought I was already doing that?” 

His eyes darken. “I want your main focus to be on my son.” 

All the air leaves my lungs and I begin suffocating. I wave my hand around the smoke from his cigar, blaming it on that. 

“Why do you need me to focus on him?”

He huffs and pushes a button beside him, letting some of the smoke clear out. “My son called me the other night.” 

This is complete news to me. “He did?” 

“Yes,” he says. “We spoke for awhile. And do you know what he ended our conversation with?” 

When I don't answer, he continues, “He said—I'll see you when you get home from Italy....Babbo.” 

I open my mouth to ask what the big deal is but I close it when he says. “He hasn't addressed me as his Babbo since he was a boy, a teenager.”

Damn, Ricardo wasn't kidding about his plan. 

DeLuca's eyes light up and he grabs my chin. “I don't know what you've been doing to my son, Bambina but I need you to keep doing it.” 

Oh. Fuck. 

“What?” I screech. “I'm not doing—”

He gives me an odd look. “Ricardo tells me you've been singing my praises. He said you told him about how I saved you when you were a child.” His eyes soften. “I didn't ask you to do any of that but you did it anyway. You knew how important having my son look up to me is and you did that for me. Do you know how much that means to me?”

“I—” I'm at a loss for words. 

Ricardo's good. 

He puffs on his cigar and a smile spreads across his face. “I figure, if you keep working your magic on him, he'll be open to taking over the family business one day.” His smile turns wicked. “But I'm not stupid enough to believe his act for one goddamned second. Not until I have some solid proof.” 

My stomach turns sour. “How do you know it's an act maybe he—”

He turns his dark gaze on me. “Are you defending him to me?”

“No,” I say. “God, no. Bruno, I was only—”

“Well don't,” he snaps. “Really, you were doing so well, Lucianna.” 

“Sorry,” I say. “I know how important Ricardo is to you. I just...I want the best for you, mio amore. I want to see you happy.” 

“That's why I need you to stay here. Tell me if his new change of heart is genuine. Keep singing my praises. Make him see how important him being part of our family is.” He chuckles and snuffs out his cigar. “After all, you will be his step-mother one day.” 

I slip a finger under my new choker, hoping to get some air.

I can't breathe. I'm suffocating. 

Oh god, I'm dying. 

I feel a hand pressing down on my back. “Before you get your hopes up, this is not a proposal. I need to know with utmost certainty that I can trust you before that happens.”

I somehow find my voice because I have no choice but to right now. This is survival. “You think you can't trust me?” 

He flicks a hand in my direction. “Of course, I can trust you. You wouldn't be alive if I couldn't. Because if I couldn't trust you...there's no way I could love you as much as I do. Stop being so fucking sensitive. There's a reason I've never taken a wife before is all I'm saying.”

Yeah, because you killed Ricardo's mom and any other female that crosses you. 

Hell, anyone that crosses you...period.

“And to answer your question,” he says. “I'm visiting with family in Italy.” He snarls. “Taking care of some old family business.”

I have no idea what he's talking about but the look on his face tells me not to question him further about it. 

He skims the side of my breast and I try not to wince. “I won't be here for your birthday and I'm sorry about that. But I hope you like the jewelry I got you.” 

“It's beautiful,” I lie. “Thank you.” 

He pulls the straps to my tank top down and cups both my breasts while I fight back vomit. “You gonna show me how much you like it, Bambina?” he sneers. “You gonna let me fuck you the way I deserve to without all that shit in your system this time?”

I close my eyes so he doesn't see the tears welling in them. I don't know if I can do this without drugs...but I have to. 

I know he'll most likely give them to me if I ask but I promised Ricardo I wouldn't. 

“Okay,” I choke out. I lower my tank top past my breasts. “Do as you wish, Bruno.” 

I feel his hot breath on my nipples and the tremors start to take over. 

I feel the shame and the dirtiness wash over me. 

God, how I wish I was free from this prison. 

“I'm sorry, Mr. DeLuca,” a voice interrupts on the intercom. “But your son is on the phone. I'm transferring it to your cell. He says it's important.” 

I take a deep breath and my tears change to those of happiness. 

Bruno makes a sound from somewhere deep in his throat before yanking his phone out of his pocket. 

“What?” he grumbles. 

I take the opportunity to slip my top back up. 

“Is that one of your town cars in the parking lot of my apartment complex?” I hear Ricardo's voice ask. 

Bruno shifts in his seat. “Yeah. Why? Am I in violation of some sort of parking code?” he spits out sarcastically. 

Ricardo laughs but it doesn't sound sincere at all. It sounds downright sinister. “No, but you are violating what's mine.”

DeLuca looks confused and I'm sure my eyes bug out of my head. 

Jesus Christ...he's going to get me killed.

“What?” DeLuca sneers.

“My mustang,” Ricardo says, his tone much lighter now. “Your car is blocking my baby. I'd say that's a pretty serious violation, Babbo.”

My chest spasms when reality sets in. Of course, he's referring to his mustang and not me...because I'll never be his. 

DeLuca shakes his head in frustration. There's no doubt in my mind that Ricardo's attempt at a joke has thrown him off. “Why didn't you just tell the driver to move?” 

“Well, I wanted to talk to you. I figured since you're here we could grab a bite to eat. Sit down and talk about the club and stuff.” 

Bruno crinkles his brows and checks his watch. “Fuck.” He presses a button and the divider comes back down. “I can't. I'm going back to Italy. My pilot should be clearing for takeoff any minute.” 

“That's a shame. Maybe when you get back. Have a safe flight,” Ricardo says before he hangs up. 

Bruno mutters something about Mustang's being stupid under his breath before he looks at me. “I'm sorry, Bambina. I have to leave.” 

I try to look sad but I can barely contain the smile on my face. “It's okay. I know you have to take care of business. When will I see you again?” 

He kisses my forehead. “I'll be back the third week of August. So a little over three weeks. I know it's a long time but it's important I take care of this.” He kisses my hand. “I want to ensure our future together is the very best one.”

I couldn't care less what he has to take care of in Italy, I'm just happy he'll be gone for a few more weeks. 

I have my freedom, even if it's only for a little while longer. 

The car begins to move and I climb off his lap.  I reach for the door handle but he pulls me back to him. “I love you, Lucianna.”

Christ, it's like he can't get enough of saying that lately. 

“I'll see you when you get back, mio amore.”

The car pulls around to the front of the complex but DeLuca yells at the driver so he pulls the car toward the back of the building. 

I step out but his voice halts me. “You really like your new jewelry?” 

“Of course.” 

His gaze cuts right through me. “Then I expect you to never take it off. And by expect...I mean don't.” 

It's only when I close the door and the car pulls away that I realize. 

I'm not free at all. 

My new jewelry is bugged. He wasn't joking about using me to spy on Ricardo. 

It's also how he's going to be spying on me as well. 

The next thought slams through me and I want to put my fist through a wall. 

There's no doubt in my mind that if he bugged my jewelry, my phone is bugged too. 

Which means I have no way of warning Ricardo about it.   

My heart pulls when I realize that whatever was happening between us has officially ended. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Chapter 17 (Ricardo)

 

“Thanks, Emilio. I owe you. Let me know when you drop him off at the airport,” I say before hanging up the phone. 

Every minute that went by while she was with him in that car made me want to kill someone...namely him. 

Then when Emilio text me to let me know their talking had suddenly stopped...I saw red. 

Just like now as I'm watching her walk up the stairs and she proceeds to ignore me while making a beeline for her apartment. 

We didn't leave off on the best of terms but that was her doing. 

She didn't trust me to get her out of seeing him...which means she wanted to see him. 

She didn't choose me...but then again, she already told me she never would. 

Beside me, Tyrone gives me a smirk. “Trouble in paradise already?” 

Jackson hikes his gym bag up his shoulder and whistles. “Shit, Ricardo. How much does DeLuca pay you to coach us?”

“What?” 

Tyrone laughs. “Damn, I know every kiss begins with Kay...and with that bling around her neck...you'd think home girl would break you off a few instead of blatantly ignoring you.”  

That's when I notice the very expensive designer necklace she's wearing. 

“It's not Kay. It's Buccellati.”

And it's hideous...no doubt custom designed by DeLuca himself. 

It's also something the Lou-Lou that I've come to know wouldn't wear. 

I've never seen her wear jewelry...which means she most likely doesn't like it all that much. 

She tries to get her key in the lock but it slips due to her hands shaking. I grit my teeth when I notice she's wearing a matching bracelet.  

“I'll meet you at the gym,” I say in their direction before heading over to her. 

“Are you okay?”  

Her big doe eyes dart around wildly and she gives me a subtle shake of her head. “Yeah. I'm fine.”

Her mixed signals tell me that she's obviously trying to warn me of something, but what? 

I take another step forward. “Are you sure?”

“I already told you, I'm fine. Happy even, seeing as I just saw mio amore.” My stomach knots, I've never hated a set of words more in my life. “I really miss him. I love him so much,” she adds to drive the knife in deeper.

I ignore the way my guts twist and notice how her eyes keep pleading with me to stay back and keep my distance. 

That's when it hits me. 

He bugged her new jewelry. And I have no way of knowing whether it's audio, video, or both. 

By the looks of it, neither does she. 

She subtly taps the cellphone in her pocket with the hand not wearing the bracelet. I'd already figured out awhile ago that her phone was bugged and he was most likely reading any text messages and listening to any phone calls she made. 

I wouldn't put anything past him. That's why I made sure to get Jackson and Tyrone burner phones with specific instructions not to ever use it or turn it on unless it was an absolute emergency.

I want to kick myself for not getting her a burner phone. Then again, what use would it be now? If her jewels are bugged with a video camera he would see it. 

“Well in that case, I'm going to head to the gym.” 

“Have fun,” she says. 

Her eyes close and she draws in a shaky breath. No, she can't fall apart now. 

If he's taken it to this extreme, chances are he already suspects something's up with her. 

Or me. 

Or worst of all...me and her. 

Motherfucking shit. 

No, there's no way he would know about that. 

Just to be sure, I need to channel the old Lou-Lou. At least, until I can figure a way out of this mess. 

I reach for her hand and she hesitates for a moment too long before finally pulling back. “What are you doing?” she hisses. 

I lift her bracelet up to inspect it. “Having a look at your new gifts.”

She stares at me wide-eyed but I ignore her. “I can't believe my father spent so much money on one of his sugar baby's.” 

She doesn't react like I expect or want her to. Her lower lip trembles and she looks ashamed. 

No wonder DeLuca suspects something. She's not behaving like she used to. 

I fight the urge to hold her in my arms because if this is DeLuca's new way of testing me and her because he suspects something, this needs to be done. 

I drop her wrist. “It's grotesque.” I give her a dirty look. “But then again...he's always had bad taste.”

With that, I walk away and hope to god she knows it was all an act. 
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“Christ, Ricardo!” Jackson yells. 

I ignore him because I don't see or hear Jackson right now.

He tries to move around the ring and dodge me but he's too slow. 

I jab him again...and again...and again. 

And when that's not enough, I send a hard uppercut to his face. 

“Just trying to prepare you for the fight on Saturday.” 

I send another uppercut to his face and blood trickles out of his mouth.

Tyrone yells something on the sidelines but I pay him no mind. 

I cock my hand back and deliver what's known as the 'Haymaker'. It's a power punch that's usually used as a finishing move when your opponent has grown weaker and is less likely to issue a counter. 

His face bounces off my fist and he staggers back against the ropes.

“There won't be a fight if you kill me, motherfucker,” Jackson roars before sending a straight punch to my ribs. 

Tyrone jumps in the ring and stands between us while cursing up a storm. 

That's when I realize where I am. 

It's not so much Jackson's punch that did it, although he most likely just broke one of my ribs...it's his words that zap me back to reality. 

And all the blood. 

Fuck, I took it too far. I've never acted like this in the ring with them. I'm their coach, I'm not supposed to. 

Shit, if it was anyone other than Jackson in the ring with me I could have killed them. 

Tyrone gives me a look I've never seen before. “What the fuck, man!” he shouts. 

He looks ready to go toe to toe with me on Jackson's behalf and that only makes me feel like even more of a shithead. 

Jackson gives me a look laced with pure malice before he spits blood at me. Then he steps to me. “Wanna make this personal, asshole? Because trust me, I can make this real fucking personal.” 

He taps the tattoo over his heart with his sister's name in warning before he charges in my direction. 

I'm not scared of him, but I know it's his way of telling me I've just brought out a side of him that shouldn't be brought out during training. 

It's a side he only lets out when he's in the cage...fighting for his life. 

It's his way of telling me that I just crossed the line. 

And he's right...I did. 

I brace myself but Tyrone pushes him at the last possible second. His gaze bounces back and forth between the both of us. 

“Knock this shit off!” he booms. “Y'all are my brothers and I'm not gonna let you destroy one another.” He takes out his cell phone and holds it in the air emphatically. “I'll call Momma. I swear it.”

For some reason, him threatening to call Momma on us makes us both laugh. 

“Fuck, Jackson,” I say. “ I'm sorry, man. I got carried away. I didn't...I didn't see you in the ring with me if that makes any sense.” 

Tyrone hands him a towel and he wipes his face. “It makes perfect sense, fucker. Believe me, I understand. What I don't understand is what the hell set you off in the first place.” He points to himself. “It's me. I'm not your fucking enemy. What gives?” 

He snorts. “Never mind I think we all know what's changed recently.” 

He throws his bloody towel down. “I don't want to be an asshole who gets involved in other people's relationships but there's something you need to know.” 

Tyrone starts waving his hands telling him to stop. 

Since my curiosity's been more than peaked, there's no way I'm letting this go. 

“What's that?” 

He lifts his chin and Tyrone curses under his breath. 

“Your girl is still hitting on me and Tyrone. I don't mean innocent flirting either. I mean, still making sexual advances. And if you don't believe me for whatever reason; you can ask that guy Luke and he'll tell you. He witnessed it happening on more than one occasion.” 

Dammit. 

I'm not mad. Lou-Lou's supposed to be doing that, it's part of the plan. I just never thought about how it would make me look.

Or feel.  

“Well, we're not serious,” I say. 

Jackson blows out a breath. “Look, brother. There's keeping shit casual and then there's looking like a chump.” He gestures between him and Tyrone. “We're your boys...the last people she should be hitting on is us.” 

Tyrone rubs the back of his neck and Jackson shrugs. “I'm not trying to judge, but if I was calling someone my girl, buying her expensive jewelry, and letting her stay at my apartment every night. You better believe I would never be okay with her trying to cozy up to some other guy. Or in this case, guys.” 

The worst part about what he's saying is that I have no argument... because it's exactly how I feel. 

I'm not okay with it. I'm not okay with any of this. 

Especially given the guy she's really cozying up to is my father. 

They turn to go in the locker room and I'm about to join them but my phone rings. 

I'm mildly confused as to why DeLuca's name is flashing across the screen...but then I realize. 

He has camera's in the gym. 

And that means he heard everything Jackson just said. 

 

 

 

 Chapter 18 (Ricardo)

 

“Yeah,” I answer. 

“Don't you 'yeah' me. Explain yourself...now,” he rumbles. 

I walk out of the gym and head to my car because the last thing I need is Tyrone and Jackson hearing this conversation. “What did you expect me to do, Babbo?” 

I hate calling him Babbo but I know hearing it makes him happy in some sick way. 

It makes him think there's a chance of me taking over for him one day. 

Too bad for him he doesn't stand a chance in hell. 

When he stays silent, I say, “You told me to look out for her, remember? You said that you didn't want anyone knowing she was tied to you because of your enemy's—those were your words. You also said you didn't want anyone taking advantage of her. You put me in a tough fucking spot. She's one girl surrounded by a bunch of men. How the hell am I supposed train Jackson and Tyrone, take care of the club and look out for your little girlfriend at all times?” 

I lock my jaw because I hate the next words coming out of my mouth. “You always told me the best way of commanding power was taking control of the situation first. You told me that a good business man looks at the big picture and makes the best overall decision for every possible problem that could potentially arise. You can be mad all you want, Babbo...but I took your advice. It was the only way to handle this situation and if you look at it from my perspective...you'd see that.” 

I grip the steering wheel. “There was no better way to protect her other than letting people think she was with me. There was no way to make sure she didn't wander off and get killed at night other than having her sleep on the couch in my apartment.” 

He stays silent for what feels like hours before he sighs. “You remember my advice?” 

I have to dig deep within myself to pull out my next words. “Yeah. I mean, it's pretty solid advice. I decided to put it to good use.”

He stays silent on the other line for another minute before saying, “I see now that I misconstrued the situation entirely. I realize that you were only doing what I asked you to do. You did the right thing. Good job, son. I'm proud of you.” 

I'm positive I must have misheard him. 

“Thanks,” I say because I'm still too stunned. 

“I have to go back to taking care of business but before I go, I think you should know something.” 

“What's that?” 

“Lucianna isn't my sugar baby,” he spits. “I don't appreciate you telling her such things. I thought you got along but I realize now that you don't care for her much at all. Therefore, I'm warning you, son. You better start being nice to her because she is sticking around,” he barks before he hangs up. 

I sit back in my seat and smile. 

DeLuca just showed his hand. 

There's no way Lou-Lou told him about our last conversation. 

DeLuca was so flustered he inadvertently let it slip that he's watching us. 

Now I need to figure out a way to get rid of those things. 

I don't even have to ask her to know he warned her not to take them off. Hell, he even prepared for one of them to malfunction at some point because she has not one, but two. 

And as much as I want to, I can't just rip them off of her. I have to be smart about it. 

It has to be something completely unexpected and smart enough to outsmart him.

I pound the steering wheel when it comes to me. 

It's a long shot but I recall the very blunt opinion Momma gave me about a certain redhead I was sleeping with awhile ago.

I pick up my phone and hope like hell Momma was right about her after all. 

 

 Chapter 19 (Lou-Lou)

 

I adjust my ring girl uniform and apply more concealer under my eyes. 

Not only have I been avoiding Ricardo because he showed his true colors to me the other day with his hurtful comments. I also haven't slept at Ricardo's for the past three nights...which means I really haven't slept at all. 

And right now? It shows. 

I stare at the choker in the mirror and fight the urge to give DeLuca the finger. 

I hate this fucking thing. 

I hate it so much that if a genie appeared and offered me three wishes for my birthday tonight...I'd use all three of them to wish for an hour of freedom without these godforsaken things. 

 I stifle a yawn and Luke gives me a look. “Long night?”

I nod because I don't feel like talking to him. I don't even know why he's in the dressing room with me right now anyway. 

On the bright side, he can't try anything because DeLuca will see it. 

He opens the door and gestures for me to get a move on. 

“Scarlet's already in the hallway waiting to go in the cage. I told you before, it's a special fight night. We need both of you on stage at the same time tonight.” 

I roll my eyes because this entire thing is so fucking stupid. There's no reason why two girls need to be in the cage holding cards at the same time. 

Luke's only doing this because the turnout tonight is huge and he thinks two ring girls in the cage will bring even more people in the next time. 

Apparently, DeLuca agrees.

I want to tell Luke that he's nothing but a lackey for a mob boss...not an aspiring business entrepreneur but I bite my tongue. 

Instead, I down the rest of my energy drink and walk past him. 

I glance at my watch and sigh. I wish Jackson's fight was over and I could go home. 

Instead, I have another 5 minutes left before it even starts. 

Scarlet's yakking away on her cell phone talking a mile a minute when I reach the hallway. 

Yup, what a great birthday this has turned out to be. 

Then again, I've never had a great birthday in my life. Why should this one be any different? 

I lean against the wall and rub my temples. This bitch is really giving me a headache. 

I'm about to tell her to shut up before I ram her cell phone where the sun doesn't shine but then she says something that causes my ears to tune into her conversation. 

“Don't get me wrong, girl. Ricardo's hot as hell.” She laughs. “I know right? And don't even get me started on the way he works that cock piercing of his...or the things he can do with his magic tongue...”

Jealousy burns through me like wildfire and I clench my fists. This bitch is gonna get it. 

But then I have to stop myself...DeLuca's watching me. 

And listening.

I close my eyes and try hard to look disinterested in her conversation.  

“One minute, ladies!” Luke shouts from somewhere far away. 

I'm eagerly waiting for Scarlet to get off her phone...but nope, she keeps at it. 

“Anyway, Ricardo is just a means to get closer to what I really want.” She giggles and the tiny hairs on my arms stand up. “Rumor has it he's close to Bruno DeLuca. Now, that man has more money and power than god. He's the big fish I'm really after. And if I play my cards right and keep playing the shit out of Ricardo like I have been...I'll reel DeLuca in and he'll be all mine.”

Oh, hell no. 

The announcer calls us out to the cage and Scarlet the manipulating bitch finally hangs up and puts her phone away.

She starts walking out to the cage and I'm right behind her...with smoke coming out of my ears. 

I'm so mad, I'm not even seeing red. 

I'm seeing black. 

And right now? I don't give a fuck about DeLuca watching me. 

How dare she use Ricardo like this. 

She enters the cage and waves to the crowd but I grab her by her stupid red hair and throw her down. 

I'm pretty sure the crowd lets out a collective gasp but I don't care. 

“What the fuck are you doing, you ugly midget whore?” she shouts while standing back up. 

“Shut up, Raggedy Ann!” I land a punch straight to her nose and she yelps. 

She staggers for a bit, then she bares her teeth and snarls.  

I'm so fucking ready. I've been ready to take this bitch down. 

She lunges at me and although she's much bigger than I am...I'm one heck of a scrappy fighter. 

I bring my elbow up and get her in between the ribs. I hear her breath leave her in one big whoosh and the crowd goes wild. 

I'm not done with her yet, though. Far from it. 

She pushes me before pulling me back and punching me square in the eye. 

Then she gives me a smirk. “Take that, slut.”

Little does she know she only made the fire inside me burn brighter. 

I attack her with everything I have. Punches, kicks, hell I even headbutt her. 

She takes a step back before falling down completely.

I don't waste the opportunity to finish her off. I climb right on top of her and unleash hell. 

I have so much anger and resentment brewing inside, it feels good to have an outlet for it. 

The crowd's cheers are insane and I'm relishing every single second of it. 

Until I feel someone yanking me off of her. 

I start kicking and twisting myself trying to get out of whatever pair of arms I'm currently in. 

“Damn, girl. You really put a hurtin' on her. You one of us now?” someone says in a southern twang. 

Since I have one eye out of commission, things are a little hazy. I tilt my head and realize it's Tyrone holding me back. 

However, the fights not drained out of me yet. 

“Christ,” Jackson mutters before helping Scarlet up. 

There's blood dripping down her face, staining her uniform, and collecting in a pool at her feet.

She looks at me and I give her a big ol' 'fuck you' smile. 

She tries to take a step toward me but Jackson holds her back. 

“Let her go, Jackson,” I say. 

She tries again to get out of Jackson's grasp and I start twisting and contorting myself out of Tyrone's. 

I have so much anger pulsing through me Tyrone's hold on me is slipping. 

The bitch bares her teeth again. “Just wait til I get my hands back on you, midget whore.” 

I fucking lose it. “Yeah? Well, come at me, Opie!” 

One arm breaks free from Tyrone's hold and I start swinging in her direction with it. 

Jackson pulls her back even further and the mob doctor enters the cage. 

I notice Ricardo walking out right behind him. 

And he looks pissed. 
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“Your little whore stole millions of dollars worth of jewelry from my bambina, Ricardo. And she gave her a goddamn black eye,” DeLuca's voice sneers over the loudspeaker. 

“It's not Scarlet's fault,” Ricardo snaps. “Black eye? You should see what your bambina did to her! Scarlet was attacked. You know, just like she attacked your poor maid that day. Her jealousy over you is out of control.” He pauses. “And it's your girlfriend's own fault that her jewelry is gone. She was throwing punches and kicks like a lunatic. It most likely fell off during the fight. You don't know for sure that it was Scarlet who stole it.  It could have been anyone.”

I make to stand because I want to punch Ricardo in the face but Luke clamps down on my shoulder and I have no choice but to stay in my seat. 

I settle for crossing my arms and glaring at him out of my good eye. 

“I know it was her!” DeLuca screams.

“How?” Ricardo counters. 

“It doesn't matter how. But she will be taken care of.” 

“Whoa, Babbo. Hold up. That's not going to happen. This is club business. I have a say in what happens to any and all employees. We made a deal.”

He mumbles something under his breath before saying, “Fine. But first, I want to know what my bambina wants. It is her birthday after all. How do you want me to handle this, Lucianna?”

Ricardo rolls his eyes and I flip him the bird. 

Wow, you really think you know someone. I can't believe I ever thought I could trust him. 

As usual, Bruno is the only one in my corner protecting me.  

“I want the bitch fired!” I yell. “She stole my beautiful jewelry.” 

I almost choke getting those words out but whatever, fuck Ricardo. 

“I already told you what I overheard her saying to her friend on the phone. She was trying to use you, mio amore. I had every right to kick her ass. Unlike some people...I protect what I love, always.”

For a moment, I swear I see Ricardo's jaw flex and his nostrils flare. 

“Well, it's not her decision,” Ricardo says. “We need to vote on it. You, me, and Luke—seeing as he's the ring girl supervisor. Majority rules regarding Scarlet getting fired or not.” 

“Fine,” DeLuca agrees. “I vote for her to be gone.” 

Ricardo stares at me. “I vote for her to stay.”

It would hurt less if he kicked me in the heart.  

Ricardo gestures to Luke. “What's your vote?” 

I turn in my seat to face him. I never thought I'd be in the position to have to beg him to do something for me. “Please,” I whisper. “I want her gone.” 

Luke gives me a smirk. “Okay. I'll do you a solid.” He looks at Ricardo. “Scarlet's fired.” 

Ricardo makes a face. “This is bullshit.” 

“Bullshit?” I scream. I'm about to remind him that the girl he's defending was only using him and that I pummeled the crap out of her for him, but DeLuca clears his throat. “Don't worry, Lucianna. She'll get her payback.” 

“No!” Ricardo yells. “The girl has suffered enough. She has a broken nose, 3 broken ribs, and a concussion.” He rubs the back of his neck. “Look, you know I really can't stand your girlfriend, Babbo.” 

I open my mouth in shock. He's like Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde.

I can't believe I ever thought we had some kind of connection. 

I can't believe I thought I was falling for him. 

I can't believe I almost slept with him the other morning.

Shit, he was probably turning the tables on me. Trying to seduce me to report back to DeLuca that I slept with him. 

I'm so ashamed I was stupid enough to almost fall for it.

Ricardo runs a hand through his hair. “You asked me to be nicer to your girlfriend the other day, remember?” 

“Yes,” DeLuca hisses. 

Ricardo looks like he's swallowing a brick. “Well, I'll try and be nicer to her. I'll really make an effort. All I ask, is that you don't attack Scarlet.” He pinches the bridge of his nose. “She was only doing what tons of other girls before her have done. She's a gold-digger, you can't blame her for wanting to sink her hooks into you. I'm asking you as a personal favor to me, don't kill her. Just let it go.” 

It's not so much that I mind Ricardo asking for her life to be spared, because although I hate the bitch, I don't think she should die. 

Hell, I was planning on asking Bruno not to kill her myself. 

The thing that really hurts is the way Ricardo's defending her. 

Like he's supposed to be defending me. 

 “Fine, son. But be nice to my Lucianna.” 

“Will do.”

That's when I spring up from my chair. “Don't do me any favors, asshole!” 

“Calm down, Bambina,” DeLuca barks. “I'll see you both in a few weeks. Try and get along until then. Enjoy the rest of your birthday.” 

My eyes become glassy and I stare at Ricardo. “Yeah, what a great birthday it's been.” 

He sucks in a breath and looks like he wants to say something but I grab my purse and leave. 

 

 Chapter 20 (Ricardo)

 

“Please, just open the door, Lou-Lou,” I plead for what must be the hundredth time in the last hour. 

“Leave me alone!” she screams. “Go knock on Scarlet's door, prick.”

I watch as Tyrone and Jackson walk out of their apartment, they both shoot me a look of sympathy before heading out to the bar. 

Normally, I would go with them, but there's no way in hell I'm going out while she's feeling like I betrayed her. 

It only took 3 days of avoiding one another and a single visit from DeLuca to destroy what wasn't even built between us. 

I mistakenly thought she had more trust in me than she did. 

I thought she knew I was purposely being mean to her the other day in the hallway. 

And while I didn't expect her to know that I set her up to get into a fight with Scarlet in order to get rid of her jewelry....I thought she would know that I was only trying to throw DeLuca off the scent when I took Scarlet's side in the office. 

Turns out Momma was right about Scarlet after all. Not that I didn't have that figured out already. 

However, a personal check from me and a promise of a few million dollars worth of jewelry that she could hock in for cash were all it took to make her a distant memory. 

I didn't expect for Lou-Lou to get so carried away and kick her ass the way she did. 

But then again, I really have no idea what the hell Scarlet said to provoke her. 

The only thing I told her to do was pretend to be talking on the phone about wanting to be DeLuca's new girl and mention that she wanted to use him for his money. 

“Please, Lou-Lou,” I scream while banging on the door again. 

Finally, I hear the door click. I take a step forward but she stops me. 

That's when I notice that her eyes are red and puffy...both of them. 

She looks absolutely devastated and it breaks my heart. 

“I want you to leave me alone,” she says. 

I try and reach for her hand but she pulls it back. “I mean it, Ricardo. I can't—I don't trust you anymore.”

“It was all an act, Lou-Lou,” I say. “How can you not see that? I was only doing it to protect—”

“I don't care and it doesn't matter.” She draws in a shaky breath. “What exactly do you think can ever happen between us anyway?”

I open my mouth to answer that I'm not sure but I'll pretty much take anything she has to offer but she lifts her chin and glares daggers at me. “I belong to your father and I love him.”

“You don't mean that,” I argue. 

She curls her arms around herself. “I do. At least he always has my back and I know exactly what to expect from him. Bottom line—me and you have no future together.” Her voice cracks. “We never did.”

She goes to close the door but I block it with my foot. “I know you're upset. I know you hate me right now and I know our future together is pretty much fucked...but there's still a few hours left of your birthday and something tells me you haven't had a lot of good ones. And I really want to —”

A tear trickles down her cheek. “No. I'm not hanging out with you.”

I open my mouth to argue again but she cuts me off. “If you want to make the last few hours of my birthday enjoyable then do what I asked and leave me alone.” 

I remove my foot and she slams the door in my face. 

 

I'm a few steps down the hallway when I realize that I left my heart on the other side of the door with her. 
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“Come on, motherfucker,” I sneer before unleashing another punch. 

His head bobs back and forth and I strike him again. 

When that's not enough I slam his head against the concrete wall and hear a crunching sound. 

And when that's not enough I kick him in the groin and he falls to the floor. 

I pick him up by his hair and bash him against the wall again. “Get back up and fight me.”

“He can't,” Emilio says from the back of the warehouse. “I think you killed him.”

“What?” 

I look down and sure enough, the bastard's pupils are fixed and dilated. The pool of blood surrounding him growing bigger and stretching out over the concrete floor.

I feel for the fuckers pulse and there isn't one. 

“Shit,” Emilio mutters. “What do you want me to do?” 

The fact that I just killed someone should be causing me greater distress. 

But knowing there's one less rapist in the world causes the opposite effect. 

I've never gotten carried away to the point of murdering them before, but I have to say...I really don't regret it one bit. 

I wasn't a coward and I took care of this piece of shit. 

I look up to the ceiling and hope my mother's looking down on me. 

See, Ma? I killed him for you. I did something good. I'm not him. 

I pull off my gloves and shrug. “Call a cleanup crew. Get it taken care of.” 

Emilio gives me a strange look before replying, “Okay. I'm on it.” 

I turn toward the door. “I gotta go.”

“Wait,” he calls out. “Is this gonna be a regular occurrence now?” He lights a cigarette. “Listen, I'm all for you beating them to a bloody pulp and giving them what they deserve. But the reason I started going behind your father's back and helping you out is because you're one of the good guys, Ricardo. You always have been, ever since you were a boy.” 

He wipes the sweat off his forehead. “However, this is the first time you killed someone and you didn't even bat a goddamned eye.” 

He’s wrong. 

“He's a rapist,” I argue. “He didn't care about how his victim felt...why the fuck should I care about him?” 

“That's not what I'm saying, kid,” he says. “It's not about him...it's about you.” 

I try not to roll my eyes at his use of the term kid and throw a fresh t-shirt over my head. 

I glance at my watch and curse. There's only a little over an hour left of Lou-Lou's birthday and I have to find a way to make this right. 

“I'm fine.”

“That's what I'm worried about,” Emilio says right before I leave. 
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I sprint up the steps and head straight to her apartment. 

I bang on the door but I pause because I hear her crying. 

The sound completely guts me. 

I slide down the door and press my forehead against it. “I'm sorry I hurt you. I never meant to do that. I was only trying...I was just trying to make everything work.” 

Her crying doesn't let up and I know I have to try harder. “I know you think you can't trust me but I swear, you can. Now, open the door so I can see you. I need to see you. I don't—I don't want to lose you, Lou-Lou. Just let me in.” 

She doesn't say a word. 

I stand up and hit the door in defeat but then I hear the doorknob turn. 

We stare at one another for a moment before I open my arms just in time to catch her.

She wraps her legs around my waist and I hold her tighter than I've ever held anything in my life.

She cries even harder and I don't know what else I can do to make this right but I swear to god, I'll go to the ends of the earth and back just to ensure she never cries like this again. 

“You want a truth?” she whispers. When I nod my head she says, “I felt like I lost my best friend.” 

I bury my face in her neck and inhale her. “Well, here's a truth for you. You didn't lose me, babe. I'm right here and I'm not going anywhere.”

I start walking with her in my arms and she lifts her head. “Where are we going?”

“It's a surprise.”

 

 

 Chapter 21 (Lou-Lou)

 

I step out of his car when we arrive and have a look around. 

All I see is an abandoned field which appears to be located by an airport. 

He walks over to me and I can't help but notice the way his black t-shirt stretches over his broad shoulders and strong arms. The way his jeans hang perfectly on his hips, covering those muscular thighs and god only knows what else. 

Jesus, even his tattoo's manage to add to his sex appeal.

I step back and give him a coy smile. “I don't know about this, Ricky.” When he lifts an eyebrow in question I say. “You are the son of a notorious mob boss. For all I know, you could be plotting my murder and planning on burying my body in this field.” 

He gives me a lopsided smile before he bites his lip and peruses my entire body with a sultry stare. I feel my cheeks heat and I'm happy it's dark out because I know I'm blushing. 

He backs me into the car and I fight for air. 

I don't know how I can go from hating him one second,to wanting him to tear my clothes off and ravage me the next...but I do. Sometimes all in one singular moment. 

“Trust me,” he says low and gruff. “There are a lot of things I want to do to your body. But murder isn't one of them.”

My god, he has no idea just how much I want to experience each and every single thing he wants to do to me. 

But I can't. I can't give into this urge and the recent events have only made it that much clearer for me. 

I'm going back to DeLuca in a few weeks.

And if I give myself fully to Ricardo...I won't survive it this time. 

He takes my hand and we begin walking. I see a large blanket spread out on the horizon and my heart stops beating entirely when I see what else is there. 

Surrounding the outskirts of the blanket are around 25 beautiful glass vases. 

Each and every vase is filled with dandelion's...dandelions that have all gone to seed. 

He leans down and kisses my cheek. “I gathered as many as I could for you. All you have to do is make a wish.” 

He remembered. 

Tears threaten my eyes again but I stuff them down for good. 

I can't allow myself to fall apart and cry ever again. I have to be strong like I was in order to get through what will be awaiting me when I go back to DeLuca. 

But that doesn't mean I can't still treasure these moments with him. 

These moments where I feel like I'm a princess and I dare to believe again. 

These moments where for the first time in my life—I know my wish will be for more than just freedom. 

He stuffs his hands in the pockets of his jeans. “I know it's not millions of dollars worth of jewelry or anything—” 

I put my finger to his lips silencing him. “It's the best present I've ever received in my whole entire life.” 

And I mean it...he has no idea what this means to me. 

I've always hated jewelry...ever since my father handed me my first Tiffany's box as a way of bribing me for my silence. 

The thought of wearing jewelry makes me want to peel off my skin and clean it with bleach. 

Fucked up thing is...DeLuca knows my reasoning for not wearing jewelry...and yet he still insists on buying it for me. 

I lie down on the blanket and look up at him. “This is amazing.”

He gives me a smile and lies down next to me. He holds my hand but stays silent, letting me take in my surroundings. 

I look up at the night sky and breathe in the warm end of July air. 

Normally it's muggy and humid this time of year, but tonight there's a breeze that makes everything that much more perfect. 

I've never felt more free in my life than right now, staring up at the stars, watching the planes pass by, basking in the moon's glow. 

Knowing with every beat of my heart that the man holding my hand is one who wouldn't abuse me and that I'm safe with him. 

I'm breathing in air and letting it out effortlessly for the first time in my life. 

I'm experiencing something that most people would take for granted but I'm soaking up every second of it...I'll remember this feeling for the rest of my life. 

I turn to look at him “Can we sleep out here tonight?” 

He turns to face me and tucks a strand of hair behind my ear. “Of course.” 

We face the night sky again, both of us folding our arms under our head. “Truth—I don't regret beating Scarlet up,” I say. 

I hear him laugh softly. “I know you don't. Truth—you have a mean right hook.” 

That's when I start laughing. “I take that as quite the compliment coming from you, coach.” I quickly utter my next statement before I lose my nerve. “Truth—I didn't beat her up because of DeLuca. I beat her up because she said she was using you.” I pause and swallow a gulp of air. “But if I'm being honest, I really wanted to punch her the second she talked about your cock piercing and your magic tongue.” 

His laughing comes to a halt. “What? I didn't tell her to—”

“Are you saying it's not true?” 

There's a long pause before he says, “That's not what I'm saying.” 

“How did it happen?”

“I let someone stick a barbell through my dick.” He gives me a cocky smirk. “The other is pure skill.”

I nudge him with my elbow and fight the rush of arousal his words are causing. “What I meant was what made you want to get one?” 

“An act of solidarity,” he says. “Jackson and Tyrone ended up falling off the grid after Tyrone got drunk at the bar after their first fight. When I finally found them at the tattoo shop, I needed to prove that I was in the gauntlet with them and they could trust me. Despite it being Tyrone's idea, he kept chickening out. So, I went first and got an apadravya. This way, he could see it wasn't all that bad. He was still a bit freaked so Jackson got one too. His drunk ass relented after that and he kept telling the piercer to make his prince albert look pretty. That's what he ended up with.” 

He laughs while recalling the memory. “The next morning he screamed like a girl because he didn't remember any of it. Jackson and I laughed so hard we had tears rolling down our face. I never saw Jackson laugh or let down his guard before that, so it proved to be a bonding experience for the three of us.” 

His story doesn't surprise me one bit. “They're important to you.” 

He nods. “They're the closest thing to a family I've ever had. We may fight and argue sometimes but I'd do anything for them.” 

I don't even need to look into his eyes to know how much he means it. Jackson and Tyrone really have no idea how much Ricardo looks out for them. What he's fighting against all by himself to ensure their safety. 

The horrifying thought hits me. “Can I ask you a question?”

“You know you can ask me anything.”

“What if DeLuca uses Jackson and Tyrone as leverage in order to force you to take over for him?” I sit up. “Ricardo, you have to know it will come to that one day.” 

He squeezes his eyes shut. “I know it will. In approximately 7 years to be exact.” I don't miss the affliction in his tone. 

“What are you going to do?”

He visibly swallows. “If I have to become him in order to protect them I will. Hopefully, by the time DeLuca dies, I won't be so far gone that I can't find my way back.” 

“I can't believe you'd do that for them. That's worse than dying for them. You hate him, Ricardo. He...you're. You're just not him and being forced to become him will ruin you.”

He sits up and exhales sharply. “I know. He has the best leverage in terms of Jackson and Tyrone. He knows it's his only shot at making me do the one thing I swore I never would.” 

He visibly swallows. “I didn't want to bring this up tonight, but I guess there's no point in not saying it. The more I think about it. I'm convinced that something's off, Lou-Lou. Really off.” 

I fight off a shiver with those words. “What do you mean?”

“I'm saying I think he wanted us or rather, me to figure out that his plan was to have you come here to seduce them. He wanted me to keep you away from them and he knew I would. Just like he knew it would be insanely easy for me to figure out that his plan was to cause a rift in my friendship with them.”

“You're saying his plan was too simple?” 

“I'm saying his plan was too stupid. And DeLuca's many things...but stupid isn't one of them.” 

His entire body tenses. “There's no way it was the real plan.” 

“What exactly are you saying, Ricardo?”

“Think about it, Lou-Lou. If you had the only leverage at your disposal that could make the son who hates you do the one thing you'll eventually need him to do...why would you go out of your way to destroy that? DeLuca should be wanting me to get even closer to Tyrone and Jackson...not pushing me away from them.” 

I gasp and my hands fly over my mouth. “He said the first plan didn't work out the way he wanted it to.”

He turns his head and his eyes flash. “What? When did he say this? Why didn't you tell me?”

“Don't get mad at me,” I say. “I couldn't tell you about our last conversation because he had me bugged, remember?” 

I rub my temples. “You're right, he would never give up his leverage...and he didn't. Because he told me not to seduce them anymore. Right before he told me that the first plan didn't work out. Then he told me that he wasn't displeased by the turn of events and that he was happy with my loyalty to him. Then he said that he knew without a shadow of a doubt that we're meant to be. And finally, he told me that he didn't believe your 'good son' act and that's why he needs me to spy on you...to make sure it's genuine. I know it sounds crazy, but I don't think his plan is nearly as complex as you think it is. I think he was just using Jackson and Tyrone to get you to bend to his will. I think involving them was a cry for your attention because he wants you to be closer to him. You're all he has, Ricardo.” 

His brows draw together. “Yeah, you could be right. He...our conversations lately have been more father and son and less mob boss and employee.”

He holds out his arms and I fall into them. “I am right, Ricardo. His face lit up when he told me about how you started calling him 'Babbo' again. He said it meant a lot to him that I went out of my way to sing his praises to you. You're the most important person in the world to him. You're protected.”

I squeeze my eyes shut when I realize that I, however, am not. 

In fact, I know the real reason DeLuca brought me here. 

He wasn't testing Ricardo at all. He was testing me.

He was going to kill me if I slept with them. 

But I didn't...that's why he told me the plan had changed and he was happy about my loyalty to him. 

That's why he's so convinced we're meant to be now. I passed the test. 

I should be feeling relieved, but instead, I feel the opposite. 

I'm scared shitless...because I royally fucked up. 

There's no doubt in my mind that DeLuca knows I have feelings for his son. 

He was right...he knows everything about me. 

And he caught my slip-up. “Because I can't take having your hands on me when I'm supposed to be seducing Tyrone and Jackson.” 

I was supposed to be seducing Ricardo as well. 

But I never said Ricardo's name...because I couldn't bring myself to seduce him. 

I never said anything about Ricardo to DeLuca, only when prompted. However, Ricardo talked about me. 

And DeLuca knows I've never told anyone about my father...only him.

That means DeLuca knows I trust Ricardo...and I can't trust anyone.  

And that's why he bugged me...this way he could catch me in the act. He wants to catch me sleeping with Ricardo so he can kill me.

It's the only thing that makes sense. 

“You're shaking, Lou-Lou,” Ricardo whispers. “You okay?” 

No...I'm not okay. I'm a girl on death row. 

“I love your father,” I say, more to convince myself than him. 

His fingers dig into my shoulders and he spins me around to face him.“You keep tossing that around but I don't believe it for a second.” 

“Well, you have to believe it because it's the truth.” 

His eyes search my face. “No, it's not, Lou-Lou. And I'll prove it to you.” 

He moves and shifts us so that my back is pressed against his front. I can feel his eyes on me with his next statement. “Truth—I hate the thought of you being with him.” 

“Truth—you need to get over it because I want DeLuca.” 

He leans in, his nose grazing my neck. “You're right...you do want DeLuca.” 

I close my eyes because the only thing worse than hearing the words come out of my own mouth are hearing them come out of his. 

“Just not the DeLuca you're trying to convince yourself you do,” he says. 

I feel that electric shift between us and my nerves explode when his fingertips brush across my legs, stopping at the end of my shorts which are mid-thigh. 

I want to beg him to go higher and yet I know I have to be smart and beg him to stop. 

I close my eyes and try to breathe. I know he'll end this once I tell him to...that's what makes it near impossible for me to tell him to stop in the first place. Knowing he's the only person I can trust with my body. 

Knowing he's the only man who will ever be capable of igniting these feelings and desires within me. 

He draws slow and teasing circles along my inner thigh and my stomach somersaults. 

“You want to know how I know you want me and not him?” he rasps.

My mouth opens in protest, but I still can't bring myself to say the words to make him stop. 

He takes the opportunity to continue. “Remember the morning I caught you touching yourself?”

“Yes,” I say, my voice barely above a whisper. 

He presses into me harder and I feel his erection against my backside. It only brings this crushing need for what I can't have to the surface. 

My traitorous body arches against him and he groans. “Do you know what I discovered after I thrust my cock against your pussy?”

I shake my head and he moves my shorts up my thighs. “I found a wet spot on my boxers caused by your juices. Hottest morning of my life.”

He nips at my neck hard, it's sudden and predatory. Then his tongue is over the spot, soothing the sting out. And I'm gone, losing myself in him. 

“I dare you to tell me you want him and not me again, Lou-Lou. I fucking dare you.”

My mouth goes dry and all I can do is whimper.

He moves his hand away and I want to scream in frustration. “You have one of two choices,” he says. “ You can tell me to stop touching you and I will. Or, you can place my hands exactly where you want them.” His breath tickles my ear. “But you should know when that happens...I'm going to take over and make you come all over my fingers.” 

My cheeks flush and I barely manage to stifle my moan.

He rolls me so that I'm lying on my back and he's hovering above me. “The choice is all yours.” 

I don't think anymore because I won't let myself. I want this moment with him. I want him to do something that no one else has ever done. 

I push my shorts down and put my hand on top of his before placing it directly over my panties. 

His eyes darken and he bites his bottom lip and groans when his thumb slides along the damp crotch of my panties.  

He strokes me in a teasing motion and I suck in a breath. 

I close my eyes again because I can't be this brazen while looking at him. Especially when I’m about to do this. 

I reach up and quickly unbutton the first three buttons. Then before I can talk myself out of it, I find the front clasp of my bra and undo it. The air causes my now exposed nipples to pucker and I fight back a shiver. 

“Christ, your tits are perfect,” he growls, low and husky, right before his warm mouth closes over one of my nipples and he begins sucking. 

The flick of his tongue is both hungry and feral. Our moans mix together, his deep and raspy; mine needy and frantic. 

He moves to my other breast, his tongue laving it with the same attention. 

I open my eyes and look down. The sight of his head buried between my cleavage and his big hands cupping and kneading me is almost too much to take. 

In an act driven by pure lust and desire, I reach down and move my panties to the side, baring myself to him completely. 

His mouth curves into a slow grin before his eyes become hooded and his expression grows dark and sultry. 

He spreads my lips and glides his fingers along the moisture. “Do you know how long I've wanted to do this to you?”

I squeeze my eyes shut, my body suddenly in turmoil because as much as I'm in this amazing moment with him, I'm still trapped in other moments. 

Horrible moments. 

He pauses his movements and I feel so ashamed that I'll never be normal. “I'm sorry,” I whisper. “I'm sorry I'm so fucked up. You can stop. I don't want you to think you're doing something wrong when you're not.”

“Look at me, Lou-Lou,” he commands. 

When I do he says, “You're not fucked up, you're beautiful. Every single part of you. Now, keep your eyes on me, got it?”

I nod and he rubs his thumb in a wet circle around my clit. “When I'm touching you, it's because I want to give you pleasure. It's never because I want to hurt you. Do you understand?” 

I nod again and one of his fingers enter me. “Who's touching you right now?”

I look into his eyes. “You are.”

His thumb swirls around my clit again and I moan because it feels good....so fucking good. 

 I gasp when his finger goes deeper and a rush of wetness floods his hand. But I'm too far gone in ecstasy to feel any more shame. 

“Fuck,” he groans. 

He slips his finger out before entering me again. This time, he pushes two fingers inside me and starts moving them in and out of me in a perfect rhythm. 

The sounds of his fingers pumping into my slickness fill the night air, further enhancing my arousal. 

I fist the blanket. “Oh, god.” 

“You like the way I'm touching you, baby? The way I’m finger fucking this sweet pussy of yours?”

“Fuck, yes,” I scream. 

I don't know who this unabashed girl is writhing underneath him but I like her. 

And the expression on Ricardo's face tells me he does too. 

When I utter his name in a long, drawn out sigh, he curses under his breath. 

He stares down at me from underneath his long lashes, his expression penetrating. “I love the way you say my name when I'm stroking your tight pussy.”

He gives me a cocky smirk. “And I can't wait to hear you scream it when I make you come.”

He coils his fingers deep inside me and flicks my clit with his other hand. My hips begin bucking and that's all it takes for me to completely unravel. 

When I take my next breath, my clit throbs and stars explode behind my eyes. It's so intense I latch onto his fingers for dear life and scream his name into the heavens before sputtering a curse. 

And that's when the trembles begin...because I feel something else entirely. 

Fear. 

I gave him so much more than my orgasm. 

I gave him my heart. 

And that was the most dangerous and stupid thing to do.

I push him off me and ignore the hurt across his face. 

I pull my shorts up and start making my way out of the field when he grabs my elbow. “Whoa, what's the matter? Why are you running away?”

“That was a mistake.” He takes a step closer but I take a step back and cross my arms. “I love your father.” 

“Goddammit. Stop saying that, Lou-Lou. We both know it's not true.” 

He puts his hands on his hips and blows out a breath. “Maybe we moved too fast back there. That was my fault. I'll slow down, I promise. Come back and—”

“No!” I scream. “What don't you understand, Ricardo? I don't want you. I'm in love with your father. I already told you...I choose him.” 

His face falls. “I know you're only saying these things to hurt me...and I know you're only hurting me because you're overwhelmed—”

“You're wrong...I'm saying it because it's the truth.”  

I look down at the ground, fighting back tears. “Now take me home.” 

Defeat splashes across his face. “Fine. Let's go.”

I look at the vases full of dandelions one last time and my heart crumbles. 

I learned the cold, hard, truth back when I was a little girl. 

Wishes never come true for girls like me.

 

 

 Chapter 22 (Ricardo)

 

A little over 3 weeks have come and gone. 

A little over 3 weeks of Lou-Lou ignoring me, pushing me away...but always ending up in my bed and in my arms every single night. 

She can deny it all she wants but I know she doesn't want to go back to DeLuca. 

I don't want her to either.  

We were both ecstatic when he called the third week in August  and said his arrival would be delayed for another week. 

I tried getting her to open up to me about what's going on inside her head, but she won't. 

I tried telling her that I can't help ease her fears if she won't tell me what they are...but still no dice. 

She's stuck in her 'team of one' mentality again.

Which can only mean one thing. 

She still doesn't trust me. 

And if that's the case...I'm afraid she never will. 

Every time she tells me she loves him, I fight the urge to put my fist through the goddamn wall. 

I'm losing her every single day that goes by. 

I'm losing the girl who makes me happy and drives me fucking crazy.  

I'm losing the girl who makes me want to push her off a cliff and then jump in to save her at the last possible second. 

Her wall is back up and I can't get through to her...the only thing she'll let me do is hold her every night while she insists on telling me how much she wants and loves him. 

It's fucking torture. 

After three weeks straight of this...she almost has me convinced it's the truth and I'm ready to give up. 

I keep telling her that I'll find a way to get her to stay here...but it's like it goes in one ear and out the other. 

Hell, even Tyrone and Jackson have noticed our 'fake relationship' is having major problems. 

Jackson told me I'd be better off without her and muttered under his breath that I needed to stop trying to be 'captain save-a-hoe.' 

Tyrone smacked him in the back of the head and told him to just wait until he meets a girl that does to him what Lou-Lou does to me. 

I was ready to punch Jackson after that comment but he sat me down and started ticking things off his fingers. 

Things like—One, the first time he saw her she was passed out drunk in my arms. And the first day he met her she accused his friend of raping her. 

Two—the first week she was here he was breaking up a fight between me and Tyrone. 

Three—the day before she went on a date with Tyrone she was throwing herself at him in the locker room. 

Four—the fact that her ring girl uniform was on the floor of his living room one night...and yet she was leaving my apartment the next morning in nothing but her bra and panties. 

Five—I almost killed him in the ring that day because I was upset over something having to do with her.  

And finally...he said she's too 'territorial'. He said that her beating Scarlet into a bloody pulp was a huge red flag. And the fact that Momma doesn't like her should tell me something. 

I wanted to argue and tell him that things aren't always what they seem...but I couldn't. 

Because I can't tell him everything she's been through.

I can't tell him the truth...period. 

After he left, Tyrone pulled me aside and told me to fight for her. 

When I questioned him further...he said that the heart wants what the heart wants. And sometimes the juice was worth the squeeze in the end. But he said that in my case, I needed to take control and stop the lemon from rolling off the damn table first. 

Clearly, their advice has only made me more conflicted. 

I'd fight for her but what's the use in fighting for a girl who doesn't want you?

What's the point of fighting for a girl who's not yours in the first place? 

I told her I'd never take something from her that she didn't give me and I meant it. 
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I knock on her door...again. 

I need to warn her that DeLuca called and told me he's on his way home from Italy...he'll be landing any minute. 

I also want to tell her that if she puts her faith and trust in me and stops pushing me away...I'll find a way to handle it. 

I mutter a curse and I'm getting ready to kick the fucking door down again when Jackson and Tyrone walk up the stairs. 

They both shuffle their feet, appearing uncomfortable. 

This can't be good. 

Jackson holds up his hands. “Nope, I'm tired of being the asshole. Tyrone, you're on deck.” 

Tyrone looks in the direction of her apartment and sighs. “I take it she didn't tell you?”

I don't like where this is going. “Tell me what?”

He shuffles his feet again and I'm about to throw him through the wall when he finally speaks. “We ran into Lou-Lou downstairs in the parking lot.”

“Okay...and?”

“She was loading a few suitcases in the trunk of her car. When we asked her where she was going she wouldn't say. She just gave us both a hug and told us goodbye. Then she made us promise to take care of you.” 

“It's true,” Jackson chimes in. “You know I'm not her biggest fan but she was a wreck, Ricardo. I actually felt bad for her...real bad. I thought you two got into another fight or something. I thought—” 

I don't hear the rest of his statement because I'm running down the steps and digging my car keys out of my pocket. 

I slide into my seat and gun the engine of my mustang. 

I can't believe she left without telling me...without saying goodbye. 

I don't want her to say goodbye. 

I slam my steering wheel and press down on the gas until there's nothing but a trail of smoke in the parking lot. 

I'm not giving her up without a fight. 

I never fought for anything I ever wanted because I never thought I was worthy of it. 

Lou-Lou might think she's fucked up and damaged...but to me—she's perfect, strong and beautiful. 

She's everything I want...and I know she feels this connection between us. 

I know she feels the same way about me that I do about her. I feel it.

I feel it every time her heart beats against mine. I feel it every time she's in my arms. 

I feel it because I've never wanted anything in my life...the way that I want her. 

I weave through traffic revving the engine going well past 100 miles per hour. 

I can't get to her fast enough because every second she's with him...it means she's not with me where she belongs. 

I press a button on my burner phone and Emilio answers on the second ring. 

“I need a favor.”

“Does it involve getting rid of another dead body?” 

One could only hope. 

“Nope...but how do you feel about faking an authentic Italian accent?”

“I can do that—” he starts to say before I cut him off. “And blowing up a mansion belonging to a certain mob boss?”

I look at the clock on the dashboard. “All in the next two hours, give or take.”

“Are you crazy, kid?” he screams. “What the hell's gotten into you? I'm not killing your father. Your remaining family members in Sicily will chop my entire family into pieces.”

It's true...they most definitely would. 

“And you know what they would do to you,” he adds. 

Yeah, I do...because DeLuca's are never allowed to kill one another. The penalty for such a cardinal crime would be killing everyone I ever cared about. 

Rock meet fucking hard place.  

“We're not killing him,” I say. “Not today at least. We're just sending him back to Italy for awhile. If you can't help me, I'll do it myself.”

I can hear him choking on the smoke from his cigarette. “Christ, kid. You know I'm gonna help you...but I gotta ask—have you lost your damn mind?”

I press down on the gas until I'm going over 120 miles per hour. 

I can't help but smile to myself. 

I have without a fucking doubt lost my damn mind...because for the first time...I'm thinking with my heart. 

And that heart belongs to a tiny spitfire brunette with a pair of gorgeous doe eyes.

Lou-Lou can deny it all she wants...but I know her heart belongs to me as well. 

And for the first time in my life...I'm taking what's mine.

 

 Chapter 23 (Lou-Lou)

 

“This is an unexpected surprise,” DeLuca says while looking across the table. 

I'll say...what the hell is he doing here? Why is he making this so much harder than it has to be?

I'm barely keeping it together as it is. 

Five minutes after I walked in the door DeLuca started dragging me up to his bedroom, telling me how much he missed me and how important I was to him. 

Despite how nice he was being, I almost started dry heaving but then Marlene announced that Ricardo was standing at the front door. 

It took everything I had to stop my jaw from hitting the floor. 

DeLuca was so thrown off he forgot about me entirely. Then Marlene announced he had an important phone call and he forgot all about Ricardo, too. 

Now, almost an hour later— we're all sitting at the kitchen table like one big fucked up dysfunctional family while Marlene serves us dinner. 

I couldn't say a word to Ricardo while DeLuca was on the phone because Marlene kept casting suspicious glances at the both of us...and given the fact that she wants DeLuca—she'd be all too happy to share those suspicions with him. 

“Well, you're back from Italy,” Ricardo says. “I was starting to miss our dinners together. So, I decided to drop by.” 

DeLuca lifts an eyebrow. “You never seemed to care for them much before.” 

“Things change,” Ricardo says curtly. “Sometimes you never realize how much you miss and love something until it's gone.”

Marlene's eyebrows shoot up and DeLuca gives him an odd look. 

And me? I'm about ready to rip my heart out so I don't have to feel everything he's doing to it. 

Ricardo's going to be the death of me...I'm certain of it. 

I used to think Ricardo was smart...genius even...but there's no doubt in my mind that he's downright stupid. 

DeLuca shakes his head, his expression hard, but I don't miss the look that crossed his face briefly. 

It was a look of hope...hope that his son was being genuine. 

My stomach knots because if DeLuca's hopes ever got dashed...who knows what he would do. 

And since Ricardo's not thinking clearly at the moment...that means it's up to me to make sure that doesn't happen. 

I reach across the table for DeLuca's hand and give it a squeeze. “I missed you, mio amore.” 

He kisses my hand and I can feel Ricardo's eyes burning into me. 

Marlene looks at me and smiles. “Wine?” 

“No, I'm good. Thanks.” 

That's when DeLuca gives me a strange look and Ricardo's eyes soften. 

Before I know what's happening, DeLuca's tugging on my hand and pulling me into his lap. 

It's so reminiscent of the last dinner we all had together, but this time; the last place I want to be is in DeLuca's lap. 

“I love you, Bambina,” he says. “You're the best thing that ever happened to me.”

Marlene cough's and Ricardo's jaw tics. 

I'd be lying if I said I didn't notice the change in DeLuca's behavior ever since he went to Italy. 

Something strange is definitely going on. But whatever it is...it's keeping me alive for the time being so I'm not about to question it. 

DeLuca clears his throat. “And I hope you'll forgive me for having to go back to Italy again so soon.” 

I'm too stunned to speak. 

Ricardo sits up straight and I don't miss the hint of uneasiness in his expression. “I wasn't aware you were going back. Can I ask why?” 

DeLuca takes a sip of his wine and stares Ricardo down. “There's a problem with the DeLuca family council. None of us can come to an agreement regarding a very important decision that needs to be made.”

Ricardo makes a face. “What kind of decision?” 

DeLuca lifts a finger and his eyes darken. “You know I'm not at liberty to discuss DeLuca business with those who have no desire to take their rightful place and become part of the family, son.” 

His smile turns evil and chills creep up my spine. “But rest assured...I'm searching for alternative means to take care of the problem.” 

Ricardo takes a sip of water and stares him down. “Good. I hope it works out for you, Babbo.” 

DeLuca focuses his gaze back on me. “Would you mind going back to the city for a few more months? I'd love to take you to Italy with me... but it's more important for the time being that you stay here.” 

Ricardo swallows hard, the uneasiness across his face only getting worse. 

However, I'm too distracted by DeLuca's statement. I'm so afraid I've misheard him. I have to clarify. “Months?” 

I can't help how eager my voice sounds but DeLuca doesn't seem to notice. 

“Yes, I don't have a definitive time frame but I'll let you know when I do.” 

I smile, until his hand starts grazing my thigh and he whispers, “But don't worry Bambina...you'll be staying here with me for the next few days.”

My stomach recoils when his fingers make their way underneath my dress and he nuzzles my neck. “And I have no plans for us to leave the bedroom.” 

I can't help but cast a glance at Ricardo. He's clutching his knife in one hand and shooting daggers at his father. 

Thank god, DeLuca's head is turned and he's so focused on me because there's no way DeLuca would miss the murderous look on Ricardo's face right now. 

Then we'd both be fucked. 

“You need to leave,” I mouth in Ricardo's direction. 

My heart stutters in my chest when he meets my gaze and shakes his head. The look in his eyes is downright primitive. 

And hotter than the Sahara in the summer. 

He looks down at his watch and takes a deep breath.  

I have no idea why he's looking at his watch but I can't think about it further because DeLuca starts skimming the edges of my panties and I feel sick. 

“Bruno,” I say trying to push his hand away. “We have company.” 

“I don't give a fuck,” DeLuca growls. “You belong to me, remember? I can do whatever I damn well please to you.”

“Well, I for one would appreciate if you didn't paw your girlfriend in front of me,” Ricardo interjects. “We are at the dinner table after all.” 

DeLuca lifts his head from my neck and removes his hand from underneath my dress. 

He shoots Ricardo an irritated glance. “How are things at the club?” 

Ricardo twirls his pasta around his fork. “Fine.” 

“Tyrone and Jackson?” 

“Fine.” 

DeLuca nudges me off his lap and stands up. “Well, in that case, I'm cutting this visit short. You're welcome to finish your meal. But I am going to spend some quality time with my Bambina.” 

He turns to face me. “I'll meet you upstairs in a few minutes, Lucianna.”

I smile and try to hide the panic across my face as I start heading toward the staircase. 

I can't bear to look at Ricardo right now. 

Especially knowing what I'm going to be forced to do with his father in the next few minutes. 

“Come on, Babbo,” I hear Ricardo say. “Sit down and have a drink with me. Let's talk business.” 

“Are there any problems with Jackson or Tyrone?” 

“Well...no,” Ricardo starts to say. 

“Any problems down at the club that I should be aware of?”

“No.”

“Then business has already been discussed,” DeLuca hisses. “I'll call you in a few days.”

I enter the bedroom and I brace myself. 

I hear DeLuca enter the bedroom behind me and he wastes no time making his way over to me and tearing off my dress. 

I'm grateful I'm not facing him because bile is burning my throat and shame is coursing through my body. 

“How much have you missed me, Bambina?” he sneers. 

My response is automatic. “So much.” 

He reaches for my hand and brings it over to his package. The tremors and shakes begin but DeLuca doesn't care. “Do you have any idea how much I've missed you? Do you have any idea how important you've become to me?”

When I don't answer, his hand wraps around my throat.

I quickly shake my head because I can't bring myself to open my mouth. I'm afraid that if I do...all that will come out are sobs.

Because these aren't Ricardo's hands. 

I know the difference between having his hands on me...and having this monster's hands on me. 

I know the difference between the touch of a man who cares and one who uses and hurts me. 

And that makes what's about to happen so much worse. 

Ignorance really can be bliss. 

I feel the tears stinging my eyes. I miss Ricardo. 

I miss everything about him. 

And if I could go back to that night under the stars...I would have given him every single part of me. 

Because now I know...it's better to know one moment of true love...then to spend a lifetime without it. 

I draw in a shaky breath as I begin to tremble, wishing for a miracle to stop this from happening. 

My eyes burn and I force myself to do what I have to in order to get through this. 

Because wishing for a miracle right now? Is like wishing for a torrential downpour while standing in the desert. 

And wishes don't come true for girls like me. 

I'm no princess...I'm just the villainess servant. 

DeLuca bends me over the bed and I close my eyes. I swallow back vomit when his fingers dig into my skin. I dig deep within myself and try to find that dark, cold and numb place. Anything to make this bearable for me. 

He's starting to take my underwear off when we both hear a knock on the door. 

“You have an important phone call, Mr. DeLuca. Someone from Italy.” Marlene says.

“Transfer it to my cell,” DeLuca barks. 

 “I can't,” Marlene says. “There's something wrong with the phone lines. You have to take it in your office.” 

“Goddammit,” he grumbles while getting off the bed. 

I stand up and he grabs my chin. “This could take awhile, Bambina. Do something to occupy yourself.” His hold on me tightens and I wince. “When I get back, I expect to find you naked on my bed with your legs spread for me.”

“Of course,” I whisper, that dirty feeling growing and spreading like a fungus. 

When he leaves, I hightail it to the adjoining bathroom.

My hand is barely on the doorknob when the bathroom door opens and someone yanks me inside. 

I'm about to start screaming but then I see who it is. 

“Ricardo?” 

His jaw flexes when his eyes rake up and down my body. “If you thought I was going to stand by and let him fuck you...you're out of your fucking mind.” 

My heart practically leaps out of my chest when he backs me into the door. 

“I'm going to ask you a very important question.” 

He glances at his watch. “And your answer will determine everything that happens next.”

His hand slides down to stroke my neck and I know he can feel my pulse beating rapidly against the pad of his thumb. 

“Do you want me…or him?”

I can't lie to him anymore. I can't go on pretending. Even if DeLuca kills me...I don't care. 

I'll gladly die a thousand deaths just so he knows the truth. 

“You,” I say. “I want you, Ricardo. I choose you.” 

This time, when he tilts his face and moves closer, I welcome what's about to happen. 

His kiss is what the angels sing about and what teenage girls wish upon a star for. 

First kisses just like this one. Kisses that turn nightmares into fairytales. 

He's repairing me with his lips, mending me with the stroke of his tongue and saving me with his breath.

His kiss is killing me and rescuing me all at the same time. 

His kiss is washing away all the dirty and making me feel renewed and revived.

He's making my ugly, beautiful.  

I groan when his hand tangles in my hair and his tongue continues dancing with mine slowly and sweetly. 

He pulls me closer to him and I can't tell who's heart is beating faster, his or mine. 

I see fireworks and swear, I hear bombs go off when he sucks my bottom lip into his mouth and I feel his hardness against my stomach. 

But when every wall in the house begins to shake and knickknacks start falling all around us...I realize. 

There are actual bombs going off. 

Holy shit. 

He pulls away and shoves my car keys into my hand, appearing unfazed. “Don't worry. Only the west wing of the house was bombed.”  

I stare at him speechless when he hands me a towel to wrap around myself. 

“You know how to get to the secret hallway that leads out front from here?” 

I blink and look down at my keys. “Yeah.”

He opens the second door to the bathroom and shoves me out of it. “Good. I'll meet you back at the apartment.”

I somehow find my footing but stop to turn back around. “You bombed DeLuca's house just to kiss me?”

His mouth curves into a sideways smile. “It was a damn good kiss. Now...go. I'll see you in a little while.” 

 

 Chapter 24 (Ricardo)

 

“Lucianna!” DeLuca screams so loud the walls rattle. 

I cough and wave at the smoke as I walk through the debris. Half of DeLuca's house is a pile of rubble.

I text Emilio and told him that since DeLuca was planning on going back to Italy anyway, he didn't have to make a threatening phone call pretending to be one of his enemies anymore. 

I also told Emilio to only bomb the west wing of the house but the damage is worse than I thought it would be. 

Every room in the west wing is completely destroyed...along with the kitchen, dining room, living room and conference room. 

His office and the bedrooms are all located on the east wing...so no one was hurt. 

“She's okay,” I say as I enter his office. Relief flashes across his face and he looks behind me. “Where is she?” 

“I told her to go back to the apartment. I didn't know what the hell was happening but I figured she was safer that way.” 

“Good thinking,” he says before his eyes narrow. “What the fuck were you doing in my bedroom in the first place?” 

“I was looking for you.” I lift a shoulder in a shrug. “I was going up the east staircase when I heard the bombs go off. I knew you'd be in your bedroom and I wanted to make sure you were okay. When I saw Lou—Lucianna, I told her to run out of the house to safety.” 

He raises an eyebrow, sheer shock across his face. “You were worried about me?” 

“Christ, DeLuca. You are my father.” 

He looks taken back briefly before his expression changes to one of annoyance. “Dammit, I can't believe someone bombed my fucking house.” 

I look around. “I know. I'm just as shocked as you are. But then again...you are a mob boss. One with a lot of enemies.” 

He pounds his fist on his desk. “I don't even know how they managed to do it. But when I catch the bastard—” He stops mid-sentence and his eyes turn dark and evil. “Fuck—I know who did this.”

I'll admit, for a second, I think he's on to me...but then he starts sprinting around his office like a madman. 

“Marlene, get my bags ready and call the pilot,” he orders. “We're going back to Italy...now.”

“Okay,” she sighs, reaching for the phone. 

He punches a wall. “That witch isn't gonna get away with this. I'll kill them all one by one. Those fucking she-devils!”

I open my mouth to ask who and what the fuck he's talking about...but when I look at Marlene she twirls a finger around her head and mouths, “He's gone crazy.” 

Yeah, you don't say.

He looks at me then. “You have to protect Lucianna while I'm in Italy, son.” He looks like he's swallowing a box of nails before he chokes out, “Please.”

I want to capture this moment on camera because I've never seen him look so desperate. I didn't think it was possible. 

“She's very important,” he whispers. “She's—” He closes his eyes. “She's just very important.” 

Yeah, she is. “Okay. No problem.” 

Don't worry, shithead. I'll always protect my girl. Especially from assholes like you. 

“Thank you,” he says. 

If that's not weird enough...for a minute...I think he's going to do something crazy. 

Like hug me. 

I instinctively reach for my gun, but luckily he looks back to Marlene. 
“Hurry up!” he shouts. 

“The pilots clearing his schedule,” she responds. “But he said there's a bad storm coming in.”

“Tell him I don't give a fuck!” he booms before walking over to me. “Tell Lucianna I'll call her later. It really means a lot that you're agreeing to protect her for me. I know you two don't get along...but I can see things are getting better between you two now. Thank you again.” 

I fight the urge to tell him we've kissed and made up. Instead, I give him a nod and turn on my heels. “See you when you get back.”

 

 Chapter 25 (Lou-Lou)

 

The thunder jolts me as I drive behind the apartment and pull up near Ricardo's secluded parking spot. 

Luckily I pulled my suitcase out of the trunk and was able to change back into some clothes before it started down pouring. 

However, that small relief does nothing to calm the jumble of nerves that lines my stomach right now. 

What if DeLuca figures out Ricardo was behind the bombing?

I still can't believe he was crazy enough to bomb DeLuca's house. 

I close my eyes and touch my lips as I recall his words. “It was a damn good kiss.”

He was wrong. 

It was more than just a good kiss. It was without a doubt the best first kiss in the history of first kisses. 

Lightning zaps the sky and the rain comes down harder. There's no way I'm getting out of this car until Ricardo comes back to me, unharmed. 

I close my eyes again and try and control my breathing. Anxiety is shooting through me like a cannon. 

Dear god, please let the man I love be okay. 

When I open my eyes I see his mustang pull into his parking spot. 

Relief fills my body and my heart beats like it's the biggest drum in the world. 

We step out of our cars at the same time, neither of us caring about the rain which is currently coming down in buckets.  

I run the short distance to him and his arms are already open, waiting for me. 

I wrap my legs around his waist and I don't wait another second because I can't. 

“I love you,” I scream, my voice straining with emotion. “I know...it's too soon. And it's crazy...considering our fucked up circumstances and all. You don't have to say it back. But I need you to know it's—” 

“The truth,” he finishes for me. “I know it is because I feel it.” He leans his forehead against mine. “And for the record—I love you, too.” 

Our lips come together as thunder rumbles in the sky above us. 

He kisses me with so much passion, I'm fighting for air...but it's no longer because I'm suffocating. I'm fighting for air because I want to live and breathe every one of his kisses for the rest of my life. 

His tongue parts my lips and he swings us around so I'm pressed against the hood of his car. 

I feel myself slipping due to the wet surface, but his hands are on my hips, holding me in place. 

He nips my bottom lip and a low groan erupts from him. Arousal courses through me, pooling between my legs.

He presses his lips to the base of my throat and his thumb begins teasing my nipple through my bra. I feel the hum of tension between us getting stronger, building to an inferno. “Fuck me,” I whisper. 

He pauses and his eyes fix on my face. “I'm not going to fuck you. At least, not until I'm sure it's what you really want and you're ready.” 

I'm about to protest and tell him that I'm positive I'm ready, but he lifts my dress up and hooks his fingers onto the sides of my panties, rendering me speechless. 

He gives me a sexy smirk, his expression predatory. “But I am going to fuck you with my tongue until you're coming on my face.” 

I stare at him wide-eyed. “God, Ricardo. You're mouth.”

“Will be licking every inch of your pretty pussy tonight,” he says matter-of-factly. 

Faster than I can blink, he peels off my panties and stuffs them in his pocket. He eases my legs apart and I become dizzy with desire when he gets on his knees before me and proceeds to bury his face between my thighs. 

His tongue surges inside me, teasing me with slow licks until I'm breathless. I moan and my head lolls back when he flicks and sucks my clit into his mouth. 

Then he growls my name...and his mouth is on me, really on me. 

He wasn't kidding about licking every inch of me. He's claiming my pussy with his mouth, leaving no part unpleasured.  

He continues bathing me with his incredible tongue and my legs start shaking. I'm positive nothing in the world has ever felt so good.

That's when he looks up at me. His dark eyes are hooded and his face is etched with lust. 

That look alone could make a woman climax. And it does because the next wave of pleasure that hits me feels beyond the realm of my self-control. 

He continues sucking, licking and eating me with intense fervor, never letting up. Not even when I'm pounding on his car with one hand and grabbing his hair with the other—all while screaming his name at the top of my lungs because I'm coming so hard and fast into his mouth. 

I fall back against the hood of his mustang and fight to catch my breath. Fight to catch my surroundings. Hell, fight to catch my sanity. 

I watch his shoulders rise and fall before he plants a tender kiss on my pussy and stands up. 

If he thinks this is over....he's dead wrong. 

He struck the match and lit the fucking fire...and he has no idea about the explosion that's about to go off. 

He leans down to kiss me and I suck his lower lip into my mouth. My fingers find his belt and I frantically begin undoing it. 

“Wait,” he says, his hands cupping my face. “Are you sure? You don't...we don't.” 

I ignore him and drag his zipper down. My eyes bug out of my head when I free his erection. 

Holy hell.

He's large, thick, powerful....and fucking perfect. The glint of metal from his piercing only adding to its magnificence. 

“I love you and I want you, Ricardo.” And because I want to provoke him I add, “Now take me and make me yours.”

My words must trigger a carnal hunger in him because he hitches one of my legs around his waist possessively. 

His eyes flash and his jaw locks. “You are mine,” he says right before I feel the tip of his cock start to enter me. 

“I'm yours,” I say because I am. 

I so fucking am. 

He ever-so-slowly begins to enter me, being as gentle as he can as I stretch to accommodate him. 

“Fuck,” we both exhale at the same time when he's fully inside me. 

I've never felt anything like this before and I don't think he has either. He hasn't even started thrusting and already it feels phenomenal.  

I look up at him. “Does it always feel this good?”

His arm wraps around me and lightning zaps the sky. “Never. It's never felt this good before.” 

I think this is what people mean when they talk about finding their missing puzzle piece. 

Ricardo's mine. He's inside me, filling me, fixing all the cracks. He's making me brand new instead of damaged. 

He exhales sharply. “Tell me when I can start,” he rasps, his voice husky. 

“Now. Please now,” I say, although it comes out like a plea. 

The palpable heat of desire pulses through me with his first thrust and my body catches on fire. 

He smooths his thumb along my jaw and tips my head up before he plants a trail of kisses from my chin to my neck. 

He rocks himself into me faster, picking up the pace and I moan when he swivels his hips and his piercing hits what has to be my g-spot.

He almost pulls out completely and I whimper but then he's slamming into me again and I start quivering. He looks like he's about to stop, but these trembles and shakes come with pleasure. Amazing ripples of pleasure. “Don't stop. Don't you dare stop. These are good ones,” I pant. 

His mouth slants over mine and he pulls me into a kiss so scorching my brain scrambles and all I can do is succumb to everything he's doing to me. 

He thrusts into me harder and faster and I feel a burst of warmth between my legs as I begin jerking against him. 

My scream gets lost in the sound of thunder as I climax and a torrential downpour begins falling all around us. 

“I love you,” he whispers as I ride the final wave of my orgasm. 

I almost want to cry but I can't because all I feel is happiness. 

I realize that this right here is my miracle. This is everything I have ever wished for.  

No matter what may happen in the future, this moment means everything to me. 

He pumps into me again and his face strains against his pleasure. He's holding himself back for some reason and that's not okay.

I need him to let go, I want to make him feel just as good as he makes me feel.  

I kiss his jaw and wrap my arms around his neck. “I want you, Ricardo and I love you.” 

My hands grab his firm ass and I pivot my hips and pull him even deeper inside me. He curses under his breath before he slides a hand under the thickness of my hair and his eyes flick to mine. Then he groans my name and I feel his cock throb and swell as he comes.

We both take a breath and he quickly pulls my dress back down and gives me another kiss. 

I melt against him. I never want him to stop kissing me, ever. 

He tucks a strand of hair behind my ear. “We'll figure everything out, Lou-Lou. You have to be honest with me and trust me, though. No more bullshit.”

“No more bullshit,” I say. “I trust you. We'll get through this together.” 

He picks me up and begins walking us to the apartment building. “We will.” 
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 Epilogue (DeLuca)

 

“I told you it was a bad idea to piss off those women,” Marlene says. “Especially women who practice stregoneria. I mean, that's witchcraft.” She shudders. “And according to my research...they practice malevolent magic.” She turns in her seat to look at me. “They warned you what would happen if you continued threatening them. No wonder your house got blown up. They weren't kidding about refusing to help you break your family's curse.”

She crosses her arms and pouts. “Besides, I think they were wrong about Lucianna. Trust me, she's not special.”

Before the bitch can blink, my hand is around her throat and she's struggling to breathe. “Shut the fuck up.”

I'm going to blow this cunt's head off if she says one more goddamn word.

But then again...having Marlene around does prove to be useful...sometimes.

And by useful, I'm referring to the sounds of her choking on my come as I continue ramming my dick down her throat.

However, Marlene is no substitute for my Bambina

No one is.

I tighten the hand around her throat and pull my zipper down with my other hand. “Maybe this will keep you quiet for awhile.”

She parts her lips and I shove my cock into her mouth. “Lucianna is special. More special than you will ever be. Do you hear me?”

She nods and I press down on her head until she starts gagging. “Take it!”

Fuck, on second thought...this bitch isn't going to do it for me after all.

But I know what will.

My dick grows harder as I picture Lucianna's soft lips wrapped around me and those bright brown eyes of hers looking up at me while she takes me deep. Looking up at me like I'm her savior...her master...her god...like I'm the most important person in the world to her.

As she should ...because I am.

I saved her when no one else in the world did. When no one else in the world gave a single fuck about her. 

The strength she possessed called out to me that fateful night and I knew she was meant to be mine.

My instincts proved to be right the moment she saw my demonic black heart for all that it was and she still managed to love me.

Although, she did try to run away from me once.

I was going to kill her...but I was so enraptured by her strength and beauty I couldn't bring myself to do it.

My Lucianna's a fighter if there ever was one. I realized that killing her would do me a great disservice.

However, it never stopped me from sucking every ounce of strength from her in order to keep her mine.

I learned my lesson about what happens when I let my pretty broken birds fly away.

I learned my lesson when that whore Isabella deceived me. The only reason I let her live back then was because she produced a son for me.

She was the chosen one...she was special.

Well, until I needed to teach my ingrate good-for-nothing son a lesson.

But unlike that bitch...Lucianna is special. 

She would never deceive me...the fact that she passed my little test with flying colors proved it.

She both loves me and equally fears me...just as she should.

Hell, she wouldn't even go near those men because her heart, soul, and body belong to me. 

I knew my Lucianna was special long before that fortune teller did.

I just didn't realize how special.

Lucianna should have been the mother of my son. There's no doubt in my mind, that our son would be the most powerful DeLuca yet.

Even more powerful than me.

So powerful, it would erase the humiliation Ricardo has inflicted and poisoned my legacy with.

I eagerly await the day that I'll be able to go against the DeLuca council and kill him...right after killing those two pissants he calls 'brothers.'

Fuck, I may just do that anyway...but first; I have to ensure the prophet was telling the truth about my Lucianna.

And in order to do that—I need to enlist the help of the ancestors of the witches who first put the curse on my family.

Unfortunately, they're being less than cooperative—which is why I intend to start killing them off...one by one...until they have no choice but to help me.

After that, I'll approach the DeLuca council with my plan and there won't be a goddamned thing they can do about it...because I'm the one who found a way to undo the hex.

I ignore the sounds of Marlene choking as I come down her throat all while picturing my Lucianna carrying the next DeLuca son—the son who will replace the one I have now.

The prophet's words echo in my head and I feel my new found power wash over me.

 

“Your dark-haired beauty called Lucianna is the key to lifting the DeLuca curse—but be forewarned; her power poses a great threat to you—for your darkness will be passed along to your offspring.”

 

I'm counting on it. 

 

 About the Author 

 

If you liked the book, it would mean the absolute world to me if you left a review. It’s so hard for indie author’s to receive acknowledgment and reviews really make a difference for us. 

 

But even more than that…I urge you to read the message on the next page. 

 

 

I'm a lover of psychology, romance, erotica, dark romance, dark erotica, and anything thought provoking...except for math. I've always read books growing up, and after having a strange dream one night; I decided to just go for it and publish my first series. 
Little did I know, I would end up falling head over heels in love with writing. 
If I'm not researching, paying off student loan debt, or writing a novel- you can usually find me watching my favorite series on Netflix, stealing my fiances t-shirts, or pondering the meaning of life. 
Check my page for future novels.
Also, feel free to start a discussion board/or leave a review if you're so inclined. 
I value and appreciate all my fans reviews, thoughts, and discussions, as well as their time. Each and every single one of you are important to me. 
Thanks for believing in me and giving me a shot. It has meant more to me than you'll ever know. 

~ Happy Reading ~


For more news about what I’m working on next: Follow me on my Facebook page: https://www.facebook.com/pages/Ashley-Jade/788137781302982

 

Other Books Written By Ashley Jade 

Blame It on the Pain

Twisted Fate series (books 1-4)

Black Widow Club

The Best Deception 

What Happens in the Dark (books 1-3) 

 The National Domestic Violence Hotline

 

The National Domestic Violence Hotline 

1-800-799-SAFE (7233), or 1-800-787-3224 (TTY).

If you or anyone you know is a victim of domestic violence, I urge and I beg you to reach out. 

You’re not alone…and I will pray for you every single day of my life. 

Please, don’t blame yourself. 

And just in case you never hear this…it’s not your fault. It’s NEVER your fault! 

 

If you or anyone you know is a victim of sexual assault, again; I urge and I beg you to reach out. 

It’s not your fault. It’s NEVER your fault! Please don’t ever blame yourself. 

 

National Sexual Assault Hotline 800-656-HOPE (4673)

 

National Child Sexual Abuse Helpline

 (Darkness to Light)

1-866-FOR-LIGHT (866-367-5444)

 

For rape & sexual assault victims call: 212-227-3000

or email : help@safehorizon.org

All calls are kept completely confidential.

 

And if you still can’t pick up that phone, you can always email ashleyjadeauthor@gmail.com I’ll never judge you, I’ll just listen <3 
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