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        Seduced into a Forbidden world,

        Deceived by the man she loves,

        Threatened with malicious intent,

        She must remain resilient,

        or she risks becoming forever

        Undone...
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            She has no idea what lurks behind the forbidden doors of the House of Sin…
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      He is temptation. Forbidden fruit. A craving I can’t seem to resist.

      

      I went after him in search of answers, certain he had blood on his hands. Now I’ve fallen prey to his seductive looks and commanding charisma.

      

      I know he is a threat. He’s entwined in a dangerous world I don’t understand. But that doesn’t stop me from aching for his touch, for the taste of his wicked lips.

      

      Before I can truly surrender to the fire smoldering between us, I need to know more. I have to see behind the doors he keeps firmly locked.

      

      I need to discover what he’s hiding in the shadowy world known as the House of Sin…

    

  

  
    
      
        
        For Dan,

        Because Rome, Florence, and Venice would not have been half as special without you by my side. Thank you for the trip that inspired this series.

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
        “There is a charm about the forbidden that makes it unspeakably desirable.”

        —Mark Twain
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      Murder, it seemed, was as lucrative as the supermodel business.

      As I stood in the posh lobby on the forty-third floor of one of New York City’s most intimidating buildings and scanned the room, I tried to keep my temper in check. Phones rang while receptionists dolled up in the latest trends spoke quickly into receivers. A girl who looked to be twenty-five but was probably no more than twelve sat in a plush chair, glued to her phone.

      So much for smothering that anger. It was already building inside me, bubbling like a brook rushing over jagged rocks. My gaze slid to the right, and I glanced over at a group of gorgeous women in barely there skirts and sky-high stilettos as they crossed to the elevators, whispering and giggling like schoolgirls. None looked my way. None knew why I was there. None even seemed to care that one of their own had recently been murdered.

      I watched the models step onto the elevator. They were each just as tall as Elena. Each had the same long limbs and high cheekbones all models in the industry were born with. But they lacked something Laney had always possessed. Simplicity. Demureness. An innocence I seriously hoped my friend hadn’t lost in the last hours of her life. Hadn’t anyone else seen that about her? Didn’t they care that she was gone?

      “Can I help you? Miss?”

      The receptionist’s clipped voice snapped me out of my trance, and I looked toward the blonde behind the high counter and stepped forward. “Yes. Sorry. I’m here to see Ms. Clayborne. I’m Natalie James. I have an appointment.”

      The blonde clicked long red nails against her keyboard and focused on the screen to her right. Behind her, in big silver letters, the word COVET was affixed to a wall of glass that held back a waterfall. “Ms. Clayborne had an unexpected personal situation arise. She won’t be able to meet with you today.”

      “What?” I placed my suddenly shaking hand on the sleek marble counter and leaned forward. “Are you sure?” I couldn’t miss this interview. It was my only chance to figure out what had happened to Elena.

      The blonde continued clicking on the keyboard, never once bothering to look up. Her perfectly threaded brows lowered as she scanned the screen and muttered, “That’s odd.” Then louder, “It seems as if Mr. Salvatici is handling her appointments today.” A perplexed expression crossed the blonde’s flawless features before she masked it and met my gaze. “Have a seat in the waiting area, please.”

      I exhaled a relieved breath. “Thank you.”

      That relief was short-lived, though, as I moved to a purple velvet chair that should look gaudy but didn’t in the opulent setting. Luciano Salvatici was the president and CEO of Covet. I racked my brain for information I’d read about him when I’d been preparing for this interview. He was thirty-two, Italian, and he’d recently taken over at Covet after his uncle had suffered a heart attack. Oh yeah, and he was richer than God. The Salvatici family had enough money to buy and sell heaven ten times over.

      Nerves shot through my belly, twisting and twirling like a tornado. Money always intimidated me, probably because my father used it as a weapon against my mother before he died. And because my stepfather wasn’t much better.

      Dammit, I wasn’t prepared for the president of the company. I was out of my element. But I’d been out of my element before. Most of my life, in fact. I could handle this. Docile, I repeated to myself. Be friendly and agreeable. And don’t do anything stupid to give yourself away.

      Swiping at the perspiration dotting my forehead, I pictured Luciano Salvatici as a Mussolini caricature with a big whip while I eyed the redheaded teen across from me.

      The teen wasn’t nervous. Her shoulders were relaxed, her skin flawless and sweat-free, her hair perfectly styled in soft auburn waves. She probably lived and breathed New York modeling. Without bothering to look up, the teen crossed one long leg over the other, sighed, and moved her fingers rapidly over the screen of her phone, playing a game as if the outside world didn’t exist.

      I forced myself to relax into my seat. Coming here today was pure impulse, and I knew it. Two weeks ago, I’d stood in the cemetery, staring at Laney’s coffin, trying to hold back tears as I wondered what had truly happened to my best friend. The formal autopsy report said she’d died of a drug overdose, but I knew Laney better than anyone. She never would have touched drugs let alone taken so many she could OD. Part of that belief was the reason I’d flown to New York and volunteered to box up her apartment so her grieving father wouldn’t have to do it. The other part was hoping I’d find something in Laney’s place that would tell me what had really happened to my friend.

      I hadn’t found any clues, but being in her apartment had only made me more suspicious. I’d lived with Laney in college. I knew how messy she’d always been, but her apartment had been spotless when I’d arrived. Too spotless, as if it had recently been white-gloved. And when I’d discovered from her landlord that her rent had been paid through the end of September by some mystery man, I’d known something was definitely up. Especially when I thought back to her last email to me, only hours before her death.

      “I don’t want to listen, Nat, but I can’t seem to stop. It’s like I’m two people. The innocent model from Montana everyone knows by day, and the seductive bad girl at night who says ‘yes, sir’ and is willing to do anything he commands.”

      Those words sent a shiver down my spine as I sat in the plush lobby of Covet. Ultimately, they were the words that had compelled me to cancel my flight home to Boise, to put in for a leave from my job, to stay in New York, and to finally apply for this internship. I knew the man in that email worked at this magazine. I knew from Laney’s emails and texts that she’d gotten sucked in by someone linked to Covet. I needed answers before I could go home. I needed to know what had happened to the only person in my life who’d truly been there for me, and who I’d let down in her darkest hour of need.

      “Ms. James?”

      Startled out of my thoughts, I looked up at the dark-haired man striding toward me. The one who wasn’t just Mussolini intimidating, he was broad shouldered, imposing, and seemed to suck up all the air around him as if he owned the room. Which, I suddenly realized, he did.

      Holy…hell.

      He stared at me with raised thick dark eyebrows. Realizing he was waiting for me to respond, I shot to my feet, stumbled, and reached for the arm of the chair so I didn’t fall.

      “Um. Yes. Mr. Salvatici. That’s me.” My cheeks burned as I righted myself, and I prayed he didn’t notice. Grasping the strap of my purse in one hand, I let go of the chair with the other and held it out. “Thanks for seeing me.”

      His expression was more perturbed than inviting, and I swallowed hard as he eyed my hand, then finally returned the handshake. “Ms. Allen informed you that Ms. Clayborne is out today?”

      His large hand closed around mine, engulfing me in heat, making me even more aware of his imposing masculinity. The way his thick Italian accent rolled off his tongue didn’t help matters either. “Yes.”

      “Very well.” He released me and turned. “This way.”

      The words were an order, not a request, and they brought the fine hairs along my nape to attention. Breathing slowly to bring down my raging pulse, I followed him past the reception counter and down a long hallway, sneaking looks even though I knew I shouldn’t.

      He wasn’t at all what I’d expected. Instead of short and bald like Mussolini, he was tall and lean, with imposing shoulders that strained against his Armani suit jacket. Thick dark hair skimmed his collar, and just a hint of a shadow covered his square jaw. But what stuck with me the most wasn’t his height or hair or even his body. It was his eyes. I’d only gotten a quick glimpse before he’d turned, but one look was all it had taken to know they were the color of a stormy gray sky and that the left eye had a slight anomaly: a small gap in the bottom left corner as if the iris hadn’t completely fused, creating a keyhole pupil effect. One that made it seem as if even his iris was intimidated by the tempest that roared within him. One that told me he was not a person to be messed with.

      Too bad. I was about to mess.

      My spine strengthened at the inner pep talk, and my shoulders went back into power mode. He must have felt the change drift through the hall, because he slowed his steps, shooting an irritated look over his shoulder. “Problem?”

      His face was all carved angles and tanned skin that looked as if it belonged on a statue rather than on a living, breathing man. He wasn’t handsome—not in the classical sense—but he was striking. And daunting.

      I shook my head and met his gaze head-on. “No, no problem.”

      He turned away with a frown, and as soon as his gaze was off me, I closed my eyes and gave my head a swift shake. I could do this. It was just an interview. I simply had to remember why I was here and not get distracted by expensive suits and sexy accents and intimidating, overbearing men.

      Thoughts of Laney flittered through my mind, making my heart ache. Before I could get lost in the grief all over again, though, Mr. Salvatici turned out of the hall and moved up a curved flight of stairs, leading me into a wide hallway with intricate trim moldings and elegant paneling.

      We passed open office doors, and he nodded and muttered hellos to both men and women busy at work, but he never once introduced me or slowed his pace to explain what departments we were passing. Not that I expected a tour. After all, I was only here for an internship. But part of me couldn’t help wonder if he was being dismissive because I wasn’t as flashy and model gorgeous as all the blonde bombshell Barbie dolls walking around.

      I wasn’t stupid. I knew I was attractive even if most days I wanted to shave my curly dark hair and never look at it again. But I’d never be supermodel thin no matter what I tried—I liked ice cream way too much—and at five feet, four inches, the supermodel life just wasn’t in my future. I was okay with that, though. I didn’t need to be five-eleven and stick skinny to be happy. I was perfectly fine with my shape.

      I eyed Mr. Salvatici’s broad back as we continued walking. Something else I’d never wanted was to be around formidable, controlling men who expected women to be perfect—I’d watched my mother deal with men like that for way too long. And even though I knew this man wasn’t my father or stepfather and that I was probably judging him unfairly, I didn’t care. It didn’t matter how alluring he was. I suddenly didn’t like him.

      He slowed as we approached an archway at the end of the hall. Another blonde Stepford assistant, this one sitting at a wide desk facing an empty waiting area, looked up as we entered. “Mr. Salvatici.”

      “Ms. Pascal,” he said in reply, heading for a set of double doors on the far side of the room, not—I noticed—bothering to introduce me. Again. “Hold my calls for the next ten minutes.”

      Ten minutes. Wow. He was really giving me a chunk of his day.

      “Yes, sir.”

      The way the blonde said “sir” pushed aside my annoyance and sent a shiver down my spine, and I remembered that line from Laney’s email again.

      “…the seductive bad girl at night who says ‘yes, sir’ and is willing to do anything he commands.”

      My stomach tightened. I wasn’t naïve. I knew all about the power games some men liked to play. I also knew there were those who craved dominance and submission and that BDSM was a real lifestyle, not just a fantasy found between the covers of a book. I just hoped that wasn’t what I’d wandered into here. For Laney’s sake, I hoped that wasn’t what my friend had wandered into either.

      I watched Mr. Salvatici’s jacket pull against the breadth of his shoulders as he pushed one side of the double doors open. Was he the him Laney had referred to in her email? He definitely had that dark and dominant persona going on.

      He held the door open so I could pass, and my shoulder brushed the hard plane of his chest, sending warm tingles beneath my jacket. The unexpected contact distracted me from thoughts of Elena, and I caught my breath, drawing in a whiff of his scent—a heady mix of jasmine, musk, cedar, vanilla, and rum.

      Straight to Heaven by Kilian. I was sure of it. Thanks to my prep work for this meeting, I’d read every fashion magazine I could get my hands on. Because I couldn’t resist, I’d even pulled the cologne samples from the pages and sniffed them, just in case. I knew them all by name, and this was one of my favorites.

      Sexy, alluring, controlling, and he smelled divine. He was every woman’s wicked fantasy, but not mine. I lifted my chin and stepped past him. I wasn’t here for myself. I was here to find answers about what had happened to Elena.

      My feet drew to a stop three steps in the room, and I fought to keep my mouth from falling open. His office was bigger than any I’d ever been in, with windows that spanned three whole walls and looked out over a view of the city. His desk sat near the view—a vast piece of chrome and glass that fit his polished exterior. To the right was a wet bar, a cluster of white leather couches, and the biggest flat-screen TV I’d ever seen. To the left, glass doors opened to a palatial conference room and a gleaming mahogany table surrounded by at least twenty chairs.

      If I didn’t already know how wealthy and powerful this man was, I definitely did now. Perspiration dotted my spine, and my limbs grew hot and tight as I glanced over the room, realizing I wasn’t just out of my league, I was out of my friggin’ mind.

      “Can I get you something to drink?” he asked, moving toward the bar.

      Yeah. A double vodka. Fast. My mouth snapped closed, and I checked the response. “Water would be good.”

      Ice clinked in a glass, then he uncapped a bottle and poured fresh, clear liquid into the tumbler. Handing me the drink, he motioned toward the couches.

      I set my purse on the floor and crossed my feet at the ankles, feeling more intimidated by the second. Suddenly even the “expensive” suit I’d picked up at Bloomingdales didn’t seem close to good enough.

      He sat opposite me, flipped open a folder on the coffee table between us, then leaned back and propped one foot on the opposite knee as he eyed me speculatively.

      Prada. My gaze zoomed in on his shiny leather shoes. Those shoes he wore so casually probably cost more than my pathetic car.

      “So, Ms. James,” he said in that thick Italian accent that did weird things to my blood. “An internship for a fashion magazine seems pretty far beneath your potential. I looked at your résumé. You recently graduated with a bachelor of business administration in entrepreneurship management, and you’ve been managing a store since. Why the sudden interest in New York fashion? And why should I waste my time on someone who’s overqualified, in all the wrong ways, for this position?”

      I swallowed the water in my mouth. Friendly. Mild. Pliable. Be someone he wants to hire, not someone who wants to infiltrate his company to find a killer.

      “Well.” Lowering the glass to my lap, I said, “I’ve always been interested in fashion. As a kid, I used to devour magazines like Vogue and Elle and Glamour. But, as you can see”—I glanced down at the black pencil skirt and fitted jacket I wore—“it was pretty obvious at an early age that genetics was not on my side and that I wasn’t cut out to be a model.”

      His gaze slid over my body, from the top of my curly hair pinned up so a few soft tendrils framed my face, across the jacket pulled tight at my chest, then down my slim skirt and finally to the length of my legs and the sensible two-inch heels I’d splurged on for this interview. But it wasn’t a fleeting look. It lingered. Lingered so long, warmth gathered in my belly and inched its way up my skin until my neck tingled and my face grew hot.

      He was checking me out. This daunting man who was surrounded by drop dead gorgeous models every single day was checking me out.

      “I’m someone completely different with him…”

      Laney’s email popped into my head once more, snapping me back to the reason I was here. The heat faded. My skin cooled. I set my glass on the coffee table and straightened my spine. If this was the man Elena had written about, I wasn’t about to fall for his games. I was smarter than that. I wasn’t here to be played. I was here for answers.

      “As you can see from my résumé, my minor was in design studies. During my senior year, I was the cochair for the Design Gala, which celebrates outstanding achievements in design of all types, including fashion. And for the last two years, yes, I have been managing a store. An upscale boutique in downtown Boise, which has received several awards from the city council and which provides the women of Boise with cutting edge fashion choices. I’m interested in this internship for two reasons, Mr. Salvatici. To expand my knowledge of the fashion industry, and to prove what I can do. My background in business is only an asset to anyone I work with.”

      He glanced at the folder between us. “Yes. I do see all that. Forgive me for asking, but have you ever been to New York City before, Ms. James?”

      That wasn’t a question I’d anticipated. “No, but—”

      “I thought not.” He reached for the file. “I see you grew up in a small town in Montana and that after high school you moved to Boise. I realize Boise, Idaho might be a big city to you, but it isn’t exactly the fashion capital of the world, cutting edge or not. In fact, judging from what I’ve seen today”—his gaze lifted from my résumé and skipped back over my black suit—“your little boutique probably wouldn’t stand a chance if it were located here in New York City.”

      My mouth dropped open in shock, but I closed it quickly. He’d just dissed not only the town I called home but my style as well. In a flash, I realized that wasn’t interest I’d seen in his eyes moments before, it was disdain. For someone he viewed as beneath him.

      Waaay beneath him.

      My vision turned red all over again, but I held my temper because lashing out at this pompous asshole wouldn’t get me any closer to my goal. And I needed to keep that goal in sight if I had any hope of figuring out what had happened to Laney.

      “Look, Ms. James.” He leaned forward to rest his forearms against the thighs of his designer slacks and tossed the folder on the coffee table between us. “I’ll be honest with you. You’re not what Covet looks for in an intern.”

      “And what does Covet look for?” I snapped before I could stop myself. “Dumb blondes?”

      His brow lifted, and I caught the flash of amusement in his odd gray eyes before the shutters came down. “Worldliness. Most of the models we use come from small town America, like you. Our goal is to expose them to new people and new experiences because a job as a Covet model will take them all over the world. As impressive as your résumé may be, to our models, you would forever be a reminder of what they’ve left behind. And for that reason, you are not the type of intern we are looking for.”

      His logic made absolutely no sense. “And because you think I’m not worldly enough, you’re not even going to interview me?”

      “I have interviewed you. In the process, I learned everything I need to know.”

      Which meant he’d taken one look at me and decided I wasn’t hot enough to work for Covet. “You didn’t even give me five full minutes.”

      He shrugged in an I-couldn’t-care-less move.

      His arrogant attitude was all I could take, but I wasn’t about to admit defeat. “Mr. Salvatici, perhaps instead of looking for ‘worldly’ employees, you should be searching for ones who are highly trainable. An employee who can think on her feet is way more valuable than one who comes from a big city. I can assure you, I would not remind any of your mod—”

      “And that’s you?” he interrupted with another lingering glance that traveled the length of my body before finally making its way back up to my eyes. “‘Trainable?’”

      Something about the way he said that word—trainable—hit me as off. There was heat in his voice, yes, and in the way he looked at me, but I didn’t see any kind of interest in his eyes as they held mine. If anything, I saw disgust.

      “Yes.” I managed, trying not to be shaken by him. Reminding myself I didn’t care if he was disgusted by my appearance or not. “I’ve learned a lot of things in my life. Quickly and well. As my résumé proves, I—”

      “We’ve already covered your résumé, Ms. James. And you’re not what Covet is looking for.”

      I stared at him in utter disbelief. It couldn’t be over so soon. I had to find a way to convince him.

      Be agreeable.

      “Perhaps I’m simply not hot enough,” I suggested coldly.

      I cringed as the words echoed back to me and bit down hard on my tongue. Dammit. That wasn’t what I’d meant to say.

      He flipped the folder closed. “This interview is over, Ms. James.”

      Angry with myself for the way I’d screwed this up, at the way he’d labeled me before he’d even asked me one damn question, I snatched my purse from the floor and pushed to my feet. “Just tell me one thing. Why the heck did you even bother to schedule this meeting if you knew you weren’t going to hire me?”

      “I didn’t,” he said casually, easing back against the couch to look up at me with narrowed, stormy eyes. “Ms. Clayborne did. But if I had to guess, I’d say it was scheduled as a courtesy. Seeing as you were a friend of Elena McCabe.”

      My fingers grew cold against the strap of my bag, and the air caught in my throat.

      Shit. He’d done his research.

      “We were all very sorry to hear of her passing,” he went on, his voice cool and composed, not empathetic in any way. “She was a sweet girl. One we will all miss.”

      A sweet girl…

      In a rush, I realized that he’d known her. Personally. I could hear it in his taunting words. And that meant he could very well be the man who’d murdered my friend.

      I tensed and eased back a half step as he slowly pushed to his feet, his eyes locked on mine as if I were a bug he wanted to squash beneath his fancy shoe. His broad shoulders and formidable size loomed like a menacing shadow above me when he reached his full height. But instead of grabbing me as I half expected him to do, he moved past me toward the door.

      “Thank you for coming by.” He tugged the door open and pinned me with a hard, contemptuous look. “Good luck in Boise, Ms. James.”

      The air whooshed out of my lungs—air I hadn’t realized I’d been holding. He wasn’t going to hurt me. But he was dismissing me.

      My mind spun. He didn’t know I was on to him. I briefly, wildly considered barring the door and forcing him to hear me out, but since he outweighed me by a hundred pounds, I knew that wasn’t going to work. And the pointed way he glanced at his watch told me loud and clear my ten minutes were long gone and that if I didn’t get the hell out on my own, security would soon be here to throw me out.

      Stunned, I moved toward the door as if on autopilot. As I stepped into the outer office, I heard him speak to his secretary, but I didn’t catch their hushed words. All I could focus on was the fact I’d failed before I’d even had a chance to try.

      Somehow, I made it down the elevator and out the main doors of the building. People rushed by on the street, and the oppressive late-June heat pushed against my skin from every side, but I barely noticed. In a daze, I wandered across Fifth Avenue until I found a bench in Central Park.

      What was I going to do now? I knew that man upstairs was somehow linked to what had happened to my friend, and I’d just blown my one chance to get close to him.

      A click sounded somewhere close, followed by the words, “Bellissima.”

      Blinking several times, I glanced over my shoulder to find a man with thick dark hair down to his shoulders holding a camera in front of his face as he snapped a photo of me. I quickly held up a hand to block his lens. “What are you doing? Don’t take my picture.”

      “Ah, bella,” he said in a thick accent. “But you are too sad and beautiful to ignore.”

      Italian. He was Italian. What was it with me and Italian guys today? “I really don’t think so.”

      He lowered his camera and sat next to me on the bench, flipping his long hair out of his eyes in a move that was so perfect, I knew he had to practice it in the mirror. I tried to scoot away, but his heat surrounded me, and when I glanced his direction to tell him to get lost, I caught a quick look at his face.

      He didn’t need to flip his hair to draw attention. He was insanely attractive already—long, thick lashes, striking, pale blue eyes, and a day’s worth of stubble on his square, formidable jaw.

      “We have a saying in Italy.” His hypnotic accent was eerily similar to the accent of the asshole upstairs who’d kicked me out of his office only a few moments before. Irritation trickled down my spine. “Dolor comunicato è subito scemato.” He grinned, showing off perfectly white teeth. “A problem shared is a problem halved.”

      My eyes narrowed. “With a camera?”

      “The camera sees all, bella. It senses something troubles you.”

      His camera didn’t know the half of it. Sighing, I looked across the road toward the skyscrapers beyond. “Not something, someone.”

      “Ah. Let me guess. The beauty just left a meeting with the beast.”

      He was pouring on the charm. It should have irritated me, but after the last few minutes, all it did was leave me feeling amused. “Something like that.”

      He leaned back against the park bench with a sigh of his own. “Luciano Salvatici has quite a way with women.”

      My gaze snapped to his handsome face once more. “How did you—?”

      “I saw you walk out of the Covet building. I suspect you didn’t get the modeling gig you were up for.”

      I should have felt a little creeped out that this guy—hot or not—had been watching me for the last five minutes, but I was too distracted by my recent failure to care.

      “I’m not a model.” Shaking my head, I glanced over the rest of him. He wore loose faded jeans and a three-button black T-shirt that stretched across rippling muscles and was open to show a hint of chest hair. Even though I wasn’t the fashionista Luciano Salvatici expected me to be, I could tell from one look that this man’s boots were Italian leather and expensive and that the camera in his hands was high-tech and new. “I was interviewing for an intern position. Which I didn’t get.”

      “Not a model? But, bella.” He shifted on the bench, lifted the camera, and snapped a close-up of my face. “Bellissima.”

      I couldn’t stop myself. I laughed and held up a hand again to block his lens. Only in New York could you have the shittiest day, then run into a character like this. “Okay, enough. Your Italian charm has done its job. I’m done pouting.”

      Grinning, he lowered the camera and leaned back against the bench once more. “So why did you not get the internship?”

      My smile faded as I watched traffic inch by on the street. “Because I’m not blonde and leggy, and probably because I have a brain.”

      He chuckled and fiddled with a knob on his camera. “My brother does like to surround himself with leggy blondes.”

      “Your brother?”

      The man let go of his camera and held one hand out to me. “Giovanni Salvatici. Not nearly as…how do you say it here in America?…pompous as the Beast. You can call me Gio.”

      He grinned again, and my gaze narrowed as I shook his hand and took a closer look at him. His hair was the same color as the Beast’s, but that was the only similarity I could see between the two men. Gio’s smiling eyes were a completely different color and shape than his brother’s, and his face was more slender. He was also a thousand times more approachable than the brute who’d kicked me out of his office with barely a sideways glance.

      Remembering that humiliation sent my mood skydiving south again, and I let go of his hand and glared up at the Covet tower. “No offense, but your brother’s a dick.”

      And a pompous asshole. And a misogynistic creep. And very possibly, a murderer.

      Gio’s laugher echoed around me. “That he is, bella. That he is.”

      He leaned forward to rest cut, muscular forearms on his knees, and as he did, I caught a whiff of citrus with a hint of spice. 1872 by Clive Christian. Another of my favorite designer male scents.

      “You wanted this job greatly?” he asked.

      “Greatly,” I said glumly.  “Very, very greatly. More than anything in the world.”

      “Such great appetites should be fed,” he murmured.

      A tingle, not entirely pleasant, sped down my spine. Still, it was a hopeful, if weird, comment, and I turned to him as his camera clicked again.

      Smiling, he lowered his lens. “You are interested in the fashion industry?”

      “Yes,” I lied. “But behind the scenes. Not in front of the camera. I was hoping this was going to be my break in.”

      “Hm. And what will you do now?”

      I frowned. “I’ll figure out another way.”  Maybe with a modeling agency. Elena’s agent had told me Elena had signed an exclusive contract with Covet for the next year, but there had to be another way for me to find out more about Luciano Salvatici. All I needed was an “in” to the industry, and I’d figure the rest out as I went.

      “What if I told you I know of a job for you? In the fashion world.”

      Skepticism sent a tingle down my spine, but lurking inside was a thread of hope. “What kind of job?”

      “A photographer’s assistant. I’m always in need of someone to help me on a shoot.”

      Hope bloomed like a rose opening in the summer sun. I turned fully toward him. He lifted his camera to take my photo once more, but I placed my hand over the lens, stopping him. “You’re a fashion photographer?”

      He chuckled. “Guilty.”

      “Independent?”

      “I do some independent work on the side. But mostly I shoot for Covet.”

      A rush of heat spread all across my skin, but before I could let my elation show, I remembered the Beast. “Won’t your brother be upset if you hire me? I mean, he made it more than clear he thinks I’m navel lint.”

      “Trust me, bella. I don’t need my brother’s permission to hire my own assistant. I don’t need his permission for anything. Do you have a résumé in that bag of yours?”

      I quickly pulled the extra résumé free and handed it to him. “As you can see, I’ve been working in fashion for some time. Just not, you know, New York fashion.”

      He pursed his lips as he scanned the page. “A 3.67 from Boise State. Smart girl.”

      My face heated. I was never easy with compliments. “Yes.”

      “Smart is not always an asset with models. In my experience, they’re never that bright.” He lowered the paper. “How long have you been in the city?”

      I wasn’t sure how to read his comment. Elena had been very bright. Had she acted like she wasn’t to fit in?

      “Bella? The city? How long have you been here?”

      Crap, my mind was wandering in the middle of an impromptu interview. “Five days.”

      “Have you been here before?”

      “No. First time. It’s amazing.”

      He studied me with speculative eyes. No longer the warm, flirty eyes I’d seen before, but hard blue ice chips that seemed to be searching for…something. “Have you ever traveled outside the US?”

      “Does Canada count?” When he only stared at me, the hair on my nape stood straight. “Only to Whistler to ski. And that was years ago when I was a kid. I’m from Montana.”

      “Hm.” His gaze slipped over me again, only this time, it was more than assessing. It burned with the heat of an almost-there caress that made my stomach tighten with unease. “Do you have a passport?”

      “Does this position require travel?”

      “It may. Periodically, Covet sends me overseas to shoot—Fiji, the Caymans, Iceland’s sexy hot springs. Any assistant who works with me needs to be able to drop everything on a moment’s notice to fly off to exotic locations to…work.”

      Elena had traveled to exotic locations. Her emails had told me all about them in great detail, how the models traveled with the photographers, how they stayed at the same hotels…

      My gaze narrowed on Gio. Had this photographer worked with her?  Had he done more than “work” with her? Could I have been wrong? Was he the “him” Laney had referred to in her emails? He was definitely hot enough to attract Laney’s attention, and the way he gazed at me made me feel as if I were the only woman within miles. If he’d poured on this kind of charm with Elena, would she have been able to say no?

      “It’s like I’m two people. The innocent model from Montana everyone knows by day, and the seductive bad girl at night who says ‘yes, sir’ and is willing to do anything he commands. I want to say no but I can’t. I need to please him. Need it more than I need air to breathe. And that scares me because, in my heart, I know he is the most dangerous of men. If I’m not careful, he will destroy me.”

      The heat burning my skin cooled as I remembered the rest of Laney’s words, and I shivered even though the temperature in the park was close to ninety degrees with high humidity.

      “Are you cold, bella?”

      “No.” Covering quickly, I shook back my hair. “I was just thinking about Iceland. Must be frigid there.”

      “It is.” His eyes sparked with an energy I felt across the bench. “But there are all kinds of ways to stay warm. If you become my assistant, I’ll show you each and every one.”

      He was flirting with me. Blatantly. Enticing me with the unspoken promise of pleasure. And my body was responding even though I didn’t want it to, warming in all the right places. Had he flirted with Laney this way? I didn’t know. All I knew was that he was gorgeous and he held the key to the answers I needed inside Covet.

      He could also be dangerous…

      He might be. I couldn’t ignore that possibility. But, as he’d pointed out, I was a smart girl. And whether he was the him Laney had written about or not, I wouldn’t fall into the same trap Laney had. I was determined to spring my own.

      “Are you offering me the job, Mr. Salvatici?”

      “Would you accept if I did?”

      “Yes.”

      A broad smile spread across his handsome face “Then, bella, I am offering.”

      Relief whooshed through me like a hurricane. I had my in. Now all I had to do was keep my real reason for being here secret and figure out who’d killed my best friend. “Then I am accepting.”

      “I’m so pleased, bella.” Gio pushed to his feet, reached for my hand, and brought it to his lips for a hot, lingering kiss. “I’ve a feeling this is the beginning of a long and pleasurable relationship.”

      Tingles spread all across my spine as I looked into his sinful eyes. But they weren’t all good tingles. They were laced with a warning that echoed like a blaring beacon in my blood.

      “Come.” He lowered my hand but didn’t release it. “Let me take you back inside so you can fill out all the boring business paperwork. Then”—his eyes sparked with a heat as wicked as any Roman god’s—“we can finally get down to all the sweaty work. And trust me, bella. It will be very sweaty work. Long hours when you’re begging me to stop. Only I won’t stop. I’ll push you to the limit. But in the end, you will have the most satisfying of rewards.”

      My heart raced. He wasn’t talking about work. He was talking about sex. Sizzling, sticky, no-holds-barred sex. The kind I’d never had. The kind I’d only read about in books and dreamed about in the dead of night. The kind that scared me more than never learning the truth about Laney because I sensed it had the power to consume me if I dropped my guard.

      Laney’s voice echoed in my head again. Only this time, her words were mine. And a shiver rippled down my spine because I had no idea which Salvatici man they were warning me away from.

      “He is the most dangerous of men. If I’m not careful, he will destroy me.”
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      Standing at the wall of windows in my office, I watched from high above as the traffic on Fifth Avenue stopped, and a long-haired man pulled a woman dressed in a slim black suit and low heels across the road and into the Covet building.

      I knew Giovanni’s walk. And I had a strong hunch I knew exactly who he was dragging behind him.

      My jaw clenched and unclenched with simmering fury as traffic filled the street once more. Moving to my desk, I lifted the phone, fighting the urge to find my brother and slam him up against a wall. Maybe break his jaw again, just for the hell of it.

      My secretary’s clipped voice echoed in my ear. “Yes, Mr. Salvatici?”

      “The woman I just interviewed—Ms. James—listed Idaho on her application as her place of residence. She’s staying somewhere in the city. I want to know where.”

      “Yes, sir. I’ll find out right away.”

      The line clicked dead, and I replaced the receiver in its cradle, my fingers twitching with indecision. As acting CEO, every last decision regarding the operation of Covet was ultimately mine. Unless that decision involved that of another ranking member of the Salvatici family. And Giovanni, the sonofabitch, knew that.

      Giovanni also knew that if I came for him, I would have to do so without the backing of the family. I might be the chosen son, but I was also the outcast. The transgressor. The sinner who’d yet to repent. Nothing would make Giovanni happier than watching his loathsome older brother tumble hard and long from his newly reappointed tower. Which was exactly why he was taunting me.

      My phone beeped. I snatched the receiver out of its cradle, lapsing into Italian before I could stop myself. “Sì?”

      “The taxi picked Ms. James up at 520 East 11th Street,” Ms. Pascal said.

      A chill swept down my spine. I knew that address. Knew it well. And Giovanni would know it again too—if the bastard didn’t already. “Find out if she’s staying there alone or with someone. Then get me everything you can on the woman. I want to know why she’s really in New York. And don’t tell me she’s here for a job interview.”

      “Yes, Mr. Salvatici. Right away, sir.”

      I replaced the receiver, my mind a whir of moves and countermoves in a life that was nothing but a never-ending chess game between destiny and desire. One I could never win, only hope to outmaneuver. And survive.

      Save the ones you can.

      It had become my motto. And the only person I’d ever been able to save was myself.

      My gaze drifted back to the wall of windows and the view of the New York skyline as I thought of the brunette with the wild curls who’d only just barely restrained herself from calling me an ass to my face. Sadly, for her, she’d stumbled into the wrong family. If she didn’t know she was a pawn about to be played, she would soon.

      

      By the time I made it home that evening, I was ready for a few stiff drinks. After reading the report my secretary had pulled together on Natalie James, I was ready for a whole damn bottle.

      I tossed the report onto the coffee table and stared out at the twinkling view of the city from my living room on Central Park West. Well, not my living room, exactly. Up until two months ago, it had belonged to my uncle Salvatore, and before him, a long line of Salvatici men had lived here. Keeping a presence in the city was important to the family name, and I knew that. But I hated every moment I was here. Hated and resented it because being here was not my choice. It was an order I’d finally been forced to follow.

      Irritation pulsed in my veins as I rose from the couch, moved through the library in the apartment that encompassed the entire thirty-fifth floor of the building and wove into the kitchen, where I poured myself another Glenlivet and downed the scotch in one swallow.

      Natalie James was a problem I didn’t want to deal with but, again, was forced to confront. She was in New York because of her dead friend. She was staying in Elena McCabe’s apartment. She’d weaseled her way into a job at Covet by going through Giovanni when I’d specifically told her she wasn’t welcome. And she was—I didn’t doubt—with my depraved brother right this fucking minute, doing the devil only knew what.

      The girl didn’t belong in New York City. She didn’t belong anywhere near Covet. If I hadn’t known it by looking into her naïve blue eyes in my office earlier today, I knew it now after reading that damn report. She might have spirit—I snorted at the word might—but she was as innocent as a lamb. Twenty-four years old, from some tiny town in Montana that barely registered on a map, no siblings, her father dead, her stepfather a rancher, her mother a rancher’s kept woman. She was smart, that was clear from the report—she’d breezed through college with honors—and she worked hard judging by the hours she put in at her little boutique in Boise. But she didn’t travel. Aside from drinks with her girlfriends now and then, she didn’t really party. She had no record, nothing that even hinted of a dark or questionable past. And she’d been a lifelong friend of Elena McCabe going all the way back to kindergarten.

      That friendship was what bothered me. Made me wonder just what Elena had told the naïve and innocent Natalie James about New York and Covet. And every time I thought of a girl like that holding Giovanni’s hand as they’d crossed the street earlier in the day…

      The empty glass cracked in my hand, and I frowned as I looked down at what I’d done. “Dio dannato.”

      My mother would slap me upside the head if she heard me use the blasphemous swearword. Ironic, I thought as my frown deepened, considering the much worse things she didn’t give a fuck that I or the other men in our family did.

      The phone in my pocket buzzed, distracting me from thoughts of my mother. Setting the glass on the counter, I pulled the cell out of my slacks, then swore again as I read the name flashing on my screen.

      My day was getting worse by the fucking second.

      “Papà,” I said into the phone, biting back my anger at both the interruption and the call. “It’s late in Tuscany. Having trouble sleeping?”

      I purposely spoke in English because I knew it would piss the old man off. Antonio Salvatici answered in Italian for the same damn reason.

      “No, I’m fine, son. Wanted to catch you before you turned in for the night.”

      Considering everything I was dealing with, I wouldn’t be sleeping anytime soon, but I didn’t tell him that. “Well, you caught me. How is Mamma?”

      “She’s well. Helping your uncle Salvatore reacquaint himself here at home. He’s being difficult for your mother and your aunt.”

      I nearly snorted at that. My uncle Sal was as bullheaded as my father. He’d insisted his heart attack was no big deal and that he could still run Covet without help. My father had disagreed and ordered him home. Then, instead of handing Covet off to my cousin, Sal’s son Benito, my father had ordered my ass to New York to take over running a business I’d never wanted a hand in.

      Benito Salvatici would have been a terrible choice as CEO. He was as depraved and immoral as any Salvatici man had ever been, completely unreliable, and fucking foolish. I knew that. But I still resented every miserable second I had to give up my life for the worthless men in my family.

      “How are things at Covet?” my father asked.

      My jaw clenched hard. Covet was a façade. A way to suck young, unsuspecting girls into our sick world. I knew it, my father knew it, everyone in the damn family knew it but refused to speak the words—especially my mother. I was expected to ignore that fact and act like I gave a fuck about the magazine.

      “Fine,” I said, playing the part, my stomach rolling with a familiar nausea. “Just settling in.”

      “Good, good. Will you be coming home for the Rome Fashion Week?”

      No fucking way in hell. “I’m not sure,” I hedged, because saying no would only start a war I didn’t have the energy to fight. “We’ve got a new online interface rolling out soon. It’s monopolizing a lot of my time.”

      “I see. Your mother will be disappointed.”

      A twinge of guilt twisted through my chest, but I ignored it. My mother wasn’t innocent, and I harbored a shitload of anger at her for sitting back and standing silent in the face of my father and the entire Salvatici family.

      “Did you receive the invitation for the masquerade?”

      My guilt morphed to a rolling rage that flexed my fingers around the phone. “I got it.”

      “You’ll be attending.”

      It wasn’t a question but another fucking order. One that made the rage inside me roar. “I’m not su—”

      “You are the head of the Salvatici family in America now, Luciano.” My father’s voice took on the characteristic edge that said there would be no argument. “You are required to attend the masquerade, and I will expect a full report when it is over. I do not care if you approve of it or not. Your days sailing carelessly around the world, ignoring your duties and responsibilities, are over. I’ve put up with your bullshit long enough. Soon, you will take my place as the head of the family worldwide, and when you do, you will do so with piety and fucking respect for me and each and every one of your ancestors who built this family into what it is today. No Salvatici heir in the history of our family has shirked his responsibilities. You will not be the first, do I make myself clear?”

      All I wanted to do was hurl the phone at the wall, but I restrained myself and through clenched teeth managed to mutter, “Crystal clear.”

      “Good.” My father exhaled a long breath, and I could just picture him lounging on the loggia of my parents’ country home, staring through the arched columns toward the rolling view of Tuscany. Bile rose in my throat, knowing he was perched in his grand estate like the king of his fucking castle…like the king of the fucking world, which he very nearly was. “That’s very good. Now, tell me about your brother, Giovanni. Is he behaving himself?”

      “As well as can be expected,” I said, fighting to stay in control of my emotions. I knew better than to antagonize my father. Doing so wouldn’t just bring down his wrath, it would bring down the wrath of the entire Salvatici House, and while I hated my life at the moment, I did like living and wasn’t about to do anything to give others in our world a reason to off me.

      “Good,” my father said again. “I expect you to keep him in line. We do not need another scandal right now.”

      No, we certainly didn’t. Bitterness clawed up my chest. Bitterness mixed with resentment. Giovanni should know that as well. The dustup from Elena McCabe’s death was finally settling, yet my brother was already back to his old shit with the fresh-faced Natalie James.

      I looked down at the cracked glass on the counter in front of me, knowing I needed to do something quick to get the girl out of New York and away from the Salvatici family before it was too late. I just didn’t like what had to be done. “I’ll take care of Giovanni, don’t worry.”

      “I know you will, son.”

      Pride swam in my father’s voice as he moved on to the topic of my youngest brother Dante and my sister Ariana, both still   in Italy, living a life of carefree bliss because they weren’t required to do anything but marry and produce children to further the Salvatici name. I, on the other hand, was expected to become the devil himself, in all his perverse and immoral ways.

      We said our goodbyes, the sickness in my belly rolling like a wave on stormy seas. Tossing the cracked glass into the garbage, I grabbed a water bottle from the fridge and downed half of it, but still the bile rose in my throat over what I had to do next.

      There was no way around it. If Natalie James wasn’t going to listen and my brother didn’t give a shit, then I had to take matters into my own hands. I reached for my phone and dialed.

      “Paulo,” I said when the voice on the other end answered. “I have a job for you.”

      “Sure, Luc. What do you need?”

      Paulo was from the old country. He’d worked for the family for years, and he could always be trusted. I forced the vile words out of my mouth. “A mugging.”

      Paulo chuckled. “You got someone in mind, or you just want me to run up the street grabbing purses at random?”

      “A woman. Natalie James. Average size and height, dark curly hair. I’ll send you a photograph and address. I want her out of the city.”

      “You think scaring her is the way to go?”

      I sure the fuck hoped so. “She’s from some small town in the Northwest. The harsh realities of city life should be enough to motivate her into leaving New York.”

      “And what if it’s not? You want me to rough her up a little?”

      The girl’s pale skin and wide blue eyes flashed in my mind. I might be an asshole, but I wasn’t a monster. Not yet, anyway. “Just a mugging. I’ll call you if I need anything more.”

      “Consider it done.”

      The line clicked dead in my ear. Pulling the phone away from my face, I stared down at a picture on my screensaver of the first sailboat I’d ever built and sold. That life, far away in the tropics, working in the warm sunshine, answering to no one but myself seemed like a lifetime from where I was now.

      I longed to go back. To forget everything and everyone in my entire fucked-up family. But my desires meant nothing anymore. My life was here now. Doing what I was told and becoming a person I despised.

      I pocketed the phone before the image of the past threatened my sanity. Turning for my office, I told myself what was about to happen to Natalie James wouldn’t even come close to the shit my family could do to her. For her sake—and for mine—I wanted her gone, and tonight I was willing to do anything to make that happen.

      Save the ones you can.
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      Brushing a wayward curl out of my face that had pulled free of the bun I’d tied my hair into, I dropped the last notebook on the pile I’d created in the middle of Laney’s living room floor and frowned.

      Nothing. I’d found nothing in Laney’s notebooks. Nothing but sketches of dresses and skirts and tops, the same type of sketches Laney had done when we were kids, although these were way more intricate and showcased her design talent.

      No matter how hard I’d looked over the past three days, I hadn’t found a note or a business card or even Laney’s cell phone to give me a hint. It was as if someone had already been through her apartment.

      That thought sent a shiver down my spine, and my mind tripped back over Laney’s last words. He is the most dangerous of men. In a rush, I pictured both Salvatici men I’d met today. One brimmed with darkness and domination. The other oozed so much wicked sex appeal, my stomach quivered with the memory of his sinful eyes locked on me.

      One could be Elena’s mystery man. Both held power in the palm of their hands. Something in the back of my mind warned not to trust either until I uncovered my answers.

      I glanced over my friend’s living room, looking for something I might have missed. The apartment was small—way smaller than the house we’d shared together back in college. The front door opened right into the living area, which was only big enough for a couch, an end table and lamp, and a wall cabinet that held a TV and several shelves of books. Three rectangular windows looked out toward the dark street. Behind me, a low counter separated the galley kitchen from the living room, with a small wooden table and two chairs under the far left windows. To my right, a short hall gave way to the miniscule bathroom and the one bedroom so tiny it housed only a double bed, nightstand, and a small closet.

      My gaze skipped over the paperbacks on Laney’s shelves—medievals, paranormals, contemporaries, suspenses…even a few young adults. From the time I was ten, I could remember seeing Laney with her nose stuck in a book, escaping her unhappy home with stories of bravery, adventure, and love. She’d craved her own adventure. She’d daydreamed about finding a once-in-a-lifetime love like the ones in her books. It was the reason she’d dropped out of college before our second year was even up. The reason she’d moved to New York on a whim. The reason she’d left everything she’d ever known behind when I’d begged her not to go.

      I’d never understood Laney’s quest for true love. I might be from a small town, but I knew the world was nothing like a romance novel. It was hard and unfair, and there were no happy endings. Why had she thought she needed a man to be happy? I didn’t need a man. I was perfectly content in Boise working in the boutique I would someday own and expand. That was what mattered—controlling your own destiny—not placing your happiness in the hands of another.

      “I want to say no, but I can’t. I need to please him. Need it more than I need air to breathe.”

      Laney’s email flashed in my head again. I knew in my heart that she hadn’t overdosed. As a small child, she’d watched her mother slowly die from breast cancer discovered too late. She’d spent the majority of her youth with a father who’d drowned his loss and sorrow in alcohol, with an older brother who’d turned to pot and heroin. But Laney had taken her grief and directed it into something positive. She’d worked out religiously. She’d watched what she’d ate, choosing organic whenever her bank account allowed it, and she’d never touched soda. She’d been determined not to end up like her mother, like her father and brother. When drugs popped out at a party, Laney was the first to politely say no.

      Even though we hadn’t seen each other in nearly four years, even though we’d led two very separate lives after she’d moved to New York, I knew my best friend could not have gotten twisted up in drugs. Someone had given the drugs to her. Someone, I suspected, who was the same him Laney had written about.

      I pulled my gaze from the books, pushed to my feet, and moved into the bathroom to brush my teeth before bed, frustrated and close to furious that there was nothing in the apartment to give me any more clues.

      Ignoring the shake in my fingers, I reached for my toothbrush, then glanced at the empty tube of toothpaste I’d found in Laney’s drawer.

      Damn. I’d forgotten to get more.

      More frustrated than before, I moved into the bedroom and shoved my feet into my Skechers. I didn’t bother changing out of my black leggings and favorite oversized gray sweatshirt, the one with the Boise State bronco emblem on the front that was so big it hung off one shoulder. There was a small market two blocks down where I could pick up what I needed. Twenty minutes, and I’d be back.

      I grabbed my credit card and reached for the keys I’d dropped on the nightstand. Thankfully, by the time I got to the market, the place was nearly empty except for a few people buying beer. I quickly located the supplies I needed, paid for them at the counter, and carried the bags and my credit card out onto the sidewalk.

      Thoughts of tomorrow flittered through my mind as I walked up the dark street. I was scheduled for a health screening in the morning. I assumed that meant Covet wanted me to provide a drug-test sample. Lots of companies did that. I had nothing to worry about there as I’d never had much interest in drugs. I was more worried about the photo shoot tomorrow in Times Square and what Gio would want me to do for it. He’d figure out quickly I knew nothing about photography or modeling.

      Something hard slammed into my back, shooting the air straight out of my lungs and all thoughts from my mind. I lurched forward, tripping on my feet. The bags and credit card flew from my hands. I barely had time to lift my arms before I hit the pavement. My palms scraped along the sidewalk. The corner of my forehead cracked against concrete.

      Hurried footsteps sounded around me. Dazed, I looked up to see a figure all in black swoop up my bags and credit card.

      “Hey!” Adrenaline surged through my veins. I stumbled to my feet. “Hey, that’s mine!”

      The person—I couldn’t tell if it was a man or woman—took off at a run, never once looking back. Panic and helplessness rushed through me as I watched the mugger speed off down the sidewalk with my things and disappear around the corner.

      I stood flabbergasted in the middle of the sidewalk, unable to believe I’d just been mugged. Turning quickly, I looked for anyone who’d seen what had just happened, but the street was empty and quiet.

      The streetlight above me went out, dousing me in darkness. My heart rate shot up, and my breaths grew fast and shallow. Footsteps sounded close. Whipping around, I looked back the way I’d come from the grocery store and spotted a man—a large, hulking man—dressed all in black with a hood over his head. A man who was striding straight toward me in a way that was anything but friendly.

      The flight instinct beat out any inclination I had to fight. Pushing my legs into gear, I raced in the other direction, not waiting to see who the man was or what he wanted. Within minutes, I skipped steps up to the door of Laney’s building, keyed in the code, and didn’t draw a full breath until I was safely back in the apartment.

      Gulping in air, I collapsed back against the door and tried to settle my racing pulse. It didn’t work. All I could see was that hulking figure heading toward me. All I heard was Laney’s voice echoing in my head, saying, “He is the most dangerous of men.”

      I closed my eyes tight. Breathed deeply. As my adrenaline slowly lowered, a hysterical laugh sipped from my lips. I’d reacted like the naïve country girl Luciano Salvatici thought I was. The figure I’d seen striding toward me was probably just someone who’d watched what had happened and was checking to see if I was okay. Instead of behaving as a mature adult, I’d run like a child.

      My pulse regulated, and I opened my eyes, focusing on the familiarity of Laney’s apartment. Wine. I needed wine to calm down. Then I needed to call my bank and let them know my card had been stolen.

      I pushed away from the door and headed for the kitchen on legs that were still shaking. My feet drew to a stop as I passed the dark windows and caught sight of a shadowy figure beneath the lamppost across the road. I could only see his shape—no face, no eyes, nothing to identify him in the dark. But I could tell from his posture and the way his face was angled that he was staring up through my windows at me. I could also tell he had a hood pulled over his head and that he looked exactly like the man who’d come after me moments before.

      My blood turned to ice. I jerked back from the window, out of his view. Why was he watching me? A mugging was one thing but this...this was stalking. Who was he? What did he want? No one knew me in New York except…

      My breath caught.

      No one except the two Salvatici men I’d met today at Covet.

      For the first time since I’d hatched this impulsive plan to find out what had happened to my friend, I was frightened of the truths I might find.

      

      “That’s right.” With his dark hair pulled back into a messy man bun, Gio stepped to his right and snapped another picture as he held the camera to his face. “Up just a little.”

      My gaze drifted past Gio and the model in the purple chiffon gown, and I scanned Times Square. I’d never seen a street—or streets, since Times Square stretched several blocks—more crowded. People were everywhere—tourists gawking at the shoot, shoppers carrying bags, professionals in suits cutting across intersections to get wherever they were going. I felt as if I’d stepped into another world, the buzz of activity overwhelming my ears, the flickering LCD screens ambushing my sight, the smells of fried foods, garbage, and, yes, a hint of sewer, filling my nostrils.

      It was a far cry from the quiet medical clinic I’d spent most of my morning in. After the scare of last night, that had been an interesting experience. The clinic had been located outside the city, in a wealthy area of Long Island. When I’d checked in at Covet’s front desk as Gio had told me to do, expecting to be given directions to a clinic a few blocks away, I’d been surprised to be redirected outside where a private car waited. In minutes, I’d been whisked out of the city, unsure where we were headed, growing more nervous by the second because the balding driver in the black suit refused to answer my questions.

      We’d gone through a lengthy tunnel. I would never have known where I was if I hadn’t seen a Long Island Expressway sign from the backseat window. Once parked outside the clinic, my nerves had gone wild. It was housed in what looked to be a large colonial mansion set off a quiet street. I’d thought for sure the driver had taken me to the wrong place until he’d ushered me up the short walk and opened the opulent door for me.

      I still wasn’t sure why I needed a thorough physical to work as an intern at a fashion magazine. The urine sample I’d understood—drug testing—but the blood sample and the four-page health questionnaire had totally thrown me.

      I’d ignored several of the questions: Are you a virgin? At what age did you become sexually active? When was your last sexual encounter? Do you have a current boyfriend or significant other? Does he or she know you are seeking employment at Covet? Have you ever had a same-sex encounter? Have you ever participated in high-risk behaviors such as BDSM, anal sex, or multiple partners?

      No one had the right to ask those questions, and I’d refused to answer them. When the nurse had finally called my name and taken me back for my exam, the model-blonde woman had frowned at my paperwork, more concerned at my blank pages than the scrape on my forehead from last night’s mugging. When I’d refused—again—to answer the questions, she’d made marks on my chart and comments about my uncooperative nature that had sent my irritation up several notches. Maybe those questions were normal for models in New York—though I couldn’t see how—but they weren’t for me and never would be.

      “Nat.”

      Startled out of my thoughts, I blinked to my left where Gio stood with his camera lowered and his eyes pinned on me. “Yes?”

      “I said not so high. You’re reflecting the light across her face.”

      “Oh.” I tipped the round white reflector in my hands down so the light from the umbrella lamp hit across the model’s chest.

      “Better.” Gio lifted the camera and snapped photos again as he stepped to his right. “Tip your head back.”

      This time, I knew he wasn’t talking to me, so I forced my mind away from the odd exam and focused on the five-eleven model with blonde hair down to the middle of her spine, waiting a few inches behind me in case Gio needed to snap a couple more photos of her.

      No time like the present to start getting answers.

      “Crazy place,” I said over my shoulder, careful to keep the reflector aimed properly.

      The blonde didn’t even spare me a glance. Just shrugged and continued to watch Gio and the other model work.

      “But you girls handle it like champs. I’m impressed. All this,” I dipped my head at the chaos around us, “and somehow you keep your cool. I’m afraid if I had to work in this kind of environment all the time, I’d be bashing someone over the head.”

      Her light brown eyes finally shifted my way. And the faintest ghost of a smile touched her lips.

      “Sometimes it gets hard.” Her gaze lifted to Gio, and her expression darkened. “Sometimes I want to bash.”

      “Well, bash away,” I said, moving the reflector as the model in the purple gown preened for Gio’s camera. “I’ll tip this so they can’t see.”

      She laughed outright at that, and Gio’s irritated gaze flitted our way for a second before he refocused on his work.

      The blonde’s smile instantly faded.

      An uneasy feeling rolled through my stomach. I cleared my throat, forcing myself to go on. “My friend sometimes wanted to bash a few heads,” I said as casually as possible, taking a chance. “She was a model for Covet. Elena McCabe. Not sure if you knew her…”

      The blonde’s eyes widened and quickly shot Gio way. When he didn’t turn to look at us, she glanced from him to the other model currently twirling in the middle of the street, then to the assistants they’d brought, standing just out of earshot. “No,” she said in a low, tight voice. “I don’t know anyone by that name.”

      My internal radar went off.  “Oh, sure. Well, that makes sense. There are a lot of Covet models. And I’m sure you don’t all work together.”

      “No, we don’t,” she said quickly, stepping away.

      She knew something. I turned to look after her, trying to think of something, anything, to keep her talking, but froze when a shadow fell over my shoulder.

      My head whipped around. Gio stood right in front of me. Only he wasn’t watching me. His narrowed gaze was fixed on the retreating model at my back.

      My heart picked up speed. Had he heard us? Had he heard me say Elena’s name?

      His eyes shifted down to me. “You’re not holding the reflector properly. Your mind, it is wandering.”

      With shaky fingers, I hefted the reflector above my head and forced a smile I didn’t feel.  “Sorry. It did wander. But just for a second. It’s all so exciting. I’ll pay better attention, I promise.”

      “See that you do,” he murmured, looking at the model again. Turning away from me, he added, “Your only purpose is to be at your employer’s beck and call.”

      I didn’t like the way he said “purpose.” And I liked the way he used “employer” even less. Ironically, though, the word “employer” didn’t make me think of Gio. It made my mind shoot right back to Luciano Salvatici. His tall, muscular body, his commanding and intimidating presence, the way his assessing, odd gray eyes hadn’t missed a thing about me when I’d been in his office.

      Unease rolled through my belly. Did he like to fuck his models? Was that why he needed to know their most personal sexual secrets? Had he made Laney answer those questions, then used them to his advantage?

      The next few hours passed without a single opportunity to corral any other models alone. My arms ached from holding the sixty-inch round reflector over my head. It didn’t weigh much, but it was awkward, and after a day lifting it up and down, my arms felt as if they might fall off.

      “Nice. Perfect.” Gio lowered his camera and winked at the strawberry blonde model he’d been shooting for the last thirty minutes. “I think we have what we need.”

      The model’s face morphed from warm and happy to cold and bitchy faster than a Porsche Spyder shifts from zero to sixty on the open road. “Where did you get this one, Gio?” She nodded toward me with pure disgust, her French accent dripping with disdain. “She knows less than your last assistant.”

      I lowered the flimsy reflector to my feet and bit the inside of my cheek so I wouldn’t respond.

      In a low voice, Gio said, “Careful, Antoinette.”

      The model’s green eyes shifted to icy daggers as she narrowed her gaze on me. Huffing, she turned and stalked toward her three personal assistants already holding up several drapes to create a changing area for her right on the street.

      “Don’t worry about her.” Gio unlaced the camera strap from around his neck and reached for the bag at his feet. “She’s hangry. Didn’t eat today. None of the models do when they have a shoot.”

      I glanced over my shoulder toward the drapes being taken down by Antoinette’s frazzled assistants. Antoinette was already back in her low-rise, skin-tight jeans, four-inch heels, and a black, lacy camisole top that hit above her belly button to show off a wide swath of skin inked with an elaborate leopard-print tattoo that skimmed the right side of her waist and disappeared beneath her jeans. Her predatory glare was once again fixed on me. “You mean to tell me she doesn’t live off the blood of her victims? That is shocking.”

      Gio’s grin widened as he rose from his camera bag and moved toward the umbrella light. “She does have some vampiric tendencies, but the camera loves her.”

      “Hm,” was all I said as I brushed a stray curl out of my face, not wanting to read too much into “vampiric tendencies.” I couldn’t figure out why, but I’d never met a person who disliked me on sight more than Antoinette. It clearly had nothing to do with my looks—she was a thousand times more exotic and beautiful than me. But just the same, I sensed something about me threatened her.

      I looked toward Antoinette and her assistants—or were they handlers?—fluffing Antoinette’s hair and chatting with her while the model stared across the camera equipment at Gio with that resting bitch face she had to practice to get so perfect.

      My gaze followed and landed on Gio, and I watched as he shrank the umbrella light hood and slid it into its case. His head lifted, and he met Antoinette’s eyes across the space. He didn’t stop packing up equipment, but some kind of silent communication passed between the two. I saw it when I looked back at Antoinette. Saw it in the way the model’s face paled, and she lowered her eyes. And I heard it when she murmured, “Yes, sir.”

      Antoinette turned toward her assistants and quickly ushered them down the street and into the chaos of tourists and shoppers and suits without another look back. Glancing around, I checked to see if anyone else had heard what she’d said. Gio was busy packing up his equipment. Chad, Gio’s one-man shoot security guard, held his bulky arms crossed over his chest as he stared at the ground, either unfazed by what had just happened or unable to watch.

      Confused, I looked back at Gio, wondering if I’d imagined the entire scene or if it had really happened. His intense gaze met mine, and my breath caught as I watched his long limbs slowly unfold and he moved toward me with all the grace and danger of a lion stalking its prey.

      “You did very well today, Nat.” He stopped inches away, reached out, and tucked a stray lock of curly hair behind my ear. I tried not to flinch. He was sexy enough but…something felt off about him. And every time I thought about that model calling him sir like in Elena’s letter…

      “I don’t know much about photography, I’m afraid,” I managed.

      “You will learn.” His gaze slid from my eyes to my mouth. “I’m a very thorough teacher.”

      The sexual innuendo hung between us, the same way it had in the park, making the air around me hot and thick. He spent his days with gorgeous models, but he was clearly interested in me. Was it general interest, or was it something more sinister—something I couldn’t help but feel slither like a warning over my skin?

      His wicked gaze slid back to my eyes. “How about food? I’m starving.” He dropped his hand, and the predatory look faded from his eyes, replaced by one that was warm and friendly. Slinging the camera bag over his shoulder, he turned toward Chad. “Go ahead and start loading up. We’re done for the day.”

      “Yes, sir, Mr. Salvatici.”

      Yes, sir. There it was again. Was I reading too much into the words?

      Gio nodded for me to join him. “Come on. I know a great place close by.”

      I hesitated. I knew nothing about this man. I was more than wary of his innuendoes, but he was my key to Covet. Dinner might be my best chance to get him talking. “Okay,” I heard myself say. “Thanks.”

      We stepped into the hustle and bustle of Times Square, leaving Chad to load the equipment in the van. I tried to keep up but was quickly swallowed by the crowd. Rising to my toes, I tried to look over heads but couldn’t see more than a sea of faces. Just when I was sure I’d lost Gio, a hand closed around mine and pulled. Startled, I looked up to find Gio grinning down at me in that sexy, sinful way of his as he maneuvered us both toward the sidewalk. “Don’t let go, bella. I’m not even close to done with you yet.”

      A shiver rushed down my spine, one laced with both unease and fear. I told myself not to get swept in by his charm as I watched him lift two fingers to his lips and whistle for a cab. For Laney, I would flirt and smile and be as seductive as needed to get what I’d come for. And if Gio Salvatici wasn’t the him from those letters, I’d use him to find out who he really was.

      Because one way or another, I was going to find Laney’s killer. I’d find him and I’d make sure he never harmed another woman again.

      

      The place “close by” that Gio had mentioned wasn’t one of the chain restaurants I’d spotted in Times Square. It was a French restaurant off Fifty-first Street called Le Bernardin, and as soon as I stepped through the revolving door, I knew I was way out of my element—again.

      Twisted vertical strips of steel covered one whole wall. Another held an enormous painting of a stormy sea. The décor was fresh and modern with low tables decked out with crisp white linens, glittering china, and plush padded chairs. The restaurant was packed, every patron dressed in dinner jackets, fancy dresses, and so much bling, the room sparkled.

      My gaze shot to the cheap slacks and light blouse I’d worn today, then to Gio’s casual jeans and deep blue tee. “We’re not dressed for a place like this,” I whispered at his side as he moved toward the hostess. “And I’m pretty sure you have to have a reservation.”

      He grinned down at me. “Fear not, bella.”

      Glancing over my shoulder toward the dining room, I felt every eye in the place on me. I tucked a stray lock of hair back into place and tried not to fidget.

      I didn’t like how out of my element I felt. Something was disturbing me, and it wasn’t the New York crowds or the cold-hearted models I’d encountered. It was Gio, and his brother. It was the way Antoinette had said yes, sir, and the way the other model had stepped away in fear when I’d mentioned Elena’s name.

      All the more reason to dig deeper, I told myself, dropping my hands and straightening my spine like I belonged here. Let them look. I wasn’t a nobody like they all thought. I was a girl on the hunt for a killer.

      The hostess—a young blonde who was as striking as any model at Covet—laughed at something Gio said, then stepped away from her station and disappeared around a corner. Seconds later she returned with a dinner jacket in her hand. “Here you go, Mr. Salvatici.” As Gio shrugged into the blazer, she reached for two menus from her station. “If you’ll both follow me.”

      Gio held his arm out so I could move in front of him. “After you, bella.”

      The hostess led us to a secluded U-shaped booth in the back.  “Here you are.” She handed each of us a menu when we were seated and reached across the table to flip our water glasses over. “Jacque will be your server tonight.” She looked down at Gio and winked. “Enjoy, sir.”

      “Grazie, Gabriella.” Something about the way Gio said the girl’s name hit me as off. And I didn’t miss that word again: sir.

      “Do you know her?” I asked, watching the sway of the girl’s hips as she walked away.

      Gio shrugged and studied his menu. “She sat on me before.”

      “She what?”

      Grinning, he glanced up. “Sat for me. Sometimes my English is off.” He looked across the restaurant toward Gabriella already talking with another couple at the hostess station. Something in his eyes spoke of familiarity. And intimacy. “She sat for me. For the camera.”

      “Oh.” My gaze drifted toward the blonde. “She’s a model?”

      “Some.” He looked back down at his menu. “The food here is delizioso.”

      A strange feeling rolled through my belly, like too long spent on a rocking boat.

      “Wine, bella?” He reached for the wine list from the edge of the table. “The seafood here is exceptionally delicious. I suggest a white.”

      I knew virtually nothing about wine, but the comment made me remember what I’d found on the Internet about the Salvatici family, and I latched on to it. “I understand your family owns a vineyard.”

      “Ah, we do.” He flipped a page in the thick wine book. “The Salvaticis make the best wine in all of Tuscany. You should come to Italy sometime. Sample our fruit.” He glanced across the table at me. “It’s the most succulent you’ll ever taste.”

      There it was again. The blatant sexual innuendo. I chose to ignore it once more.

      The waiter came and read off the specials. Gio ordered a bottle of Salvatici Pinot Grigio—winking at me as he did and pointing out to the waiter that the French wines on their list paled in comparison. By my first sip, I had to admit he had a point. The wine was light and crisp with no oakiness, and it went perfectly with the sea bass Gio suggested I order.

      We lapsed into an easy discussion about the photo shoot over dinner and the spread it would fill in the magazine. I was careful not to bring up Laney’s name, because that hadn’t gone well before, instead asking about the other models—how long they’d been with Covet, what other photographers they worked with, how easy or difficult the models were to manage. Gio answered all my questions without any hint of suspicion. I learned that Covet models signed directly with the magazine. If they wanted to take outside work, they had to get approval from the CEO. Basically, they were owned by the company. By Luciano Salvatici. The Beast.

      My appetite waned, and I set down my fork, reaching for my wine again. What was it about Luciano Salvatici that bothered me so much? It was more than his pompous arrogance, more than his intimidating glances. He was a threat. I’d felt it the first moment I’d laid eyes on him. He was the kind of man who was always in control. I’d heard it in his voice when he’d told me my interview was over. No back and forth. No pleasantries. Nothing but cold, hard steel staring back at me.

      “Bella?” Warmth rushed over my fingers, and I blinked at Gio across the table, realizing his hand was sliding over mine at the stem of my wineglass. “Are you still there? You seem a million miles away.”

      I suppressed the urge to jerk my hand back, instead working for a smile I didn’t feel. “Sorry. I think I’ve had a little too much wine.”

      He grinned, pushed his plate forward, and rested his forearms on the tablecloth. “Salvatici wine is potent. Like its men.”

      I couldn’t help myself. I laughed. After two glasses of wine—or had it been three?—his innuendos were more funny than disturbing. “Good thing there are only two of you. Pretty sure I couldn’t handle any more.”

      His eyes darkened again, and his gaze slipped from my eyes to my lips and lower, hovering on the edge of my blouse and the hint of cleavage at my chest. “I bet you could handle way more than two.”

      Whatever warmth I’d been feeling turned ice cold, and for a moment, I felt as if I were in a yacht on the swirling, stormy sea in the picture behind me. I needed to go before he got any ideas. I hadn’t brought Laney up tonight, but I’d learned a lot about Covet and how the magazine worked, and that would have to be enough. At this point, giving him a reason to trust me was more important than pumping him for information. But I was not about to give him a reason to think I was interested.

      “I really appreciate dinner, but I should probably think about getting home. It’s—”

      Gio’s gaze skipped past me, and the way his jaw clenched down and his expression hardened stopped me midsentence.

      I turned to see what he was staring at and froze when I spotted the Beast walking right toward our table.

      My rolling stomach twisted into a tight knot. Looking back at Gio, I watched as he leaned back, his muscles coiling tight beneath the black blazer the hostess had loaned him as if ready for a fight.

      Luciano Salvatici nodded at the two men in suits he was with. They moved past him and found their table. The Beast, however, stopped when he reached us.

      “Giovanni,” he said in that deep, pompous voice. He was dressed as he had been yesterday, in a charcoal suit, but tonight he was missing the tie, his dress shirt unbuttoned just enough to show a hint of dark chest hair.

      “Luciano.” Gio’s hand gripped the edge of the table until his knuckles turned white.

      “Entertaining, I see.” The Beast’s blistering gaze flicked once at me, then away as if I were nothing but a speck of dirt on the tablecloth. And though I tried to hold my breath, I couldn’t. The clean, fresh Kilian scent I’d detected in his office during my interview filled my senses, distracting me.

      “Always.” Gio grinned, but there was a bite in the smile, no warmth as he’d shown me.

      The Beast’s jaw flexed, and a flood of Italian spilled from his lips, words I didn’t understand and couldn’t decipher.

      Gio’s features grew more tense with every word. He bolted to his feet and let out a stream of his own Italian. Voices quieted in the restaurant as all eyes turned our way. I sank back in my seat, hoping no one noticed me, hoping these two weren’t about to get into an all out fistfight in the middle of the fancy restaurant. The Beast’s gaze grew stormier—if that was possible—and the moment Gio stopped talking, he let out one sentence in Italian, flashed a last scathing look my way, and turned to rejoin his group.

      “What was that?” I breathed as soon as he was gone.

      “That was my dick of an older brother, as you so eloquently called him.”

      Gio pulled a wad of cash from his wallet and dropped it on the table. Grabbing his camera bag from the floor, he said, “Come on, bella. Time to go.”

      I pushed to my feet, and my gaze locked with the Beast’s across the room. A shiver of unease rushed down my spine. He was watching me as if I were the threat, not him. As if I had something to hide, not Covet. Grasping my purse, I stepped after Gio, but I could still feel the Beast’s eyes boring into my back, and halfway to the door, I remembered the way he’d said Elena’s name in our meeting yesterday.

      With knowledge. With secrecy. With contempt.

      He was the one Laney had gotten wrapped up with. I was sure of it, now. Somehow, I had to find a way to prove what he’d done.

      Gio was quiet in the car ride to the East Village. We pulled to a stop outside my building, and I turned to say good night to him, but he surprised my by telling the driver to wait while he walked me to my door on the third floor.

      Nerves rolled through my belly as I fumbled through my bag for my keys. I hoped like hell he didn’t expect to be invited in. “Thank you for dinner.”

      “I had fun, bella.”

      His voice sounded normal again, not edgy and hard as it had been when we’d left the restaurant. I pulled my keys out, relieved this night was almost over.

      “Is your friend home?” He nodded toward the door.

      Shit. He did expect an invite in. “Yeah. Probably,” I lied. He hadn’t acted like he’d recognized the building when we’d driven up, but there were pictures of Laney all over the apartment still. If he saw one, he’d figure out my working at Covet was more than a coincidence, and I wasn’t ready for that to happen.

      He nodded and looked down at me. “Friends are good. They keep us from doing things we shouldn’t.”

      He tucked a lock of hair behind my ear, and a shiver of unease raced down my spine at both the whisper touch and his loaded words. Again, I forced myself not to jerk back.

      “Well.” He gazed down at me with unreadable eyes. “I should probably go.”

      “Yeah,” I answered, more relieved than I hoped I showed.

      He flashed that mesmerizing smile once more and stepped away.

      I was just about to turn toward the door with my key when he gripped the banister and looked back over his shoulder at me. “I forgot to ask you.”

      “Oh, um. Yes?”

      “A friend is having a party tomorrow night. I know you’re new to the city. It’s a good opportunity for you to make some acquaintances.”

      “Friends are good. They keep us from doing things we shouldn’t.”

      That shiver turned to a full-on warning tingle. A party with him was probably not a good idea. I’d seen the way he looked at me. On the other hand, I needed to know more about his brother. Maybe at a party, with a few drinks, I could get him to let a few things slip.

      I bit my lip, debating. “What kind of crowd will it be?”

      “Industry people. A few from Covet. I could introduce you around.”

      “What’s the dress code?”

      He flashed those gorgeous teeth. “Nice dress, heels. Nothing too fancy.”

      I mentally flipped through Laney’s closet. Even though Laney had been five inches taller than me, I’d always been able to squeeze into her clothes.

      My heart pinched at the thought of my lost friend, reminding me why I was really here. Tomorrow was Saturday. If I said no, I wouldn’t have a chance to ply Gio for information until next week. Before I could stop myself, I heard myself say, “I could probably find something that would work.”

      “Good.” He winked back at me as he moved down the stairs. “I’ll pick you up at eight tomorrow. Ciao, bella.”

      “Ciao,” I said in response, repeating the Italian word for both hello and goodbye. But alone, I couldn’t stop wondering what the hell I’d just agreed to.
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      I stayed awake most of the night, tossing and turning, trying not to think about the chilling looks Luciano Salvatici had sent me across that restaurant. He really didn’t like me. Was it because I’d gotten a job at Covet without his approval? Was it because he’d seen me having dinner with his brother? Or was it something more?

      As I finished getting ready for Gio’s party, my mind skipped between Laney, the Beast, and Gio. If I ever wanted to get to the bottom of Laney’s mystery, I needed to focus. Tonight was the perfect opportunity to do just that. I planned to be seductive and mysterious with Gio, ply him with alcohol, and force him to talk.

      My phone on the bathroom counter rang just as I was finishing taming my curls so they fell across my forehead, hiding my bruise from that mugging the other night. I hit answer and pressed it to my ear. “Hello?”

      “Natalie? There you are. I’ve been trying to get in touch with you for days.”

      I cringed at the sound of my mother’s voice and cursed myself for not checking the screen before answering. My mother had not approved of this trip, and I wasn’t up for another lecture about how foolish it was to drop everything and run to New York. I hadn’t told her my real purpose for being here—she’d flip her lid if she knew the truth—and after yesterday and my sleepless night, I didn’t trust myself to sound sunny and optimistic. Unfortunately, my mother was a talker. Fortunately, it was almost time for Gio to pick me up. “Hi, Mom. Sorry, I’ve been busy. What’s up?”

      “Are you at home? I called your house twice earlier, and you didn’t answer.”

      I couldn’t keep dodging her on this. “No, actually, I’m still in New York.”

      “For heaven’s sake. Why?”

      I clenched my jaw and told myself not to let my mother get to me. She liked to dictate my life from her cushy ranch in Montana. Nothing I chose was ever good enough. Not my job at the boutique or my small rental house or my lack of male companionship. I could tell her about the job at Covet, but I really didn’t want to. At least not yet. “It’s just taking longer to box up Laney’s things than I thought. It’s no big deal.”

      My mother huffed. “It’ll be a big deal when they fire you from the store.”

      I also did not want to get into a debate about how managing a small business was far beneath my potential. “Jillian is not going to fire me from the boutique, Mom.”

      “And how do you know?”

      “Because she told me to take as long as I needed.”

      “So you’re vacationing in your dead friend’s apartment? That’s morbid, honey, even for you.”

      My patience was quickly fading. “I’m not vacationing. Laney has a lot of stuff.”

      “Well, I still think you shouldn’t be there. Her father or brother should be taking care of her things, not you. Roger agrees with me.”

      I rolled my eyes because I’d already heard this one too. My mother was nothing if not opinionated. And the last person I wanted to hear a lecture from regarding the evils of New York City was my overbearing stepfather, Roger.

      The doorbell rang, saving me from losing my temper. “Look, Mom, someone’s here. I gotta go.”

      “You have plans?” Shock and disapproval rang through her voice.

      Yes, plans to find out who killed Laney. “I’m just meeting a friend of Elena’s.” It wasn’t an outright lie. “I’ll call you next week.”

      “Please do. I worry about you, dear, whether you realize it or not.”

      A whisper of guilt rushed through me. I knew she worried in her own way. The fact she’d always been more focused on herself and her romances than on her only kid was just something I’d learned to accept long ago.

      Another good reason not to get involved with a domineering man. I did not want to end up like my mother, neglecting my own flesh and blood all to please some guy.

      I managed a quick goodbye, fluffed my hair one last time, then wove through the apartment and reached for the door.

      “Oh, bella.” Gio’s approving gaze slid from the top of my head, down the slim black cocktail dress I’d found in Laney’s closet that had probably hit her midthigh but on me reached almost to my knees, then down my exposed legs to my hot-pink toes peeking out of the three inch silver stilettos. "Tu mi togli il respiro.”

      His approval was welcome after that call from my mother. If she’d been able to see me, she’d have told me the dress was too tight and my hair was too messy. I reached for my purse from the chair near the door and slung the strap over my shoulder. Gio was an attractive man—especially tonight in the expensive black slacks and crisp white dress shirt open at his collar to show a dusting of dark chest hair—but I wasn’t interested. I was doing this for Laney and had no desire to get tangled up with any man. “I don’t have a clue what you said.”

      He chuckled and stepped back so I could move into the hall and lock the door. “I said you take my breath away. And you do, bella.” I heard a sniff near my ear, and when warmth brushed my bare shoulder, I realized he was close. Very close. “Is that grapefruit I smell?”

      I turned toward him and swept my curls over my shoulder, moving back against the door for space. “Yes. Hermes.”

      “I knew I recognized the scent.” His gaze slid over my outfit once more like a sinful caress, making me wish I’d picked something other than the clingy spaghetti strap dress. He leaned in and drew another whiff that curved his lips in a seductive smile. “Very sexy.”

      My stomach caved in at his boldness. Thankfully, he stepped back just when I was starting to feel trapped. He held his hand out toward the stairs. “After you.”

      I gripped the handrail and moved down the steps, working for calm and casual when I felt anything but. “Thanks for inviting me to meet some new people.” Warm, humid air rushed over me when I stepped outside. Even at eight p.m., it was still muggy in New York. “Where is this party?”

      “A friend’s place.”

      That told me nothing. “Is it far?”

      Instead of answering, he flashed a mysterious smile and ushered me toward a sleek black Ferrari that was so totally him, I couldn’t help but roll my eyes. “Eager, I see. That’s good. That’s very good.”

      His roving gaze slid over me again while he held the door, and as I lowered myself to the passenger seat, I didn’t miss how his sinfully pale eyes hovered on the length of my exposed thigh where the dress inched up as I sat.

      Nerves bounced around in my belly as he moved around the hood and climbed behind the steering wheel. He still hadn’t answered my question, and I had a sinking suspicion he wanted more from this night than I was willing to give. I was also sure if my mother could see me now, she’d absolutely shit bricks. She wouldn’t care if Gio had known Laney or was privy to anything about her death. She’d tell me to jump his bones before he could get away. A man with money and good looks who showed interest—in plain girls like me, according to her—was a total catch.

      I pushed that thought away as he jerked the car out of its parking space and sped down the road. I could handle this. I just had to keep my wits about me and everything would be fine.

      The Italian leather seat cradled my body in all the right places. But as Gio maneuvered the sports car into the midtown tunnel and whipped around cars going too slow in the eerie orange light, a new kind of anxiety speared through my chest. I gripped the door handle at my right.

      He glanced sideways with a wicked grin. “Scared, bella?”

      Considering he was swerving around vehicles like Mario Andretti, I was terrified. “I’m not sure yet. Should I be?”

      He looked back at the road, but his brazen smile didn’t fade. “Oh, you should be.”

      I chose to ignore that loaded comment. We popped out of the tunnel, leaving the eerie orange lights behind. Businesses on the sides of the freeway lit up the darkness, and we passed a sign that read I-495. I twisted in my seat to look over my shoulder. The twinkling skyline of Manhattan shone in the window behind me.

      “Are we on Long Island?” I asked.

      “Yes.” Gio maneuvered the sleek vehicle around a minivan. “The party’s at a private home about thirty minutes out. Just sit back and relax.”

      There was no way I could relax knowing I was on the same island where I’d been subjected to that weird medical exam, but I sank back in my seat so he couldn’t tell my mind was suddenly whirring with options should I need to bail quickly. I’d erroneously thought the party would be in the city and that I could grab a cab when I was ready to go home. As we veered off the interstate and wound through neighborhoods, the houses growing farther apart and set back off the road, I realized that wasn’t likely.

      I cleared my throat. “How do you know the people throwing this party?”

      “Family friends.”

      He was purposely being evasive. And the term “family” didn’t put me at ease at all. “Will your brother be there?”

      Gio huffed and mumbled, “I sure the hell hope not.” Then louder, “Don’t worry, he never comes to these things.”

      For the first time since I’d opened the door and seen him standing on the other side, I felt my pulse slow. “Well, that’s good. I wouldn’t want to run into him way out here. He’d probably think I was following him.”

      Gio grinned sideways again, the lights from the dash illuminating his wide smile. “Pity the woman who falls for the Beast, right?”

      “Yeah.” I smiled back, but instead of easing my tension, the comment ratcheted my heart rate up all over again.

      I really didn’t like domineering men. So why the pulse notch at the mention of the most domineering one I’d ever met?

      “Here we are.” Gio turned the vehicle off the dark two-lane road and stopped in front of a wide, arched iron gate with intricate scrollwork. Tall brick pillars flanked the gate on both sides, giving way to a twelve-foot brick privacy wall that blocked the road from what was on the other side. A dark-haired man in a black suit stepped out of a small gatehouse building to the left and stopped near the car. Gio rolled down the window. The two spoke in Italian for several moments, then the man bent and looked across the interior of the car at me.

      His expression was anything but friendly. Beady eyes slid over my face as if memorizing every play of bone and curve of skin. The man spoke to Gio again in Italian, his gaze never leaving me.

      Gio laughed at whatever the man said, reached across the seat, and squeezed my knee. I flinched at the contact but quickly tried not to let my reaction show. Smiling my way, Gio lifted his eyebrows, and I didn’t miss the act like you belong here look on his face. Heart pounding, I reached for his hand to pry it off my sensitive flesh, and blinked up at the gatekeeper with a grin I didn’t feel.

      The man looked from me to Gio and back again, then finally straightened, shifting his face out of my line of sight.

      Seconds later, the gate parted in the center and swung back. Gio said “Grazie,” and rolled up his window. As we drove onto the grounds and the gate clanged shut behind us, I had the ominous feeling I wasn’t welcome at this so-called party.

      My nerves shot right back into overdrive.

      “What was that?” I asked, letting go of his hand and looking across the dark grass on both sides of the Ferrari as we moved slowly down a long treed lane.

      “Nothing for you to worry about, bella. The owner of this estate is particular about his privacy. I was just reassuring his man that you wouldn’t be sneaking back here once it’s over.”

      That definitely wouldn’t be happening since I had no idea where on Long Island we even were.

      “So who is this owner? Someone at Covet?”

      “No. And I can’t tell you his name. I can tell you that you’ll experience all sorts of new things tonight.” He slid those sinful eyes my way once more. “New and exhilarating things.”

      My heart beat faster with a mixture of fear and unease, but before I could ask just what he meant by that, the road parted and three enormous fountains came into view, followed by the biggest mansion I’d ever seen.

      “Oh my,” I muttered as my eyes widened.

      Gio chuckled and turned the car to the right, following the drive. “Not something you see every day in Idaho?”

      “Not at all.”

      I’d seen plenty of big houses at home, mostly up in Coeur d’Alene, the ritziest part of the state, but they all paled in comparison to this. The drive swept past the three towering fountains, each shooting water at least twenty feet into the air from marble statues of naked women. Tall, Old World iron lampposts illuminated the oval drive on both sides. Past the last fountain, the ground dropped away to reveal a sunken, illuminated courtyard with mesmerizing tile work set around another naked marble statue. But the focus was the mansion at the end of the drive, complete with turrets and steep roofs and finial spires that looked as if they reached all the way to the stars.

      “Wow.” I couldn’t find another word to fit what I was seeing.

      “Impressive, isn’t it?”

      Impressive was an understatement. “I feel like I just stepped into the pages of The Great Gatsby.”

      “You may feel more than that soon.” He pulled to a stop in front of the mansion and twisted around to reach for something from the backseat. “Here, put this on.”

      I tore my gaze from the mansion and looked at the item in his hand. “A mask?”

      “A Venetian mask. Requirement for the party.”

      The eye mask was like nothing I’d ever seen. It was purple, made of superlight filigree metal, and adorned with Swarovski crystals and purple gems. One side was sparkly with black flourishes and swirls. The other half was an elaborate butterfly wing that didn’t just cover half the eye mask itself but the right cheek and jawline of the wearer’s face.

      I fingered what I knew was an expensive mask and glanced toward Gio, watching as he pulled on his own mask. His wasn’t purple but red, and where mine hid mostly my eyes, his covered his nose and the entire top part of his face, peaking at two horns above what I recognized as the devil’s amused expression.

      His lips curved in a smile that matched the mask perfectly. “What do you think?”

      “I think that’s pretty fitting.”

      “Put yours on, and we’ll go.”

      I wasn’t sure about this, but I slid the mask on, tied the ribbons behind my head, and adjusted the eye holes so I could see. The door beside me popped open, and, looking up I realized a valet had been standing outside, waiting for me to don my mask before opening my door.

      Gio tossed his keys to another valet and met me at the hood. With a hand on the small of my back, he ushered me up the marble steps to the enormous gold—yes, gold—arched double front door. “This is an anonymous party,” he said softly in my ear. “No one uses real names. For tonight, you’re Molly.”

      “And what’s your name tonight?”

      “Mike.”

      “Mike and Molly. Like the TV show?”

      He grinned down at me in the devil mask. “Of course.”

      If he was trying to put me at ease, it didn’t work. He did not look like the kind of guy who watched American sitcoms. But the minute I stepped into the palatial mansion, the questions died on my lips and my mouth fell open.

      The inside was even grander than the outside. Soaring ceilings, intricate crown moldings, marble floors, glittering chandeliers, and the biggest staircase I’d ever seen, sweeping up to the second level like something straight out of Cinderella’s castle.

      “Come on.” Gio took my hand and pulled me through an arched doorway to the left

      I wasn’t comfortable with his touch, and I was just about to pull back from his hand when we moved down into a sunken living room packed with people. The protest faded from my lips as I looked around. The living room was as big as a gymnasium, stretching from the front to the back of the house, with enormous windows that looked out over the Long Island Sound and the twinkling lights of Manhattan beyond.

      “Wow,” I said again, trying not to be completely flabbergasted but failing miserably.

      Chuckling, Gio pulled me around a trio of women, each holding fancy-looking drinks and chatting. The women glanced my way, and even with their masks, I could see they were sizing me up—along with my outfit.

      “This place is pretty amazing,” Gio said. “I’ll give you a tour after we get a drink.”

      I tore my gaze from the women and looked around again. I definitely wanted a tour. I felt as if I was in the middle of a dream. Someone owned this house—someone lived here. I couldn’t believe the amount of wealth and affluence around me.

      My gaze drifted over the sea of faces and the small groups of people chatting and laughing as Gio drew me toward a bar set up in the far corner of the room near the towering windows. Men were dressed in expensive slacks and crisp dress shirts. The women wore spendy cocktail gowns in a variety of colors and towering heels. I didn’t spot a single chubby person in the crowd. They were all fit and toned, looking as if they’d stepped off the pages of GQ and Covet. My gaze shot back to the trio of women we’d passed, none of whom were looking my way anymore. Fidgeting with the strap of my dress, I was suddenly glad for the mask. I definitely didn’t have a model’s body like them, and my dress—though it had felt fancy back at Laney’s apartment—seemed like nothing compared to the outfits around me.

      “Here.” Gio pushed a long-stemmed glass into my hand. “It’s a mimosa. I took a guess as to what you might like.”

      “Thanks.” Right now, I didn’t care what I drank. I was more anxious than I’d been when Gio had picked me up.

      Some kind of instrumental music seeped out of hidden speakers in the ceiling as I lifted the glass and sipped. A man and woman in masks smiled our way. With one hand at the small of the woman’s back, he ushered her forward, but his gaze slid down my body while hers hovered on Gio before the two moved around us toward the bar.

      Weird. The man had been checking me out right in front of his date, and she’d been checking Gio out in front of him.

      Shaking off the strange thought, my gaze skipped past the couple, over the other guests, and came to rest on a dark-haired man in black slacks and a white dress shirt whose face was covered by an eye mask that was black on one side and an antique white porcelain on the other, giving him the appearance of the Phantom of the Opera. He was all alone, leaning back against the wall, his hands loosely resting in the pockets of his slacks, no drink anywhere near him, and though I couldn’t see the color of his eyes, I could tell they were locked on me. Under his watchful gaze, a shiver raced down my spine, one laced with both fear and an excitement that came out of nowhere.

      Gio’s hand closed around my upper arm, and he turned me toward him. “How about a tour of the estate?”

      My skin tingled. From the edge of my vision, I could see the man in the corner was still watching me. But this time, his jaw was flexed beneath his tanned skin, and even though I couldn’t see his eyes clearly, I recognized malice filling his gaze.

      My heart thumped wildly against my ribs as Gio led me through the back of the house. Did the man in the Phantom mask know me? Did he know Gio? I glanced over my shoulder several times but couldn’t see him any longer.

      We moved through a massive library with floor-to-ceiling bookshelves, past an office, and into a great room that opened to a huge kitchen and spanned the entire back of the house. Even more people lingered here, laughing and drinking. Leading me through the throng of guests, Gio stopped to say hello to a few people but never bothered to introduce me. I barely cared. I was too busy looking over my shoulder for the Phantom, wondering who he was and why he’d looked at me like that, but he was nowhere to be seen.

      My hand shook as I sipped my drink again. I’d probably just imagined the Phantom’s reaction to me. I was no one in this sea of people. No one anyone at this party would care much about, anyway.

      Long minutes later, I was glad when Gio pulled me out of the house and onto an enormous balcony that overlooked an English courtyard lit up around a central fountain. “Come on.” Taking my hand, he led me down a massive set of marble stairs to the courtyard below. “You have to see the waterfront. It’s spectacular.”

      Everything about the property was spectacular.

      At the bottom of the stairs, we passed a waiter holding a tray of empty glasses. I drained the rest of my drink, set the glass on his tray, and said, “Thank you.”

      There were fewer people out here, but music still echoed from hidden speakers, and groups of men and women laughed and chatted in the warm evening breeze as we moved through the courtyard.

      “This place was built back in the 1920s by a Russian industrialist,” Gio told me as we walked. “He patterned the fountains on the property after some in St. Petersburg.”

      “He liked marble statues, I see.” I’d noticed there were all kinds on the property—mermaids, Greek gods, maidens holding dripping jugs of water. Naked statues seemed to be a theme in this place.

      “Yeah, you could say that. The place covers almost ten acres, it has thirty bathrooms, fifteen bedrooms, four pools, three tennis courts, a full gym, even a lazy river in the lowest level inside.”

      “Well,” I looked up at him, feeling more relaxed outside where I could breathe, “who doesn’t like a lazy river?”

      We moved down another set of marble stairs that overlooked one of the three tennis courts he’d mentioned. A stage was set up on one end of the court, and dozens more people in masks filled the space, dancing to jazz music that floated on the breeze.

      “Do you feel like dancing?” Gio asked.

      I wasn’t sure what I felt like. I just knew I felt totally out of place. And I didn’t like feeling that way. I liked control. Specifically, I liked being in control. It was safer that way. I didn’t belong in this world, not even a little.

      Maybe Luciano Salvatici was on to something.

      “I-I don’t know,” I managed, not wanting to think about the Beast.

      Gio took my hand again, and I let him because it—at least—seemed familiar. “Let’s get another drink, and I’ll show you the pool and the dock.”

      Multiple bars were set up all over the property. I waited while Gio ordered us another drink and glanced out over the bodies moving to the music.

      “Here you go.” Gio handed me my drink and took my hand once more. “The pool is really something.”

      I sipped my mimosa and wrinkled my nose as he led me down yet another set of marble stairs. This one tasted slightly salty, almost as if the bartender had accidentally dropped margarita salt into my glass. I drank it anyway because I was still feeling unsteady and knew the alcohol would calm me. But I vowed this would be my last drink for the night. I didn’t want to get wasted and do something stupid, especially here, where I was already a major outcast.

      “Whoa,” I muttered as we moved down the last set of stairs to the pool deck. “You weren’t kidding when you said it was really something.”

      It was one of the biggest pools I’d ever seen, lit up in turquoise by underwater lights with an island in the middle and another naked statue spewing water up into the air. Beyond the pool, a dock stretched out over the dark sound, and I could easily imagine a giant yacht parked at the pier.

      The pool was empty tonight, but there were a few people on the chaise lounges around the deck. Some sitting and chatting, one couple stretched out and kissing with seemingly no care that anyone could see them. Out on the dock, I could make out a few more people, but this part of the grounds was definitely less populated than anywhere else we’d been.

      “It’s really stunning,” I said, averting my gaze from the couple making out as I took another sip.

      “It is. Do you want to check out the dock?”

      I eyed the long line of boards that stretched out over the dark water and tried to ignore the sudden roll my stomach took. “I don’t think so. I’m not really a fan of water. Unless it’s in a glass.”

      He chuckled.

      Silence stretched between us. Whispers and the sounds of kissing drifted our way from the couple on the chaise. Face heating, I turned toward Gio and tried not to notice. “So, um, how often do they hold parties like this?”

      “Whenever the mood strikes.” He nodded at my glass. “How’s the drink?”

      I looked down to discover I’d already sucked back three-fourths of it. The alcohol was definitely working. My anxiety had ebbed, and warmth seeped through my veins. “Good. Though I definitely think I should have some water after this.”

      “Good idea.” He steered me back toward the steps. “Let’s go find you some, then I’ll show you the rest of the house.”

      We passed back through the courtyard and into the house. I swapped out my empty glass for a bottle of water and took a long sip. Gio showed me the rest of the main level, then led me downstairs and showed me the game rooms, two-lane bowling alley, the lazy river, and theater room. My skin grew warm, and I knew it was from the heat of the indoor pool. We moved back upstairs and looked around the top level.

      “Hey,” Gio said in the hallway after he’d shown me another bedroom suite even more elaborate than the last. “Are you okay? You look a little flushed.”

      I wasn’t sure. I was suddenly very light-headed and tingly. Everywhere. I pressed a hand against my brow above my eye mask. “I think I need some air.”

      He took my hand and led me toward the stairs. “Come on.”

      The palm of his hand was warm against mine and soft. Very soft. All my attention seemed to zoom in on that one spot where we touched.

      We wove around people on the stairs and in the massive entry of the house. The air felt stifling, and claustrophobia pushed against me. I instinctively looked for the Phantom, but the faces and masks blurred around me, and I swayed. Gio wrapped an arm around my waist and helped me out the massive front door. When we finally stepped out into the fresh night air, I drew a deep breath that helped a little as I tried to keep the grounds from spinning.

      A man lingering outside with a cigarette spoke to Gio in Italian. Gio laughed and said something to the man I didn’t understand, then took my hand and drew me away from the valet and cars still unloading partygoers. I wasn’t sure where he was taking me, but seconds later, we were alone on a dimly lit path that led away from the house into the trees.

      “What was that about?” I asked. Tall trees towered above us. The sounds of the party faded in the air to my left. Something in the back of my head warned I should be cautious about where he was leading me, but the gentle breeze felt so good and his hand so soft, I couldn’t seem to pull away from his touch.

      “Just someone who recognized me. Are you feeling better?”

      “Yes. Much better.” My body felt light and relaxed out here, and away from the swarm of people, I could breathe easier. “I think it was just too many people inside.”

      “Yes. Definitely too many people.” He stopped on the path and turned to face me. One arm slid around my lower back and pulled me up against him.

      I sucked in a surprised breath and looked up at his face cast in shadows beneath the trees.

      “You look scared, bella.”

      “I-I’m not scared,” I lied. My gaze dropped from his eyes behind the sinful mask to his lips. His suddenly very tempting lips.

      A rush of heat gathered in my breasts and shot straight between my legs, surprising me. Gio was definitely an attractive man, but I wasn’t interested in him. Not once in the last few days had I been aroused with him. Now, though, staring at his plump lips so close to mine, my body felt as if it were coming to life, and all I could think about was pressing my mouth to his to find out if he tasted as good as he suddenly looked.

      Those luscious lips slowly curled in a wicked, knowing smile, and his gaze dropped to my mouth. “Your heart is racing. I can feel it. I can also feel your nipples hardening against my chest as you tremble.”

      My face heated in the darkness, and my heart beat even faster. I held my breath and waited as he leaned toward me, unsure if I wanted him to kiss me or not. But his lips never met mine. Instead, his cheek grazed my temple then his mouth was at my ear, whispering, “Trembling is good. Very good. Before this night is over, I plan to feel you tremble all over.”

      He drew back and smiled that devilish grin beneath his mask, then he released his hold on my waist and slid his hand down my arm until his fingers laced with mine. “Come, bella.”

      Come… The word pounded in my brain in time with my pulse. It was a demand, an order, a command I couldn’t seem get out of my head. Why couldn’t I get it out of my head? Why did it sound so blatantly sexual?

      My skin felt sticky, my dress clinging to my flesh in a way that made me want to rip it off and run naked through the trees. Luckily, another house appeared before I gave in to the urge. This one was designed in the same European style as the main house, but on a smaller scale.

      “What is this?” I asked as he pulled me up the steps toward the heavy wood front door.

      “More of the party.”

      He knocked several times. Muffled music drifted from inside. Seconds later, a burly man in a suit opened the door and gave Gio and me the once over. He spoke in Italian—did everyone here speak Italian?—and waited while Gio answered. Seconds later, he stepped back to let us enter.

      Music pounded out of speakers somewhere in the house, a steady thumping beat that infused my body with excitement. We moved through the marble entry and into a large, dark living room. A strobe light pulsed over the bodies packed together, dancing. But unlike the couples we’d seen down on the tennis court, these weren’t innocently swaying. These were grinding together, hands streaking over bare flesh and dwindling clothing, kissing hungrily, tongues flicking in the blinking lights. Some bodies grouped in twos and threes and even foursomes as they mimicked sex acts in every form.

      My skin tingled even more, and my breaths came fast and shallow as I watched the undulating bodies move to the beat. Gio stepped up behind me, and his heat enveloped me like a blanket as I stood at the threshold of the room. His fingertips traced the line of my spine and hovered just over my backside, sending tingles all across my flesh.

      “Do you see something you like, bella?” His hot breath fanned my ear, and a shiver rushed over my skin. I stood still, trying to think, trying to make myself move, trying to find words to speak, but the blood pounding in my veins and gathering in the tips of my breasts was all I could focus on.

      “I see lots I like,” he breathed against my other ear, sending another shiver down my back.

      Two women, a blonde in a blue butterfly mask and a redhead in a cheetah mask, moved up on my left and grasped Gio by the arm. Surprised, I watched as they pulled him away from me. He grinned back with an impish curve of his lips but didn’t fight them. I stood both confused and mesmerized as the women tugged him into the middle of the room and began to dance—one at his front, her hands sliding up and down his chest while she ground her hips against his, the other rocking her pelvis into his ass as she scratched her manicured nails down his spine.

      I wasn’t sure what I was seeing. Blinking several times, I tried to force my eyes away, but I was unable to do even that. The blonde tugged Gio’s shirt free from his slacks and lifted her mouth to his. In the pulsing light, I watched their lips fuse, both shocked and aroused by the scene unfolding in front of me. The redhead at his back reached around to stroke him through his pants, her body continuing to rock and undulate against his ass while he kissed the blonde. Several seconds passed, then Gio broke away from the blonde’s lips and turned to close his mouth over the redhead’s. But not before he sent me another lustful look that shot heat straight to my center.

      Their bodies rocked and groped and fondled in the flickering light. Around them, I noticed others were doing the same, but my gaze kept straying back to Gio and the two women, and even though I told myself I shouldn’t be there, that I wasn’t supposed to be seeing this, I couldn’t make myself leave.

      My skin was on fire. A hot ball of need gathered low in my belly and slinked between my legs. Gio’s gaze locked on mine as he kissed the redhead, and I saw the same fire in his eyes that I felt. He broke the kiss and smiled at me. The blonde took his hand and drew him toward the stairs. My stomach tightened with both fear and excitement as I watched him lick his lips and nod for me to follow.

      I didn’t want to follow. I didn’t even want to be here. But my blood was like lava, my skin sizzling, and every time I watched those women skim their fingertips over Gio, I felt as if they were touching me. Sparks of desire shot straight to my core with an insistent burn that threatened to consume me.

      My feet moved as if controlled by some unseen force. I felt as if I were outside my body, watching from a distance as I followed the trio up the stairs. I had no idea where they were headed. My chest rose and fell with my shallow breaths. The women drew Gio into a dark corridor and the three disappeared through an open door. Throat thick, I floated after them. But when I reached the door and looked into the room, I knew I wasn’t floating. I knew because the earth suddenly solidified beneath my feet. As firmly as the doorjamb at my side that I grasped to keep from falling over.

      Dimly, I registered that the walls were red—blood red—and lit by sconces. Chairs were lined up around the periphery of the room. A few people were seated, their faces flushed, their hands roving over each other as they watched the show, but my eyes were locked on the middle of the room. On the bodies naked and tangled together on the mattresses laid out on the floor. On the hands touching, lips sucking, and naked bodies thrusting against each other in a sea of groans and grunts and screams.

      My face flamed. My limbs grew heavy and loose. Blood thumped in my veins in time with the heavy beat of the music and rushed into my belly and lower, making my stomach quiver, making my thighs tremble, making my sex clench with a need I didn’t know I had.

      The blonde tore her mouth from Gio’s, reached for the straps of her black dress, and shoved the garment to the floor, leaving her dressed in nothing but a black lace bra and panty set. A leopard-print tattoo ran up her side, from her outer thigh all the way to the underside of her breast. She dropped to her knees in front of Gio while the redhead at his back made quick work of the buttons on his shirt and jerked it from his chest. I watched with wide eyes while the blonde tore his slacks open and swallowed his erection.

      Gio groaned and dropped his head back against the redhead’s shoulder. At some point, she’d shed her dress too and now wore nothing, not even a bra. Nothing but her own leopard-print tattoo that ran across her low back and dipped between her butt cheeks like a thong. I watched her lips press to Gio’s throat and her breasts to his back while she reached around to tweak his nipples and the blonde bobbed up and down on his cock.

      My heart pounded as I stood locked in place, barely breathing while I watched the trio feet from me. Everything inside me ached for physical contact. When Gio drew the redhead to his side and squeezed her bare breast, my own breasts grew heavy, my nipples stiffening as if he were touching me. And when he kissed her, tangling his tongue with hers until she groaned, fire exploded inside me, igniting a craving that pushed me forward.

      A hand closed over my forearm before I took two steps into the room. Sparks of electricity shot outward from the spot, bringing my attention around. In a daze, I recognized that the man who’d stopped me was tall, his hair dark, and the upper half of his face was covered by a mask that was black on one side and antique white cracked porcelain on the other.

      The Phantom. The one who’d watched me earlier. The one who’d made my whole body shiver. The one who was now drawing me toward him like a moth to a flame.

      Somewhere in the back of my mind, I knew I should be scared. He was a stranger. I knew nothing about him. But the thoughts were flitting, racing away before I could grasp them. All I could focus on was how hot my skin felt. How insistent the ache was between my legs. How plump and pink and tempting his lips looked beneath that mysterious half mask.

      The same unseen power that had pushed me up the stairs possessed me, infused me with confidence, with desire, with a blinding, burning need I couldn’t control. I stepped into him and lifted my mouth to his, groaning the second our lips met. Hard male muscles brushed my tingling breasts. Soft masculine flesh pressed against my lips. But it was the swift intake of his breath that ignited the desire inside me like a spark combusting into flame.

      That and the way he opened to my kiss and drew me into his mouth like a pit viper luring its prey out of the safety of its shelter and into the dangers of the wild.
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      Giovanni had drugged her.

      I wasn’t sure with what, but I’d suspected as much as I’d watched my brother lead Natalie back through the main house and out the front door. The flush to her skin, her dilated eyes behind the purple mask, the way she’d clung to Giovanni’s arm as they’d strode through the entryway when only thirty minutes before she’d flinched at his touch… Those were all classic signs Giovanni Salvatici was up to his old shit.

      I’d followed them out to the “playhouse” just to be sure. Had watched her watching Giovanni with those women downstairs. Suspected her inhibitions had been significantly lowered when she hadn’t seemed appalled by what Giovanni was doing right in front of her. But I knew it now by the way she thrust her tongue into my mouth and rubbed her sinful body against mine for all to see.

      She didn’t know who I was. I’d seen no recognition in her glazed eyes before she’d lunged for my mouth. If I hadn’t grabbed her, I had no doubt she’d already be naked on her knees in that room with my brother.

      Closing my arms around her lower back, I drew her into the hall with me while I let her kiss me, not wanting to give her any reason to rejoin my licentious brother. Her tongue slid over mine with long, languid strokes as I maneuvered her around the corner and away from the sights and sounds of the orgy. She answered by groaning into my mouth, sliding her fingers up into my hair, and kissing me harder.

      A sizzle of heat rushed through my veins. She was warm and soft and curvy in my arms, and she tasted faintly of citrus and sin—a sin I knew better than to get lost in. But as her plump breasts grazed my chest and her sweet thighs brushed mine as we moved, resisting her advances became harder to do.

      Sparks of electricity shot into my belly and slinked south, awakening my dick. My back hit the wall at the end of the corridor, and she fell hard against me, crushing her feminine curves and sultry heat to me from chest to knee. And when she groaned once more against my lips, tangled her tongue with mine and rocked her pelvis into my growing erection, all the blood in my body pounded straight into my groin, stiffening my cock to painful proportions.

      My brain short-circuited. My eyes drifted closed as I relaxed into her kiss, letting myself enjoy the sultry taste of her on my tongue, the warm wetness of her mouth. Sliding my hands down her back, I cupped the soft, full globes of her ass before I could stop myself and pulled her into me.

      Arousal thrummed in my blood, leaving my skin hot and sensitive. Visions of lifting her skirt, of twisting her around and pushing her back against the wall filled my mind. Visions of pinning her wrists above her in one hand and freeing my cock from my suddenly too-small slacks with the other so I could shove it hard and deep inside her until she screamed.

      The images were so powerful, so consuming, they shook me out of the trance her wanton kiss and writhing body was sucking me into. Dragging my eyes open, I lifted my hands from her ass and looked down. Her brow was covered in a thin layer of perspiration, her face flushed with arousal. Against my chest, I felt her heartbeat racing, but I knew those effects weren’t from me. They were from the drug Giovanni had slipped her. The drug that was shattering her inhibitions and making her grind up against me like a slut in heat.

      I grasped her at the upper arms and pushed her back, breaking the kiss that threatened to shatter my willpower. “Look at me. What did you drink?”

      Her head swayed, and her unfocused gaze dropped right back to my lips. “You. I want to drink you…”

      She leaned forward to kiss me again with those swollen, tempting lips, but I caught her before she could make contact.

      “Merda.” She was completely gone. I needed to get her out of this house before someone saw she was an easy target and pulled her away from me.

      I slid one arm under her legs and lifted her off the floor. She gasped but quickly wrapped her hands around my neck and leaned close, drawing my earlobe between her succulent lips. Tingles shot down my neck, doing zilch to kill my thundering erection. Gritting my teeth, I carried her back down the hall, past the orgy room, and around the corner into a bedroom suite, trying to ignore how soft she felt against me, how wet her tongue was on my skin, and how fucking good she smelled…like grapefruit and honey all rolled into one.

      “Oh yes.” Her hand slid beneath my collar and down my upper back as she pressed her lips against my throat. “Lay me out on that bed and fuck me. Right now. I need it. I need to be filled.”

      “Cazzo.” I nearly tripped over my own feet. Especially when she twisted into me, pressed her luscious breasts against my chest, and trailed her wicked tongue over the arch of my ear.

      A warm, wet shiver rushed down my spine. Visions of doing exactly what she said filled my mind, except with her hands tied to the headboard so she couldn’t move.

      I forced the images away and somehow made it to the French doors, where I pushed them open and carried her out onto the balcony. She didn’t seem to notice that we were outside, just continued to writhe against me, rubbing her nipples to hard points as she feasted on my earlobe, but the fresh air helped clear my head. Holding her tighter, hoping like hell I didn’t drop her, I carried her down the back stairs. Halfway down, my driver climbed out of the town car parked around back and looked up.

      “Open the back door, Charles.” I turned at the bottom of the staircase and moved toward the car.

      Charles’s salt-and-pepper hair picked up the lights from the stairs as he rushed in front of me and pulled the back door of the Mercedes open. He’d driven for my uncle Sal before my uncle’s heart attack. I knew he’d driven for my lecherous cousin Benito several times. Between the two depraved fuckers, I was sure there was nothing Charles hadn’t seen or been privy to at parties like this. My stealing a writhing, horny girl from the party wouldn’t even garner a raised eyebrow from the mid-fifties chauffeur.

      I wasn’t sure what the girl would do if I set her on her feet, and I didn’t want to chance her pulling away and running back inside, so I lowered myself to the seat and slid into the back with her on my lap.

      Bad idea. She ground her plump ass against my erection and moaned, which only fired me up even more.

      Charles closed the door and climbed in the front without a word.

      Clearing my throat, I shifted the girl off my lap to give my painful dick a break and said, “Did anyone see you?”

      “No, sir.” Charles shut his door. “I did as you said. Made sure no one was looking before I pulled around.”

      He’d been waiting for me on the backside of the property. I’d had a hunch I might need to make a swift exit, and I hated that I was right. “Good.”

      Charles pulled the car through the trees to the back entrance of the property that few knew about. “Your place, sir?”

      I ground my teeth as the girl at my side twisted toward me and reached for my arm. Odds were good she wasn’t going to remember much of this night. Giovanni liked his women horny and eager. I suspected he’d plied her with liquid X—or GHB—a drug that lowered body temperature and heart rate, lessened inhibitions, and caused euphoria and extreme arousal. It was Giovanni’s date rape drug of choice. If I took her to my place and she continued her seductive grinding, I’d never be able to hold out. If I took her back to her place, though, Giovanni would undoubtedly come looking for her once he realized she’d disappeared from his little orgy.

      She slung her leg over mine as I debated what to do. I knew what Giovanni wanted from her. The same thing he wanted from all young, pretty, unsuspecting girls. But I didn’t want to see another one get sucked into our sick world. Not after Elena McCabe.

      “No,” I said to Charles, still unsure but knowing my place was a bad idea. Especially with the dirty images of what I could do to her at my place swirling in my head. “Five-twenty East Eleventh Street. She needs to sleep this off.”

      “Yes, sir, Mr. Salvatici.”

      A hand slid over my chest, and before I knew it, the buttons of my shirt popped free.

      “Whoa.” I grasped the girl’s hands before she could get the third button undone. “You need to sit back and just relax.” Dislodging her leg from mine, I leaned across her, reached for the seat belt and pulled. But before I could latch it, she slid her arms around my neck and tugged my mouth down to hers for another blistering kiss that sent the blood screaming right back into my cock.

      “Don’t want to relax,” she mumbled against my lips, pushing me back and sliding over my legs to straddle my hips. “Want you.”

      Her tongue swept into my mouth, and the heat of her pussy pressed against my cock, rocking and rubbing over the bulge in my slacks until I groaned. My brain was short-circuiting again. She felt so fucking good against me. Better than she should. Better than I wanted her to, and I knew that had little to do with her and mostly to do with the fact I hadn’t had a woman since I’d come to New York. But I still couldn’t stop it. Her panties were thin and soaked with her arousal. It would be so easy to shred them with my hand, to free my aching cock and sink up inside her. To give us both the release we craved.

      Heat raced down my spine and gathered in my balls. I grasped her hands from my neck and pinned them at her lower back. She pulled away from my mouth and gasped, but I saw the excitement flare in her sweet blue eyes. I saw how she responded to my show of control, and the fire that surged inside me as a result was too damn hot to contain.

      I leaned toward her and claimed her mouth—kissing her hard and thrusting my tongue deep. She groaned and rocked her steamy pussy against my cock. And fuck… The way she melted under my touch made me absolutely crazy for more.

      I tasted her deeper. Opened my eyes to watch her reaction. Wondered just how far I could push her. From the corner of my eye, I caught Charles’s gaze in the rearview mirror as I toyed with her. No surprise flickered in his brown eyes. No interest either. Just flat resignation before his eyes returned to the dark road. As if he’d watched this scene play out hundreds of times. As if he knew where this was leading. As if I was exactly like my uncle and cousin and degenerate brother.

      The heat in my veins cooled, just enough so I could release her arms. She immediately grabbed on to me, but I pushed her back. Our lips parted. I drew in a deep breath to steady myself while she sighed in frustration and tried to reach for me again.

      Yeah, I wanted this, but I wasn’t Giovanni. I couldn’t take her. Not when she was drugged. Especially when I knew there was no way in a million years this girl would want me if she was sober.

      That realization dampened my arousal faster than Charles’s blank stare. Shifting my hands down her arms, I started to lift her off my lap, but before I could move her, her head lolled on her shoulder and her eyelids drooped. Seconds later, her body went limp, and she slumped against me, a heavy weight on my lap and chest, her breath hot and slowing against my throat.

      Sonofabitch. Giovanni’s wonder drug had finally consumed her. Probably because my dickhead brother had plied her with alcohol first. He knew better than to mix the two. GHB could be deadly in combination. But it was a good sign that she was breathing, and I knew as long as she kept that up, she’d be okay.

      Except…now that she’d passed out, she couldn’t be left alone. At least not until the drug wore off, which could take three to four hours. And motherfucker, my body hadn’t keyed in to the fact she’d passed out, because I was still hard as stone.

      “Merda.” I hated that I only had one option now. Hated that because of my brother, my night was fucked…and not in any way I wanted.

      

      Natalie was deadweight in my arms as I carried her up the stairs, used the key I’d found in her purse, and unlocked the door.

      The apartment was dark and quiet as I moved her inside and kicked the door closed, but a tingle ran down my spine just the same. I’d been here before. I’d been through every drawer and closet in this fucking apartment. And I didn’t want to be back. The fact I was reminded me that Natalie James was playing a very dangerous game in a world she didn’t understand, and that tonight she could have become a casualty in that world if I hadn’t stepped in and stopped her.

      My back tightened as I carried her through the small living room, down the short hall and into the bedroom. I wasn’t a hero. I was as far from a fucking hero as a person could get. But I was sick and tired of what Giovanni and the others were doing. Maybe I was trying to exert some kind of control in a world where any control I’d been given was nothing but a farce. Maybe I wanted to fuck up my brother’s plans because he was a douchebag. And maybe I felt sorry for the naïve girl. I wasn’t sure what I was really doing here, all I knew was that I’d gotten wrapped up in something I should have ignored, and now that I was here, I couldn’t look away.

      Save the ones you can.

      Generally, that only applied to me. But right now…

      Fuck.

      I laid her out on the bed. Her arm flopped to the side. Her mouth fell open as she continued to snore lightly, just as she’d done in the car against me. I knew there was no way she could breathe easily in that tight dress, and I didn’t want her to suffocate. Tugging the heels from her feet, I dropped them on the ground, then rolled her to her side and slid the zipper down her spine before easing her back and pulling the straps of her dress down her arms.

      I managed to get the dress all the way down to her feet and slide it off. Then froze when I caught sight of her curvy body covered in nothing but a sheer black lace bra and matching low-rise panty.

      I stared at her nipples and the curve at her waist that flared to her full hips. I hadn’t let myself imagine what was under her dress too much; hadn’t let myself visualize what she looked like beneath the unflattering suit she’d worn to her interview. Now that I’d seen it, though, now that I knew the soft curve of her belly button and the trim vee of her mound, I was going to be seeing it all for days to come.

      “Dio dannato.” I forced my gaze away, moved to the closet, and hung the dress up. Her shoes I tossed onto a rack beneath her clothes. Without looking at her, I stepped around the bed, drew back the covers on one side, and reached for her.

      Warm bare skin pressed against my chest and arms. Her scent surrounded me, the succulent perfumes of grapefruit and honey making me light-headed. I lifted her off the comforter and repositioned her on the side I’d drawn back. She licked her lips, exhaling a soft, mewling sound, and turned her head against my shoulder. And just that fast, the arousal I’d been fighting came screaming back, leaving me hot and tight and hard.

      I quickly positioned her on her side, stuffed a pillow against her back so she couldn’t roll, and tugged the comforter up to her neck. Cool air washed over my overheated skin as I drew back, watched for several seconds to make sure she was still breathing, and turned out of the room.

      I needed a drink. Clearly, my self-imposed celibacy these last few months was a major fucking problem. Just the scent of her was making my dick hard as marble. And every time she let loose those soft kitten sounds—

      “Cazzo.” I tugged cupboards open in the kitchen one by one until I found the vodka. I was not thinking about her soft mewling sounds. Or how silky the trimmed hair near her pussy seemed beneath that lace. Or what she’d look like if I tied her to that bed, then tugged the sides of her panties down to—

      Unscrewing the lid, I took a hard swig straight from the bottle. Gasped. Did it again. As soon as this girl was in the clear, I was heading to the nearest hotel bar, finding the first willing woman, and fucking her senseless until all thoughts of the innocent brunette in the other room were burned out of my brain.

      I lowered the bottle, swiped a hand across my mouth, and stilled when I spotted the picture near the window hanging on the wall. My eyes narrowed as I crossed to it and studied the faces. It was a close-up of two young girls smiling in the summer sunshine. One was blonde with a missing front tooth. The other had curly dark locks and mesmerizing blue eyes, even at eight years of age.

      The blond was Elena McCabe. I knew because I’d seen other pictures of her at various ages in the apartment when I’d been here before. The brunette no doubt was the woman currently passed out in the other room. Both girls wore matching shirts that read Sisters.

      “Dio dannato,” I muttered again as I took another long swig of the vodka that did shit to ease the knot rising up my chest and lodging in my throat.

      Natalie James wasn’t here for answers about what had happened to her friend, she wanted justice for a woman she considered her sister. I’d thought scaring her would be enough to get her to leave, but remembering the resolve in her eyes during our interview and the bruise on her forehead I’d noticed when I’d laid her on that bed a few minutes ago, I knew I was wrong. She wouldn’t leave until she found what she’d come for. And that meant she wasn’t just in danger by being here, she would soon be a target my family couldn’t ignore.

      I turned away from the picture. I needed to go. I needed to get the fuck out of here and away from this woman. She wasn’t my responsibility or my problem. And yet…

      I couldn’t make my legs move. Had I ever met a woman as loyal as Natalie James? In my old life in the tropics, building boats far away from the sick deviants of my family, I’d met plenty of women who were as smart and sweet and simple as Natalie. I’d fucked plenty of them too. But none had ever stood out to me. None had ever left me with this knot in the center of my chest. And as that knot twisted, I knew why. Because I’d never met one who only wanted to help someone else—especially someone who was already dead. Natalie’s agenda wasn’t selfish or twisted or motivated by money. It was honest, from the heart. It was pure.

      She was the one saving those who could be saved. Or, at the very least, she was willing to do whatever she could to find justice for them.

      I, on the other hand, was a sick fuck who cared only about myself.

      My gaze slid down the hallway to her open bedroom door. The rhythmic sounds of her soft snores and deep breaths drifted toward my ears, causing my pulse to kick up.

      There was nothing pure in my world. Everything was tainted. And I knew if I turned my back on Natalie now, she’d get sucked into the hell of my world until her purity was forever corrupted.

      Or worse…until she wound up dead like Elena McCabe.

      I swallowed hard as a solution formulated in my mind. To make it work, I’d have to be the biggest ass on the planet. But I knew I could do it. I wasn’t pure like Natalie James. After all, I was the son of the devil himself, just biding my time until I was forced to claim my throne.

      Save the ones you can.

      I was a fucking idiot for even considering trying. Especially after what had happened the last time.

      Debating, I took another swig of vodka that did shit to wash the disgust and self-loathing away.

      Fuck it. I didn’t care if it was a stupid plan. It was the only chance she had left. I just hoped like hell the girl went along with it, because if she didn’t…

      Yeah, if she didn’t, I didn’t know what the fuck I’d do.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Six

          

          
            Natalie

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      My head felt funny. So did my mouth.

      Blinking against the bright light shining through the thin curtains, I opened my eyes and stared up at the water stain on the ceiling. A dull ache pulsed behind my forehead, and my tongue was as dry as if I’d eaten a bag full of cotton.

      I shielded my eyes from the sun and rolled to my side with a groan, thinking about getting up and making coffee, wishing I had a roommate who could take pity on my pathetic hangover and do it for me. Laney used to make me coffee after a night out. I’d always hated her sunny smile the next morning, but now I missed it more than ever.

      Holding my head in my hands, I tried to think back to what I’d consumed last night and which drink had pushed me from relaxed to wasted. I remembered having a mimosa when Gio and I had first arrived at the party, and another when we’d been touring the grounds, but that was all that came to mind. Two mimosas shouldn’t have wrecked me like this. Brow wrinkling, I retraced my steps, but after Gio had shown me the lazy river, I couldn’t remember a single thing.

      Unease prickled my skin, and I slowly sat up. I was in Laney’s bedroom but I had no memory of coming here. Had no idea how I’d gotten home or who had brought me back. The comforter fell to my waist, and ignoring the dull headache pounding at my temples, I looked down to discover I was wearing nothing but my bra and panties. No dress, no shoes, no pajamas…nothing else.

      My unease shifted to full-on fear, and I threw back the covers and pushed to my feet. The room swayed around me, but I steadied myself and rushed across the hall. Flipping on the bathroom light, I stared at my reflection. What I saw was matted curls, bloodshot eyes, and smudged makeup I hadn’t bothered to remove before falling asleep.

      This was wrong. I had a very specific bedtime routine. I always took off my makeup and brushed my teeth. And I always, always wore a tank and cotton shorts to bed. I racked my brain for any memory after that lazy river, but everything was fuzzy. I saw shadows and masks, flashing lights and swirling bodies. Nothing concrete. No real memory to grasp and bring into focus.

      Fear wrapped around my throat like a python and squeezed. Gio had made suggestive comments all night long, and I’d brushed them off, assuming I was fine in such a big crowd of people. He’d gotten me that second drink. I hadn’t watched the bartender make it.

      Sickness brewed in my stomach, overriding the pounding in my head. I knew all about roofies and what could happen to a woman who was slipped one. I’d been insanely careful about my drinks at parties back in college because I hadn’t wanted to end up as some campus statistic. Now I knew that no matter how educated a woman was, she could still be duped.

      With trembling hands, I checked every inch of my skin for signs of abuse or—I swallowed hard—rape, but found nothing out of the ordinary. There were no marks on my skin, no scratches, nothing that hadn’t been there before the party, and I knew with one quick check that I hadn’t had sex. Breathing a little easier, I stared at my reflection again, trying to figure out what had happened, who had undressed me, and how I’d gotten home.

      A knock at the front door made me jump. I whipped around. The apartment was quiet and dark. At some point, I must have pulled the curtains in the living room, though I didn’t remember doing so. Holding still against the doorjamb, I listened, sure I was hearing things. When another knock sounded, I jerked again but still didn’t move.

      A deep voice, one I recognized, said, “Open the door, Ms. James.”

      Shit. Shit! My pulse turned to a whir in my ears. What was the Beast doing at my apartment?

      The knock sounded again, this time more insistent. “I know you’re in there,” he said louder. “If you don’t answer, I’ll be forced to get the landlord to make sure you’re still alive.”

      Irritated, I stalked across the hall to the bedroom, tugged on a pair of leggings, and grabbed my Boise State sweatshirt from the top of the dresser. “Hold on!” I yelled. Then under my breath, “It’s Sunday freakin’ morning, for crying out loud.”

      At least I thought it was Sunday morning. Truth be told, thanks to my little blackout, I wasn’t sure what day it was, which only pissed me off more.

      Shoving the sleeves of my sweatshirt up as I walked, I wove around the couch in the living room and jerked the door open. Then faltered because Luciano Salvatici wasn’t wearing his imposingly expensive suit. He was dressed in loose jeans and a light gray T-shirt that stretched seductively across his toned chest and matched his stormy and unique eyes. In his hands, he held a pair of sleek Ray-Bans, and, leaning against my doorjamb as if he didn’t have a care in the world, he looked very little like the domineering CEO I’d encountered at Covet and every bit the sex god my still-drugged brain was suddenly morphing him into.

      “Nice to see you’re still alive,” he said in that stupidly enticing accent that wasn’t quite as thick as his brother’s but for some insane reason turned my knees to Jell-O.

      Heat flushed my skin—a heat I didn’t expect—and I gripped the door handle tighter to keep from stumbling. “What are you doing here?”

      “I’m here to discuss your position at Covet.”

      “On a Sunday?”

      “Yes.” Amusement simmered in his mysterious eyes. “We can either do this out here in the hall where your neighbors can hear, or you can invite me in.”

      My mouth fell open at both his boldness and the fact he was here. I didn’t want him in my apartment. I didn’t want him anywhere near me. And I absolutely hated the way my gaze kept straying to his lips and that odd tingle that rippled through my belly as a result.

      The door across the hall opened, and the elderly woman who lived there poked her head out of her apartment and eyed us suspiciously. The Beast turned and flashed her a tight smile, then looked back at me with raised eyebrows and a smug expression.

      My irritation jumped to major annoyance. Tugging the door open, I stepped back and said, “Fine.” But mentally, I promised myself I’d only give him five minutes.

      He pushed away from the doorjamb and stepped into the apartment, and as I watched the loose way he moved, I had a memory flash of a man in a Phantom mask moving casually like that last night at the party.

      Heat swept down my spine, and I flinched. Luciano Salvatici hadn’t been at the party. Gio had said he never went to those parties.

      As quickly as the thought hit, my stomach quivered, because I knew I couldn’t trust Gio. Not if he’d messed with my drink the way I suspected.

      I pushed the door three-quarters of the way closed, leaving it partway open. I didn’t care who heard what he had to say. I wasn’t about to be stupid. Especially not after last night. Crossing my arms over my chest, I watched the Beast glance around the dark apartment.

      “Nice place,” he said.

      My stomach dropped. Laney’s pictures were still on the shelves. I hadn’t taken them down yet. My gaze shot that way, and I wondered if he could see them in the dim light. But he didn’t show any interest in the shelves. Instead, he focused on me as if I were the only thing in the room.

      I couldn’t seem to stop myself from glancing at his lips—his masculine and, dammit, incredibly tempting lips. A vision flashed behind my eyes. A vision of those soft lips, wet and slightly swollen, muttering the word “Cazzo” only millimeters from mine.

      I had no clue what the word meant, but I instinctively knew it was a something dirty and dangerously suggestive. Instead of being repulsed by it, though, heat flooded my belly, making my nipples tighten and my thighs ache to be touched.

      “I’ll get right to it,” the Beast said.

      Holy hell. I blinked twice. There had to still be drugs in my system. Giving myself a mental shake, I forced my gaze away from his lips and up to his eyes. His focused eyes pinned on me. His evocatively stormy eyes. His unsexy odd gray eyes, dammit. He wasn’t sexy or evocative to me at all, so why the hell was I suddenly thinking about sliding my lips over his and doing whatever cazzo meant?

      He fingered the sunglasses in his big hands, and it took all the willpower in my body to keep from watching. “You’re a very resourceful woman, Ms. James. I’ll give you that. You managed to find a job within Covet without my approval, and one that paid more than the internship you initially interviewed for.”

      It sounded as if he were paying me a compliment, but something in the back of my head whispered the Beast wasn’t the sort to dish out compliments without a purpose. “Is that what you came here to tell me?”

      “No.” The skin near his eyes crinkled as he narrowed his gaze on me from across the space. “I came here because very few people surprise me. You did.”

      He moved to the couch and sank to the arm of the sofa, his legs spread, his hands resting on his thighs in an utterly unintimidating way. He looked relaxed and casual, but I knew without a doubt that he was very much in control of me and whatever had brought him here. And, dammit, something in my chest hummed with excitement, even though I did everything to beat it back.

      “You’re not qualified to work as a photography assistant,” he said. “We both know that.”

      Shit. He’d come here to fire me. I’d gotten so wrapped up in his sexy lips and big hands that I hadn’t seen that coming. I dropped my arms. “I’m a fast learner.”

      “Perhaps, but I’m not interested in having you learn. I’ve assigned a new assistant to Giovanni. They left this morning for a shoot in the Caribbean.”

      Disbelief raged through me, and I stepped toward him with wide eyes. “You can’t fire me. Gio told me he has final say in who he hires.”

      I wasn’t sure if Gio was worth defending at this point—not after last night—but I was sober enough to know I needed this job if I was ever going to find out what had happened to Laney.

      The Beast’s eyes flashed from gentle rainy skies to full-on thunderstorm. “I have final say in everything that happens at Covet, Ms. James. You’d be wise to remember that.”

      My heart pounded hard under his stormy stare. He was right. I knew he was right, but—dammit—I hadn’t even made it a full week at Covet.

      “That being said.” The squall settled in his eyes, and he crossed his thick arms over his chest, the sunglasses dangling from one hand. “I took a second look at your résumé, and I think I found something more suited to your skills than photography assistant.”

      I blinked. That wasn’t what I’d expected him to say next. You’re fired, or don’t show your face in my building ever again were both things I’d prepared myself to hear, not I found something more suited to your skills. My gaze narrowed. “What kind of something?”

      “A job, of course.”

      “You’re offering me a different job at Covet?”

      “You successfully managed a business for two years. You obviously know how to oversee schedules and deal with the public, and, as you pointed out in your interview, you do have knowledge of the fashion industry.”

      “Limited knowledge, as you pointed out,” I said, unsure where this was going, “in Boise, not New York.”

      One corner of his lips curled, drawing my attention to a sexy smirk that changed his entire face and made him ten thousand times more attractive than he’d been only moments before. “Fashion is fashion. I might have downplayed that in your interview.”

      Shock rippled through me, not because of what he’d said, but because of the sheepish lilt to his voice when he said it.

      The smile faded, and he shifted against the arm of the sofa. “My assistant, Ms. Pascal, whom you met, has to deal with a personal affair in Philadelphia this week. I have to be in Rome to meet with a few Italian designers and attend the Rome fashion shows. She was supposed to accompany me but can’t. If you’re serious about a job with Covet, you can take her place.”

      My mouth fell open. “You want me to go to Rome with you as your assistant?”

      “I want you to manage my agenda, schedule my appointments, and run interference with the press so I don’t have to. Those are all things Ms. Pascal would be doing were she available. You yourself said your background in business is an asset to anyone you work with. If you want a job with Covet, here’s your chance to prove your worth.”

      His challenging gaze held mine. I knew he was waiting for an answer but all I could think was…Rome.

      Holy hell. I couldn’t deny my excitement. I’d always wanted to visit Rome. To travel, to see the world. My pulse roared in my ears, and my already dry mouth felt as if I’d swallowed a ream of paper. I should say no. I knew nothing about this man except that he might well be the one who’d seduced and possibly killed my friend. Or know something about who did. My life could very well be in danger if I went with him.

      But I’d never have a better chance to figure out if he was the him from Laney’s letters. I’d be working with him closely as his assistant. I’d have access to his schedule and the people he interacted with. I could pump them for information, find out how well he’d known Laney, and uncover just how far their relationship had gone.

      I’d also get to see Rome.

      It was a dangerous plan. It was an asinine plan. It was a spur-of-the-moment plan. But with Gio in the Caribbean with another assistant and no idea when he’d be back, if I said no to the Beast, I’d have no plan. No plan and no job at Covet. And no way to ever uncover the truth about Laney.

      Plus, I’d miss out on Rome.

      “Well?” he asked. “What’s your answer, Ms. James?”

      My heart hammered a bruising rhythm against my ribs as I stared at Luciano Salvatici. “It depends,” I finally said.

      His eyes sparked. “Upon?”

      I wasn’t attracted to him, dammit. And I wasn’t contemplating saying yes because of that attraction. I was contemplating saying yes because of Laney…wasn’t I?

      Don’t be stupid. Be smart.

      “Who else will be with us?” I asked quickly.

      “We’ll have a driver on staff in Rome. You’ll also have twenty-four hour access to the hotel staff, who know me well, and a translator, if you need one.”

      I didn’t speak a word of Italian, but I was suddenly dying to know what cazzo meant and why I had this sultry image in my head of him saying it to me.

      His gaze traveled down my hastily grabbed outfit, then back up to my eyes. “You’ll also have access to a stylist. Fashion is, of course, our business. I’ll need you to look the part when we meet with designers.”

      His words reminding me I looked like something out of the Walking Dead in my leggings, baggy sweatshirt, and smeared makeup. I didn’t care. I lifted my chin to show him I didn’t care.

      On a sigh, he unfolded his muscular arms and pushed to his feet, the sunglasses still dangling from his fingers. “So what’ll it be, Ms. James? Yes or no? If you’re not interested, I need to find someone who is.”

      I knew I should say no. No was the smart answer. No was the rational answer. No was the safe answer.

      “Yes,” I heard myself say.

      Holy shit…

      “Very well.” He showed no excitement at my decision, just stepped past me and reached for the door handle, and as he did I caught a whiff of that sultry scent of his again—jasmine, cedar, and rum. “Ms. Pascal is at the office today gathering paperwork for you and the details she’s mapped out for my itinerary. I’ll need you to meet with her at one o’clock. Bring your suitcase to Covet. The car will take you from there to the airport.”

      “Wait.” My eyes grew wide as I watched him pull the door open and move out into the hall. “We’re leaving today?”

      “Four o’clock.” He slid on his sunglasses and headed for the stairs. “Don’t be late, Ms. James. I don’t put up with tardiness. Oh, and one more thing.” He paused on the third step down and glanced back at me, tipping his glasses down just enough so I could see the hurricane once again swirling in his gray eyes. “When we’re in Rome, you will not defy my orders as you did here. Are we clear?”

      I swallowed hard, knowing I was walking a very tight rope between safety and danger, and if I wasn’t careful, I could find myself as vulnerable and defenseless as Laney. But I wouldn’t let that happen. I knew what Luciano Salvatici was, and I wasn’t about to fall like Laney had.

      “We’re clear,” I said, nodding.

      He didn’t answer, just eyed me one last time before pushing his sunglasses back up and moving down the stairs.

      When I heard the main building door open and close three floors down, I released the breath I’d been holding and dazedly moved back into the apartment. Shutting the door at my back, I leaned against the hard wood, completely shocked at what had just happened.

      I now had a job working directly with the Beast. He was taking me to Rome, a city I’d always dreamt of seeing. And we were leaving today—in a matter of hours.

      A smile spread across my face. I didn’t know why he was giving me a second chance. I didn’t know why he’d picked me over the dozens of secretaries and assistants who worked at Covet. I only knew that I couldn’t let this chance pass me by. By the end of the week, I’d know for sure whether he was the him from Laney’s emails. I’d also have a good idea how I could make him pay.

      

      Any fantasy I’d worked up about a dreamy trip to Italy died as soon as I met with Ms. Pascal.

      The blonde Stepford assistant provided me with everything I’d need to manage the Beast’s schedule. I’d been a little overwhelmed as she’d gone through his itinerary and outlined my duties for the trip, but I knew I could handle it all. The hardest part would be the language barrier, but, as Ms. Pascal had pointed out, most of the people we would be meeting with would also speak English, so I wasn’t too concerned.

      I’d wanted to ask her about the personal situation that was keeping her from the trip and about her relationship with the Beast, but in the end, I decided to bite my tongue. She was clearly not going to tell me anything, and all my prying might do was piss her off. Plus, I could need her later.

      But I didn’t hide my shock too well when I discovered that the Beast—and I really needed to stop calling him that in my head so I didn’t slip and accidentally say it out loud in Italy—had already left for Rome on his private jet. For some reason, I’d thought we’d be traveling together…not that I wanted to travel alone with the Beast—er, Luciano Salvatici—it just seemed odd. We were going to the same place, after all. Would I have really taken up that much space on his fancy private plane? Instead, I was shoved into the back of a Delta jet, in a middle seat in coach, where I spent eight plus hours twiddling my thumbs, trying to figure out what the man was trying to tell me.

      I might have dozed—I don’t remember. All I knew was that the flight to Rome was the longest and most uncomfortable of my life. When we finally landed—over an hour late—I shuffled sore muscles off the plane and found the nearest bathroom to check the damage. Wild hair, bloodshot eyes, and pale skin greeted me in the mirror. I looked like something out of World War Z. Definitely not the professional image I was going for with the new job.

      A shower and a full night’s sleep were the only things that could fix the mess that was my appearance, but I knew I’d get neither soon. Rome was six hours ahead of New York. Since my flight had departed late in the day, it was morning in Italy. Mr. Salvatici’s full schedule started at nine a.m. Thanks to the delay, I had little more than an hour and a half now to find my hotel, drop my bags in my room, figure out where the Beast was, and try to act like I knew what the hell I was doing.

      After fixing my appearance as best I could, I headed for customs and found my luggage, then wove through the crowd toward the street. Tourists spoke quickly as they searched for their transportation. I was just about to head out to grab a taxi when I spotted a man in a black suit holding a sign with my name.

      “I’m Natalie James,” I said, stopping in front of him.

      “Very well, signora.” The man—early forties I guessed from the lines on his tanned face—barely glanced at me as he lowered his sign and reached for my roller bag. “Mr. Salvatici is expecting you. Follow me.”

      Warm summer air surrounded me as we stepped out the automatic doors. I followed the driver away from the terminal and into a parking garage. The garage was full, but I spotted only a couple of people coming and going, and my stomach tightened when I realized I’d already put myself in a precarious situation, off the beaten path with someone I didn’t know.

      He led me to a sleek black Mercedes, loaded my suitcase in the trunk, and opened the back door for me. “We’ll be at the hotel in just under an hour.”

      An hour? Any relief I’d felt at not being the victim in the next Taken movie faded as I slid into the backseat. There went any plans I had of unpacking and finding a blouse that wasn’t wrinkled.

      I freshened my makeup as we pulled away from the airport. After checking my texts and emails—and finding nothing from the Beast—I sat back and watched the scenery. The chaos of the airport transitioned to a regular freeway flanked on both sides by farmland. The terrain was fairly flat, but I could see hills rising in the distance. I was too tired after my cramped trip to be excited as I’d been before, and from where I sat, Italy didn’t look a whole lot different from the States.

      That opinion quickly changed, though, as we entered the city. The buildings on the outskirts of Rome were modern and exactly like ones at home, but as we drove closer to our destination, I spotted Old World arches symbolic of ancient Roman bridges, and obelisks I’d only ever seen in pictures. I sat up straighter, searching for a glimpse of the Colosseum.

      “Vatican City is that way,” my driver said, pointing to his right.

      I slid across the seat and looked out the window, but the buildings around me were too tall. Slumping back in my seat, I watched as we turned away from the Vatican and wove up a hill through a neighborhood. The buildings thinned out, and trees flanked both sides of the road. I spotted cement walls out both windows, blocking my view of what lay beyond. Just when I was sure my driver was intentionally trying to get me lost, he pulled off the road onto a private circular drive. Trees and lush plants filled the grounds. A towering fountain shot water into the air. Our car circled the fountain and finally came to a stop in front of an enormous eight-story building fronted by balconies and hanging plants.

      “Hotel Cavalieri, signora,” the driver said, popping his door open.

      I grabbed my bag and waited for him to open my door, but my patience was disrupted by a host of nerves. I was definitely ready to get off my butt, but I wasn’t sure which Luciano Salvatici I’d face in a few minutes—the relaxed, insanely sexy one who’d come to my apartment less than twenty-four hours ago and offered me this job? Or the cold, imposing CEO who’d told me I wasn’t worldly enough for a job at Covet?

      Telling myself it didn’t matter which man I met, I thanked the driver and headed into the hotel to check in.

      The lobby took my breath away and instantly intimidated me. It was wide and open with gleaming floors, plush velvet furnishings, columns and palm trees and enormous Italian landscape paintings on every open wall.

      I must have looked as awed as I felt, because a slim, dark-haired woman with a sleek bob and a fitted black suit stepped up to me and said, “Signora, may I help you?”

      I clearly also looked American. “Um, yeah.” I fixed the strap on my purse. “I’m pretty sure I have a reservation. James. Natalie James.“

      “Oh, Miss James, of course. We’ve been expecting you. I’m Maria. Mr. Salvatici has already checked you in. I just need your passport, then I can take you to your room.”

      For some reason, knowing the Beast had “checked me in” didn’t settle my nerves, but I was glad when I didn’t have to spend time fumbling for my wallet and credit card. After handing the woman my passport, I waited while she moved to the gleaming marble counter and clicked away on her computer. Short minutes later, she returned, held out a hand, and said, “This way. I’ll have someone bring your bag up shortly.”

      This was clearly a top-end hotel, and I was once again surrounded by the kind of wealth and luxury that made my spine tingle with intimidation. Which sort of pissed me off.

      Not intimidated, I coached myself. In control.

      Following Maria down a long, wide hallway, I glanced right and left, scanning the boutique, the lounge, and the handful of restaurants on the main level. We finally came to a single elevator and drew to a stop.

      Maria slid a key card from a paper sleeve, inserted it into a slot on the elevator’s wall panel, then handed me the card. “This is your private elevator. The key card is your access. Your bag should be up shortly. If you need anything at all, just give me a ring. My number is beside each phone in the suite.” She smiled and turned away. “Enjoy your stay, Ms. James.”

      I fingered the card in my hand. Suite? The Beast had gotten me a suite? That made absolutely no sense, especially after the way he’d dumped me in coach.

      “Wait,” I called. “What number is my suite?”

      Maria glanced over her shoulder with a grin. “There’s only one suite accessible via this elevator, Ms. James.”

      Her shoes clicked across the shiny floor as she disappeared down the hallway. Beside me, the elevator pinged, and the doors opened. Confused, I stepped inside the silver box and turned, my mind spinning with questions.

      Less than a minute later, the double doors opened. I stepped off, expecting to be greeted with another door, but stumbled when I realized the elevator opened right into the entry of an enormous suite. A round table topped with an arrangement of flowers sat in front of me. Past it, I could see tall floor-to-ceiling windows that looked out over a vast view of red roofs and curved domes, plush furnishings, expensive Italian paintings, and Luciano Salvatici rising from the couch across the room.

      My breath caught at the sight of him. His hard, muscular body was draped in a crisp Italian suit that fit him so well, he looked like a Roman lord or master rather than a mere man. And his stormy, mysterious, sexy-as-hell eyes were pinned on me as if I were his next willing slave.

      He stared at me for several long seconds, and under that watchful look, my mouth went completely dry, and my pulse shot straight up.

      “Ms. James,” he finally said in that familiar accent. Only today it wasn’t clipped or dismissive as it had been that day at my interview. It wasn’t easy and relaxed as it had been in my apartment less than twenty-four hours ago, either. Today it flowed like hot, bubbling water over every inch of my skin and seeped in deep until it hit my blood, leaving me sweaty and absolutely sizzling from the inside out. “Just when I was beginning to think you really were as smart as your résumé indicated. I guess this disproves that, doesn’t it?”

      I knew he’d just insulted me. I knew I should be pissed. But I couldn’t do anything except swallow hard and grip the strap of my bag against my shoulder, because my gaze was once more on his lips and that word—cazzo—was echoing in my head just as it had in my apartment. Only now, thanks to my web search, I knew what it meant.

      Fuck…

      Yeah, I’d totally just disproved my résumé, because if I really were that smart, I’d never have gotten on that plane.
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      The flush to Natalie’s face as she stood in the entry of the suite looking overwhelmed and innocent and just the slightest bit aroused made my dick hard.

      I clenched my jaw against the image of her grinding against my cock as she’d devoured my tongue in the back of that town car the other night—an image that was suddenly flashing behind my eyes like a strobe light and mingling with another of her asleep in nothing but that sheer lace bra and panty set—and reminded myself that screwing the naïve girl seven ways to sundown was not why I’d brought her to Rome. I’d brought her here to scare the shit out of her and send her running back to Idaho where she belonged. And there was no better time to start that than now.

      “Since you’re already late, you don’t have time to shower.” Sliding my gaze down her curvy body, over the wrinkled blouse and baggy slacks she’d worn on the plane, I forced myself to look disgusted instead of turned on, which—sonofabitch—I was. “A stylist left a few items for you. Find something to wear that’s not wrinkled, fix your face, and meet me downstairs in the lobby in fifteen minutes.”

      I strode past her toward the elevator, careful not to touch her. As I drew close, though, I caught a whiff of her scent. That grapefruit and honey combination that made my blood sizzle. My jaw clenched down harder as I pressed the call button for the elevator.

      “I don’t understand,” she said at my back. “The woman at the front desk said my room was up here.”

      “It is,” I answered, not turning to look at her, knowing if I did, she’d see the bulge in my slacks. “Your room is to the right.” The elevator doors whooshed opened, and I stepped in, pushing the button to close the doors as quickly as I could without turning.

      When I was alone and the elevator was moving, I drew a deep breath, leaned back against the wall of the car, and muttered, “Cazzo.”

      This was a fucking asinine plan. Two minutes with the girl and I was already harder than I’d been in weeks—no, months. Obviously, I had some twisted hero fantasy shit going on in my head that I needed to squash because I normally wouldn’t be interested in someone like Natalie James. I liked my women tall, experienced, and big breasted—all things this girl definitely was not. When I had a woman pinned beneath me, I didn’t want to question whether she was into the same kinks as me. I needed to know she liked it hard and rough. And I absolutely didn’t want to see innocence or naïvety or fear in her eyes when I fucked her senseless.

      By the time the elevator came to a stop on the main level, I was fully back in control and completely relieved I’d made the girl fly commercial instead of with me on the Bombardier. No way could I have survived being trapped with her that long, even with the shorter flight time thanks to the jet’s high-tech engines. While I wasn’t looking forward to sharing a suite with her for the next few days, I wasn’t worried. It was important to my plan to keep her close, and we’d be so busy all day and into the evenings with meetings and events, I knew she’d be sick of me by the time we got back to the hotel each night. So sick and intimidated that she’d hide in her room like a trembling rat until morning.

      At least, I was counting on her hiding out each night, because if she didn’t…

      Well, if she didn’t, then I was seriously fucked. I had only so much self control after two months of celibacy.

      My shoes clicked across the marble floor as I headed for the lobby, dismissing that thought and pulling my phone from my pocket to check emails as I walked. There were several from Ilario Lorenzi, the vice president at Covet, whom I’d left in charge of operations while I was in Rome. Ilario was a competent enough man, but I didn’t trust him. He came from a lesser family loyal to our House, and he had opportunist written all over him. I knew he’d been pissed when my father had appointed me head of Covet after my uncle’s heart attack. Ilario had been gunning for the position for years…and for a bigger role within our organization.

      I fired off responses to Ilario’s questions, then sent another email to Ms. Pascal, instructing her to watch Ilario’s every move while I was gone. Sandra Pascal was probably the only person at Covet I trusted. She’d worked there for years and was loyal to the family, but she was also smart as a whip, knew when to keep her mouth shut, and didn’t miss a thing that happened around her.

      The lobby was sparsely filled with tourists planning their day and guests checking out. Moving to stand near an empty couch by the vast windows that looked out over the swimming pool and fifteen lush acres of Mediterranean gardens on the property, I scanned the rest of the emails, stopping when I noticed one from Giovanni.

      A frown pulled at my mouth. My brother was—as I’d suspected—enraged that I’d swooped in and snatched his “toy” away before he’d had a chance to test her out, and his email was filled with every expletive the dickhead knew how to spell to get that point across to me. Not that I fucking cared. If Giovanni wasn’t my brother, I’d strangle the sonofabitch with my own two hands and rid the world of his predatory perversions, but because we shared blood, I couldn’t do that. I could, however—thanks to my position as CEO—get the fucker as far from New York City as possible, and that was exactly what I’d done when I’d sent him to the Caribbean on that shoot. After that, I was shipping him off to South America, Australia, India, then Mozambique for shoots. My plan was to keep the asshole busy for at least a month. So busy he wouldn’t have a moment to contact Natalie James or tempt the girl into something depraved.

      I deleted Giovanni’s email without responding and was just shoving my phone back into the pocket of my slacks when heels sounded on the marble floor to my right. My gaze lifted, and I looked in that direction, and when I spotted the woman at the center of Giovanni’s latest obsession, the breath caught in my throat.

      I wasn’t sure what she’d done in those fifteen minutes besides change her clothes and fix her hair, but Natalie James looked completely different, and not in a good way—at least not for me. The rumpled and slightly baggy clothing that had hidden her delectable body from view earlier was long gone. In its place, she’d paired a slim, pinstriped black pencil skirt with a sleeveless red blouse that molded to her curves and showcased her small but very plump breasts. Four-inch heels drew attention to the length of her toned legs and the ample curve of her ass. Her dark hair was pinned up, and several curly strands framed her face, softening her features, and lengthening her delicate neck. And her eyes… They no longer appeared tired and overwhelmed. Now those blue gems sparkled with a strength and defiance that amplified my blood and made me itch to dominate her in a thousand different ways.

      She stopped several feet away from me, the strap of a chic black purse slung over her shoulder, a smartphone in her hand, but I could still feel the heat radiating off her skin, sizzling over mine even a short distance away. And that scent—that wild grapefruit and honey combination—was even stronger now, making me hard in a heartbeat.

      “I’m ready.” I knew she had to be exhausted, but she didn’t let it show. Instead, she lifted her chin and pinned me with those mesmerizing eyes. “I already called the driver and told him to meet us out front. Your first appointment is at Valentino in twenty minutes. Shall we?”

      I didn’t give a rip about my appointments. All I could think about was the fact I didn’t have a clue how to answer because the self control I’d been counting on keeping my masked desires in check wavered as I stared at her.

      In a rush of blood that went straight into my cock, I realized I wanted this girl. I wanted her in the worst fucking way—beneath me, on her knees, pinned to the wall, unable to move in a dozen different scenes as I pounded into her again and again. My dick swelled harder as I pictured my hand sliding around her slim throat while I drove into her, as I envisioned squeezing the arteries on both sides of her delicate neck until her face flushed and the slight diminishment in oxygen drove her toward the most intense orgasm she’d ever felt. Until the sights and sounds of her pleasure drove me there as well.

      “Mr. Salvatici?”

      I blinked when she said my name. Then blinked again when I realized I’d just tripped into a fantasy right in front of her. “Yes,” I managed, clearing my throat and looking away from her. “Let’s go.”

      She eyed me speculatively, then turned and headed for the lobby doors. At her back, I drew a breath but couldn’t keep my gaze from her shapely ass swaying in front of me.

      Fuck me. Regardless of whether or not she stayed locked in her room, I was screwed and I knew it. If I didn’t get my shit together soon, I was never going to survive this week. And I needed to get through this week without manhandling the girl if I had any hope of getting her away from Covet and out of my life for good.

      Because that was the only thing I cared about now. Not letting anyone manipulate her as they had her friend Elena.

      Not even me.

      

      I almost made it through day one without losing my shit.

      Almost.

      We met with four designers and only returned to the hotel to change into evening attire before heading back out to a runway show. Natalie—even jetlagged and out her element—had handled the day like a total professional, managing my schedule and appointments better than Ms. Pascal, only fumbling over a couple of names when she made introductions, ones even I sometimes had trouble pronouncing.

      I, on the other hand, had been semihard the whole fucking day just because I’d been close to her, and that had left me rattled and on edge. So on edge that when Natalie had emerged from her room later that evening in a deep red, asymmetrically hemmed cocktail gown that dipped low at her spine and hit high on one thigh, I’d nearly said fuck it to my stupid plan, pinned her up against a wall, and screwed her right there and then. The only thing that had stopped me was sheer strength of will—which I knew would crumble soon if I didn’t find a way to get this girl out of my head fast.

      So I hadn’t sat with her at the fashion show. I’d stood across the room and talked shop with anyone I could find. Then I’d flirted at the after-party with every willing model I could, which hadn’t been difficult since they all knew who I was. Many, even, were more than familiar with my family and were up for any kinky shit I might ask of them. And I’d almost taken one blonde up on her offer. I’d been a heartbeat away from dragging her too-skinny ass into an empty back room and screwing her brains out just so I could stop lusting over my simple and naïve assistant. Until, that is, I spotted Natalie across the room, a drink in hand, a flush to her cheeks, talking quietly with David Bonello.

      My blood pumped hot—but not from arousal. Bonello was one of Giovanni’s friends. The two went way back, and they shared the same perverted tastes—and often the same women.

      “Excuse me,” I said to the model who could easily have sucked me dry with her collagen-enhanced lips. Turning away from her, I headed across the ballroom. At my back, I heard the model call my name, but I didn’t glance back. All I could see was the piece of shit in my line of sight playing the part of Prince Charming when I knew he was really Lucifer in disguise.

      Sonofabitch. I had not dragged the girl halfway around the world to keep her out of Giovanni’s clutches only to have her fall prey to David Fucking Bonello.

      “Luc,” Bonello said as I drew close, his black eyes catching sight of me over Natalie’s shoulder. “Your beautiful assistant here was just telling me about your meeting with Valentino this morning.”

      I didn’t bother to glance at Natalie as I stepped up next to her, but from the corner of my vision, I caught the way her smile wobbled.

      “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” I asked Bonello in Italian, not bothering to hide my contempt. The asshole knew I didn’t like him. He knew, and he’d targeted Natalie on purpose.

      Bonello’s eyes narrowed with a familiar, malicious glint, and in Italian, he fired back, “Enjoying myself. Something you should learn to do.”

      All I wanted to do was pound my fist through this guy’s nose, but I held back my rage—barely.

      “Call the driver and meet me in the lobby,” I said to Natalie in English without looking away from Bonello. “We’re leaving.”

      Natalie glanced from me to Bonello. “But—”

      “Do it,” I snapped, still not looking at her.

      Her face reddened. I knew I’d just humiliated her and that she was pissed, but I didn’t give a shit. Quietly, she said, “Good night, David,” and turned to leave.

      As the sound of her footsteps faded at my back, I watched Bonello watching her. He clucked his tongue and shook his head. “That is one very fine piece of ass,” he said in Italian. “If you’re not gonna fuck her, Salvatici, there are plenty of us who can.”

      The cap on my fury blew free. I captured Bonello by the throat and slammed him up against the column at his back. Bonello’s eyes flew wide with surprise, and the glass of champagne in his hand shot from his fingers and shattered against the marble floor to my left. The group of models chatting in a cluster nearby yelped and jerked away from the broken glass. Voices in the ballroom quieted, and at my back, I knew all eyes were watching, but I barely cared.

      “Touch her, and I’ll kill you,” I growled in a low voice.

      Bonello’s soulless gaze locked on mine, no longer shocked but calculating. “She means something to you. Interesting.”

      I tightened my hand around his throat, silently cursing my short temper and the fact I’d reacted without thinking. “She’s my assistant. That makes her my responsibility, and I don’t need her distracted from her job. She’s not a fuck toy for you or anyone else.”

      “News flash, Salvatici.” His eyes darkened until they were nothing but hard cold pieces of coal filled with the promise of retribution. “They’re all fuck toys, and you know it.”

      Fury coiled tight in my muscles as I held him against the pillar, but I forced myself to relax my grip and finally release him. I’d made my point. He knew not to cross me. “Stay away from her,” I said in a low voice.

      Bonello rolled his shoulder, and as his gaze held mine, a cocky grin pulled at his lips. One that told me he’d absolutely go after Natalie again as soon as my back was turned. “Good talk, Luc.” Casually, he slid his hands into the pockets of his slacks and moved away. “You have a pleasant evening now.”

      I watched the asshole stroll across the ballroom toward the bar, my heart pumping hard, my body still tight and ready for a fight. Disgust rolled through my gut with the force of a tidal wave. In this sea of immorality, Bonello had managed to zone in on the only truly decent person here, as if she’d been wearing a flashing neon sign that screamed Innocent. I couldn’t be satisfied with only keeping her close to me at night. From now on out, I’d have to keep her close every other hour of the fucking day as well.

      A string of expletives filled my head as I clenched my jaw and moved through the crowd, heading toward the lobby door where Natalie—the current source of every one of my fucking frustrations—waited outside with the car. I didn’t want this girl anywhere near me. I didn’t want her in my world at all. But for the immediate future, I was stuck with both.

      She was already in the back of the town car when I exited the building. I slid into the backseat, careful not to look at her to my left, just as careful to stay on my own damn side so I didn’t accidentally touch her. At the moment, I wasn’t sure what that would do to me.

      She sat a foot away—still too close for my liking—and stared out the window as we headed back to the hotel, seething, I knew, at the way I’d treated her. I tried to bite my tongue—I really did—but that fucking dress rode too damn high on her thigh, tempting not only me but every other sick sonofabitch out there, and I couldn’t take it anymore.

      “If that man is at any other event we’re attending,” I said in a low voice, keeping my gaze locked out my window, “you’re not to talk to him, you’re not to look at him, you’re to stay the hell away from him.”

      Her head swiveled my way, and from the corner of my vision, I saw the way her deep blue eyes narrowed with veiled anger. “I’m not to? Is that an order?”

      “Yes, it’s a fucking order,” I snapped, pinning my gaze on her and wishing that I hadn’t, because the defiance lurking in her eyes only fired me up more and made me want to bend her over my knee to teach her a lesson.

      I didn’t care if she’d done a good job today. All I could think about was David Bonello and what the fucker could have done to her if I’d disappeared with that model as I’d planned. “While you’re working for me, you’ll do every single thing I say, and if you defy me, I’ll toss you on the first damn flight back to Idaho. If I tell you not to look at someone, you won’t look. If I tell you to hurry the hell up, you’ll bust your ass. And if I tell you not to dress like a slut, you’ll fucking listen. I don’t want to see that dress on you again.”

      Her eyes flew wide with shock, and her teeth ground together, turning her delicate jaw to a hard slice of steel beneath her skin. I could literally see the rage rolling through her, threatening to consume her, just as it had in my office that day when I’d told her she wasn’t Covet material, but she didn’t let it out. She snapped her head away from me and stared out the window once more, every muscle in her body tight, her hand curled into a fist against her bare thigh.

      My body vibrated as I waited, watching her across the car. Somewhere inside me, I wanted her to fight back, though I wasn’t sure why. I didn’t like women who were headstrong and independent. I liked them kinky and submissive, both things I knew she wasn’t. I didn’t like to be challenged, and she seemed to want to challenge me on every front—except this one.

      The contradicting thoughts whipping through my head didn’t settle my roaring pulse. All they did was fucking confuse me.

      Forcing my gaze away from her, I stared out my window as we wound back up the hill toward the hotel, knowing the driver had heard every word we’d said. Focusing on that—instead of the alluring, pissed, insanely sexy woman next to me—I wondered who the driver was loyal to. In this country, I couldn’t trust anyone. A fact that only enraged me more.

      We pulled up in front of the hotel. Natalie popped her door open before the driver brought the car to a complete stop, climbed out, and rounded the car toward the lobby doors. Drawing in a breath for patience, I told the driver not to bother getting out. I opened my own door and followed her into the hotel.

      Her heels clicked ahead of me on the marble floor as she made a beeline straight for our private elevator. I didn’t think it was possible, but she was even more appealing to me now, fired up and spitting mad, a fact my body recognized because it was heating up all over again. Except now that we were away from that party and back at the hotel where I knew she was safe, my own anger had dampened, cooling down at least one part of my brain, leaving me feeling like shit.

      “Merda.” I rubbed a hand across my forehead, trying to figure out what it was about this girl that made me so insane. My goal in bringing her on this trip had been to piss her off so she’d run home to Idaho, right? I’d done that tonight. So why the fuck did I feel guilty about it?

      Her arms were crossed tightly against her chest as she stood at the elevator, waiting for the car. I reached her just as the double doors opened. Jaw tight, she moved inside and stepped toward the wall, standing as far from me as possible.

      Sighing, I followed her in and slid my hands into the pockets of my slacks as I tried to come up with something—anything—to say to diffuse the explosive situation I’d created. I couldn’t think of one damn thing. All I knew was that regardless of my goal where she was concerned, I didn’t want to spend the next week—or however long she decided to stay—at war with her.

      The elevator doors opened, and she immediately stepped out of the car and moved through the living room of the suite with quick steps, heading right for her bedroom.

      Fuck it. “Natalie, stop.”

      Her shoulders tightened, but she listened and stilled in front of her door.

      In the silence, I was achingly conscious of the fact it was the first time I’d spoken her name aloud. Every other time I’d addressed her, I’d called her Ms. James, but after tonight—after everything today that had gone through my head—Ms. James no longer seemed to fit.

      “When I tell you to do something, I do so for a specific reason.” Dammit, I didn’t owe her an explanation. I just wanted her to get it. But I also recognized that for her to “get it,” I needed to cool the fuck down. “The man you were speaking to at the party is not a friend. He’s dangerous. I do not want you anywhere near him.”

      She didn’t turn. Didn’t speak. Didn’t give any indication she’d heard me. Just stood still as a stone facing away from me.

      I tipped my head, a little ticked by that fact and even more turned on because it was definitely an act of defiance. She’d kept her mouth shut in the car, she was keeping it shut here as well, but she was challenging me just the same. In a way that made my dick absolutely ache.

      “Did you hear me?” I asked calmly, itching for her to turn around and lay into me, though why, I didn’t know. I craved a physical altercation with her almost as much as I craved her hot little body. Was so excited by the idea of it, my blood was practically humming. “Natalie, answer me.”

      “Yes, I heard you, Beast. Loud and clear.”

      Those eight simple words roared like fire through my blood, shooting me forward. She reached for the door handle of her room and the freedom it contained, but before she could even turn the knob in her hand, I was on her, my fingers closing over her wrist to prevent her from opening the door, my body pressed up against her back, pinning her between wood and vibrating stone.

      She sucked in a surprised breath and stared down at my hand wrapped tightly around her slender wrist, but didn’t move.

      I could feel her pulse thump faster with every heartbeat where I held her. Could hear her shallow, scared breaths as her sexy spine brushed against my chest. And I could smell her excitement all around me, making me light-headed, making me ache, making me hunger with a need I was afraid only she could sate.

      “What did you call me?” I asked in a low voice, challenging her to say it again, hoping and praying that she wouldn’t so this volatile lust suddenly churning inside me wouldn’t detonate into something I couldn’t control.

      For several moments, she didn’t move. And then, instead of cowering like I wanted her to do, she shifted around to face me so her back pressed into the door and her breasts grazed my shirt.

      My pulse jumped at the light contact, but I didn’t step back. Didn’t release her wrist against the door handle, and she didn’t try to wriggle free or put space between us either. She lifted her chin and locked her gaze with mine. Defying me with those gorgeous eyes all over again.

      “I didn’t call you anything.” Her hot breath tickled my mouth, drawing my gaze to her succulent lips. “I said yes I heard you, at least. Loud and clear.”

      The phrase sounded idiotic—not something a smart girl like Natalie James would say—and it forced my gaze away from her tempting lips and back up to her eyes. And that was when I saw it. The smug victory in those glittery blue pools that said she’d won.

      From anyone else, that look would have enraged me because I didn’t let others win. Even when I was cornered—as I was currently with Covet—I always found a way to come out on top. But this girl… For some reason, I wasn’t enraged by her now. I was amused. That haughty little spark in her eye that said she thought she’d beat me shattered the rest of my anger and tugged one corner of my lips up into a smile.

      She’d called me a beast. I hadn’t missed that. And I couldn’t stop myself from wondering just how long she’d been thinking of me as a beast or how long she’d been thinking about me period.

      “Am I dismissed now?” she asked in a superior voice, her gorgeous eyes still filled with defiance and victory. “Or do you want to order me around some more?”

      My whole body hardened. Yes, I wanted to order her around. I wanted to order her to her knees. I wanted to order her to suck me dry with that insolent little mouth. I wanted to order her to bend at the waist and slide her dress up like a naughty girl so I could shove my cock inside her and fuck her until we both screamed.

      But mostly I wanted her.

      Slowly, because I was afraid of what that realization might make me do next, I released her wrist and moved back. Cool air washed over my palm, replacing all her sultry heat, leaving me feeling empty in a way I didn’t expect. I fought back the disappointment letting her go shot through me, though, and told myself I was doing the right thing, but my voice was tight as shit when I said, “Yes, you’re dismissed, Ms. James.”

      For a heartbeat she didn’t move, but something that looked a lot like her own disappointment shone in her eyes. And when her gaze slid down my body and held on my straining erection, I thought I saw it shift to desire.

      She moved before I could figure out what I’d seen, slipped into her room, and slammed the door in her wake. And as I stood still staring at where she’d been, wondering what the hell had just happened, I realized that defiance she kept showing me wasn’t a product of her hatred for me as I’d thought. It was hunger. Raw, primal, erotic hunger. The same kind of hunger I felt every moment I was near her.

      The little minx wanted me as much as I wanted her.

      My mouth went dry because that knowledge didn’t just light me up like a firecracker, it terrified me right down to the core of my soul.

      She had no idea what kind of beast I really was, but I did. And if I didn’t do something to stop this combustible attraction between us, Giovanni wouldn’t be the biggest threat to her safety.

      I would be.
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      The Beast had smiled at me.

      No, he hadn’t just smiled when I’d stood up to him outside my bedroom door; he’d looked downright pleased.

      I couldn’t get that look out of my head. I’d tossed and turned most of the night, wondering what I’d seen in his face, what it meant, what he’d been thinking in that moment, and why his gaze had lingered on my lips for so long. And even though I hadn’t wanted to, I’d dreamt about it. About what he would have done if, instead of running like a cornered animal, I’d pressed my lips to his. If I’d ripped open his shirt, if I’d explored every inch of his skin and muscle and play of bone with my fingers and tongue and teeth. If I’d devoured him the way his eyes had seemed to devour me.

      I’d dreamt about it for two freaking nights and imagined it during two days of meetings and endless fashion shows. And just thinking about it now made me hot and bothered all over again. Shifting my back against the aged plaster wall where I stood on the edge of the vast room, I waited for Luc to finish his meeting with Bianca, a representative from Bandini, with wavering patience.

      I was desperate for this private showing of their upcoming line to end. Desperate to get out of this room. Desperate for any kind of movement to cool myself down. The slacks and blouse I’d chosen from the outfits Luc’s stylist had left for me felt claustrophobic. After his little rant in the car the other night about my dress, I’d gone for conservative instead of comfortable the past two days, and I was sweltering in the cloistering clothing as a result. Unfortunately, I was pretty sure my body temperature had little to do with the outfit and summer heat spilling through the wide open doors that led out to a loggia, and everything to do with the fact I couldn’t stop fantasizing about that stupid dream and the frustrating-as-hell man who’d inspired it.

      That man currently stood across the room chatting with the sharply dressed Bianca while three models swept in and out in different ensembles. He’d removed his suit jacket in the car on the ride to our second appointment today, tugged off his tie, and rolled his dress shirt up to his forearms, telling me with a sexy half grin that it was too hot today for so many layers. I knew it was hot, dammit. I didn’t need an announcement about it, I’d been sweating all freakin’ day. And I definitely didn’t need him to be nice to me, but for some insane reason, that was what he’d been ever since our confrontation in the car—nice, pleasant, even agreeable all yesterday and on the drive outside the city to this private estate today.

      But what was killing me at the moment was the fact he kept glancing back at me during this stupid fashion show. His watchful gaze made my stomach tight. It made my whole body tight. And it completely threw me, because all I wanted was for him to ignore me as he had when I’d first arrived so I could stop thinking about his ass for ten freakin’ minutes.

      I was pissed at the man. Pissed at the way he’d talked to me at that party the other night, pissed at the things he’d said to me in the car after. Pissed that he’d completely disarmed and flustered me with that one stupid smile. But most of all I was pissed that I was already looking at him differently. Not as the number one suspect in my best friend’s murder, but as a man. A sexy as hell man. One I wanted even though I knew I shouldn’t.

      I needed to stay focused. I needed to remember why I was here—to find out if he’d had anything at all to do with Laney’s murder. And the best time to do that was now. The rep for Bandini clearly knew Luc well. I had to find a way to talk to her alone so I could try to pump her for information about the man.

      All three models appeared in the room, except this time instead of striding in, twirling in their latest outfits, and disappearing back out the doorway they’d come through, they each stopped near Luc and Bianca and joined in the conversation.

      Relieved the private fashion show was over, I straightened my spine against the wall, but I didn’t move to join the group. I knew my place as the assistant and stayed where I was in the back of the room, exactly as I’d done the past two days, intent on avoiding a repeat of Luc’s little temper tantrum. Luc glanced back at me again, and every inch of my skin tingled in response, but I fixed a bored look on my face, careful not to meet his gaze. Seconds later, his focus returned to the women around him, and I watched as the skinny blonde to his right flipped her hair, giggled, and rubbed her breast against his arm in clear invitation.

      A hard knot formed in my stomach. I’d seen him flirting with a variety of models at that first party. I’d seen him flirting with this one, in fact, just before David Bonello had distracted me from the disgusting scene. I knew it was irrational of me, but I disliked her on sight, and I told myself that had nothing to do with the way I was currently reacting to Luc and everything to do with the fact she had gold digger written all over her.

      My stomach twisted as the blonde continued to flirt, and he nodded and smiled, encouraging her. The youngest of the three models, the brunette who looked like she was maybe twelve years old tops and who hadn’t said a word since the three had come out, smiled weakly, flashing a deep dimple in her cheek, then excused herself from the group and disappeared into another room, a hand at her head and a vacant look in her large brown eyes. Luc watched her go, and something in the way his gaze followed her caught my attention, causing me to shift uncomfortably against the wall.

      As soon as the girl was gone, he leaned toward Bianca and spoke quietly in the older woman’s ear, ignoring the blonde still plastered to his side and desperate for his attention. Moments later, Bianca nodded, and Luc disengaged the blonde from his arm. His footsteps echoed across the travertine tiles as he heading for the same door the brunette had just exited through.

      A whisper of unease shot through my belly. The blonde perched her hands on her thin hips and glared after him, clearly upset. The other model barely seemed to notice—she was too busy studying her nails—but Bianca placed a hand on the blonde’s shoulder, drawing the blonde’s attention her way, and firmly shook her head. Scowling, the blonde dropped her arms in a huff.

      I wasn’t sure what I’d just seen. My gaze shot back to the now-empty doorway. Had that been worry in Luc’s stormy eyes? Concern? Or had it been interest?

      Bile pushed up my throat. I hoped to hell that hadn’t been interest. The girl was a child. Skinny models were one thing. Children were completely different.

      I watched the remaining two models disappear through a different door. Bianca glanced my way. Seconds later, she stood in front of me and smiled. “Did you enjoy the new line?”

      She was tall—at least five inches taller than me—as thin as her models and just as beautiful with a sleek black bob, high cheekbones, and eyes the color of amethysts. I guessed she was probably about forty, but it was clear from the way she held herself that she’d been a model in her younger years. Next to her, I felt short and fat and not nearly as attractive as all the women I’d been faced with since arriving in Italy.

      I brushed a curl away from my face, hoping to hide my stress over what Luc was doing in the other room alone with that girl.

      Was that what he wanted? Young girls? Laney hadn’t been a young girl. In fact, the more I thought about Luc and Laney, the harder it was for me to see them together, and not because of Laney’s age. Laney never would have been interested in someone like Luc. She would have thought he was way too arrogant and intimidating. Laney had been a gentle-hearted girl who never would have stood up to Luc the way I had. The first time he raised his voice to her, she would have cowered and run. No, Elena McCabe would have gone for someone completely different, someone flirty, sexy, overwhelming, and dominant in a completely different way.

      Someone like Gio.

      “Ms. James?”

      Bianca’s voice shook me out of my thoughts, and I blinked. “Yes?”

      “The line? You liked it, yes?”

      “Oh.” My cheeks heated when I realized I’d just spaced out. About Luc. Again. “Yes, the line was great. I just wish I could pull off some of those looks.” I shrugged and glanced down at my body, round in all the places Bianca’s was slim and straight. “Unfortunately, I’m not your target customer.”

      “Are you kidding?” Bianca’s amethyst eyes sparkled as her gaze slid up and down my curves. “You have an amazing figure, and I wish I had what you have, believe me. Fashion should accentuate, not detract from the female form. Don’t let the models fool you. Designers use stick-skinny bodies as walking hangers. Too many curves and our buyers can’t see the designs.” She winked. “Tell you what. Luc mentioned you’re going to the Cipriani party tonight, yes?”

      I nodded because that was what Ms. Pascal had put on the schedule. I knew Roberto Cipriani was some huge Italian designer, but he was way out of my price range, and I knew zilch about his lines.

      “Let me send a gown over to your hotel for the party to prove it to you.”

      “Oh, you don’t need to do that.”

      “I insist. You are a very beautiful woman, Ms. James. You should be accentuating the assets the rest of us wish we had instead of covering them up.”

      My face heated at her flattery, but just as quickly, worry slid through my belly. “That’s very sweet of you, but Mr. Salvatici doesn’t want me wearing anything that takes the focus off him.”

      “Oh, bah.” Bianca waved her hand and scrunched her face in distaste. “If Luc told you not to wear something, it’s because he doesn’t want every man in the room drooling over your body and trying to steal you away from him.”

      I felt my face growing redder by the second, and an uncomfortable laugh tumbled from my lips. “Trust me, that’s not what he’s afraid of. In fact, I’m pretty sure that man isn’t afraid of anything.”

      “There’s plenty he’s afraid of, but that isn’t the point. The point is that I’ve known Luciano Salvatici a long time, and I’ve never seen him look at another woman the way he kept looking back here at you. I’m fairly certain he missed half the show because of you, Ms. James.”

      I was still reeling from her declaration that Luc was afraid of something when her last comment hit me.

      Luc had missed half the show? Because of me? I knew he’d glanced at me several times, but was I somehow distracting him? The same way he was distracting me? My stomach flopped again, only this time it wasn’t disgust that sent it swirling in a choppy storm, it was disbelief, excitement, and a healthy dose of fear.

      My heart sped up, and even though I tried not to, I couldn’t stop from glancing toward the empty door where Luc and that model had disappeared. “Um, you know Luc well?” I looked back at Bianca. “How well, if you don’t mind my asking?”

      “We’ve been friends a long time. I’m a few years older, but our families are close. I guess you could say we grew up in the same circles.” She tipped her head. “We were never involved, if that’s what you’re asking.”

      I was glad for that, but I still needed answers, and I no longer cared how I got them. “Does he date his models? Is this...” Shit, now I really sounded like a snoop. “Is it normal for him?”

      A wry smile spread across Bianca’s face. “Luc is not usually involved in any of this. Truth be told, I was surprised when he arrived here today. Covet has always sent a different Salvatici representative to the fashion shows. As far as I know, he only just started working at the magazine, but I can tell you that in all the years I’ve known Luc, I’ve never seen him date a model. In fact, I can pretty much guarantee that a model is the last woman Luciano Salvatici would ever get involved with, short-term or otherwise.”

      That statement took me by surprise. Not just because Bianca said it with such conviction, but because I saw nothing but brutal honesty in her eyes when she held my gaze.

      I looked back to the door Luc had exited through and swallowed hard. I wanted to know what Luc had been doing before taking his recent position at Covet. I wanted to know if he’d even had the time or ability to know Elena McCabe before her death. But right now, I needed to know what he was doing at this very moment even more. “The girl. The brunette. Is she all right? She seemed upset.”

      “Sofia?” Bianca’s shoulders dropped on a sigh, and she glanced once toward the door, then back at me. “That poor thing. It’s her father. Luc’s known her family for some time. He went to check on her.”

      Bianca didn’t seem at all disturbed about Luc following the young girl into a private room, so I took that as a good sign. “What’s wrong with her father?”

      “Cancer, I’m afraid. He doesn’t have much time left. It’s been very hard on the family. Sofia started modeling a few years ago, but her father didn’t approve, so she quit. When he fell sick, the family needed money. I’ve tried to take her under my wing and protect her—she’s such a sweet young thing, only fifteen, you know—but she’s so strikingly beautiful, she’s already had offers from several big houses. She desperately wants to spend more time with her father before he passes, but the family needs the money. If she doesn’t go home, I’m afraid it’s only a matter of time before she’s sucked into this whole maddening world.”

      I glanced toward the empty doorway again and found myself imagining Sofia’s wide-set, big, round eyes. She was beautiful; even I couldn’t deny that. More beautiful than the other two models because she had a uniquely striking facial structure. I didn’t doubt that she was in high demand in the fashion world. Or that she had a huge career ahead of her.

      I looked up at Bianca once more and was about to say so when I realized she wasn’t looking at me. She was looking past me to the frescoes on the walls above my head. Something dark lurked in her eyes. Something unsettling. Something filled with shadows that made my spine tingle all over again.

      Before I could ask Bianca if she was okay, the look disappeared and she smiled down at me. “Now,” she said, her voice once more confident and warm. “What’s your dress size so I know which gown to pull for you?”

      “Oh, um…six,” I said, wondering if I’d just imagined that haunted expression or if it had really been there.

      Bianca pinned me with a skeptical look. “A six? Are you sure? I don’t believe it. Let me measure you. Your waist is way too small for a six.”

      I frowned because I knew my waist might be too small but my butt definitely wasn’t, and while my breasts might not be huge, they easily filled out a size-six dress. “Okay, just promise you won’t be horrified by the numbers on the tape measure.”

      Bianca laughed and motioned me to follow. Relieved she sounded normal again, I trailed behind her. She chattered on about the Cipriani party while we walked, but I only found myself half paying attention, because as we passed open doorways, I couldn’t keep from searching for Luc.

      My steps slowed as we moved by an archway that opened to a sitting area with couches and chairs, and my heart kicked up when I spotted Luc standing in the center of the room talking with the blonde again. A whisper of jealousy I didn’t like shot through my chest, but I told myself his flirting with her was good news. It meant he really hadn’t been interested in Sofia as I’d thought.

      Except…his flirting with the blonde didn’t make me feel a whole lot better. It only reminded me that I was still completely conflicted about the man, questioning what I thought I knew of him all while fighting an irrational attraction that would only cause me trouble in the long run.

      That bad mood I’d been nursing before came rushing back, and when I looked up, I realized Bianca was already at the end of the hall, waiting for me. Giving myself a mental shake, I took a step forward to catch up with her only to spot Sofia rush into the sitting room from the corner of my eye.

      Tears streamed down the girl’s face. She spoke quickly in Italian. The blonde’s lips turned down at the interruption, but Luc didn’t seem to mind. He captured Sofia when she launched herself at him and held the sobbing girl against his chest while she cried. I couldn’t make out what he said to her since they both spoke Italian, but I did catch the words falling from Sofia’s lips over and over. “Grazie. Grazie. Grazie, Luc.”

      Thank you.

      My spine tingled, and realizing I was staring, I moved past the open door and hustled after Bianca. But I had a sinking suspicion I’d just witnessed something I was not meant to see, and it stuck in my head the rest of the day, even after we’d left the Bandini appointment and moved on to the Cipriani fashion show late in the afternoon.

      Thank you.

      Whatever Luc had done for that girl had changed her entire world. I’d heard it in her voice. I’d seen it in her eyes. And I’d witnessed it on Luc’s face too when he’d rested his cheek on the top of Sofia’s head, closed his eyes, and held her gently against him.

      A killer didn’t do that. A killer couldn’t fake that kind of compassion. Which meant…

      Luc might not be the man I needed to be investigating.

      My heartbeat turned to a whir in my ears. Luciano Salvatici had just changed my entire world too. And now I had absolutely no idea what to do next.

      

      I kept a low profile at the Cipriani fashion show. I was still rattled, still trying to process what I’d seen earlier and make it fit with what I knew of Luc.

      All the shows were held at Santo Spirito in Sassia, in the heart of the city. Luc had tried to chat with me about the private Bandini showing in the car on the way here, but I’d been too distracted to do more than mumble yes and no and nod as if I were paying attention. I knew he suspected something was up with me—even I knew I was acting strangely—but he didn’t ask in the car, and as soon as we’d arrived at our destination, I’d found a quiet corner to hang out in and quietly stress while the lights dimmed and the models took the stage.

      A long runway was set up in the middle of the dark room. Chairs faced the catwalk on both sides so spectators could view the fashions from every angle. I spotted celebrities in the crowd of onlookers, a few famous sports personalities, even a member of England’s royal family, but my gaze kept sliding back to Luc in the front row. To the man who’d just rocked my world out from under me with one act of kindness I still didn’t understand.

      He’d slipped back into his jacket and tie in the car and was now next to a well-known Hollywood actress. That actress flirted blatantly with him throughout the entire show, and he nodded and responded to her at all the appropriate times, but I sensed he wasn’t enjoying himself. Maybe it was the tightness to his spine as he sat in his chair. Maybe it was the flex of his jaw whenever he thought no one was watching. And maybe it was the way he kept glancing back to my dark corner as if to check that I was still there. I wasn’t sure what was giving me this strange feeling. All I knew for sure was that this man—the one who seemed to fit this lavish lifestyle like a well-made leather glove fits a race-car driver’s hand—was not the real Luciano Salvatici.

      I’d heard the real Luc when he’d spoken softly to Sofia and comforted the crying girl against his chest. I’d seen the real Luc outside my bedroom door when he’d smiled at me—not the fake smile he showed the world, but the real one that lit up his face, softened his features, and turned his stormy eyes a soft shade of silver that accentuated the unique shape of his left pupil. And I’d felt the real him in the hand closed tightly around my wrist against that doorknob. I’d felt him in the way his muscles had relaxed even though they still held me firm, in the way his pulse had slowed against my skin, in the way everything about him had shifted from agitated to calm and centered in the span of a heartbeat.

      That was the real Luc, not this image of the perfect celebrity. Not the angry asshole who’d yelled at me in the car. Not even the arrogant CEO who’d belittled me on more than one occasion. The real Luc—the one who could set my body aflame with just one look—was hidden behind a mask.

      I didn’t know what secrets he was protecting. I didn’t know why he’d shown me glimpses of his true self when he didn’t show them to anyone else. I only knew that I wanted to see more. I wanted to know what made him tick. Since this afternoon, since I’d witnessed that scene between him and Sofia, it was all I could think about. Just as the Phantom at that party on Long Island was all I’d been able to think about when I’d been with Gio.

      A whisper of heat flared in my belly, slid up to encircle my breasts, and tightened my nipples.

      The Phantom.

      My memory skipped back to that party, to the way the Phantom had watched me from the corner of the room, his muscles tense, his posture just as uncomfortable as Luc’s was now.

      Luc shifted in his seat and glanced at me then, and as our gazes held across the room, my heart sped up and my skin grew hot. His stormy eyes had turned icy when he’d seen me talking with David Bonello. As icy as the Phantom’s had behind that mask when Gio had grasped my hand and pulled me out of that party.

      Disjointed memories filled my head. Pulsing lights. Bodies grinding together. A heavy bass I felt beat through my entire body. I saw stairs. I saw Gio with two women, motioning me to follow. I saw mattresses and bare skin and bodies thrusting against each other. I saw a woman on her knees in front of Gio and another rubbing against his back.

      The fashion show spun around me, melding with the memories I couldn’t quite make sense of. I heard grunts and moans. I heard skin slapping skin. And I heard Luc, whispering the word cazzo against my lips, his warm breath sending shivers of excitement all through my body as I opened my eyes and stared at the Phantom mask covering the top half of his face.

      My pulse sped up. My skin grew slick and clammy. I couldn’t suck in a full breath, couldn’t make the room stop spinning around me. Needing air, needing space, I rushed from my corner, shoving my way through bodies until I reached the hallway. There were fewer people out here, but my lungs were still tight, my head still dizzy. I pushed my feet into a jog, weaving around people, and didn’t stop until I shoved a door at the end of a long corridor open and stumbled into an area with trees and flowers and an ornate fountain.

      I dropped to the seat that encircled the small pool. Warm sunlight beat down on me from above. I focused on that heat, on the way it seeped into my skin. Long minutes passed where all I did was breathe deeply to bring my heart rate down. Finally, when I felt steadier, I opened my eyes and discovered I was in a courtyard. A handful of tables and chairs sat on the cobblestones around the central fountain, and past the corner, I could hear glasses clinking and voices laughing in what I knew was a café.

      The sounds were normal. The flowers in my line of sight were real. The heat of the sun was calming. But even with my eyes open, all I could see was that Phantom mask. All I heard was Luc’s voice whispering that one word to me—cazzo. All I felt was his lips pressed against mine.

      My hand shook as I lifted it to my lips and skimmed my fingers over the suddenly sensitive flesh. Luc had been at that party. He’d watched me from across the room in that Phantom mask, the same way he’d watched me today at that private showing…as if he couldn’t take his eyes off me. And I’d kissed him. I’d kissed him like a woman starved, and he’d kissed me back with just as much need and heat and hunger.

      My heart sped up again. I didn’t know why I’d kissed him. I didn’t know why he’d been there or why he’d kissed me back. Everything after that kiss was a blur in my memory, but something told me he was the reason I’d made it home unharmed. I’d been drugged by Gio—I didn’t doubt that now. Somehow, Luc had saved me. He’d gotten me out of there, he’d taken me home, and I’d kissed him.

      My breasts tingled, and a heavy weight settled between my thighs, followed by an uncontrollable urge to kiss him again. One that came out of nowhere and made me want to kiss him right now to find out if his lips were as soft and wet as they seemed in my mind.

      My phone buzzed in my pocket. Hand shaking, I pulled it out and looked at the screen.

      
        
        Ciao, Bella. Miss me? My new assistant is horrible. How would you feel about a trip to the Caribbean? I would definitely make it worth your while.

        

      

      Sickness rolled through my belly as I remembered Gio giving me that drink and watching me with predatory eyes. The way he’d dragged me out of the mansion and along that dark path. The way he’d stepped close and whispered in my ear that he couldn’t wait to feel me tremble. The things he’d been doing with those two women in that other house.

      “Sta bene, signora?”

      The female voice somewhere close jolted me out of the disturbing memories and brought my head up. A dark-haired woman with round brown eyes peered down at me. I blinked several times, realizing I must look like a woman on the edge of freaking out—which I was.

      “Um,” I cleared my throat. “Sorry, I don’t speak Italian.”

      The woman smiled, and when she did, a dimple creased her left cheek, one I’d seen somewhere before. “You are American?”

      “Yes.” I turned my phone off, ignoring Gio’s text, and slipped it back into the pocket of my slacks.

      “Here for the fashion show?”

      My mind shot back to Luc sitting beside the runway, and my whole body tightened with another urge to press my lips against his. “Uh… Just getting some air. It’s too crowded in there.”

      The woman smiled wider and nodded toward the seat beside me. “May I?”

      I wasn’t in the mood for company, but I heard myself mutter, “Yeah. Sure.”

      The woman sat beside me with a sigh. She wore a simple blue dress and black flats, not cutting-edge designs or expensive fabrics. And she wasn’t flashy or made up like the people inside, but something about her felt familiar just the same.

      “Are you here for the fashion show?” I asked, wondering where I’d seen her before. She was Italian, with golden skin and striking dark looks, but something about the way she carried herself told me she wasn’t in the industry.

      “Yes. I’m waiting for my daughter to finish. She’s one of the models.”

      “Ooh.” That’s why I recognized her. She must look like one of the young girls I‘d seen parading around the events the last few days. “Is your daughter exclusive to Cipriani?” I asked, keeping the conversation going because I wasn’t quite steady enough to go back in and face Luc yet. I was still fighting this overwhelming urge to grab him and do something totally reckless.

      “No. She’s modeled for most of the big designers here before. But this is her last show.”

      “It is?” That surprised me. If a girl was gorgeous enough to model for a designer as big as Cipriani, it meant her career was on the upswing, not the downhill slide.

      “Yes, her father is sick. Her modeling was a blessing at first, what with the money coming in to help out since my husband can no longer work at the restaurant, but lately, its become a curse. More and more models are signing exclusive deals, and it’s difficult to find steady work if you don’t. We thought she was going to have to sign one herself, but now”—a wide smile pulled at her lips, deepening the dimple in her cheek—“now she doesn’t have to model at all anymore.”

      Understanding hit me like a baseball to the forehead. “You’re Sofia’s mother?”

      The woman’s eyes—eyes that were exactly like Sofia’s, I finally noticed—widened. “Yes. You know my Sofia?”

      “I-I met her today. At a meeting with the Bandini people. I’m Luciano Salvatici’s assistant.”

      She sucked in a surprised breath, and her entire face brightened. “Oh, my…Luc.” Tears filled her eyes as she pressed her hand against her chest. “It is because of him my Sofia can come home.”

      Perspiration dotted my forehead. And, again, I knew it was none of my business, but I couldn’t stop myself from wondering. Had Luc signed Sofia to an exclusive deal with Covet? But if that were the case, why was this woman saying Sofia never had to model again? “How?”

      “Today he bought our restaurant for four times what it’s worth. He’s hiring all new staff.” Her eyes gleamed. “And he’s made us managers.” She lifted her eyes to the sky, smiling even as she swiped at her tears. “Our restaurant has struggled ever since Alessandro fell ill, and my heart has been so broken since Sofia had to leave us. But now…” She shook her head. “Now we do not have to worry any longer. Sofia can come home. There is enough money for Alessandro’s medicine and for us to live. There will even be enough for Sofia to go to university when she’s old enough. She will not have to sell her body to keep our family together.”

      My stomach twisted at the woman’s last comment. I wasn’t sure what she meant by it, but before I could ask, she said, “Luciano Salvatici is bello angelo. I never thought a man such as him could do something so wonderful.” She shook her head swiftly. “The day he wandered into our restaurant three years ago, my Alessandro wanted to kick him out. I wouldn’t let him—it wouldn’t have been the Christian thing to do—but inside, I was just as scared. A Salvatici in our restaurant? So close to our home? I was sure we were cursed. Alessandro was convinced he’d been lured to us by Sofia’s modeling, and even though Sofia claimed he was nice, that he wasn’t like the others, my Alessandro forced her to quit. But then Alessandro fell ill, and Sofia had to take jobs once again to help with our finances. Alessandro and I feared she’d be lost to us forever, but then…then Luciano stepped in and did this…” She held her hands out, smiling all over again, her eyes wet with unshed, happy tears. “This is a miracle from God himself. Luc is a miracle from the heavens above.”

      I had no idea what she was talking about. All I knew was that Luc had helped this family in a way that meant the world to this woman. What I’d seen earlier was the real him. And that urge to find him, to touch him, to kiss him as I had the night of that party on Long Island, overwhelmed every thought.

      Sofia’s mother swiped at her tears and pinned me with a very focused look. “Do not let anyone convince you he is evil. He is not like the rest of that family. He is good and honest, and I will forever regret every awful thing I ever thought about him.”

      Footsteps sounded from the doorway I’d come through, followed by an excited voice calling, “Mamma!”

      The woman next to me rose. I watched in a daze as Sofia rushed into the courtyard and threw her arms around her mother. They spoke in rushed Italian, and as I looked up at them together, I could easily see the similarities in their features. And the dimples in both their cheeks.

      I pushed to my feet, confused by what I’d just learned. Sofia’s mother’s words about Luc’s family circled in my head as I stood awkwardly by the fountain, waiting for the mother and daughter to end their embrace.

      “Do not let anyone convince you he is evil.”

      Had I ever thought Luc was evil? I wasn’t sure. I’d considered him a suspect, sure. Was he rude? Yes. Domineering? Absolutely. But evil… Nothing I’d seen in New York or Rome had led me to think he was evil.

      “He is not like the rest of his family.”

      Gio’s face popped into my mind, and my stomach pitched when I remembered his sleazy smile and the drink he’d pushed into my hand at that party. Was Sofia’s mother talking about Gio? Did she know him as well? If she knew Luc, it was a possibility. But even something about that didn’t seem right.

      Another set of footsteps sounded near the doorway, and with my head still spinning and my heart now racing, I glanced in that direction. Then caught my breath when my gaze locked with Luc’s.

      He looked from me to Sofia’s mother at my side and back again, and his features tightened. Almost as if…

      As if I’d unmasked him, and he’d just realized what I’d seen.

      All that heat steamrolled through me again, electrifying my body in ways I’d never felt before. My stomach quivered, my nipples hardened, and between my legs, I grew hot and wet and needy.

      “Luc!” Sofia twisted out of her mother’s arms and rushed to him, hugging him quickly and drawing him toward her mother.

      That same rapid Italian I didn’t understand spilled from her lips, but when Luc reached the pair and I watched the way Sofia’s mother drew him into a warm embrace, I didn’t need to understand the language to know what they were saying.

      I could see it in the excitement on the young girl’s face. I could hear the gratitude in her mother’s voice. And I could see the unease in Luc’s stormy eyes as he glanced at me, then looked back at them and tried to hide his discomfort with that tight, fake smile.

      In a rush of understanding, I knew that this was the real Luc. This man who’d helped Sofia and her family was the same man who’d rescued me, not just from that party, but from a fate I didn’t want to imagine. It wasn’t a coincidence that he’d shown up at my door the morning after that party. He hadn’t brought me to Italy to give me a second shot with Covet. He’d brought me here to keep me safe from his brother. He’d brought me here because he cared.

      My mouth grew dry with the certainty Luc was not Laney’s killer and that I was wasting my time by being here. I needed to shift my focus to Gio. I needed to start plotting all the ways I was going to prove Gio had murdered my friend. Only I couldn’t make my brain think about Gio now. All I could focus on was Luc.

      All I could see was that kiss. All I remembered was the way his mouth had devoured mine. And as I watched him watching me across the space with wariness and need and the same damn hunger suddenly stirring inside me, all I felt was heat.

      A blistering, fiery heat that flared deep in my chest, rolled through my blood, and told me everything between us was about to change.
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      I’d made a fatal mistake by being nice to her. I saw that now.

      In a last-ditch effort to keep myself in check so I wouldn’t fuck things up more than I already had, I’d switched tactics. I’d flipped from asshole to agreeable, hoping less confrontation would give the fires simmering between us time to die out. I’d been wrong. Less confrontation had only cooled the smoldering embers, but they were still hot. Still sizzling. And now, thanks to my latest bright idea, they were packed with enough erotic energy to spontaneously combust at any moment.

      Heat flushed Natalie’s cheeks as she stared at me. I didn’t miss it. I also didn’t miss the way she looked at me differently. As if she knew my secret. As if she liked my secret. As if this one moment changed everything between us.

      I fought back the raw hunger that look kick-started deep inside me and focused on Sofia and her mother, careful not to lapse into English as I spoke to them. I didn’t need to give Natalie any more reason to think she had me figured out. She didn’t. She thought she knew who I was? She had no fucking idea. One good deed did not change reality. If she knew what I really came from, if she knew anything at all about the Salvaticis, she’d run as fast and as far as she could and never glance back.

      For reasons I didn’t understand, that reality made something in my chest twist. I tried to ignore it as I continued to speak with Sofia’s mother, but the sharp bite of pain didn’t ease. I wanted Natalie gone. I wanted her out of my life sooner rather than later. So why the hell did the thought of never seeing her again make that pain sharper?

      Sofia and her mother hugged me one last time, then they both said goodbye and left the courtyard. And, alone with Natalie, I fumbled for something to say all the while wondering what the hell this woman was doing to me.

      “That was a very nice thing you did for them,” Natalie said quietly, looking up at me with those tender gemlike eyes that screamed busted.

      Sonofabitch. That bite turned to a full-on ache, right beneath my ribs, right where I didn’t fucking want it. This was why I had to get her away from me. Because I didn’t need her innocent, naïve eyes staring up at me as if I were some kind of hero. I wasn’t one. I was just trying to fix a little of the shit my fucking family had unleashed on the masses.

      My jaw clenched down hard. Cursing my stupid tactics today, I reverted right back to the asshole I knew would kill whatever hero worship was lurking in those deep blue eyes. “It wasn’t nice. It was a business decision, nothing more. Their restaurant sits on valuable land. In a month, it’ll be torn down.”

      Her lips quirked. “No, it won’t, Luc.”

      Shit, she was right. And I fucking hated that she knew she was right. I especially hated the way my blood pumped hot as she gazed at me with both challenge and heat, daring me to prove her wrong.

      My fingers vibrated at my side, and my breaths increased speed. I wanted to bend her over my knee and show her who was in charge. I wanted to grab her and kiss her and lose myself in her sweetness. From one moment to the next, I wasn’t sure how I would react to this woman, and that threw me because women did not control me. I controlled. I set the rules. But this one…

      This woman could disarm me with one look, electrify me with a simple smile. And she could make me completely fucking crazy just by using my first name as she’d done only seconds before.

      I turned away from her, desperate for space, desperate to clear my head, desperate to get away from her sultry heat and that wicked scent that only amplified my hunger and made me absolutely ravenous for a taste of her.

      I didn’t wait for her as I moved back into the building, but I knew she followed. I could feel that sexy gaze of hers boring into my back. The fashion show wasn’t over, but I’d had enough. As soon as I’d realized she’d disappeared, I hadn’t been able to focus on a single thing except where she was, whom she was with, and what the hell she was doing. I still didn’t know why she’d left, but I planned to find out soon. Then I planned to lay down the law so she knew I wasn’t fucking around. I could get this plan back on track right now by being the coldhearted ass we both knew I was. I could make her hate me by the end of the week if I stepped up my ruthlessness. Then, at least, she’d be safe from my brother. And from me.

      “Call the driver,” I snapped over my shoulder, not slowing my steps or turning to look at her. “Tell him to meet us at the west entrance. We’re finished here.”

      “Yes, sir, Mr. Salvatici.”

      The word sir shot a wicked burst of fire straight into my cock, and visions of her calling me sir on her knees flooded by brain. Clenching my jaw, I fought the sultry images and told myself she was never going to do that for me. For fuck’s sake, I was doing all this to make sure she was never forced to do that for anyone else either.

      I heard her speaking to the driver on her phone at my back. He was parked three blocks away, waiting for our call. Knowing he’d reach the west side of the building by the time we did, I didn’t slow my steps. Fuck this week and fuck this entire day. I swiped at the sweat dotting my forehead. All I wanted tonight was to go back to the hotel, lock myself in my room, and down half a bottle of scotch. I usually wasn’t one for losing control and getting wasted, but tonight I was all for it. Tonight, all I cared about was finding a way to banish these erotic fantasies about Natalie James from my mind for good.

      The west entrance was empty when we reached the double doors. Since the show was still going on, we didn’t have to contend with other guests leaving. I pushed the right door open and stepped out into the warm early evening air. The sun had just reached the horizon and shot a blinding glare straight into my eyes. Muttering a curse, I held the door open for Natalie and lifted my other hand to block the rays. Just as Natalie stepped out behind me, a flash burst to my left, followed by another to my right. Spots appeared in my vision, messing with my sight, but I recognized the sound of hurried footsteps and frantic, excited voices that signaled only one thing.

      My adrenaline surged. “Cazzo. Natalie.” I swung out with my arm to grasp her before the paparazzi got to her first. “Stop.”

      My hand passed through nothing but air. The voices grew louder, screaming as the mob descended on us. Camera flashes continued to fire around me, and I blinked against the pulsing lights boring into my eyeballs as I tried to find her.

      “Natalie!” I held up both hands against the pops of light, trying to see anything besides these fucking spots.

      Angry, incensed voices screeched my name, followed by words such as malvagio, diavolo, and peccatore. My stomach twisted because I’d heard those words before. Too many times to count. I lifted my head and tried to see through the sea of faces. And as I did, as I took in the thirty or so people closing in on me, I realized this mob wasn’t just made up of paparazzi.

      “Natalie!” Panic surged inside me, spurring me forward. I frantically searched the crowd for her, trying to stay close to the doors so I could grab her and pull her back when I found her.

      A scream echoed to my left. A scream I recognized. The sound shrilled in my ears like a blaring alarm, bringing every hair to attention, sending ice straight down my spine.

      “Natalie!”

      I charged toward the sound, shoving my shoulders into bodies blocking my way, pushing aside paparazzi to my right and left. The spots slowly faded from my vision as I rammed my elbow into a man who stepped in my way and tried to take my picture. His camera shot from his hands and shattered on the concrete. He stumbled back and screamed obscenities at me, but I barely heard him. All I could hear was the rush of blood in my ears, melding with Natalie’s screams.

      My throat closed when I finally spotted her ten yards away, struggling against the hold of a tall, willowy man dressed in a long brown robe with white hair down to his shoulders. His hand was wrapped tightly around her upper arm as he pulled her with him away from the crowd, down the side of the building toward the parking lot. She jerked back and screamed at him to let her go.

      I bolted forward, lifted my fist as I drew close, and slammed it into the man’s jaw. Natalie shrieked. The man stumbled to the side but didn’t release his hold.

      Hate was a weapon fueling my fury. I grasped the man at the wrist just above his hold on Natalie and dug my thumbnail into his veins. He cried out but still held tight. Natalie stumbled and screamed my name. Light flashed in my peripheral vision, but all I could see was the monster trying to take her away from me.

      “Lascia andare!” I slammed my fist at his jaw again.

      The man’s hold on Natalie broke, and he tumbled to the ground. She fell into me with a gasp.

      Wrapping her quickly in my arms, I pulled her against me to protect her from the people around us. I was just about to carry her back into the building when tires squealed in the parking lot to my right.

      “Signore Salvatici!” a voice yelled. “Over here!”

      I jerked toward the sound and spotted our driver, Vincenzo.

      “Hold on to me, Natalie.” She sucked in a pained breath when I scooped her off her feet. Voices continued to shout around us. Footsteps pounded close. The man who’d attacked her lay moaning on the ground, and all I wanted to do was finish what I’d started and beat the living shit out of him for touching her, but I wanted Natalie out of this nightmare more.

      I shoved our way through the crowd. Natalie turned her face against my neck and clung to me. Vincenzo was already at the back door by the time I reached the car. I slid inside with Natalie on my lap, and he closed it quickly after us.

      She hissed and backed off my lap to sit on the seat beside me, pressing her hand against her right side. Vincenzo jumped into the front, and we tore away from the crowd, still screaming and yelling after us. I looked away from the camera flashes growing smaller in the window, then fought back a new sense of panic when I spotted the blood staining Natalie’s blouse beneath the hand pressed to her side.

      “Figlio di puttana.” I shifted on the seat, turning to face her as I gently tugged the garment from her waistband. “You’re hurt.”

      “I-I’m…okay.” She eased her shoulder against the seatback so her injured side faced out where I could see it.

      She wasn’t okay. Fear closed my throat and shot my adrenaline straight back into overdrive. She was fucking bleeding. I shrugged quickly out of my jacket, jerked off my tie, and wadded it into a ball. “Move your hand.”

      She tensed but did as I said. Her blouse was torn across her side. Forcing back the rage that ignited in me all over again, I carefully lifted the fabric to check the wound.

      “Santo cazzo Madre di Cristo.” Blood gushed from a two-inch gash against her ribs. I quickly pressed the wadded tie to her wound. My other hand landed on her opposite hip, holding her still. That fucker was lucky I hadn’t seen this before we’d left. I’d never wanted to commit murder more than I did right now.

      Natalie winced, and knowing she was in pain sent a wave of guilt washing through me that dampened my need for revenge. “Sorry.” I tried to gentle my hold. “It’s not deep. I don’t think you’ll need stitches.”

      “Well, that’s good at least.” She shifted closer to me and resting her head against the seatback.

      Her soft hair fell down her arm, tickling my forearm and fingers where my hand rested against her hip. Tingles shot through my skin and into my chest. Tingles I knew I shouldn’t be feeling when she was sitting here in pain because of me.

      “Vincenzo,” I said to the driver, “call the hotel and tell them I need a first aid kit sent up to the suite right away.”

      “Sì, Signore Salvatici.”

      As Vincenzo reached for his phone, I lifted my tie away from Natalie’s side and checked the wound. It still oozed red, but the flow was slowing—thankfully. “What did he cut you with, do you know?”

      “I-I’m not sure.”

      “Was it a knife?” If it was a knife, I’d hunt the fucker down.

      “I don’t think so. It didn’t feel like a knife. I thought he had some kind of medal or necklace or something in his hand when he grabbed me.”

      My chest contracted. “A seven-pointed star medallion with an eye in the middle, cut down the center by a dagger?”

      “Yes,” she said, angling her gaze up toward my face. “You know it?”

      I was careful to keep my eyes off hers. This was my fault. All because I couldn’t control myself around her. In my attempt to get away from her, I’d led her right into the lions’ den. And now she was paying the price for my negligence. “The man who attacked you is a member of the Seventh Sanctum.”

      “I’ve never heard of the Seventh Sanctum.”

      “Few have.” They targeted the immoral, depraved, and corrupt—or so they called my family.

      “Are they a religious group?”

      I huffed. “No one religion will claim them. Their membership is composed of various religions, races, and cultures.”

      “What’s the star for then?”

      “They call it the star of truth. The seven-pointed star can be translated into a number of things, but with these freaks, it’s a symbol of their devotion to the peace and prosperity of the masses, which they think they’re protecting.”

      “I’m guessing you don’t agree.”

      I didn’t try to hide my disdain. “They don’t give a shit about peace. Today they used their sacred star as a weapon against someone who never did a damn thing to them. Fuck their version of protection.”

      Natalie was silent for several seconds, then said, “I think hurting me was an accident, Luc.”

      My gaze jerked up to hers, and that fury lingering in my blood rushed right back to the surface. “This wasn’t an accident.”

      Her eyes held mine, but I didn’t see fear in those soft blue pools as she gazed at me, I saw confusion. “I don’t think that man was intentionally trying to hurt me. I think he thought he was protecting me somehow. He said diavolo over and over. As if he was afraid. Do you know what that means?”

      That space in my chest that had pinched hard before tore open wide. I knew exactly what it meant. Just as I knew I had to tell her. Fuck. All this time, I’d thought dragging her to Italy with me would keep her safe from Giovanni, safe from my family, safe from anyone who might want to hurt her. What I hadn’t considered was that by keeping her with me, I was making her a target for every person who hated what we represented.

      Tearing my gaze from hers, I checked the cut on her ribs once more and forced words I didn’t want to say out of my mouth. “It means devil.”

      “Why would he think I was a devil?”

      “He doesn’t think you’re a devil. He thinks I am.”

      Her brow wrinkled. “Why? You just said he wasn’t religious.”

      “I didn’t say he wasn’t religious. I said his order isn’t defined by any one religion.”

      “But I don’t—”

      “Listen very carefully.” Guilt stabbed at me from every angle. Guilt and an ache that spread through my chest like wildfire because I knew I couldn’t keep her here with me anymore. The only solution was to send her back to the States. I had to get her away from Covet and out of my life as soon as I could so nothing like this ever happened to her again.

      I steeled myself against the pain that realization caused and locked down any stupid feelings I’d developed for this girl. She wasn’t special. So what if she was hot and had gorgeous blue eyes? I could find an attractive woman way more agreeable than Natalie James with barely a glance.

      “I’m only going to say this once.” My voice hardened as I looked back at her, pinning her with my icy stare. “The Salvatici family is very powerful, and there are people in Rome and across the globe who do not approve of the way they conduct business. This man was one of those people. When I told you in your apartment that you couldn’t defy me while we were in Italy, I did so with this in mind. You ignored my order when you left the fashion show. Everything that happened after that moment is because of your defiance, and I told you what would happen if you didn’t listen.”

      Her gaze searched mine, strong, confident, never once cowering from my harsh tone or threatening words—dammit. “That you’d send me back to Idaho? Yeah, I remember. But we both know you aren’t going to do that.”

      Every nerve ending in my body jerked awake as if an electrical current had just jolted me to life. She was doing it again. Standing up to me when she should be backing the hell down. She was injured, for fuck’s sake. Hurt and vulnerable, practically leaning against me because of what I’d done. And yet…she was still challenging me. Blood rushed straight into my groin and stiffened my cock.

      Bloody hell, I wanted—no, I needed—to show this woman that I could be pushed only so far before I lost it. I leaned toward her and lowered my voice to a menacing whisper. “You don’t know a fucking thing about me.”

      “I know you wear that arrogant mask like armor,” she said just as low, still not backing down. “I know you threaten and intimidate so no one can see the real you. And I also know you get off on control and that you think that makes you as dark and dangerous and as much of a devil as that man today claimed you to be.”

      My heart raced a bruising pattern against my ribs as I stared at her, so fast my pulse was a whir in my ears. Everywhere, heat engulfed me, igniting both hunger and rage deep inside because she’d just struck at the heart of who I was. In a matter of days, she’d looked into my soul and seen what no one else ever had. And that didn’t just light me up, it scared me right down to my bones because it meant she held more power over me than even my House.

      “Here’s the thing though,” she went on, her voice softening. “You’re not evil. Not even close. What you did today proves that.”

      An emotion I didn’t know how to define whooshed into my chest, dampening the rage, making my head light and my breaths shallow. What the hell was happening to me? What the fuck was this woman doing to me?

      I grappled for control, for that mask she thought I wore. For something to get her to back the fuck off. “Be careful, Natalie. This is not a game.”

      “I know it’s not,” she whispered. “I realized that today when I was watching that fashion show and disjointed memories of the party I went to with your brother flashed in my mind.”

      My whole body went completely still.

      Shit. She was not remembering that night.

      “You were there, weren’t you, Luc? You were the man in the Phantom mask.”

      Panic gnawed at my throat as I leaned away from her. Lifting my hand from her hip because her heat was all but searing into my palm, I placed it on the back of the seat, but I couldn’t move away from her because my other hand was still holding the tie against her wound. And I had no fucking idea how to answer her question. If she’d remembered me at the party, did that mean she’d also remembered what had happened upstairs? How she’d kissed me? How I’d fucking kissed her back?

      “Gio drugged me, didn’t he?” she asked before I could come up with an answer.

      The air left my lungs in a whoosh. No, she hadn’t remembered the kissing. She couldn’t. She’d already been too far gone by the time she’d made it up those stairs. “Yes.”

      “With what?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “But you have a guess.”

      My jaw tightened. “Probably GHB. It’s a rave drug that creates a high similar to alcohol but with more intensity.”

      She considered that for several moments. “Could it make a person horny?”

      “Yes.” Shit. “Combined with alcohol it can also make a person pass out,” I added quickly.

      “Did you take any that night?”

      “No. I stopped doing drugs when I was twenty.”

      A smug look filled her mesmerizing eyes, one that said, oh yeah, she totally remembered all that kissing—and without the aid of an aphrodisiac on my end.

      Heat rushed to my face, but on its heels, I saw her grinding against my lap in the back of that car. I saw her gorgeous body laid out on her bed after I’d stripped her, the image of her sheer panties and bra making me hard all over again. And I heard her voice in my head as I’d carried her out of that party, begging me to fuck her.

      Raw, primal hunger consumed me again, lighting up every inch of my body, making my dick absolutely throb. The knowing glint in her eyes told me she sensed it too and wanted me to unleash it, right here and now.

      My muscles vibrated. My fingers itched to slide into her hair and tug her mouth toward mine. My whole body trembled with the need to dominate her, to devour her, to own her in any and every way I could.

      “Don’t look at me like that,” I said in a low voice.

      “Like what?” A flirty smile toyed with the edge her mouth.

      Motherfucker. When she smiled at me like that, the last of my control nearly shattered. “You know like what. I’m not the fucking hero you’re making me out to be.”

      Her smile widened. “Yes, you are. Even when you’re being a beast.”

      That one word—beast—supercharged my need to prove her wrong and show her just how much of beast I really was.

      “Do not call me beast again.”

      “Or what?” She tilted her chin up, just a touch, challenging me with those gemlike eyes all over again. “You’ll spank me?

      Sweet mother of mercy. That was exactly what I wanted to do to her. And then I wanted to fuck her until she was a shaking, moaning mess of a woman who couldn’t move. “Don’t tempt me, Ms. James.”

      “I won’t, Mr. Salvatici. At least not until I’m no longer bleeding.”

      Shit. The power struggle she’d taunted me with had completely distracted me from her injury. The car bumped, and I realized we’d just pulled into the circular drive of the hotel. The victorious smile on her lips told me she wasn’t the least bit surprised by that fact.

      Vincenzo pulled the car to a stop, climbed out, and tugged my door open. Natalie’s hand came down over mine against her wound, soft, warm, inviting…everything I didn’t want her to be. Head spinning, I let go of her and climbed out of the car, drawing a deep breath of air that did shit to cool me down.

      Was she leading me by a noose around my neck? It felt like it. My head and body were at war with each other, hurling thoughts and emotions I didn’t understand and liked even less. The only thing I knew for certain was that I fucking wanted her. I wanted her with a desperation I’d never felt before. In a way I’d never wanted anyone else. And that rock-solid self-control that had guided me my whole life was starting to crumble. Every time she smiled at me, every time she challenged me, my resolve cracked. And I knew if I didn’t put her on a plane tonight, I was going to lose the fight and give in to every one of my wicked, depraved, wanton urges and take her.

      And if that happened…

      Well, if that happened, it would only be a matter of time before the reality of my destiny crashed down around us. Then she’d be as dead as her friend.

      My stomach twisted at that thought, sending bile up my throat. Bile I was thankful for because it forced me to refocus on what was really was at stake here.

      Her.

      Not my stupid wants and desires. Her safety. Her life.

      This time, no matter what, I was determined to save someone beside myself.

      I turned to look back at her and held out my hand. “Come on, you need bandages. They should already be up in the suite.”

      “Thanks.” Her fingers curled over mine as she rose from the car and pushed to her feet. Tingles spread from our joined hands, up into my arm, and all through my chest. Tingles I savored as I hefted her up into my arms because I knew they were all I was ever going to get.

      She gasped in surprise but quickly slid her arms around my neck and smiled. “See? Told ya. Not a devil.” Sighing, she laid her head against my shoulder in a way that felt warm and right and stabbed like a knife, straight through my heart. “My knight in shining armor.”

      I was no knight. I wasn’t anything but exactly what that man had called me today.

      I was a devil. And she was the angel I wouldn’t let myself destroy.
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      Luc wouldn’t look at me.

      After carrying me upstairs, he’d set me on the table in the small kitchen area of the suite and gone right to work opening the first aid kit the hotel had left. A slight burn sizzled across my ribs where that piece of metal had cut me, but it didn’t hurt nearly as bad as he thought. I wasn’t going to tell him that, though. I liked the way he took care of me. I liked his hands on me. I wanted his hands everywhere, and I was willing to do anything I had to do to get them there.

      Holding his tie against my side, I used my other hand to unhook the top button of my blouse. I didn’t even get the second one undone before Luc lifted his head and pinned me with narrowed eyes.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Taking my shirt off so you can bandage my side. Here, help me.” I sat upright and pushed my chest out just a touch. “I can’t get these buttons free.”

      “You’re not taking your shirt off.” He slapped a piece of gauze and a roll of tape on the table beside my hip and reached for his ruined tie at my side. With his other hand, he lifted the hem of my shirt and pushed it into my hands. “Hold this up right here. No higher.”

      He tugged the bloody tie away and went to work cleaning the cut with an alcohol pad. I hissed in a breath at the sting, but he didn’t seem to notice. Or, if he did, he didn’t react.

      I knew he wanted me. I could see it in the bulge in his slacks. I could feel it in the heat practically rolling off him in waves. And I heard it in his strained voice every time he spoke to me. He was fighting this thing between us like a drowning man fights for a breath, and I wasn’t sure why. I’d pretty much given him the green light in the car. I’d made it clear I’d remembered that he’d been at that masquerade and that I knew he’d kissed me. At this point, I was a sure thing, and he knew that. He should want me naked, dammit.

      He dropped the alcohol pad on the table and fanned his hand over my ribs, drying the skin. I ached for him to blow his hot breath across my flesh. Ached for him to kiss me the way he had at that party. But he was holding back because…

      It hit me all at once. He was holding back because he felt guilty about what had happened to me today.

      My frustration waned. “Thank you for rescuing me today.”

      His jaw tightened as he ripped a bandage open. “You wouldn’t have needed rescuing if it weren’t for me.”

      There it was.

      “Maybe.” I waited until he pressed the bandage against my skin “Maybe not. But we both know that wasn’t the first time you’ve rescued me.”

      His fingers stilled against my skin. Though he still didn’t look at me, I could hear his breaths growing faster.

      Gotcha.

      Confidence swelled inside me, making my heart beat faster. “Just how ticked was Gio when he realized you not only swept me out of that party but whisked me out of the country as well?”

      Very slowly, his head lifted, but instead of the surprise or even relief I’d hoped to see in his eyes, I saw wariness. And a very clear warning to back off. “What do you think you’re doing, Natalie?”

      His voice was low, his expression detached, but I refused to let either intimidate me. “Talking.”

      “About things you shouldn’t be talking about.”

      “I disagree.”

      His eyes flashed just before he tore his gaze from mine, slapped another bandage over my wound—this time not nearly as gently—and gathered the wrapper and tabs and wadded them in his big hands.

      A sliver of panic worked its way through my ribs because that wasn’t the reaction I’d hoped for. I’d hoped that by telling him I knew he’d brought me to Italy to protect me, we could stop dancing around the wild attraction making us both insane.

      “It’s no different from what you did today,” I said in a voice that was slightly higher than I wanted it to be. “I liked what you did today.”

      He crossed to the wastebasket, never once glancing at me.

      “I liked what you did back in New York.”

      He moved to the other side of the table—away from me—reached across the surface, and snapped the first aid kit closed.

      Dammit, why wouldn’t he look at me? I swiveled toward him. “I liked even more the way you kissed me in that hallway. I liked it so much, I want you to do it again right now.”

      He froze. The only part of him that moved was his chest, rising and falling with his shallow breaths.

      My heart raced in the silence, and doubt crept in, heating my face and setting off a vibration of nerves in my belly.

      I wasn’t usually the aggressor. In fact, I’d never been the aggressor in any relationship. All the guys I’d dated back in Idaho had sought me out, and the ones I’d liked who hadn’t approached me, I’d let go. But with Luc it was different. I felt different. I was willing to put myself out there because I wanted this. I wanted him. And I knew he wanted me just as much.

      “Luc,” I whispered, desperate for him to move, to say something, to look at me. “Why won’t yo—”

      “You need to pack your bags.”

      “Pack?” Shock rippled through me, not from his words but from the cold, detached tone of his voice. I watched with confusion as he grabbed the first aid kit from the table and set it on the counter in the small kitchen, still never looking my way. “For what?”

      “You’re going back to Idaho tonight. First flight I can get you on.”

      Disbelief rushed through me, but just as quickly it was followed by a surge of rebellion because I knew exactly what he was doing. I scrambled off the table, ignoring the pull in my side, and faced him. “I’m not going anywhere.”

      “Yes, you are.” He pinned me with menacing eyes. “You’re going home where you belong.”

      Where I belong… To Idaho. Away from Covet. Where Gio couldn’t reach me. Where Luc thought I’d be safe.

      My temper shot straight up. I knew if he wanted me to leave, I couldn’t stop him from making me go. But if I went, I was doing it on my terms, not his.

      “Fine.” I crossed my arms over my chest and lifted my chin. “Send me back. But I won’t stay there.”

      “Yes, you will.” His eyes turned wild, and his features darkened as he rounded the table, stopping mere inches away from me. “You’ll go back to Idaho, and you’ll stay there where you can’t cause any more fucking trouble.”

      “And who’s going to make me?” I stood my ground, lifting my chin even higher. “You? From here? From New York? We both know you can’t do that.”

      “Porca troia…”

      My breath caught as his whole body shook with frenzied madness and he lifted his hands and clenched them into fists, his face twisting with exasperation. But he didn’t lunge for me. He never once made a move to use those fists on me. And when I realized he never would, I exhaled, shoving aside any panic I’d initially felt. He could rant and rave and threaten all he wanted, but I knew he’d never hurt me.

      His teeth clenched down hard, and his fists shook in front of him as if he wanted to shake some sense into me. “I swear to all that’s holy, Natalie, if you don’t listen to me right now I’ll…”

      He didn’t finish his threat. Instead, he moved back several steps, turned away from me, and scrubbed his hands through his hair.

      My heart contracted in the silence between us, filling my chest with warmth, with strength, with vitality and purpose.

      Yes, with purpose. Because I suddenly realized what he’d done. Not just today. Not just at that party on Long Island, but every day since we’d met. Each decision he’d made that had anything to do with me—including not giving me that internship at Covet and belittling me in his office—had been done to protect me. To keep me away from whatever was tormenting him now.

      Was it Gio? Was it that right-wing zealot who’d attacked me? Was it something else? I wasn’t sure. This man had secrets. More than one. And I knew after what happened today, I should be wary of those secrets, but…I wasn’t. I’d seen the real him, and all I wanted to do now was prove to him that whatever he feared, it wouldn’t change anything between us.

      “You’ll what?” I asked softly. “Throw me out? I know you won’t do that. You know you won’t do that.” I stepped toward him, desperate to touch him. “Why are you fighting what’s happening between us? We both know you want me.”

      His broad shoulders rose and fell with his shallow breaths. He was a mass of coiled strength, clashing desires, and sensual danger, but it didn’t intimidate me. It excited me. Electrified me. Awakened every inch of my body in a way I’d never known I could be roused. Nerves tightened in my belly as I waited for him to turn and lift his gaze to mine. And when he did, when I saw the stark hunger lurking in those stormy, conflicted eyes, I knew this was a battle worth fighting.

      “I want you just as much,” I whispered.

      He stared at me with those turbulent, unique gray eyes. Didn’t move. Didn’t speak. And I didn’t push because I knew he was struggling with himself, caught between what he wanted versus what he thought was best for me. But as the silence lengthened, I sensed something shift in him. Something I couldn’t define. Something that stole the light and hunger from his eyes and left them void of all emotion.

      “You don’t want me,” he whispered in a lifeless voice, one I’d never heard from him. “You want a taste of the forbidden. Of what you think you saw at that party in New York. But what’s in me is not the same. It’s worse. It’s a darkness you can’t even imagine. And if you stay, it will devour you too.”

      My heart thumped hard against my ribs as I tried to make sense of what he’d just said. I hadn’t been afraid once since I’d been with him, but I couldn’t deny the alarm sounding in my head as I looked into his haunted eyes. Because that was what they were, I realized. Haunted. By shadows and memories that sent icy fingers of dread down my spine. Whatever he was remembering, whatever he struggled with was so terrifying, it had just sucked the life out of his eyes right in front of me, leaving behind only a ghost of the man I’d spent the last few days with.

      Could I survive that kind of darkness? I swallowed hard, trying to think.

      He was right. What drew me to him wasn’t just his animal magnetism or his insanely good looks or even his overwhelming, protective nature. I was drawn to the very thing he seemed desperate to keep from me. To the danger swirling around him. To the shadows lurking in his eyes. To that forbidden darkness buried inside that was at the root of his need for dominance and control and even his hunger for me.

      My mouth grew dry, and my hands trembled at my sides. I twisted my fingers together in front of me, unsure what to say. Even more confused as to what I should do. My mind spun for something solid to grab on to—some thought or belief that would bring everything into focus. The only thing that made any kind of sense was the knowledge that no one should have to face that kind of darkness alone.

      “I-I’m not going,” I said again, but my voice wavered. I heard it. He heard it too.

      The air whooshed from his mouth, and in one quick movement, all the fight seemed to seep right out of him, dropping his shoulders, his expression, pulling on his limbs with a strangled desperation I heard echo in his voice when he whispered, “Natalie, please.”

      Panic hit me full force, stealing my breath and shooting my adrenaline sky-high. I stumbled back a step and tried to stop the sudden shaking in my limbs but couldn’t.

      No, I hadn’t once been afraid with Luc, but I was suddenly scared now. Terrified, in fact, because this man—this dominant, aggressive, controlling man—wasn’t yelling at me to go as he had before. He wasn’t ordering me to leave as I knew he wanted to do. He was begging me to run as far and fast as I could.

      My pulse was a whir in my ears as I backed farther away, moving shakily toward my bedroom door. I needed space. I needed air. I needed a place to think. “I-I have to get ready.”

      He didn’t follow me. He didn’t reach for me. But he did watch me. “I’ll call Vincenzo and tell him to bring the car around.”

      His meaning hit me like a slap to the face. “No,” I said quickly, my hand already on the doorknob of my room. “I meant for the party. It…it’s in an hour.

      “Party?” Confusion clouded his features. I saw it from the corner of my vision but couldn’t bring myself to look at him full on in case that haunted look still lingered in his eyes. “You’re not going to any fashion party tonight.”

      “Yes, I am.” I tried to sound confident, but my strength was waning. He’d rattled me. More than I liked. More than I wanted him to see. “People are expecting us.” You. People are expecting you. “And…” My brain felt like jelly. I couldn’t make a decision right now. I needed a chance to breathe. To think. To find control. “And it’s too late to go to the airport tonight anyway. I’ll never get a flight this late.”

      “But you are going home, right?”

      I heard the hope in his voice. And the fear. And as my heart pounded a bruising rhythm against my ribs, I couldn’t stop my gaze from lifting to his. “I don’t know,” I whispered.

      The words were the truth. I didn’t know if I should stay. I didn’t know if I should leave. I didn’t know anything right now, and that worried me.

      “You have to go, Natalie.” His voice was soft—too soft. And it tugged on my heart in a way I didn’t expect, leaving a biting ache in its wake. “Please be smart about this.”

      Be smart about him? Be smart about whatever he was hiding from me? Or be smart about something else? I had no idea what he meant. All I knew was that something inside me was suddenly terrified of finding the answer to all three questions.

      I twisted the knob. “I-I’ll meet you out here in an hour.”

      He didn’t respond. But as I closed the door at my back and leaned against the hard wood, I knew he was still staring after me.

      

      I spent the next twenty minutes searching the web with my phone for anything I could find about the Salvatici family. Most of the sites I pulled up were written in Italian, and I couldn’t read them. I knew I could open a translation tab and try to plug in the pages, but I didn’t have time. I had to get ready for the stupid party.

      I didn’t really want to go to a party. I wasn’t in the mood to stand on the sidelines and watch Luc schmooze with the rich and famous, but I needed to get out of this hotel. I needed to do something normal to rid my mind and body of all this stress and worry and blistering sexual tension. Even if that “normal” wasn’t anything I’d do at home.

      Thankfully, the cut on my side wasn’t as bad as it had first seemed, and the shower didn’t irritate it too much. Of course, as I stood under the hot spray of the shower, thinking back through everything Luc had ever said to me, I was clearly not focused on the pain.

      I replayed his words again and again, searching for answers, searching for proof of that darkness he claimed would destroy me. I listened to the way he’d said those words. I even closed my eyes and envisioned his face when he’d said them, desperate for any hidden meaning or clues, but I found nothing. No confirmation one way or the other that told me he was the threat he wanted me to believe he was.

      I knew there was darkness in him. I could feel it lingering around him now, even through the walls separating us. But it didn’t frighten me. He didn’t frighten me. The only thing that frightened me was the tight hold that so-called darkness had on him.

      I shaved my legs with shaky fingers, then ran the soap over my whole body, careful around my cut. My hands passed over my hips, and a memory flashed in my mind. The weight of Luc’s hand against me there as he held me still in the car and pressed his tie to my wound. The width of his palm radiating heat through my slacks and into my skin. The strong, soft touch of his fingertips gently flexing against the muscle that ran around to my backside as if he wanted to dig in and pull me close.

      Heat gathered in my belly, sending a warm flush all across my skin. My stomach tightened as I remembered the way he’d swept me up into his arms and carried me into the hotel, even after telling me he was no hero. I trembled as I replayed that moment in my head—the gathered strength in his muscles wrapped around me like a blanket, making me feel feminine and small and utterly protected; the scent of his skin, a mixture of jasmine and rum and absolute heaven that left me lightheaded; and that roaring, rushing need that had swallowed me whole and made me ache to show him just how thankful I was for everything he’d done for me.

      My nipples tightened under the shower spray, and my sex answered with a rush of wetness that made my whole body shake. Reflexively, I swept my hand between my legs, brushing the wetness against my clit. Electrical arcs echoed from the tight bundle of nerves, dragging my eyes closed, pushing a moan up my throat. I leaned my head against the wall and did it again, picturing Luc’s fingers moving against me. Imagining his mouth kissing a path of heat down my belly. Envisioning his body rocking into mine as he slid deep inside me.

      My eyes fluttered open, and I breathed hard against the arousal I knew I could sate with several flicks of my wrist. A meaningless release might feel good for a moment, but it wouldn’t satisfy me for long. I didn’t want my hand between my legs. I wanted Luc’s there. I wanted his hand and his body and his mouth and his mind. And, yes, I even wanted his darkness because it was part of him.

      My pulse picked up speed as I turned off the shower and wrapped a bath sheet around my shaky body. I still didn’t know if I should leave as Luc wanted me to do or if I should stay. The only thing I knew was that I couldn’t keep fighting this raging desire. I wanted him. I wanted him regardless of everything he’d said and the fear I’d seen lurking in his eyes. I knew him even if he didn’t think I did. I knew the real him that he hid from the world. And I couldn’t see how wanting that man could ever be bad.

      Nerves coiled in my belly. Admitting I wanted him was a start. But where did I go from there? I knew he wanted me just as badly, but I couldn’t force him to take me. I could give up the fight if I was certain he would never act on his desires. What I couldn’t do was walk away if there was a chance for something more.

      My stomach twisted, and those nerves hummed inside me as I pulled the wet bandages from my ribs and studied the wound. It was still red and slightly raised but no longer bleeding, and I knew I didn’t need to cover it.

      Hanging my towel on the rack, I let the wound air dry as I applied my makeup and fixed my hair. I took extra care with my appearance, making sure my curls fell seductively down my back and that my eyes were sultry and smoky in that way that drove men wild. It was probably childish, but I wanted to awe him with my beauty tonight. And if even that didn’t do the trick, then I wanted him to picture me every night after this one, knowing just what he’d let slip through his fingers.

      After brushing my teeth and sliding on one last layer of lipstick, I unzipped the garment bag Bianca had sent over to the hotel. The dress inside was more than I could have hoped for, and a smile tugged at my lips as I pulled it on, careful near my cut so I didn’t irritate the skin.

      It was a simple black design that was both classy and elegant. A heart-shaped neckline plunged at my breasts but kept plenty covered. The off-the-shoulder sleeves dipped only to my shoulder blades but made my skin look like porcelain. The mermaid cut hugged my curves in all the right places, accentuating, as Bianca had said, all my assets. Near my knees, the dress flared out again, sweeping behind me in a short black flower applique train over nude fabric that made me look even taller.

      Standing in the sensible three-inch black heels I’d brought with me, I stared at my reflection in the full-length mirror. There was no way Luc could think this dress looked slutty. It was regal and sophisticated and made me look like a million bucks. My stomach tightened with a new wave of fear. I just hoped he liked it enough to let go of everything that was holding him back.

      Enough stalling.

      Drawing in one last breath, I grabbed the small black clutch Bianca had added to the bag, tossed in my lipstick and compact, and turned for the door.

      Luc stood at the windows in the living room, his hands tucked into the pockets of his slacks, his tux jacket swept back to reveal his crisp dress shirt and strong, muscular torso as he stared out at the twinkling view of the city and the illuminated dome of St. Peter’s Basilica. My stomach pitched all over again as I took in the breadth of his shoulders, his thick dark hair, and that strong, chiseled profile I could see even with my eyes closed.

      He hadn’t seen me yet. His gaze was focused on something in the distance. But even without his eyes on mine, I could feel his worry. I could also feel his deep, desperate yearning and the same damn heat I’d felt the last three days, which was currently resurging through my body to tighten my nipples and send electrical pulses straight into my sex.

      “I think we’re going to match tonight,” I said quietly.

      Luc’s head swiveled my way, and the moment he saw me, his eyes widened. “Santo Dio.”

      A thrill whipped through me, enhancing those electrical pulses. “I don’t have a clue what you just said, but something tells me I can thank Bianca for it.”

      He blinked, his gaze slowly lifting from my dress to my face. “Bianca?”

      “She sent this over after our meeting this morning.” I lifted my hands and twirled a slow circle so he could see the rest of me. “What do you think?”

      His eyes raked my body like a heated caress, and I felt it everywhere. When I faced him again, he whispered, “Penso che tu sei più bella di un angelo.”

      My smile widened at both his sexy Italian and the one word I did understand—angel. And the awe I heard in his voice shoved aside every last doubt about what I planned to do next. “I already texted Vincenzo and told him to meet us downstairs. Shall we go?”

      He drew in a deep breath, and his shoulders tensed. For a heartbeat, I thought he was going to say no, then he nodded and held out his hand toward the elevator, indicating for me to move in front of him.

      My heart threatened to burst from my chest as I walked through the suite and pressed the elevator call button. Luc stopped behind me as we waited for the car, and even though I couldn’t see him, I knew his eyes were on me. I could all but feel his stormy gaze skimming down my hair, running the length of my spine, and grazing the curve of my backside. My breaths picked up speed, and my skin grew hot and tight with anticipation.

      The elevator doors opened, and I stepped into the car, turning to face him. He moved in next to me and raked his fingers through his hair in what I knew was a nervous move. My stomach twisted tighter, and heat prickled my skin everywhere as the doors slid closed, locking us into the tight space together. Seconds later, the elevator hummed, and we began to move.

      “Natalie.” Luc sucked in another breath. “About earlier, I know you don’t wa—”

      I hit the Stop button on the panel before I could chicken out. The car jolted to a halt.

      Worry filled Luc’s eyes as he shifted toward me. “What’s wrong? Did you forget something?”

      “Yes.” It was now or never. “I forgot this.”

      I moved into him, slid my hand around his nape, and lifted to my toes. His eyes widened, but I didn’t let it deter me. I pressed my lips to his exactly as I’d wanted to do since I awoke after that party and found him waiting outside my door.
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      My brain completely short-circuited at the first touch. The only thing I recognized was heat—against my lips, across my chest, inside every inch of my skin.

      Natalie drew back from my mouth before my brain could process what was happening and lowered to her heels. Cool air brushed my lips, and her hand—her warm and soft hand—slid from my nape to my shoulder and down the sleeve of my jacket, leaving behind a trail of fire that shot straight into my blood.

      Her tongue darted out of her sweet little mouth to lick those succulent lips that only seconds ago had been pressed to mine. “I’m sorry,” she whispered, dropping her gaze to my chest. “I thought if I kissed you, maybe…” She swallowed and trembled against me. “I thought it might change something.”

      Her strained voice kicked my addled brain into gear, and I immediately registered the loss of her heat. My body responded on instinct, fueled by a week of lust and desire and hunger I could no longer contain.

      I captured her hands at the wrists and pushed them to the base of her spine. The clutch fell from her fingers to clatter against the floor of the car. Her gorgeous blue eyes widened with both shock and a hint of fear, but it didn’t stop me.

      Grasping both of her hands in one of mine, I lifted the other to hold her jaw still and pushed her back against the wall, pinning her between it and me. She tensed, trapped and unable to move, and the moment her mouth opened on a gasp, I dove in, claiming her lips, her teeth, her tongue. Devouring her as I’d wanted to devour her from the first moment I’d seen her sitting demurely in the Covet lobby back in New York.

      Liquid heat seeped into my lips, enflaming the lust scorching every part of my body. I licked into her mouth, kissing her deeper, tasting her panic, tasting her fear, tasting her heat and desire and that wicked attraction I’d been fighting for so long. I wanted to consume it all. Was greedy for everything I could take from her. But more than anything I knew I craved her submission. That darkness inside me thirsted for it like a parched man wandering alone in the desert. And as I kissed her and begged her to bend to my will with my lips, I knew nothing else would satisfy me. Not her kiss or her body or even her pleasure.

      Something in her shifted. I felt it in the rush of heat at her wrists where I held her. I heard it when she groaned into my mouth. I felt it as her wicked tongue stroked mine, so warm and wet and erotic, it shot ribbons of electricity straight into my cock that made me instantly hard. But it wasn’t the submission I demanded. As she pressed her succulent breasts against my chest and shifted her mouth beneath mine, I realized it was the fiery defiance she’d showed me time and again. And while that spark of rebelliousness lit me up like a firework and made me abso-fucking-lutely obsessed with her, it also flipped the regulator on my hunger—at least enough so I didn’t shove her skirt up to her hips and fuck her right here against the wall.

      I tore my mouth from hers and sucked in a shaky breath. Releasing my hold on her wrists and jaw, I pressed my hands against the wall on both sides of her head, but I didn’t move. My knees were too weak—every muscle in my body was fucking weak from her luscious kiss—and I didn’t trust my legs not to give out.

      My chest rose and fell with my deep breaths as I struggled for control. Hers were just as fast and shallow, telling me she was as shaken as me. Thankfully, she kept her gaze fixed on my throat, as if afraid to look at me, and I drew a breath of relief, because if she gazed up at me with longing and desire, I knew I’d buckle beneath the weight of my lust.

      “Natalie,” I said in a raspy voice. “You have to leave.”

      Her soft fingers landed against my ribs, and Holy mother, her touch felt like flames burning through my dress shirt to lick a path of wildfire all across my skin. “That didn’t feel like you want me to leave,” she said in that breathless, sexy-as-shit voice I’d caused. “That felt like you want me to stay.”

      Fuck me, I did want her to stay. I wanted her to stay and taunt me with her cheeky disobedience. I wanted her to challenge me with those gorgeous eyes so I could bend her will to mine. And then I wanted to consume her so completely with my hands and mouth and body that I ruined her for anyone else. So she would always know she belonged to me.

      The force of that yearning was so strong, it pushed me away from her, away from what I was moments from taking whether she wanted to give it or not. Swinging my hand out, I hit the button to start the elevator once more. The motor hummed beneath our feet. Still shaking, I swiped her clutch from the floor and handed it to her, then I brushed a hand down my face and forced myself not to look at her or smell her or—fuck—need her.

      “Luc—”

      “No.” Shit, my self-control was seconds away from shattering, and I couldn’t let that happen. I couldn’t drag her any deeper into this nightmare that was my life. She might think she was strong enough for it, but she wasn’t. She didn’t have a clue what lurked in the darkness, and I had just enough willpower left to keep her from finding out. “Tomorrow you’re leaving.”

      “But—”

      “No argument,” I snapped. “You’re going back to Idaho, and that’s the end of the discussion.”

      I still had no idea how I’d make her stay there. She was right—if she wanted to leave, I couldn’t stop her. But I couldn’t keep her with me any longer. Not if I wanted her to stay as innocent and pure as she’d been when I’d met her.

      Her mouth closed, and from the corner of my vision, I saw the way her spine straightened and her shoulders lifted in another sexy-as-hell show of defiance. But lurking in her eyes I also saw the bite of rejection.

      Sonofabitch. I hated how harsh my voice sounded. I hated that because of me, she was hurting. But I needed her to get it. I needed her to be safe, and she never would be with me—not just because of my family and their sick agenda, but because of me.

      The things I required from a woman—submission, surrender, obedience—were not things Natalie James was built to give. She was not submissive. She was fiery and independent and defiant and strong-willed, and I liked all those things about her. I didn’t want to corrupt her. I didn’t want to taint what made her special. Which meant I needed to get the hell away from her before I lost the last hold on my sanity and said fuck it to her safety and future and what she wanted and seized every damn thing I craved.

      The elevator doors slid open, and I stood still as she stepped off the car. But I couldn’t keep my gaze from darting toward her. Heat and need and a bitter disappointment rocked inside me as I took in the sleek curls hanging down her slim back, as I watched her wicked hips sway as she moved, as my eyes latched on to her luscious ass rounding out the back of that fucking hot dress.

      My mouth watered. It took every bit of willpower I had to tear my gaze from her. Swiping at the sweat beading my forehead, I followed her out of the hotel, thankful she wasn’t fighting me on this. Hope surged inside me that she’d finally realized I meant business and wasn’t going to push back—but it was quickly banked by a sharp stab of regret right in the center of my chest at the thought of her leaving tomorrow.

      I pushed that feeling down, knowing I was doing the right thing. Vincenzo waited for us at the curb. Somehow, I made it into the car without touching her. I even managed to feign interest in my phone on the drive to the party so I wouldn’t have to talk to her. As we neared the mansion on the outskirts of the city where the party was being held, though, anxiety trickled in to mix with the regret. She was still my responsibility tonight. I had to make sure the events we’d experienced earlier in the day were not repeated.

      “You may mingle at the party,” I said in a low voice, staring at my phone, still unable to look at her. “But you’re not to go anywhere without me.”

      “Is that an order, Mr. Salvatici?”

      My head lifted at the teasing tone of her voice, and I finally glanced across the seat where she sat a foot away from me. A sly smirk pulled at one side of her lush mouth, and the sparkle in her blue eyes was every bit as challenging as it had ever been.

      That fire I thought I’d doused came raging back, flashing with a sudden burst of heat that stiffened my cock. I fought against the sudden urge to grab her and drag her onto my lap so I could wipe that smirk from her lips with my own.

      “Yes, Ms. James.” It took every ounce of strength I could muster to glare at her so she would know I wasn’t playing. “It is an order. Do not cross me tonight. I’m not in the mood for your insolence.”

      The car came to a stop in front of the illuminated Mediterranean villa set at the top of a hill, but Natalie didn’t turn to look. Pursing those gorgeous lips still swollen from my mouth, she lifted her hand in a mock salute. “Yes, sir, Mr. Beast. I wouldn’t dare do anything to frustrate you.”

      My gaze tightened on the mischief brewing in her eyes. I saw no disappointment in those deep blue pools that I’d ended our kiss. No anger over knowing I was sending her home in the morning. And I saw absolutely no fear of me or the situation or of what I was trying to protect her from. I saw only trouble.

      Vincenzo opened her door. She swung her legs out of the car. Before she could push to her feet, though, I grasped her hand to stop her. “Natalie.”

      She glanced back at me. “Yes?”

      “I’m serious about tonight. Stay in the same room with me. Wherever I go, you follow.”

      “Should I bark when I follow or just stay two paces behind?”

      I would have laughed if I weren’t wound tight as firecracker. “Two paces will suffice, like a good assistant. Because that’s what you are. That’s all you are,” I added to drive the point home.

      She stared at me for several moments, then softly said, “We both know that’s not all I am.” Her gaze skipped over my features, no longer brimming with mischief but filled with compassion. So much compassion, it would have rocked me to my knees had I been standing. “I’m a lot more to you. You proved it in the elevator. I’ll leave tomorrow if that’s what you really want me to do, Luc. I won’t fight you on it. I just hope…” She hesitated and looked down at where I held her, but when her eyes slid back to mine, I saw the dampness in her gaze. “I hope someday someone makes you see yourself the way I see you. I’m just sorry it couldn’t be me.”

      She gently pulled her hand from my grip, and I let her because I suddenly couldn’t breathe.

      She moved up the steps to the first landing and turned to look back at me. My heart pounded hard as I slowly unfolded myself from the car and buttoned my jacket. But my eyes never left her. Not when I climbed the steps to reach her, or when she smiled at a woman to her left and launched into a conversation I had no desire to join.

      “The way I see you…”

      My pulse raced, and prickles of heat rushed all across my skin. I didn’t have a fucking clue how she saw me. I only saw how I’d treated her—rudely, as beneath me, then, when I’d finally changed my tactic, indifferently.

      “See? Not a devil. My knight in shining armor.”

      Her words from earlier slammed into me, jumpstarting my heart until it beat with long, deep, penetrating vibrations I felt everywhere. My gaze shot up to where she already stood at the top of the steep steps that led into the mansion, and a wave of electrical energy surged outward from my heart, charging my cells like a flat-lined patient jolted awake by a defibrillator.

      I don’t know how I made it up the steps. I sensed lanterns and candles around me, illuminating my way, but all I could see was the light in Natalie’s gentle eyes guiding me toward her. All I could hear were her words in my head telling me I was not a devil. All I felt was the hard, bruising rhythm of my heart—a heart I feared she had finally shocked to life.

      She disappeared into the house before I could reach her, and I was too rattled to try to stop her. The main room was packed with people dressed to the nines, chatting and laughing and mingling. Someone pushed a glass of champagne into my hand. I muttered “Grazie,” and searched the crowd for Natalie but couldn’t see her. Panic slid in to squeeze my heart as I scanned faces.

      I’d told her to stay close. She knew not to get too far ahead of me. Hand suddenly shaking, I wove to my left, toward an archway I’d seen a few women disappear through. Just as I reached it, Natalie appeared with that same mischievous smile she’d flashed me in the car.

      “You look worried, Luc. Everything okay?”

      She stopped in front of me, and even though she was close and I knew she was safe, the pressure in my chest remained. “I told you to stay in the same room with me.”

      “I had to use the ladies’ room. I figured that was allowed.” She pulled something from her clutch and slipped it into my jacket pocket. Then she reached for my champagne and downed half the glass, never once looking away from my eyes. “This is good.”

      Fuck me…  This woman was making me absolutely mad. And something in the back of my mind warned I was fighting a losing battle trying to stay sane.

      I looked down at my pocket. “What was that?”

      A playful smile tugged at her lips as she drained the rest of my champagne. “Just a little going-away gift. I figure since I’m leaving tomorrow, you might need something to remember me by.”

      She stepped around me and headed into the chaos of the party. Confused, I turned to watch her and slid my hand into my pocket. My fingertips passed over a lacy scrap of fabric.

      Heat swept through my whole body. Pulling my pocket open, I looked down, just to make sure. A tiny black thong rested in the bottom of my pocket, the sweet, spicy scent of her sex drifting up to greet my nose.

      The last thread of my self-control snapped. Just shattered under the weight of my crushing desire and overwhelming hunger.

      My gaze found hers through the crowd. She lifted a new glass of champagne and mock-toasted me with eyes as wicked and hot and taunting as I’d ever imagined them. Then she brought the flute to her mouth, sipped, and lowered it as she licked her lips in sensual invitation.

      Everything stilled in that moment. The sounds of the party faded from my ears. The people around us disappeared until the only thing I saw was her. All the doubt and worry silenced in my head, and a slow calm settled over me. One that released every bit of tension in my muscles, soothed my roaring pulse, and dissolved the last, lingering pressure in my chest until only one truth remained.

      Natalie James was mine. Tonight. Fuck the consequences and what they meant for the future. I had to have her.

      She’d called me a beast. I could only hope she was prepared for the beast she’d just unleashed inside me.
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      Luc was silent in the car on the way back to the hotel. Silent and oddly calm for a man who’d looked rattled and on the edge of control ever since that right-wing fanatic had grabbed me earlier in the day.

      I wasn’t sure how to interpret that. I’d hoped kissing him would force him to face this thing between us, but it hadn’t. Oh, that kiss had been hotter than hell on my end—so hot I could still feel it smoldering in my toes hours later—but for him, all it had seemed to do was make him dig his heels in even further. Slipping off my panties at the party and tucking them in his pocket had been a last-ditch effort to coax some kind of reaction from him, but even that had failed. Failed miserably by the look of his cool demeanor as he sat beside me in the car.

      Maybe I’d been reading him wrong all this time. I stared out the window as we neared the lights of Vatican City. Maybe he wasn’t attracted to me the way I was attracted to him. And maybe what I was seeing now was relief that I’d finally agreed to go home without a fight so he could get me out of his life for good.

      That thought left a pit in the bottom of my stomach, one I didn’t like. As we pulled away from the Vatican and wound up the hill toward our hotel, I knew I’d made a mistake by not leaving earlier in the day when he’d asked me to go. By staying, by taking these crazy chances, I’d pretty much humiliated myself. But still… If I hadn’t tried, I would always have wondered. At least now I knew for sure, right?

      The car pulled to a stop in front of the hotel. Vincenzo climbed out and opened my door. Next to me, Luc lifted my clutch from the seat where I’d set it between us and handed it to me.

      “Thank you.” My fingers grazed his as I took the clutch, and tingles immediately shot up my arm at the contact. I looked to him to see if he’d felt them, but his expression was as unreadable as ever, and when his eyes met mine before quickly darting away, I saw nothing—no reaction, no emotion, not even a spark of what I felt. That pit in my belly opened even wider.

      Okay, so… I drew a deep breath as I climbed out. I needed to think about something else. Finding Laney’s killer. That was what I should have been thinking about all this time anyway. I had to figure out how I was going to track Gio down now that he was my lead suspect. But I couldn’t make my brain focus on that yet. It was too daunting. So instead, I thought about packing.

      I didn’t have that much to pack—I’d only been here a few days—but I needed to package this dress up and send it back to Bianca. Clearly, even accentuating my assets hadn’t worked on the stone-cold Luciano Salvatici.

      An ache spread out from that void in my belly, one that made me feel even worse. My shoes clicked across the marble floor as we moved into the hotel and down the long hallway toward our elevator. Beside me, Luc tugged his bow tie free and loosened the collar of his expensive dress shirt as he kept pace with me, but he still didn’t speak. And every moment of silence amplified that ache inside me and chipped away at my pride.

      By the time the elevator doors opened to the suite, all I wanted to do was get out of this stupid dress, pull the covers over my head, and forget this night—this trip—had ever happened. The twinkling lights of the city spilled into the dark room as I stepped off the elevator. I didn’t bother to flip on a lamp, just moved through the living room, heading right for my door.

      “Ms. James,” Luc said at my back. “Hold on a moment.”

      Shit. I was going to get another lecture. I was absolutely sure it had to do with the panties I’d left him and the fact I’d broken another of his sacred rules. I sucked in a breath for strength and turned to face him, no longer willing to let him see how he affected me. “Yes?”

      As I expected, he drew my black thong from his pocket and held it up with one finger, letting the lacy scrap dangle in front of him. “We need to discuss this.”

      My already rattled pride took a serious hit, enflaming my face. I was only glad there were no lights on in the room so he couldn’t see. “I don’t think there’s anything to discuss.”

      “I disagree. Whose is this?”

      Fucker. He was actually going to make me say the word. Heat burned my cheeks, but I lifted my chin just to spite him. I might get off a little on his control issues, but humiliation didn’t do it for me. “Mine.”

      “I’m not sure I believe you.” His face was cast in shadows in the entryway, but even across the space, I saw the way his gaze narrowed, holding my eyes hostage the same way he’d held my body hostage these last few days. “Take off your dress so I can be sure.”

      For a heartbeat, I didn’t move. Was sure I hadn’t heard him right. Then I registered his footsteps moving toward me, and I caught sight of his eyes. Not blank and emotionless as I’d thought. These stormy pools simmered with the flickering flames of a carefully restrained inferno.

      My heartbeat turned to a whir in my ears, and every inch of my skin went molten.

      He stopped two feet from me and tipped his head, intoxicating me with those eyes and the heat of his body seeping into mine. “I gave you an order, Ms. James. Take off the dress, or I’ll be forced to punish you.”

      My knees went absolutely weak, and my sex grew wet. He wasn’t talking about sending me home. I could see that in his fiery gaze. My question to him in the car—about whether he’d spank me for disobeying—flashed in my mind, making me even wetter.

      I’d never been into the whole dominance-submission thing. I was a fiercely independent woman who had never wanted or needed a man to tell me what to do. But with him, here now, I was like candle wax dripping from just his assertive words.

      My breaths sped up. Choices and consequences swam in my mind. When he reached for the clutch in my hand, I let him have it, still unable to do much more than stand still and quiver. He set my clutch and thong on the table, then stepped back to me, his eyes expectant, commanding, and sizzling with a heat I felt all the way in my core. My stomach caved in as I stared at him, trying to figure out what I should say, what I should do, what he want—

      “Don’t think, Natalie.” His voice was low, seductive, so damn spellbinding it gave me a high like nothing I’d ever known. “Just do as I say. Take off your dress.”

      My hands drifted to my back as if his hypnotic words had willed them to move. I unhooked the clasp between my shoulder blades and slid the zipper down my spine. My heart raced, and my body trembled as the expensive fabric fell forward, sliding down my breasts. Since the dress had a built-in bra, and because I’d already removed my panties, I was completely naked beneath. Holding his gaze, I caught the dress at my chest, still fighting what he wanted me to do. But the ravenous firestorm swirling in his eyes shattered the last of my willpower. I let the garment slip from my fingers and held my breath as the fabric dropped down my skin and pooled at my feet.

      His gaze was like ice and fire as it drifted over my naked flesh, prickling my skin, then leaving a trail of heat in its wake. My nipples tightened to stiff peaks, and my stomach caved in as his eyes devoured me one slow inch at a time. Heat roared through my veins, condensing in my breasts and between my legs. The only thing I heard was my whirring pulse and ragged breaths. The only thing I saw was him, owning me with his fervent, mismatched eyes. The only thing I wanted was his touch on my bare skin, stoking the flames within me until I exploded.

      “Sei bellissima,” he whispered, moving around behind me.

      I knew that word, bellissima. It meant beautiful. Gio had said it to me several times back in New York. But then it hadn’t triggered a tidal wave of desire inside me. Now, as it fell from Luc’s sensual lips, I trembled with a primitive need that was both overwhelming and all-consuming.

      He didn’t touch me, but as he stopped directly behind me, I felt his eyes on me, boring into my flesh, and I felt his hot breath, slithering over my neck and down my spine. Reflexively, I shivered.

      “Step out of the dress.”

      My face warmed, but I did as he said. Fabric rustled as he pushed my dress across the floor with his foot, then rose behind me.

      “How is the cut on your side?”

      Honestly, I’d forgotten all about it. “It’s fine. It doesn’t even hurt.”

      “Are you certain?”

      My excitement grew because I had no idea what he was planning. “Yes.”

      “That’s good. That’s very good.” His heat surrounded me, and I sensed his gaze sliding down my spine and over my backside. “You’ve been taunting me with this body, Natalie.”

      I swallowed hard at the husky timbre of his voice. “I have?”

      “You know you have. It is molto distraente.”

      My stomach tightened at those sexy Italian words. “I don’t know what that means.”

      “It means,” he whispered in my ear, his hot breath so close it made my whole body tremble, “this body is very distracting.”

      Oh… My eyes slid closed, and I wobbled, my excitement growing to insatiable levels. I leaned back, searching for him—for his chest, for his heat, for his every touch. “Luc…”

      “Stand still, gattina.”

      I had no idea what that word meant, but, damn, it sounded hot coming from his lips. I tightened my stomach muscles to hold myself upright.

      “Tell me,” he whispered in my ear. “How many lovers have you had?”

      Nerves bounced around in my belly, and my eyes fluttered open. My first instinct was to lie so he’d think I was more experienced than I was, but for some reason, I didn’t want to lie to him. “O-one.”

      “Only one?” Delight deepened his voice. I didn’t miss it. And that desire inside me swirled faster.

      “Y-yes. My college boyfriend.”

      “Did he satisfy you?”

      “Yes.” He was seducing me with just the sound of his voice. My sex absolutely ached. “I think.”

      “You think?”

      I didn’t miss the amusement in his words, and it made my face heat. “Yes, he did,” I clarified. “At least some of the time.”

      “And why did you stop sleeping with this lover who only managed to make you come some of the time,” he asked with a smile in his voice.

      “Because we broke up.” Holy hell, I could barely think when he used the word come like that. “After graduation. I-it wasn’t serious.”

      “No, I doubt it could have been, not if he didn’t pleasure you the way you deserve to be pleasured. And how long ago did you break up?”

      The way I deserved to be pleasured? Oh my… “T-two years.”

      “You’ve been with no one else in two long years?”

      I shook my head.

      “Why not?”

      I sucked in a deep breath to settle my roaring pulse. He was making me crazy just standing behind me, close but not close enough. “Because I haven’t… I haven’t been excited by anyone…until now.”

      “Good answer, gattina.”

      He leaned close to me, and I felt the strength of his chest press against my back. My breath caught, and heat rushed through my whole body, making my nipples even stiffer, making my sex clench with the need to be filled.

      “Know this,” he whispered. “I’m not like your last lover. He wanted to fuck you. I plan to own you. I’ll push your body to the edge and leave you there until you can’t take any more. Until you’re begging me to let you surrender. Because that’s what I want. I want to taste your complete and utter submission on my tongue. I want to feel it pulsing around my cock. I don’t make love, Natalie. I don’t fuck. I dominate. If you let me inside you, I’ll drag you into my darkness and ruin you for anyone else, and when I’m done, you’ll feel filthy and used, and I won’t even care. So be sure this is what you want, because once I touch you, I won’t be able to stop even if you scream.”

      Those words—your complete and utter submission—sent a whisper of fear down my spine, but my brain quickly pushed the fear aside, rationalizing he meant my sexual submission to him here, not any kind of submission outside this moment. My sex wept with anticipation, and my body shook against him with the only answer I could give. “I want that,” I whispered. “I want you.”

      His arms slid around my waist—finally—pulling me back against the hard length of his arousal, and his heat and strength surrounded me, making me gasp with the power of his hold. “Lean back into me. I need to feel how wet you are.”

      Oh yes… I relaxed against him. He was still wearing his tux jacket, which seemed incredibly erotic when I was wearing nothing but heels. His strong arms held me tight, careful to avoid my wound, and his hand drifted up to palm my breast. His other hand slid down my belly until his fingers brushed the small thatch of hair at my mound, then slipped between my swollen flesh and grazed my clit.

      Electricity arced outward from the spot, making my whole body tremble.

      “Oh, gattina,” he growled in my ear. “You are drenched already.”

      My eyelids dropped at both the heat in his voice and the wicked sensations he was building inside me. I gripped his elbow at my chest to hold myself up.

      “Spread your legs, Natalie.” His fingers drifted lower. “Let me inside you.”

      I whimpered at that request but pushed my foot to the side, granting him more access to my body. His fingers slid lower, over my opening. I groaned at the wicked, hot touch, then he thrust two up inside me, and I gasped, digging my fingertips into his elbow to keep from collapsing.

      “Madre di Dio. You are so tight, gattina.” He drew his fingers back, then pushed in deeper. “I can’t wait to slam my cock inside you and fuck you till you scream.”

      Heat gathered in my core, and his thumb flicked across my clit in time with his thrusts, driving me closer to the edge. Sweat broke out across my spine. The hand at my breast squeezed, and his fingers trailed to my nipple and pinched. A sharp shot of pain echoed outward from the spot, and I cried out, but the pain quickly morphed to pleasure, making my core contract around his fingers and grow even wetter. I gasped again and rocked into his hand, desperate for more. Desperate for the orgasm that was barreling toward me at light spee—

      “Ah, gattina. You want to come, don’t you?”

      “Yes,” I whispered. My whole body tightened as I felt it building. “Right there. Oh yes, right there. I’m going to come.”

      Just before the wave hit, he pulled his hand free of my body. I groaned in utter frustration. His hand at my breast shifted to my hip. The fingers of his other hand—wet with my arousal—drifted across my lips, tickling the sensitive flesh. “Open your mouth, Natalie. Taste yourself on my fingers. Taste how wet and dirty you are for me.”

      My chest rose and fell with my shallow breaths, but I opened my mouth as he wanted. His slick fingers immediately pushed past my lips and slid over my tongue. The tangy taste of my own arousal filled my senses. He thrust both fingers in and out of my mouth, fucking me there as he’d done to my sex.

      “Suck,” he ordered.

      I was high with lust—higher than I ever remembered being. Grasping his hand at the wrist, I closed my lips around his fingers and drew them deep in my mouth.

      “Mm…taste how much you want me,” he whispered against my ear. “Your mouth was made to serve me.” He pulled free of my lips and let go of my hip. “Turn around. Put your hands behind your back and drop to your knees.”

      My whole body blushed at his command, but I was so drugged with desire, with the need to please him, I couldn’t stop myself from doing exactly what he ordered.

      A wicked smile tugged at his lips as he looked down at me and reached for the buckle on his belt. “Keep your hands behind your back, gattina, or I’ll bind them.”

      My sex clenched at that command, and a wicked thrill rushed through me. Would he really bind me so I couldn’t move? The thought both frightened and electrified me in ways I didn’t expect.

      He pulled his belt free, then unhooked the button at his waist and slid the zipper down. I heard the rasp in my ears but felt it flame in my blood.

      “I like you like this,” he whispered. “On your knees, surrendering yourself to me.” He reached inside his pants and drew his cock free. “Now open your mouth and show me just what you can do with those lips.”

      My rebellious mind fought against his words, his commands, but my body was no longer listening. The musky scent of his arousal filled my senses, making my mouth water. And when I saw his cock, the shaft long and hard and thick—thicker than any other I’d seen—the head an angry shade of purple and weeping with his excitement as he slowly stroked himself, the last of my resistance disappeared.

      I swayed with the lust I felt for him. It was an insatiable hunger inside me. Licking my lips, I leaned toward him and opened my mouth. He groaned as the head passed my lips and my tongue brushed the flared underside. Tightening my lips around his shaft, I drew him deep, until he brushed the back of my throat, then released him, letting his length slide almost all the way free before sucking hard once more.

      “Ah cazzo, che si sente bene,” he groaned. “Sì, gattina. Just like that. Your mouth was made to suck my cock. Take me deeper.”

      From any other man, I would have balked. I’d never much liked giving oral sex. It had always felt degrading in some way. And right now—on my knees, with my hands pressed behind my back, listening to his dirty commands as he thrust in and out of my mouth, fucking my face as if he were fucking my sex—I should have felt disgraced and humiliated. But I didn’t. I felt powerful. The flush to his features, the veins straining in his neck, the way he stared down at me in absolute adoration… It all made me feel as if I were the one in control. As if I were the one dominating him. And it suffused me with so much heat and hunger, all I wanted to do was suck him so hard, he exploded across my tongue.

      I tightened my lips around his shaft, stroked harder with my tongue and swirled it around the head. He groaned and raked a hand through my hair, pulling me toward him as he thrust against my throat. I tried to swallow him but gagged. He immediately drew back, letting me breathe. When he saw I was okay, he thrust deep once more and moaned.

      The sounds of his pleasure made my body tremble. I didn’t think it was possible, but being used like this only made me wetter. Spreading my knees, I pressed my hips forward as I sucked him, desperate for something to ease my ache, frantic to be touched. Unable to handle it anymore, I pulled one hand from my lower back and pushed it between my legs, sliding my fingers through my wetness and over my clit. Electricity arced through me. I flicked faster and groaned as I sucked him even harder.

      “Oh, you naughty little girl.” He pulled his cock from my lips and grasped me at the shoulders, hauling me to my feet. “I didn’t tell you to touch yourself like that.”

      I gasped. My hand fell from my sex. Breathless, I reached for him, wanting to feel his lips on mine, wanting his tongue in my mouth as he thrust his cock deep inside my body. But before I could reach him, he twisted me in his arms, pushed me toward the couch, and bent me forward over the arm of the sofa.

      His hand landed against my upper back to hold me down. “Spread your legs, Natalie. Show me that greedy little pussy.”

      Oh sweet heavens… His words were like liquid fire igniting an inferno in my blood. I dropped my forehead against the couch cushion, feeling completely filthy as he’d told me I would, loving every single second of it. Groaning, I spread my legs, letting him see all of me. Desperate for him to use me as he’d promised.

      With one hand still pushing me down, he slid the fingers of his other hand along the length of my spine, between my cheeks, and over the crinkled mass of nerves. I jumped. He did it again, chuckling at my reaction. “Have you ever been fucked here, naughty girl?”

      I whimpered at both the forbidden sensation and the dirty act. He didn’t want to do that to me right now, did he? Fear and an excitement I did not want to like warred inside me. “No,” I gasped.

      He teased me there one more time, making my body jerk. “Mm, you’re so responsive. I can’t wait to show you how it feels.” He slid his fingers lower, through my wetness. “But I’ll have to show you later. Right now, I need to make this pussy beg.”

      He slid two fingers deep inside me. I instantly groaned because it was exactly what I wanted. Sensations overwhelmed me as he drew out and thrust back in again. My hips pressed back against him. My climax rushed forward once more, charging toward me. My whole body tensed.

      He withdrew his hand and slapped his slick fingers and wide palm across my backside. “You really are a greedy little thing. Do you want to come?”

      “Yes.” My whole body shook, and I whimpered because I was so fucking close.

      “How bad?” His hand slid through my wetness again, teasing my clit. “Tell me how bad you want to come, Natalie.”

      “So bad.” I squeezed my eyes tight and pushed back against him, rocking into his hand, desperate for the release that was just out of my grasp. “Oh yes…”

      “Beg me.” He flicked faster. “Beg me to let you come.”

      That command… I squeezed my eyes tighter and dug my fingernails into the couch cushions, resisting the urge to follow that one command.

      “Do it, Natalie.” He thrust his fingers inside me again, flicking his thumb over my hypersensitized clit at the same time. “Beg me, and I’ll give you your release. I’ll give you everything you want.”

      I don’t know why I held back. I knew if I did what he wanted, he’d give my climax, just as he promised. But submitting that way—begging him like that—I couldn’t bring myself to do it. I could give him almost anything else, but the independent woman inside me…the one he liked, dammit…knew if I surrendered in that way, I’d lose a little piece of myself I wasn’t willing to let go.

      Perspiration dotted my forehead and dripped down my temple. I bit my lip and groaned as I pushed back against him. He muttered, “Cazzo,” and a thunk echoed behind me as if something hard had hit the ground. His hand at my shoulders released the pressure holding me down, and I felt his fingers digging into my thighs, pulling my legs wider apart. Gasping, unsure what he was about to do, I pressed my weight into my palms and tried to push up. And then I felt the flat of his tongue dragging through my wetness, circling my clit, and thrusting into my core.

      “Oh, fuuuuuck…” The image of him behind me on his knees, lapping at my sex, sent fire swirling inside me. I pressed back against his mouth, riding his tongue, spiraling like lightning toward a climax I knew would destroy me. “Yes, yes, don’t stop, oh yes, faster…”

      Just before the orgasm claimed me, his wicked tongue pulled free of my body. I screamed in frustration. Foil crinkled at my back, then I felt his hands on my hips, pushing me forward so my ass tipped higher over the arm of the sofa. The expensive material of his slacks brushed the backs of my sensitive thighs, and then the head of his cock slid over my clit, making every inch of my body shudder and shake.

      “I’ll make you beg,” he growled.

      I didn’t hear anything else he said. He’d teased me so long, I couldn’t hold back. The moment he thrust inside me, I shattered, climaxing around his steely length with a scream that echoed in my ears. He gripped my hips and pounded into me, driving himself hard toward his own climax, but I barely noticed. I was lost in an orgasmic bliss that seemed to have no end. Lost in overwhelming ecstasy. Lost, I knew, in the very darkness he’d tried so hard to keep me from.

      So lost, some part of me realized, with a whisper of fear, that I might never been found again.
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      I’d completely fucking lost it.

      My body twitched with the aftershocks of the most intense orgasm I’d ever felt. I lay over Natalie’s back, pinning her to the arm of the sofa. Her skin was slick with sweat, sticking to my dress shirt and slacks. I tried to push myself off her, but her tight little pussy clenched around my cock, milking me of the last drops of my orgasm, and I groaned all over again.

      I never lost control. I was on the verge of losing control again right this fucking minute. In my quest to force her submission, I’d let my hunger get the best of me, and I’d pounded into her like a savage. I hadn’t even lasted five damn minutes. Or stopped, knowing she was injured. Disgust rolled through me. Disgust at my actions and aggravation that she’d defied me. That—bloody hell—I wanted her to defy me right now, all over again.

      Her pussy was too tight, her body too damn hot. Sensing I was teetering on the edge of something I knew I wasn’t ready for, I grasped the condom at the base of my dick and pulled away. She whimpered as I lifted off her but didn’t move. I tugged the condom free and tossed it in the garbage near the small kitchen.

      Tucking myself back in my pants, I watched her. She hadn’t yet moved, just lay over the arm of the sofa breathing deeply. I knew she’d come. I’d felt it the moment I drove inside her. And I both loved and hated that fact because it hadn’t been at my command. Because it had been so powerful, it had dragged me into that blinding pleasure with her.

      The urge to pick her up and toss her over my lap so I could force her to submit with the flat of my hand overwhelmed me, making me hot…making me hard. Shaking, I backed away from her and scrubbed a hand down my face.

      What the hell was happening to me? What the fuck had this woman done to me? Sex was supposed to sate this raging hunger inside, but my body was already tightening with an uncontrollable need to prove to her all over again that she was mine.

      I didn’t want her to be mine. I didn’t want any woman to be mine. I wanted domineering, rough sex, which I’d pretty much just gotten. I should be done with her already.

      “Where do you think you’re going?”

      Natalie’s throaty voice hit my ears just as something around my neck tightened. My lashes lifted in surprise, and I looked down into her sizzling blue eyes as she pulled me toward her with both of her delicate hands wrapped around the ends of my bow tie.

      My brain short-circuited. She was completely naked, wearing nothing but those sexy-as-shit fuck-me heels, her gorgeous body damp and flushed from her orgasm. And she was looking up at me as if I was the answer to every one of her fantasies.

      Powerless to resist her, I let her pull me in. And when she lifted to her toes, I met her lips with mine and kissed her the way I had in the elevator. The way I’d told myself I should never kiss her again. The way that made me weak in the knees and left me wanting things that weren’t just sexual.

      My arms wound around her waist. I lost myself in the soft wet heat of her mouth, in the tenderness of her kiss. Vaguely, I realized she was pushing the jacket from my arms, that she was tugging the shirt from my slacks and sliding the buttons free, but I didn’t care. I wanted more of her sweetness, more of her innocence. More of the woman who’d made me drunk with lust from the first moment I’d seen her.

      She pulled me toward her, taunting me with her wicked mouth, unsnapping my pants with her tantalizing fingers. The back of her legs hit the couch. I tightened my arms around her and lowered her to the cushions, desperate to feel every inch of her body against mine, desperate to let her consume me with her goodness. I kissed her deeper as I rocked my hips against hers. She groaned into my mouth and opened her legs, making room for me.

      I wanted more. I wanted everything. I kissed my way down her throat and clasped her breast in my hand. She groaned and arched beneath me. I drew her tight nipple into my mouth and suckled. She shuddered and squeezed her thighs against my sides, making me absolutely ache with the need to thrust inside her.

      “Ah yes, Luc.” Her fingers streaked up into my hair. “More. I need you inside me again. I can’t wait. Take me.”

      Her voice was like a melody in my ears. Her words hypnotizing me to her will. I pulled a condom from my pocket and pushed my pants the rest of the way off, kissing her other breast, pressing my lips gently around the angry red cut on her side, trailing my tongue down her belly toward her sex all over again.

      God, her scent…

      My head grew light from her arousal as I rolled on the condom and teased her clit with my tongue. Groaning, she lifted her hips and rocked against my mouth. I wanted to feel her come on my tongue, but the need to see her eyes when she did was too overwhelming, and I couldn’t wait another second.

      I kissed my way back up her torso to her neck and finally her mouth. She opened immediately and drew me into a blistering kiss. Her legs fell open, and my cock brushed her silky wetness. Fire shot down my spine with the need to thrust hard and deep, but I wanted to see her face when I did. Needed it the way I needed air to breathe.

      Pulling away from her mouth I said, “Natalie, look at me.”

      Her eyes fluttered open and held mine. And something in my chest broke open wide when I saw the trust in those tender blue pools.

      “Oh yes, take me, Luc. Make love to me.”

      Her hand slid around my nape, and she pulled my lips down to hers. I groaned, powerless to do anything but push inside her. I fought the urge to close my eyes so I could see her reaction. She groaned just as loudly and didn’t look away, trapping me in her gaze, holding me tight deep inside her body, claiming something in my chest as hers and no one else’s.

      I wasn’t sure what was happening to me. I couldn’t look away from her. Couldn’t do anything but thrust harder as she whispered for me to drive deeper. I felt myself falling into something I knew I wasn’t ready for, felt my soul tearing open, felt her devouring me with every grunt and gasp and whisper and gaze. And even before my climax hit, I knew I was fucked, and not in any way I’d ever wanted.

      I’d set out to dominate her purity and seduce her into submission, but I was the one who was crumbling. In a few short days, she’d taken control of my wants and desires and most basic needs, and that didn’t just steal my breath, it frightened me right down to my bones.

      Because I knew there was only one way to keep her safe now. I had to completely break her so no one could take her away from me.

      

      I don’t remember sleeping.

      I do remember holding her most of the night. Naked, skin to skin, her cheek resting against my chest as she slumbered, her hair tickling my shoulder while her legs entwined with mine beneath the sheets.

      She was fire and flame warming the coldest spaces inside me. I couldn’t get enough of her, and my appetite wasn’t just sexual. She’d done something to me. She’d awoken a part of me no one had ever touched. I’d given her the chance to leave. I’d done everything to push her away, and yet she’d stayed. And now that she’d broken through my walls and shone her light over the darkness inside me, I couldn’t let her go any more than I could sever a limb.

      Of course, that was going to cause major problems within the family. I didn’t want them anywhere near her. I didn’t want her innocence tainted by their corruption. I’d have to keep her hidden from them, and that meant separating my two worlds. I wasn’t sure I could pull it off, but I couldn’t see another choice. Now more than ever it was vital to both our survivals that she did exactly as I said.

      She stirred in the bed and rolled to face me where I sat in the chair across the room. The sheet rode low on her belly to expose her gorgeous breasts to my view. Sunlight slanted through the windows, bathing her pale skin in ribbons of gold.

      I sipped my coffee and watched her, remembering the way she’d given me that body last night in the living room. Again in the shower where I’d carried her after she’d destroyed me on the couch. And then in my bed until we were both absolutely weak. I couldn’t wait for her to give me everything again—but from here on out, I needed to be firm that it happened on my terms, not hers.

      Her eyes fluttered open. She focused on me across the room, and I watched confusion draw her brows together to form adorable creases in her forehead that faded quickly into a sweet smile I ached to kiss from her lips. “Good morning.”

      “Buongiorno.”

      She shifted one hand under her pillow and stretched, pressing her breasts out toward me in a way that made my mouth water. “What are you doing way over there?”

      “Drinking my coffee and watching you.”

      Her smile widened, and a familiar heat seeped into her sleepy blue eyes. “I like you watching me.”

      My cock stiffened. “I know you do.”

      A blush rose in her cheeks, and she pulled her gaze from mine as if embarrassed by my bluntness. She glanced over my slacks and dress shirt rolled to my elbows and open at the collar. “How long have you been awake?”

      “A few hours.” I rose, moved to the table near the window, and poured her a cup of coffee. She watched me in silence as I stirred cream and sugar into her cup, and brought it to her in the bed.

      Tugging the sheet up to her breasts, she fixed the pillow at her back and sat up. Her hair was delightfully rumpled, hanging in scraggly curls around her face, and her skin was void of makeup, but to me, she’d never been more beautiful. All I wanted to do was slide back between those sheets with her, but I couldn’t. From now on, I needed to lead her where I wanted her to go, not the other way around.

      “Grazie,” she said as I handed her the cup. She lifted it to her mouth and sipped. A smile pulled at her luscious lips as she glanced up at me. “You were paying attention.”

      “I pay attention to everything, gattina.” I set a plate of breakfast pastries on the table beside her. “Eat.”

      She reached for a croissant and lifted it to her lips. “What does that word mean?” she asked between bites. “You used it several times last night.”

      “Gattina?” When she nodded, I said, “It means kitten.”

      “Oh.” Unease drifted into her eyes. For a moment, I thought I was seeing things, but then her shoulders tensed and she set the half-eaten croissant back on the plate.

      She obviously didn’t like being called kitten. I knew she couldn’t understand the real meaning of the word—she was too innocent for that—and usually I hated it too, but it fit her. Especially since kittens had claws, which she very clearly did.

      I moved back to the table so I wouldn’t be tempted to grab her and lose myself in her sweetness. “I need you to get dressed.”

      “What time is it?”

      “Nine o’clock.”

      “What?” Fabric rustled in the bed behind me. “Why didn’t you wake me? You were supposed to meet with Versace at eight thirty.”

      I slid my hands into the pockets of my slacks and turned toward her. She’d set the coffee cup on the nightstand next to her. The sheet was still clutched to her chest, but one bare leg was now extended to the ground, as if she were about to bolt out of bed. “I cancelled the meeting.”

      Her eyes lifted from the floor where she seemed to be searching for something. “You did?”

      I nodded. “I still need you to get dressed. We have another meeting in an hour.”

      “With who?”

      I didn’t answer.

      She stared at me with both confusion and a whisper of unease. I saw it. I knew I could alleviate her worry, but I stayed silent. The little power struggle between us had to end. I needed her to know who was in charge. It was the only way I was going to keep her safe now that this thing between us had combusted.

      Several seconds passed in silence, then she said, “You’re not going to tell me, are you?”

      “No.”

      She bit her lip. Trepidation filled her blue eyes. “Are you taking me to the airport?”

      Fear grabbed hold of my heart and squeezed. “Is that where you want to go?”

      She stared at me a long second then finally whispered, “No.”

      Sweet relief filled my lungs, but I was careful not to let it show. This woman already had enough power over me. “I want you to wear the yellow sundress the stylist picked out for you, the nude heels, and no panties.”

      A flush crept up her face. “No panties? Is that an order?”

      “Yes.”

      I could practically see the wheels turning behind her pretty blue eyes. She didn’t like being told what to do. Not even in something as simple as what to wear. She was weighing the pros and cons of defying me. Even though I didn’t want her to, I grew hard at the possibility.

      Her gaze dropped to the floor. “Where’s my towel from last night?”

      “In the bathroom.”

      “Can you get it for me?”

      “Why?”

      “Because I’m naked and I have to go back to my room to get dressed.”

      “You didn’t seem to have any problem being naked last night.”

      Her face flushed darker, but when her fierce gaze shot to mine, I saw it was irritation, not embarrassment fueling her color. My dick grew even harder. Especially when she stared at me with those challenging eyes, daring me to back down.

      Silence stretched between us, one that made my pulse pound. A heartbeat later, she tore her gaze from mine and tossed the covers back with a huff. My whole body tightened as I watched her slide out of my bed in nothing but her sexy flesh, square her shoulders, and walk toward the door with her head held high.

      Fuck me. I was absolutely crazy about this woman.

      “Natalie.”

      She stopped at the open doorway but didn’t look back.

      “The same rules still apply. You’ll do exactly as I say, or there will be consequences.”

      She turned her head so I could see her gorgeous profile, but she didn’t look back at me. “I already know you’re not going to send me home. What else can you do to me?”

      My blood flamed. “Test me, and you’ll find out.”

      She didn’t respond. Just lifted her chin and walked through the suite toward her room.

      As I watched her sweet ass swaying with her movements, I tried to settle my raging pulse, but nothing worked. I’d already had this woman—several times—but I was now more turned on than I’d been last night. Partly because I knew she’d test me. Partly because I didn’t know when or how she’d do it. But mostly because the thought of taming her, of watching her reaction as she succumbed to her own sinful desires, lit me up like a firework and made me feel alive.

      And I liked feeling alive. I’d been numb for so long, I’d forgotten what it was like. With Natalie, I almost believed I wasn’t a monster. I hoped after today, she still agreed.
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      Nerves bounced around in my stomach as I stepped out of the shower, dried myself off, and rubbed my favorite grapefruit lotion into my arms and legs.

      I didn’t know how to read Luc this morning. Last night, after we’d made love on the couch, he’d carried me into the shower and thoroughly pleasured me under the hot spray. And after my skin had become pink and wrinkly, he’d done it again in that big bed in his room until I’d been limp from so many orgasms. He’d held me close then, stroking my hair and whispering things in Italian I didn’t understand. As I’d drifted to sleep, I’d felt precious. Cherished. Safe. His hands had never left me. Every time I’d moved, he’d been right there to lull me back to sleep. But this morning…

      This morning he hadn’t once touched me. Even when he’d handed me my coffee he’d made sure not to graze my fingertips. And his eyes… They’d been as intense as I’d ever seen them. Laser focused. Locked on me as if he was sure I was about to say or do something he didn’t approve of.

      Those nerves tightened in my belly as I moved into my room and opened my closet. His comment about rules and consequences bothered me. I was sure he didn’t want to send me home any longer, but why did I have this feeling he was waiting for me to step out of line?

      I looked up at the clothes hanging from the rack and spotted the yellow sundress he wanted me to wear. It was simple and pretty, and if he hadn’t told me to wear it, I might have chosen it on my own just because I knew I’d look great in it and because I could tease him with that all day long. But being told to wear it…

      I reached for the blue sundress instead and tossed it on the bed. After tugging on my bra, I slipped into the dress and looked down at my shoes. The nude heels really would go best with the dress. I slipped them on, telling myself I wasn’t caving to his order. At least not completely.

      Since I had no idea what kind of meeting he’d scheduled, I went for minimal with my hair and makeup. After twisting my hair into a knot so only a few curly strands framed my face, I brushed on a little powder and mascara. Satisfied, I grabbed my purse and turned out of the room.

      He was waiting for me in the living room when I emerged. His gaze shot right to my dress. I saw the way his eyes narrowed on the blue fabric, and those nerves in my belly twisted into a pretzel. “I’m ready,” I said, trying to keep my voice even.

      “Very well.” He stepped aside so I could pass and held out his hand. “Let’s go.”

      My thoughts were a whir as we waited for the elevator in silence, stepped into the car, and stood next to each other as it slowly began to move. Why wasn’t he touching me? Why hadn’t he kissed me yet this morning? Had last night been a one-night-stand kind of thing? I didn’t think so—not when he’d told me not to wear panties today. But if he wasn’t sending me home, and if he wanted me again as much as I wanted him, then why the hell was he acting so calm and detached?

      The elevator doors opened, and he placed a hand at the small of my back as we stepped out of the car. Heat seeped into my skin beneath the cotton dress, sending a rush of sensation all across my skin that made my knees weak.

      Oh, that was all I wanted. Just his hands on me again. Everywhere.

      Unfortunately, as soon as we began walking through the hotel, he let go of me.

      Vincenzo was waiting for us at the car. I said “Buongiorno,” and climbed into the back. Luc sat next to me and slipped on his sunglasses, but he didn’t touch my bare knee or reach for my hand as I wanted. And as we pulled away from the hotel and he tugged his phone from his slacks and began checking email, my irritation—and worry that I’d pushed him too far—got the best of me.

      “Are you going to tell me where we’re going?” I asked.

      “No.” He turned the screen off on his phone and slipped it back in his pocket.

      I’d nearly had enough of his attitude. Folding my arms over my chest, I glared at him across the backseat. “Maybe wherever we’re going is not a place I want to see.”

      He turned his head and grinned at me. “You want to see this, gattina. Trust me.”

      The force of his smile made him so devastatingly handsome, my irritation wobbled. But that word—kitten—set me on edge.

      I didn’t like those cute little nicknames some men used. My stepfather called my mother princess, and I’d never liked it. Not because she didn’t deserve to be worshipped at that level by her spouse, but because he used it as a weapon against her. When he was happy with her he called her princess. When he wasn’t, he tossed out romantic terms of endearment like bitch and cunt.

      Did I think Luc was like my controlling stepfather who had to know where my mother was at all times and who kept her isolated from her friends? I didn’t know. I didn’t want to think he could be like that, but the truth was, I honestly didn’t know that much about him aside from the fact he had a good heart buried beneath layers of something heavy and that he could make my body melt with just one touch.

      Yes, he liked to be in control—he’d proved that last night when he’d told me to remove my dress and had commanded me to do things I hadn’t expected to want to do—but there was more to him than this façade of domination. I’d sensed it when I’d pulled him to me and kissed him last night. I’d seen it in the way he’d melted against me and gentled his touch. And I’d felt it when he’d slid deep inside me and we’d made love. Because that was exactly what we’d done. He hadn’t dominated me then. He hadn’t fucked me. He’d made love with me. Something he’d told me he never did.

      “Something on your mind, gattina?”

      I blinked, realizing I’d been staring at him, lost in thought. Lost in him. Shaking my head, I looked out the window. “No,” I lied. “I’m fine.”

      But I wasn’t fine. My heart was racing and my mind was spinning because somewhere inside, I knew I liked both sides of him. I liked the tender lover who made my body tremble with one simple touch, but my body also craved the domineering man who could make me nearly come just by ordering me to my knees.

      Elena’s words suddenly popped into my head. “It’s like I’m two people. The innocent model from Montana everyone knows by day, and the seductive bad girl at night who says ‘yes, sir’ and is willing to do anything he commands.”

      My stomach pitched, and I felt the blood drain from my face.

      I wasn’t becoming Elena…was I?”

      I was so distracted by my thoughts, I didn’t realize the car had come to a stop until Luc’s warm hand covered mine against the seat. “Natalie,” he said softly. “We’re here.”

      I jerked my head around and stared at him, trying like hell to keep my pulse in line, but it whirred in my ears like a helicopter blade.

      Luc wasn’t Elena’s mystery man. I knew that deep in my heart. But I couldn’t keep from seeing the similarities. Elena had fallen for that man fast and hard—the same way I was falling for Luc. And he’d been a danger to the strong, independent woman she was inside, just as I feared Luc was becoming a danger to me.

      He tugged off his sunglasses and pinned me with worried eyes. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing, I—” My chest squeezed so tight, the breath caught in my lungs. I was losing track of my purpose. I was letting myself be distracted by a man when I was supposed to be searching for justice for my friend. “I—”

      Vincenzo opened the door behind Luc, and I caught sight of the structure at his back. Confused, I leaned forward. “Is that…the Colosseum?”

      “It is.” Amusement filled Luc’s stormy eyes when I looked back at him. “You’ve been searching for it every time we get in the car. I thought you might like to see it up close. A tour guide is waiting for us.”

      I stared at him in shock. He’d brought me to the Colosseum. He’d blown off his meetings and appointments to play tourist with me. Heat seeped into my hand where his fingers closed around mine as he helped me from the car. Completely awed, I looked up at the gigantic structure and shook my head. “I can’t believe you did this. When we first arrived, you said you’d seen all the ruins in Rome.”

      “I have.” He didn’t let go of my hand. “But you haven’t.”

      In a rush, I realized he’d been acting strange this morning because he’d wanted to surprise me.

      Tears pricked my eyes. Tears of relief and of gratitude. Even tears of stupidity because I’d assumed the worst. I turned into him, wrapped my arms around his waist, and pressed my cheek against his strong muscular chest. “Thank you,” I whispered. “I love this.”

      He tensed against me. It was a very subtle move. But I felt his tension ease as I held him tighter. One arm closed around my back, and his hand cupped my cheek. “You pleased me last night,” he whispered in my ear. “I wanted to do something to please you.”

      Desire roared through my veins, making my skin hot, making my body ache. I didn’t care if he was distracting me from my goal. I didn’t care if I was being reckless or if things were moving too fast. I only wanted more. I only wanted him.

      Easing back, I bit my lip. He saw what I wanted with just one look. I knew it by the way his eyes darkened and his heartbeat quickened against my skin.

      “Careful, gattina,” he whispered in a low voice. A smoldering voice. A commanding voice that made my sex absolutely weep. “Teasing me like that in public is going to get you fucked.”

      Oh yeeeesss. I wanted that. I wanted everything. “Promise?”

      He leaned down until our lips were only millimeters apart. “Naughty little girl. You’ll just have to wait and see.”

      I shivered as he turned me away from the car. And hoped I wouldn’t have to wait long.

      

      The Colosseum took my breath away.

      Two hours later, my head was filled with more facts about gladiators and ancient Rome than I thought it could hold. We toured the upper tiers, the arena floor, and the Colosseum’s underground. After, we walked through the Roman Forum hand in hand, and Luc explained what each of the different ruins had once been and how the city had been laid out. He was better than any tour guide, and as I listened, I could actually picture the massive structures as they’d once been. By the time we met up with Vincenzo and climbed back in the car, I was happy, relaxed, and all the worries I’d had before seemed silly and a waste of both time and energy.

      To my surprise, Luc’s little tour wasn’t done. Vincenzo drove us deeper into the city to the Pantheon. The incredible building completely awed me. We walked through the inside, and I was once again impressed by ancient Roman architecture. After grabbing lunch at a cute little trattoria in the Piazza della Rotonda that faced the Pantheon, Luc led me by the hand through the crowded streets to the Trevi Fountain. The tourists were thick here, and the streets narrow, but the fountain was magnificent. Finally, we made our way to the Spanish Steps, where we grabbed a gelato and two spoons and sat on the steps in the fading sunlight, talking and people watching as the city moved around us.

      When Vincenzo picked us up late in the afternoon, my feet were sore, but I was riding a high from playing tourist and from the fact Luc had blown off work to show me the sites. Utterly content, I leaned my head against his shoulder and wrapped my arm around his in the back of the car as we headed for our hotel. His wide palm rested on my bare knee, a heavy weight that prevented me from drifting completely to sleep. And the tiny circles he drew on the inside of my knee kept me utterly aroused with fantasies of all the ways I was going to show him my gratitude as soon as we were alone.

      “Natalie,” he whispered near my ear. “Wake up, angioletto. We’re here.”

      I blinked and lifted my head. But when my gaze registered the airplanes around us, all that happiness I’d been feeling shifted to full-on panic. “I thought you said you weren’t sending me home.”

      “I’m not.” Luc gripped my hand and helped me from the car. “I have another surprise.”

      Wind whipped my hair back from my face, but my eyes grew wide as I stared across the small airport tarmac toward the private luxury jet, its engines already fired up and waiting.

      “Oh my goodness,” I muttered as Luc led me toward the plane. “Where are we going?”

      “You’ll see.”

      My mouth dropped open the second I stepped on board. I’d known Luc was rich, but for some reason, staying in fancy hotels didn’t compare to this.

      The jet was top-end everything, with gleaming wood, expensive carpets, and butter-soft leather. I moved through the galley and into the main cabin, where seating was split into different conversation groupings. At my back, I heard Luc speaking with a woman in Italian. Wide-eyed, I turned to look back at him. The woman wore a blue jacket and skirt, and I knew immediately she was a flight attendant. Behind her, through the open cockpit doors, I spotted two pilots.

      Luc finished his conversation and pointed toward two seats at the back of the main cabin as he walked toward me. I sat in the one by the window while he took the other.

      “You saw the galley,” he said to me. “Behind us is a bedroom, and the bathroom is at the very back of the plane.” He reached for my hand and laced his fingers with mine. Leaning toward my ear, he whispered, “I’d give you an up-close tour of the bedroom, but what I want to do to you will take longer than an hour.”

      A shiver rushed down my spine, and heat gathered in my breasts and between my legs. I opened my mouth to tell him I’d be up for anything, but the stewardess stepped forward with two glasses of champagne, interrupting us with a smile.

      Luc released my hand and reached for both glasses. He handed one to me and tapped his glass against mine. “Salute.”

      I sipped my champagne as the plane slowly started to move. Luc and the flight attendant spoke in Italian again. I tried to pay attention to what they were discussing, but I only knew basic Italian and the only word that got through was Venezia.

      As the flight attendant walked away, I lowered my glass and blinked, sure I’d heard them wrong. “We’re not going to Venice, are we?”

      “So much for my secret.” Luc frowned, but the moment I saw his eyes, I knew he wasn’t upset. Excitement lit his mismatched gray irises until they looked almost blue. “Yes, we’re going to Venice. I had our things packed up while we were touring Rome. Our bags were loaded onto the plane before we got here.”

      Exhilaration pulsed inside me, making my chest feel light. “What about your meetings? You had several more days planned in Rome.”

      A voice came over the speakers in Italian. Luc reached across my lap to buckle my seat belt and pull the strap tight. “What’s the point of being in charge if you can’t break the rules now and then?” He held out his hand. “Now finish your champagne, gattina. We’re about to take off.”

      I drained the rest of my drink and handed him the glass. He rose from his seat and took the glasses into the galley. Seconds later, he rejoined me, buckled his seat belt, and reached for a magazine from the seat pocket beside him.

      I couldn’t believe it. He was taking me to Venice. A smile pulled at my lips as the sleek jet lifted off the ground, and I looked out at Rome growing smaller in the window.

      “There is one thing we haven’t discussed,” he said beside me.

      “Hm? What’s that?” I asked absently, searching for the Colosseum and Forum in the sea of red-roofed buildings far below.

      “That blue dress.”

      My heart skipped a beat. Beside me, Luc flipped a page in his magazine.

      Something in his voice put me immediately on edge. Slowly, I turned to him, but he seemed engrossed in some article and wasn’t looking at me.

      I hated the way my mind shot right back to Laney’s words after the amazing day Luc had given me. “You don’t like my dress?”

      “I like it very much.” He flipped another page. “But I told you to wear the yellow one.”

      My stomach tightened, and my skin grew hot, but not in a good way. The plane evened out, and the instant the bell dinged, indicating we’d hit cruising altitude, I released my seat belt and pushed to my feet, desperate for a moment alone to gather myself so I didn’t jump to conclusions and say or do something I’d regret later.

      Luc looked up. “Where are you going?”

      “I need to use the restroom.”

      I didn’t wait for him to answer. I moved to step around him, but he caught me by the wrist before I could get by. “Just a minute.”

      Sweat broke out along my spine. I tried to act normal, but my heart was already racing. “What?”

      His eyes narrowed and darkened. “Lift your skirt. I want to see if you followed the rest of my orders.”

      Heat rushed straight to my cheeks. I glanced over my shoulder toward the stewardess in the galley, gathering snacks and drinks for us. “I’m not going to do that,” I whispered, growing more nervous by the second as I looked back at him. “That woman’s right there.”

      “Ignore her.” When I tried to pull away, his grip on my wrist tightened. “Natalie. Lift your skirt and show me.”

      My face flamed, and my heart thundered in my chest, so loud I was sure he could hear it. Behind me, glasses clinked in the galley and through the open cockpit doors, the pilots laughed and chatted.

      Holy shit. He did not want me to do this right here where they could see me. I shook my head no, just a tiny movement. His grip on my wrist grew even tighter, and he whispered, “Show me.”

      Embarrassment and excitement warred inside me, making my hands sweat. I hated how dirty I felt. I also hated how turned on I suddenly was. I wanted to scream at him. I wanted to run. But I knew I couldn’t do either without drawing attention, and right now, I just wanted to get out of this uncomfortable moment as quickly as I could.

      Swallowing hard, I glanced over my shoulder to make sure the flight attendant wasn’t looking. When she knelt to grab something from the fridge, I clenched my jaw and reached for the front of my skirt, drawing it up just high enough for Luc to see I was bare beneath.

      He smiled, and his grip on my wrist relaxed. “Vey nice, gattina.”

      Anger and mortification tore through me, making my chest tight. Yanking my wrist from his hand, I moved through the bedroom cabin and into the bathroom, where I slammed the door and locked it. My hands shook as I rested my elbows on the edge of the sink, leaned forward, and brushed the damp hair away from my face.

      I couldn’t believe he’d made me do that. I couldn’t believe I’d gone along with him and done it. And I couldn’t believe the way my pulse was racing and my body was hot and tight, not with the humiliation I knew I should be feeling, but with arousal.

      “Dammit.” I braced my hands on the edge of the sink, dropped my head, closed my eyes, and squeezed my thighs together, hoping to force the arousal away. But with my eyes shut, all I could see was the carnal pleasure in Luc’s eyes when he’d stared at my naked sex. And all envisioning that did was fire me up even more.

      A knock sounded, and I jumped. Twisting around, I stared at the door, afraid to move. Afraid to speak.

      The knock sounded again. Followed by, “Open the door, Natalie.”

      A hot rush of desire swept through me at the sound of Luc’s voice, making my thighs tremble and my sex ache. I couldn’t let him see me like this. I knew if he touched me, I’d beg for him to sate this burning need inside me. And I couldn’t give in and beg. I didn’t want him to touch me right now. Not after what he’d just done.

      The door rattled. “Natalie,” he said in a more forceful voice. “Open the door now.”

      I flipped on the water and splashed it over my face, hoping it would cool me down. “J-just a minute.”

      I knew I couldn’t stay locked in here. I had a feeling he’d break the door down if I did. I dried my hands and face with a towel, sucked in three deep breaths, and let them out. Then stared at myself in the mirror until I knew I wouldn’t crack.

      Feeling a tiny bit steadier, I flipped the lock on the door. Luc stood on the other side as I pushed it open, both hands gripping the doorjamb at his sides, his eyes narrowed and very focused. “Are you all right?” he asked in a low voice. “You’ve been in here awhile.”

      My heart raced. I could say yes and ignore what had just happened, but I was sure if I did, he’d only do something like that again. I had to stand up for myself.

      “No.” I gathered my courage. “I’m not all right. I didn’t like that.”

      “Didn’t like what?”

      My face heated all over again, and I held out a hand toward the main cabin. “What you made me do out there. Where people could see.”

      “I don’t care if anyone sees.”

      “Well, I do. That was humiliating.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes.”

      He stepped toward me, filling the small bathroom with his broad shoulders and domineering presence, causing me to move back until I hit the sink. Eyes locked on mine, he pressed his palm across my chest, right over the top of my left breast. “Your heart is racing. It doesn’t feel like you’re humiliated. In fact, if I were to sweep my hand between your legs right now, I bet I’d find your pussy slick and swollen and begging for my cock.”

      I jerked and shoved my hands against his shoulders, a mixture of disbelief, anger, and excitement pumping inside me because I knew he was right. “That’s not the point.”

      He dropped his hand from my body but didn’t move back. “That is the point. Why are you embarrassed by your desires? You shouldn’t be. You’re a very sexual woman, one I find incredibly erotic. I suspected telling you to bare yourself to me would excite you. If I hadn’t thought you’d enjoy it, I wouldn’t have done it.”

      I wasn’t sure I believed that. But I also couldn’t deny I was sexually aroused by what had happened. I was aroused. And I was growing wetter by the minute as he stood close and said these things to me. But deep inside, I was also scared. Scared of the feelings he was stirring in me. Scared of how far they might take me. Scared, especially, of where he wanted me to go.

      “I…” I didn’t know how to tell him any of that. Licking my lips, I stared at the buttons on his expensive white dress shirt as I tried to decide if I even should. I liked what was happening between us. I liked him. But I also recognized that this combustible relationship had the potential to both consume and damage me if I wasn’t careful. And that made me wary. “I don’t… You keep using the word consequences. Was that a consequence for wearing a dress you don’t like? Making me lift my skirt?”

      “I told you I liked your dress. It’s very sexy.”

      His voice was low and calm, and it made me lift my eyes to his. But when I saw the heat and desire swirling in his tempestuous gaze, I swallowed hard because I knew he wasn’t nearly as calm as I thought. A storm roared inside him. One I suspected he wanted to unleash on me. One I craved even though I knew it made me weak.

      “But no. Telling you to lift your skirt was not a consequence for wearing this dress.” His hand closed over mine, and he stepped back, pulling me with him. “I wasn’t going to do this until later, but I sense we both need it now.”

      My heart thundered as he pulled me into the bedroom cabin. He’d closed the door, blocking out the crew, and that only made my pulse beat faster and my skin tingle because I didn’t know what he had planned.

      He sat on the edge of the bed and drew me to stand between his legs, still holding my wrist tightly in his grip. “I told you yesterday that I don’t make love. I dominate. You said you wanted that.”

      “I did.” My stomach quivered as I stared down at him. “Because I wanted you.”

      “Wanted or want?”

      I couldn’t lie to him, not now when I was aching to have him touch me in other places. “Want.”

      His thumb traced a lazy circle against my wrist. “That’s good,” he said in a low voice. “I want you too. But you need to know right now that I don’t just want your body, I want your mind as well. Control is part of who I am. If you want me, then you have to accept that. If this relationship between us is to go anywhere, then I need you to do as I say, when I say. And if you choose not to obey, then you need to be ready to accept the consequences. I, for one, would very much like us to go further than today. Do you, Natalie? Do you want more of us?”

      That word—us—made my whole body tremble. I was falling for this man. Falling hard. He’d captivated me these last few days, and I didn’t want to walk away from him. I did want more. I wanted it so much I was light-headed and ready to abandon every one of my principles. The words left my lips before I could stop them. “I think so.”

      “You think?”

      The disappointment in his voice hit me hard. Before I could stop myself, I said, “Y-yes.”

      “Good.” Relief trickled through his stormy gaze. But just as quickly it was replaced by heat. Heat and a raging desire I felt deep in my bones. “Then you need a consequence for wearing that dress. I’ll let you choose. You can lay your sweet body over my lap and lift your skirt for five swats, or you can wear these until we get to the hotel.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out two tweezers-like objects with rubber tips, connected by a long chain.

      My eyes widened. “What are those?”

      “Nipple clamps.”

      The air caught in my lungs, and my mind spun, trying to make sense of what he was offering. He wanted to spank me or squeeze my nipples with those things that looked like torture devices. My instincts screamed to jerk back and get as far from this man as possible, but my muscles wouldn’t move, and my hammering heart told me I was both horrified and even more excited than before.

      “Which will it be? You have to choose.”

      My fingers shook as I stared down at the nipple clamps, then looked at the size of his hand. My face flamed as I imagined bending over his lap and that hand slapping against my bare ass. I couldn’t do that. The thought of it was just…too shameful to even consider.

      “Natalie?”

      “I’ll take the nipple clamps,” I blurted out.

      Mortification immediately swept through me when the words echoed back to my ears. I couldn’t believe I was doing this. Did I really want this man that much? Why couldn’t I say no to him?

      A victorious grin spread across his lips. He let go of my wrist and slid his arm around my lower spine, pulling me toward him. Heat and his intoxicating scent—jasmine and musk and rum—overwhelmed my senses, making me even more light-headed than before. “Tug the straps of your dress down and let me see those gorgeous breasts.”

      I wanted to say no, but my shaking hands were already moving to my shoulders, sliding the straps of my dress down my arms until the bodice fell at my waist as if his very words controlled my body.

      He focused on the sheer cups covering my breasts. “Now the bra.”

      My whole body trembled, but I pushed the cups beneath my breasts, baring my nipples to his hungry gaze. Between my legs, I felt myself growing wetter.

      “Bellissima.” He leaned forward and licked my right nipple, tracing his tongue around the tip until it tightened and pebbled. My back arched reflexively, and sparks of heat shot straight into my sex.

      Oh…his tongue. My head drifted back, and my eyes slid closed. This didn’t feel like a consequence. It felt soooo good. I rested my hands on his shoulders and pressed my hips against his chest to keep from falling over.

      “Mm.” He growled. “You are absolutely delicious, gattina.”

      I rubbed my pelvis against him, desperate to feel his touch between my legs, eager for release. He’d had me on the edge since I’d awoken this morning and seen him staring at me from across the room with those gorgeous, hungry one-of-a-kind eyes.

      A hard sharp pain ripped through my nipple and echoed through my breast. My eyes jerked open, and I lurched back. “Holy fuck.”

      Luc caught me by the waist and shot to his feet, holding me tight against him. “Breathe through it, Natalie.”

      I gripped his shirt at the shoulders and tried to, but holy crap, it hurt.

      “That’s it,” he whispered, fiddling with the clamp squeezing my nipple. “I loosened it a little. Is that better?”

      I breathed hard and glanced down at the device squeezing my nipple a deep shade of red. It still hurt, but not as intensely as before. As I stared at my breast, the pain shifted to a dull throb. “I…it’s okay.”

      Holy hell, had I just said squeezing my nipple to the point of pain was okay? I was fucking losing it for this man.

      “Let’s do the other one.”

      I closed my eyes and bit my lip as he repeated the process on my other nipple, licking it into a stiff peak, then applying the second clamp. This one hurt, but not nearly as bad, and I wasn’t sure if that was because I’d braced myself to expect the pain, or if he’d set the pressure lighter, or if I was turning into a masochist.

      The last worried me. Really worried me. But before the thought could sink in, Luc’s mouth was on mine, kissing me hard, devouring me with his lips and teeth and tongue until the only thing I could think about was him.

      When he finally drew back so I could breathe, I realized I was pushed up against the wall, trapped between it and his hard, hot, very aroused body.

      “Dio, Natalie. I need to know if you’re wet.” His hand streaked under my skirt and swept between my swollen flesh, stroking my core until I gasped. “Cazzo. You’re absolutely drenched.” He lowered his head and sank his teeth into my neck, then sucked the spot until I shivered. “If we weren’t about to land, I’d fuck you right here until you scream.”

      “Oh yes…” I wanted that. I wanted it so bad, I couldn’t think. I lifted my hips, rubbing against the rod of steel in his pants. “Yes…”

      Luc groaned and rocked against me as his wicked lips pressed a line of kisses up and down my throat.

      A voice came over the intercom, speaking in that frustrating Italian again. Luc stilled against me and slowly lifted his head. “We have to take our seats.”

      Frustration balled inside me. I wanted to scream. I wanted Luc inside me. I wanted to come.

      His face was flushed as he leaned back and tapped the end of the clamp against my right breast. An electrical arc shot straight into my sex, and I groaned.

      Smiling, he leaned down and licked the tip of my tormented nipple. “You are so fucking sexy.”

      My body was on fire, my sex wetter than it had ever been. As Luc gently tugged the cups of my bra up, covering the clamps, more arcs of energy ricocheted between my legs, leaving me light-headed. I bit my lip against a groan. Squeezed my thighs together to assuage the ache. Nothing worked. The only thing that would work, I knew, was Luc’s thick cock, sliding deep inside me.

      Dazed, I stood where I was as he fixed the bodice of my dress and drew the straps back up my shoulders. When he stepped away and pulled me with him, I followed, unable to think. Every movement caused my dress to brush the clamps, sending another wave of electricity straight into my sex. By the time we reached our seats, I was a trembling wet mess of need, and he knew it.

      He buckled my seat belt for me and pulled it tight. Then I felt his lips at my ear, his hot breath washing over my neck, his tongue teasing my lobe.

      “I can smell your arousal from here,” he whispered against me. “Hot and sweet. Can you smell it? Do you know what that is? It’s you submitting to me. And, Dio, it’s fucking sexy as hell. I’m going to make you come so hard when we get to the hotel, you won’t remember your own name.”

      I closed my eyes and whimpered. Not because I didn’t believe him. Not because I didn’t want exactly that. But because I knew he was right. I was submitting. I was giving in to every one of his wicked desires because they turned me on.

      And I was suddenly terrified that was going to ruin me forever.
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      Natalie was a quivering mass of hunger beside me in the car. I couldn’t claim to be much better. I’d been hard as stone ever since I’d seen how turned on she was by the sight of that clamp pinching her tender nipple.

      Just the thought of it brought my head around in the car, and I glanced down at her dress, aching to pull the bodice aside and devour those breasts with my mouth.

      Since we weren’t alone, I shifted against the seat instead and tightened my fingers around hers where our hands rested on the seat between us. The movement did nothing to alleviate the ache in my stiff cock, and feeling Natalie tense beneath my palm only reminded me just how hot and aroused she still was.

      The car pulled to a stop. I immediately popped my door open and pulled Natalie with me, desperate to get to the hotel. Her top teeth sank into her bottom lip as she stood and faced me. I took in her flushed cheeks and glazed eyes and knew she was suffering. Not from pain but from an intense arousal she needed released.

      Fuck, I needed it too. I was more turned on than I’d ever been, and if I didn’t get inside her soon, I was afraid I might just lose it.

      Taking her hand, I pulled her with me. “Come on. Just a few minutes more.”

      I led her out of the parking lot and onto the dock while the driver got our bags. Ten feet from the water taxi, Natalie jerked back hard on my arm, and said, “No.”

      Annoyance pulsed through me that she was fighting me now when we were minutes from complete and utter bliss. I turned toward her, intent on reminding her of that, but froze when I saw her eyes.

      They weren’t glazed and lust-filled as they’d been in the car. These eyes were wide and brimmed with fear. Panic drained the color from her face as she yanked her hand from mine and scrambled backward on the dock, gripping the railing at her side until her fingers turned white. “No, no, no,” she muttered.

      One glance over my shoulder told me her eyes were locked on the boat waiting to take us to our hotel.

      “Hey.” I approached her slowly, confused by what was going on. “Everything’s okay.”

      She let me wrap my arms around her, but I could feel her racing heart against me, and the way her fingertips dug into my pecs and she shook her head quickly from side to side told me this wasn’t just fear. It was terror.

      “You don’t understand,” she whispered against me. “I can’t get on that thing. I can’t swim. Please don’t make me get on that.”

      She trembled and clung to me like I was her last lifeline. My pulse shot up as I held her tight and rubbed a hand along her back, trying to soothe her. “Nothing bad is going to happen. These water taxis go back and forth all the time.”

      “No.” Panic hitched her voice higher. “I can do almost anything you ask me to do, but not this.”

      “I know you’re scared, but—”

      “You don’t understand.” Her voice spiked. “My father threw me out of our boat and into the lake when I was five. He was trying to force me to learn to swim because he thought I was a sissy for being afraid. I sucked in too much water, and I almost drowned. The paramedics had to come. I haven’t been able to go near a boat since. I haven’t—”

      “Okay.” My own heart pounded hard at the scene she painted in my mind. “Okay,” I said again, in part to reassure myself that she was okay but also to calm my suddenly raging temper at what had been done to her. “We won’t get on the boat. I’ll have the taxi take our luggage to the hotel, and you and I will walk.”

      She buried her face in my chest and shook. “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “When you said we were going to Venice, I was so excited. I thought I would be okay, but then I saw the boat, and I just—”

      “Shh.” I held her tighter. “It’s okay. I’m not upset.”

      She relaxed into me. Her hands slid around my back, and she turned her cheek until it rested just above my heart in a way that was so tender, everything inside me ached to console her.

      “I don’t understand you,” she whispered long minutes later.

      “What don’t you understand?” I asked, tracing my hand up and down her spine.

      “How you can be so caring when a few minutes ago you wanted to…”

      My chest contracted. “When I wanted to hurt you?”

      She swallowed against me and whispered, “Yes.”

      Her vulnerability absolutely shattered me, and the way she clung to me filled my soul with so much sweetness, my heart felt as if it might burst.

      Framing her face, I drew back and looked down into her damp eyes. “Did the clamps really hurt you? For more than a few seconds?”

      “No.”

      “Do your nipples hurt now?”

      She blushed. “No. They’re…tingly.”

      “And are you wet?”

      Her eyelids dropped. “Yes,” she whispered.

      “Natalie.” I tipped her chin higher, forcing her to meet my eyes. Forcing her to see the truth. I was already demolishing my plan, not even twelve hours after I’d made it, but I didn’t care. I knew in the long run what I was about to admit might make things worse, but I needed her to understand. She’d just laid herself bare before me, and I wanted to give her the same. Yes, I needed her to listen to me so I could keep her safe, but not at the expense of damaging what was so precious inside her. I wasn’t my father. I wasn’t my brother. I’d hate myself forever if I truly broke her.

      I brushed my thumb across her jaw. “I’m not a sadist. What I do, I don’t do for pain. It’s for pleasure. To train your mind and body to surrender to someone who only wants to please you.”

      Her gaze searched mine. Aroused yet wary at the same time. “I’m not like those models back in New York. I can’t call you sir like they did with Gio.”

      The corner of my mouth tipped up. “Why would you do that? Sir is an admission someone else has power. I know your mind too well, Ms. James. You’d never admit I’m in control.”

      A shy smile pulled at her lips as she looked down at my shirt, and it was so sweet, so pure, it revved my heart and made me realize this woman had absolutely no idea what she could do to me.

      I shouldn’t say anything else. I’d already revealed way more than was safe, but I couldn’t seem to stop. “I won’t lie and say I don’t want to dominate you, because I do. But I wouldn’t even try if you didn’t enjoy it just as much. Last night, when I saw the way you reacted to me, it made me crazed to give you more. You think I have the power here, but I don’t. You do. You can shatter me with a single look. You can make me melt with just a smile. And when you trust me, like you did on the plane, it makes me absolutely fucking weak. I don’t want to hurt you. I want to open your eyes and take you places you never knew were possible. I want you so desperate for my touch you can’t think, only feel, only give in to the desires I know you hide. And then I want to touch you and hold you and kiss you until you feel safe and know you’re mine. Because you are. You were mine the moment you let that dress fall to the floor last night. You were mine the second you let me touch you.”

      Her eyes darkened. And her mouth was on mine before I could take a breath, her tongue sliding between my lips and over mine to drive me completely wild.

      Desire raced through my veins like an electrical shock as I gripped her jaw harder and took control of the kiss, tasting her deeper, letting all the lust and hunger inside me free.

      Her arms slid up my back. Her hands tightened in my shirt. Against my lips, she whispered, “I need you. I need you right now.”

      I groaned because I needed her too. So fucking bad. My dick was a rod of steel.

      Sucking in air, I lifted my head and glanced over the dock and the buildings around us, looking for anywhere even semiprivate I could drag her and satisfy this burning hunger inside us both. “Our hotel’s on the other side of the city. It’ll take us at least a half hour to get there on foot.” Probably longer because I’d be in pain the whole way. “Cazzo.”

      She lowered her face to my throat and fisted my shirt tighter at my back. “H-how long by boat?”

      I stilled and looked down at her. “Ten minutes.”

      “I can’t walk like this for a half hour.” She turned her face into my throat and trembled. “If we take the boat, will you—”

      “I’ll protect you.” My pulse raced. “Nothing will happen to y—”

      “No, I meant will you keep me distracted so I can’t see?” she asked in a small voice. “If I don’t see the water, maybe I won’t…freak out.”

      My heart cracked open wide, and I completely fell for this woman, right there on the dock. She might struggle with the thought of submission, but she was giving herself to me in the midst of her greatest fear, and she didn’t even realize it.

      “I can do that.” I lifted her into my arms, my heart racing as I turned toward the boat. “Hold on to me. And keep your face pressed to my neck.”

      Her arms wound tightly around my shoulders, and she buried her face in the space between my throat and collarbone. She tensed as I headed down the dock and stepped into the boat. Holding her closer, I moved beneath the canopy where the wind and spray wouldn’t reach us, then sat and cradled her on my lap, stroking one hand up and down her spine and the other across her thigh to reassure her.

      The water taxi’s engine hummed as we pushed away from the dock, and her whole body went rigid against me. Afraid she might stop breathing, I leaned close to her ear and whispered all the naughty things I planned to do to her when we reached the hotel. And to distract her, I bumped the nipple clamp still attached to her breast with my elbow.

      She groaned and breathed hot against my neck. My dick swelled even more, making it painful to sit.

      The short trip through the Grand Canal was the longest of my life. I’d always found this city breathtaking, but tonight I didn’t see the early evening lights flickering off the water. I didn’t see the gondolas or the Old World architecture or even the arched bridges. All I saw was her—this gorgeous, vulnerable, powerful woman who had ensnared me with her sweetness.

      I was sweating by the time we reached the dock to the Gritti Palace. Pushing to my feet, I tightened my arms around her and climbed out of the boat. She gasped against me but held on tighter. I knew I could put her down now that we were on land, but I didn’t want to add any kind of delay.

      I carried her into the hotel and lowered her feet to the ground only so I could check us in. Ten minutes later, I had her pressed up against the wall of the elevator as I devoured her mouth.

      “Luc,” she gasped, lifting her leg over my hip and pressing all her hot wet heat against me while she clawed at my back. “I can’t wait.”

      I couldn’t either. I was past the point of reason. I slid my hands under her ass and lifted her off the floor. She immediately wrapped her legs around my waist and kissed me harder.

      The elevator came to a stop, and the doors opened. I didn’t look to see if anyone was waiting for the lift. Didn’t even care. Keeping my lips on hers, I carried her down the hall to our room and pressed her spine up against the door long enough to use the key. Once inside, I slammed the door, shifted her around, and trapped her between the hard wood and my even harder body.

      “Cazzo, Natalie. I need to feel how wet you are.” My blood pumped hard and fast, condensing in my cock as I wrapped one arm around her to hold her up and used the other to slide two fingers straight into her pussy.

      “Oh yes…” She tightened around me. “More.”

      She was absolutely dripping. My erection throbbed with the need to thrust hard and deep inside her. I growled and kissed her, unable to wait another second. Pulling my hand free of her slick center, I grappling with my belt.

      She groaned at the loss of my touch. But the instant I let her down, her hands shot right to my fly, tugging the button open and ripping the zipper down. I reached for a condom from my pocket. Her soft, hot, tantalizing fingers darted into my pants and found my cock. I grunted at her wicked-hot touch and leaned forward to kiss her. She wrapped her hand around my shaft and squeezed, sliding her fist up to cuff the head, then working it back down. Pleasure arced through me. There was no way I was going to last if she kept that up.

      “Santo Dio, stop. You’re making me fucking mad.”

      She giggled, and the sound was so light, so right, so perfect, I couldn’t help but smile as I sheathed myself.

      Reaching for her, I lifted her off the floor once more. Her legs immediately slid around my waist. I nipped at her lower lip. “That giggle is going to get you fucked, Ms. James.”

      “Yes, yes, yes.” She gripped my shoulders and kissed me. “Oh yes, Luc, now, now please now.”

      Her plea was gasoline to a spark. I thrust deep inside her. She gasped at the tight fit, and the sound heightened my lust and made me groan. Drawing partway out, I drove inside her again, wanting to get as deep as I possibly could when I exploded, which I knew wouldn’t take long after how worked up she’d made me.

      “Oh fuck.” Her head dropped back against the door, and her eyes slid closed in pure ecstasy. “That feels like heaven. Don’t stop. Don’t you dare stop.”

      I couldn’t. I was too far gone. Ready to detonate. Grasping her dress at the bodice, I pulled hard. Fabric tore as I flexed my hips and plunged inside her again and again. Finding the front clasp on her bra, I flicked it free. Her gorgeous breasts spilled into my hand. I fingered the right nipple clamp. She moaned long and deep. Every time the small metal clasp moved, her pussy tightened around my cock to almost painful levels.

      “I’m gonna take this off,” I grunted, driving into her harder. “It’s going to hurt when the blood rushes back to your nipple, but it’ll make you come so hard, you won’t care. Are you ready?”

      She lifted her head, tightened her arms around my shoulders. Lust glazed her eyes when they held on mine. “Do it.”

      I pulled the clasp free. Her whole body jerked, and she cried out as her pussy pulsed around my aching cock with the force of her orgasm.

      I thrust harder. Faster. Couldn’t stop. Shoving aside the other half of her bra, I released the second clasp. Another orgasm hit her the instant it was free, this one even stronger than the last, making her scream so loud I knew anyone in the hall or elevator could hear her. And as it claimed her, it triggered my release.

      The orgasm streaked down my spine and exploded in my balls, erupting with so much force, I lost all ability to think or see or even hear. All I could do was feel. Feel her giving me everything I’d never known I’d wanted.

      Finally giving me a reason to truly live.

      

      It made zero sense, but after the amazing evening Natalie had given me, I felt…guilty.

      As I lay in bed later with her curled against me, her hand drawing lazy circles against my chest, her sexy legs entwined with mine beneath the sheet, I tried to shove aside the guilt but couldn’t. We’d shared a delicious dinner naked in our elegant suite, had pleasured each other until we were both weak, and now we were comfortably silent as the twinkling lights of Venice shone through the windows.

      Except…I wasn’t comfortable. This pressure in my chest told me I was a hypocrite. This woman knew almost everything about who I was inside, and yet I’d shared virtually nothing about where I’d come from or what had shaped me into the man I’d become. I knew all about her jackass father. I knew how her best friend’s death had changed her plans for the future. I even knew about that louse of a lover who hadn’t appreciated or pleasured her in the ways she deserved. She’d given me almost everything, and I’d shared nearly nothing. If I truly wanted her to belong to me, I had to make myself as vulnerable as she’d been with me on that dock.

      I skimmed my hand down her arm as I stared up at the coffered ceiling and gathered my courage. “I hate Italy.”

      Her fingers stopped their lazy circles against my chest. “You do?”

      “With a passion.”

      “You haven’t acted like you hate it.”

      “That’s because you’re here with me. If I hadn’t been desperate to get you away from my brother, I wouldn’t have come on this trip. I’d have sent someone else and stayed as far away as I could.”

      She pushed up on her elbow and smiled at me. The warmth in her eyes told me she liked that answer. The heat resurging in my veins told me I liked her liking that answer.

      “Speaking of your brother.” Her gaze dropped to my throat. “He texted me.”

      My stomach tightened because I didn’t like the sound of that. “When?”

      “At the Cipriani fashion show.”

      “What did he want?”

      Her gaze lifted back to mine. “To tell me his new assistant is terrible and that he wants me to join him in the Caribbean.”

      My jaw clenched reflexively. I’d known Giovanni wouldn’t leave her alone. When my brother set his sights on something, there was very little that could be done to distract him. If I hadn’t known before that bringing Natalie with me to Italy was the right decision, I did now. She wouldn’t have been safe in New York even with Giovanni thousands of miles away. “And what did you tell him?”

      “Well.” A sexy smirk tugged at her lush mouth as she glanced up toward the ceiling. “I have always wanted to lie on a white sand beach, soaking up the rays.”

      She was teasing me. Instead of growing jealous or angry, the pressure and guilt I’d felt before slowly slipped away. “Oh, is that tempting to you?”

      She grinned and looked down at me once more. “Only if you’re there with me.”

      Something warm and light filled my chest. I slid my fingers into her hair, knowing I didn’t deserve this woman who was both sweet and good, wanting her even more.

      “But no,” she went on. “Your brother is definitely not tempting to me. And I didn’t respond to his text. I ignored him.”

      A relief I hadn’t known I needed slid though me. “Don’t worry about Giovanni. I’ll make sure he leaves you alone.”

      She studied me for several seconds, and I was sure she was going to ask about my tenuous relationship with my degenerate brother. But instead, she said, “I thought you lived here in Italy before you took over at Covet.”

      I sighed, happy for the change in subject, and ran my hand down her silky hair. “I haven’t lived here for years. Before I was summoned to Covet, I was building sailboats in the tropics.”

      “No.” An adorably pointed look filled her eyes as her smile faded, and she tipped her head and stared at me. “Please tell me you’re lying. You did not build boats.”

      I couldn’t help myself. I laughed, and damn, it felt good to laugh. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d had anything to laugh about.

      I tugged her onto my chest and brushed the hair back from her face as she peered up at me. “I did. I built gorgeous wooden sailboats. They’d scare the shit out of you. I’m getting hard just thinking about taking you out on one.”

      “That is not funny.”

      Smiling, I lifted my head and pressed a kiss to the corner of her mouth. “No, it’s not funny. The way you held on to me on our ride through the Grand Canal was hotter than hell.”

      She sighed and let me kiss her mouth. But before I could take the kiss deeper, she drew back and blinked at me. “So how long ago were you building these horrible sailboats?”

      “Two months ago.”

      A shocked look filling her eyes. “Only two months ago?”

      I nodded. Had she thought I’d been in New York longer? For the first time, I wondered if she’d believed I’d had anything to do with her friend’s death.

      I braced myself for that question. Braced myself to hear her ask whether or not I’d known Elena McCabe personally. But she surprised me when instead she asked, “Why were you building boats in the tropics when your family is independently wealthy and considered royalty in this country? Does it have something to do with that scary tattoo on your leg?”

      I’d hoped she hadn’t seen that tattoo. The ouroboros on my inner calf—the snake with wings swallowing its tail—wasn’t something I liked people to see. I thought I’d kept her eyes distracted from that part of my body when I was naked, but this woman clearly didn’t miss a thing. “No,” I lied. “Not because of that.”

      “Good, because it’s beautiful artwork. Does it have a special meaning to you?”

      My stomach twisted. Yes, but not one I wanted to tell her. “No,” I heard myself say. “Nothing more than stupidity in my youth.”

      She smiled. “I was just curious because I knew someone back in college who had the same birthmark in his iris as you. He called it a snake in the eye. Kinda like your tattoo.”

      That was a connection I did not need her making.

      “So tell me why you ran away to the tropics,” she said, relaxing against me.

      I exhaled, relieved she wasn’t pushing to know more about my birth defect or my  tattoo. Even more relieved she wasn’t grilling me about Elena McCabe. “Because my father and I don’t get along.”

      “That sounds familiar.” She rolled her eyes.

      I fought back a burst of anger at the mention of her dick of a father. As far as I was concerned, it was a good thing he was dead.

      “It’s different,” I said, focusing on how soft her hair felt against my fingers as I twirled a strand near her face. “I’m the oldest. The fact I never wanted to be part of the family business has been a source of contention between us.”

      “How old were you when you left?”

      “Twenty.” I stared at her hair twined around my finger, remembering that day like it was yesterday. The moonlight. The circle. The screams that came after.

      I shook my head to rid myself of the images threatening to drag me under and refocused on her sweet and curious face. “My father wasn’t happy when he learned I’d left. My mother convinced him I needed to sow my oats before taking my rightful place with the family.”

      “But I thought you’d been here recently. Sofia’s mother said you were in their restaurant just a few years ago.”

      “I was.” I skimmed my thumb over a small circular scar near her temple. “What’s this from?”

      “Chicken pox. Focus, Luc. Sofia?”

      One corner of my lips tipped up. This woman would make a great investigator. When she wanted answers, she wasn’t easily distracted.

      I sighed. “I come back every couple of years to keep the peace with my parents. I never stay long. I stopped into Sofia’s family restaurant on my last trip.”

      She laid one hand on top of the other on my chest and rested her chin on her hands. “So why did you agree to the job at Covet now?”

      “I didn’t have much of a choice. After my uncle had his heart attack, my father decided I’d spent too much time trying to find myself and ordered me to New York. Trust me, acting CEO of a fashion magazine was never on my list of career choices.”

      “Yet you gave up your life in the tropics because your family needs you. That’s very admirable.”

      I nearly huffed. It wasn’t admirable. If she knew the real purpose of Covet, she’d run screaming out of this room and I’d never see her again.

      My chest tightened. I couldn’t let that happen. I needed her with me. I couldn’t explain why. I knew I was being selfish. I knew she’d be so much better off without me. But I didn’t want to let her go, because she was like a spark to my soul, giving me strength, giving me life. Somehow I’d find a way to keep her safe. And, hopefully, somehow I’d find a way to keep my family and our House and everything it represented secret from her.

      “I think I understand why you like control so much,” she said softly.

      I gazed down into her blue eyes, and my blood warmed as thoughts of making her submit to every one of my filthy desires filled my mind. I slid my fingers through her hair and around to cup the back of her head. “You do, huh?”

      “Mm-hm. You like to dominate because so much of your life is out of your control.”

      I was stunned at the way she could see right to the heart of me. This woman who’d only been with me a week had burrowed her way inside me and latched on to my soul, seeing parts of me no one else ever had. Any woman could bend to my will, but this woman—this gorgeous, strong, innocent woman—was embracing my darkness, forever owning a piece of me I could never take back. And that didn’t just make me hard, it made me desperate for more. Desperate for her.

      My heart raced, and every inch of my body came to life. With one hand at her hip, I rolled her to her back until she was pinned beneath me. My straining erection pressed against her leg, telling her exactly what I wanted. “I’m going to devour you, Natalie. You know that, don’t you? If you stay with me, I’m going to own you—body and soul—and draw you into my shadow until you are utterly and irretrievably lost in me.”

      Her soft blue gaze held mine. “I’m already lost in you, Luc. So lost I feel like I’ve finally been found.”

      Her words burned through the last of my walls. Her eyes engulfed my soul. I claimed her mouth in a hard, hot, burning kiss that unleashed every ounce of my passion. I’d said I would ruin her. I’d said I would devour her. With two simple sentences, she’d completely shredded me to the point where I was the one who was forever ruined by her.

      I was the one who’d just been devoured. Heart, mind, body, and soul.

      Natalie James owned me. And I had never felt so free.

      

      I had the best day I could remember having.

      After a late breakfast in bed, we walked all over the city like tourists. I showed her the Rialto Bridge, and we strolled through shops sharing a gelato—a treat I was quickly learning she loved. We toured the Gallerie dell’Accademia and studied the pre-nineteenth-century art. I bought her a painting from a street vendor who flirted shamelessly with her and told me I was a lucky man. I didn’t need to be told that. I already knew. As I held her hand, I purposely got us lost between the tall buildings in narrow passageways where I could kiss her until she was breathless. When I found a dark corner hidden from view, I slid my hand beneath her yellow dress and my fingers into her slick pussy until she groaned.

      I adored the way her body responded to my touch. I savored the way she accepted even the dirtiest of my desires, only protesting when she thought someone might see. And I loved how she could make me breathless with a soft groan, with a brush of her seductive lips against mine, with a single raw look from across the room that told me she was mine.

      I’d never wanted any woman to belong to me like this. I’d never wanted the responsibility not just of pleasuring a woman for any length of time, but of cherishing and protecting her too. But with Natalie, I was ready for all of that. I was ready for everything.

      We ended our day in Piazza San Marco. We toured the Doge’s Palace and walked through St. Mark’s Basilica. As the sun set and the lights came on, we dined and sipped wine at an outdoor trattoria, listening to music from a small orchestra as it echoed through the square. I’d never felt so at peace. I’d never felt so free. I signed the bill for our dinner and reached for Natalie’s hand, bringing it to my lips to kiss and nip at her succulent skin, knowing I had her to thank for this feeling. I planned to show her the true meaning of desirable as soon as we got back to our suite.

      Luckily, our hotel wasn’t far from St. Mark’s Square. I threaded my fingers with hers as we walked back to the hotel and twisted our joined arms behind her back as I nipped at her earlobe and whispered all the things I was going to do to her as soon as we were alone.

      As we neared the hotel, I released her hand and let her step in front of me through both sets of double doors. The lobby was sparsely populated with guests checking in and others lounging on couches as they sipped wine or discussed their evening plans. I was anxious to get Natalie up to our room and naked. With my hands on her hips, ushering her ahead of me, I pressed a kiss to her temple and was just about to steer her toward the elevator when I spotted a fifty-something woman rising from a high-backed chair to my left.

      Everything inside me went cold, and my feet slowed to a stop as I let go of Natalie. My mother was just as elegant and cultured as she’d always been—her dark hair cut into a sleek bob, her slim body covered in a crisp blue skirt and matching jacket from some designer I couldn’t care less about. At fifty-seven, her skin showed very little age, but it was her pale, almost translucent blue eyes that worried me. Eyes that locked on me like a hawk targeting its prey the moment I stepped through the door.

      Natalie turned toward me when she realized I’d stopped, her brow drawing together in confusion at what I knew was my icy expression. “Luc? Is everything all right?”

      I couldn’t answer her. All I could do was stare at my mother as she crossed the inlaid floor straight for us. My adrenaline surged. At my side, my hand curled into a fist born of helplessness.

      “Go upstairs,” I said in a low voice, not looking toward Natalie.

      “But I don’t—”

      “Don’t back talk me right now,” I snapped. “It’s not a question, it’s an order.”

      Her mouth fell open in shock. Her blue eyes widened as she stared up at me with disbelief and horror at the way I was talking to her.

      I didn’t care. This was one of those moments when she had to listen to me. I’d been an idiot to confess to her she had any kind of power over me. The only way I was going to keep her safe was to keep her in fucking line. I knew that now—too damn late.

      My mother drew closer, the click of her heels across the gleaming floor like cannon fire in my ears.

      “Go now,” I hissed from between clenched teeth, not wanting Natalie anywhere near this woman.

      Natalie recoiled as if I’d slapped her, and her face flushed red with embarrassment and mortification. She twisted away from me.

      “Luciano?” My mother’s voice stopped Natalie’s movement and brought Natalie’s head around. Silently, I cursed my stupidity for bringing her to Italy, for touching her when I knew I should have left her alone, for putting both of us in this fucking position.

      “There you are,” my mother said in crisp English. “I’ve been waiting here for over an hour.” She turned her calculating gaze toward Natalie, and smiled in what I knew was a condescending way. “So this is the girl who’s been monopolizing your time and keeping you from your duties.” My mother held out her gloved hand. “I’m Francesca Salvatici, Luciano’s mother.”

      “Uh.” Natalie shook my mother’s hand. “I’m Natalie James. It’s nice to meet you.”

      “Likewise.” My mother’s patronizing smile widened, curling her red-painted lips until she looked like the Joker. I had no doubt she knew exactly who Natalie was. “It’s always nice to meet Luciano’s friends. He rarely comes home. I was hurt to learn my firstborn son was in country from the news.” My mother’s shrewd gaze darted toward me. “You told your father you wouldn’t be attending Rome’s fashion week.”

      I clenched my jaw to keep my temper in check and to keep from making a scene. “Ms. James is my assistant. And she’s going up to her room now, aren’t you, Ms. James?”

      From the corner of my eye, I saw the way Natalie’s spine stiffened and her face flushed all over again. Casting my mother a tight smile, she said, “Yes, I-I was. It was nice to meet you Mrs.—”

      “Oh, Luciano.” My mother waved her gloved hand at me and frowned. “Stop ordering the poor girl around like Giovanni does the little tartlets who swoon over him.” My mother turned her devious eyes on Natalie. “Don’t let him frighten you, my dear. He’s all bark and no bite. Now, you’re dating my son, aren’t you? I might be old, but I’m not blind.”

      “Well, I—” Natalie’s worried gaze darted to me, then away. “I suppose you c—”

      “Suppose nothing.” My mother’s eyes filled with self-satisfaction, and she pinned me with a hard look. “Your father expects you to come home for a visit while you’re in country. And to bring your assistant with you to meet the family.”

      Terror clawed at my throat. Terror and a blinding rage that colored everything red.

      My mother saw it and smiled acerbically. Without looking away from me, she said, “Natalie, dear, would you be so kind as to give us a moment alone?”

      “Um, sure.” Natalie cast me another worried glance, but I couldn’t meet her eyes. All I could do was stare at the woman who’d given me life, yet had let my father take it away the moment I’d drawn air.

      I waited until Natalie moved to a couch across the lobby, out of earshot, before I opened my mouth. “I’m not taking her home.”

      “Yes, you will,” my mother tossed back. “You’ll bring her home tomorrow, and you’ll do so without incident. The sordid pictures of you carting her out of the Cipriani fashion show are in all the tabloids. Clearly this young woman means something to you. The family has a vested interest in any woman you choose to get close to.”

      My pulse was a whir in my ears. “She means nothing to me,” I lied. “She’s just a dumb American I’m using while I’m here. I’ll dump her as soon as I get back to New York.”

      “Oh, Luciano.” My mother’s eyes filled with pity as she stepped close and patted my cheek with her gloved hand. “You’ve always been too softhearted. It’s your greatest weakness. You also live in a web of denial. Your destiny will be upon you before you know it. The sooner you accept it, the better off we’ll all be.”

      With a sigh, she dropped her hand and looked past me. “Natalie, dear. Come back here, please.”

      My whole body grew tight and hot with an anger I only barely held back. At my side, I sensed Natalie step near but I couldn’t turn to look at her.

      “Luciano is going to bring you to the villa tomorrow. Have you ever been to Tuscany?”

      “No.” Natalie glanced up at me—at my hard jaw and enraged eyes—then back at my mother. “Never.”

      “Wonderful. You’re in for a treat.” She looked back at me. “Luciano? Give your mother a kiss. My driver is waiting.”

      My muscles vibrated with restrained rage, but I leaned down and kissed my mother’s cheek like the good boy she thought I was.

      She smiled sweetly, then looked at Natalie. “I’ll see you both tomorrow.”

      Her heels clicked across the floor, echoing like a doomed drumbeat at my back. Beside me, Natalie said, “Are you all right?”

      I moved straight for the elevator. No, I wasn’t all right. I was as far from all right as a person could get. My blood churned with hate and disgust until it was a frenzy in my veins, growing hotter by the second, threatening to erupt in a firestorm of fury. I didn’t want to unleash it in public. I didn’t want to unleash it on Natalie. I feared it was already too late to stop it from happening.

      Because everything I’d thought was perfect was crumbling around me. I’d stupidly convinced myself bringing Natalie to Italy would keep her safe, but now I knew the truth.

      My inability to resist a woman I never should have touched had made her a target. In my quest to do the right thing, I’d fucked my life up good. And now, because there was no way for Natalie to escape the clutches of my family, I’d fucked hers to hell as well.
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      Luc wouldn’t talk to me. He wouldn’t even look at me. I knew that was a bad sign.

      The scene in the lobby replayed in my mind as we rode the elevator up to our room in silence. My stomach twisted at the look I’d seen in his eyes as soon as he’d spotted his mother.

      The flirty, tender man I’d spent the day with was gone. In his place was one who looked as if he could tear walls down with his bare hands.

      A ribbon of fear threaded through me, but I reminded myself he was still the same man who’d saved me from that party in New York. The same man who’d rescued me from that right-wing fanatic in Rome. The same man who’d touched my heart in a mere matter of days with his kindness and strength and unrelenting passion.

      The elevator doors opened with a ping. Luc stalked out of the car, moved down the hallway, and unlocked our door. It flung hard against the wall with a clack. Stomach tight, I followed him into the suite and quietly closed the door at my back.

      I didn’t know what exactly was wrong. All he’d told me was that he didn’t get along with his father. I could see how that might not make him want to go home, but I sensed there was something more he wasn’t telling me, something that was eating away at him now like a disease. The only thing I wanted was to rescue him from his torment the way he’d rescued me time and again.

      “Luc,” I said softly from the entry hall, watching him move through the living room, shoulders tight, back rigid, every muscle in his body coiled and flexed beneath the khakis and white button-down shirt he wore. “Luc, stop and talk to me.”

      He didn’t turn, but his feet did come to a halt. “Go in the bedroom and lock the door.”

      My heart picked up speed at his icy tone, one that was even more menacing than when he’d told me to stay away from David Bonello. I knew he was teetering on the edge of that control that ruled him, just as I knew the safest thing for me to do would be to follow his order, but I couldn’t. Not because I wanted to defy him, but because I sensed he needed me right now. He needed someone on his side. He needed someone to love him.

      And I did. My heart contracted as I stared at his tense back. I loved all of him. I loved his gentle side, I loved his playful side, I even loved the darkness buried inside him because it was part of what made him him. After this last week, after the things he’d made me feel, I could no sooner turn away from him than I could turn away from myself.

      My pulse raced like wildfire as I stepped up behind him, and I swallowed hard because I knew he was going to be upset with me for not doing what he wanted, but I didn’t care. This mattered. He mattered.

      “No,” I said softly. “Luc, tell me what happened with your mother that upset you so.”

      “Porca troia,” he growled, rounding on me. I sucked in a sharp breath at the fury darkening his features and turning his gray eyes to raging tempests. “I don’t have to tell you anything. You’re nothing but a lowly assistant. Get your ass in that damn bedroom right now and lock the fucking door.”

      My skin prickled at his words, but I recognized he was still trying to keep me safe—from what, though, I wasn’t sure. “No, I’m not leaving you like this. Talk to me. Tell me what’s going on.” I reached for his hand. “I want to help.”

      He wrenched his arm out of my reach. “You can’t help me. You’re the goddamn problem. If it weren’t for you, I wouldn’t be in this fucking mess at all.”

      My stomach caved in. I told myself he didn’t mean it—he was upset. But a tiny part of me couldn’t help hear the truth in those words. I took a shaky step toward him. “Luc—”

      “Dio dannato. I told you to get the hell away from me, Natalie.” He yanked a lamp free from the table at his side and hurled it toward the far wall. I gasped and jerked as it shattered into pieces and clattered to the floor. “Get in that room and lock the damn door before I fucking hurt you!”

      My heartbeat whirred in my ears as I stared at him, wide-eyed from both shock and horror. Every instinct inside me said to run, that he’d already passed the point of no return, but my heart wouldn’t let me. He was in pain. It was coming out as anger, but I knew deep down it was pain, and I couldn’t—I wouldn’t—let him suffer through it alone.

      “No,” I said again. “I’m not leaving you. You need me.”

      “I don’t need you,” he sneered. “I needed a body to fuck and use, and you were willing.”

      His words hit me hard. A swift punch to the gut. But I stood my ground and shook my head. “That’s not true.”

      “It is true.” He was on top of me in seconds, staring down at me with malice and rage. “I saw the way you reacted to that orgy in New York. Why else do you think I targeted you?” He laughed, a menacing sound that made the hair on my nape stand straight. “I went after you because I knew you were an easy lay. I knew you’d let me do whatever deranged thing I wanted to do to you. And I was fucking right.”

      My face flamed with anger and humiliation, but I knew in my heart he didn’t mean what he was saying. “That’s not true,” I said in a voice that shook even though I tried to keep it steady. “You’re upset right now, and you’re taking it out on me, but I don’t believe you. I know the real you, and this isn’t it.”

      His hands clamped around my upper arms, and he shoved me back against the wall. I gasped at both his tight grip and the way he held me pinned to the unforgiving stucco.

      “You think you know the real me? This is the real me. You called me a fucking beast, remember? I am a beast. I’m brutal and I’m savage, and I don’t give a damn what you think about me. You, on the other hand, you’re just a stupid girl who doesn’t know what she’s gotten herself into. Stupid girls who don’t do what they’re told get used like fuck toys in my world. Is that what you want?” His grip tightened. “Is it?”

      Pain ricocheted through my arms, bringing tears to my eyes. My heart pounded so hard, I knew he had to hear it. He was waiting for me to back down, waiting for me to crumble. And I wanted to. I wanted to scream at him to let me go so I could run. But something inside me knew if I did, everything between us would shatter like that lamp. And I didn’t want that. I wanted him. I wanted us.

      A knot formed in my throat when I realized how I could get through to him. I swallowed hard as I stared into his wild eyes and the idea spun in my head. He’d told me on the dock that I held the power in this relationship. He’d said when I trusted him, I could make him absolutely weak. Submission was about trust, wasn’t it? About trusting another person not only with your body, but with your heart and mind as well?

      My pulse beat even faster, and my palms grew sweaty. I’d learned to be fiercely independent from a young age. I’d shut people out and built walls around my heart so I couldn’t be hurt. I’d never let anyone—especially a man—get too close because I knew loving someone required a form of surrender I wasn’t willing to give.

      But with Luc… Letting him in, trusting him, loving him didn’t make me feel any less of a woman. It didn’t shatter who I was inside. It made me strong. It made me powerful. It made me feel whole… probably for the first time in my entire damn life.

      “I want you,” I whispered, lifting my eyes to his before I could change my mind. “I want to give you whatever you need. And if that’s me, then yes. I want you to use me in any and every way you want.”

      Something shifted in his eyes, and he released my arms as if they’d burned him. I saw the disbelief churning in his stormy gaze. I saw the doubt. I knew this was the moment I either went all-in with this man who’d changed my entire world in a mere matter of days, or the moment I left him forever.

      My heart felt as if it might fly right out of my chest, but I grasped the hem of my yellow sundress and tugged it up my body and over my head. It fell to the floor at my side, but I didn’t look at it. I didn’t look at him. My whole body trembled as I dropped to my knees in front of him and twisted my hands behind my back, keeping my gaze on his shoes.

      Long minutes passed where the only sound I heard was my roaring pulse and his heavy breaths above me. I wanted to look up. I was terrified of what I’d see if I looked up.

      Tears burned the backs of my eyes, and I squeezed my eyelids tighter as I knelt in front of him in nothing but my lacy white bra and thong. My heart and soul were completely laid bare for him to either cherish or demolish, and I was deathly afraid of which he would choose to do, but I knew I was making the right choice. I needed this. I needed it probably more than he did. I needed to know if I could truly trust another person with everything I was or if love was only a myth.

      “Natalie,” he said in a harsh voice. “Look up at me.”

      I blinked damp lashes and gathered my courage. Slowly, I lifted my gaze to his. His eyes were still rough swirling storms, but they were no longer enraged. They were tinged with something else. With an emotion that seemed to almost…overwhelm him.

      “Ho un debole per te.” His hand slid into my hair, and he dropped to his knees in front of me. “Vieni qui e baciami.”

      I had no idea what he said, but when he pulled me to him and kissed me, I didn’t care.

      His tongue plunged into my mouth, claiming me with a hunger I hadn’t known was in him. It wasn’t brutal, it wasn’t savage as he’d threatened. It was fervent and possessive, sucking up all the air around me, consuming me from the outside in. All I could do was moan. All my heart could do was beat faster. All my body could do was surrender fully to every one of his demands.

      I kissed him back, tangling my tongue with his as he wrapped an arm around my waist and pulled me onto his lap. My legs spread on instinct, and I straddled his hips as he sat back on his heels and pulled me close. The hard line of his erection rubbed against my clit. My hands landed on his shoulders. He kissed me deeper, holding me so close, I didn’t know where he began and I ended.

      My head grew light. His mouth made me weak. His hands streaking over my body caused me to tremble. And when he rocked up against me, my sex grew tight and wet and achy for the release only he could give me.

      His big hands captured my face, and he drew back from my mouth, staring at me with wonder and—my heart squeezed so tight when I recognized the look in his eyes—tenderness. “You wreck me. I am completely and greedily addicted to you. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry, sweet Natalie. Forgive me.”

      All the worry, all the fear and heartache escaped me. Tears filled my eyes as I leaned forward and kissed him. He groaned into my mouth, wrapped his arms around my waist, and lifted me off the floor. I felt my body turning, felt him carrying me, but I didn’t break the kiss to see where we were going. I just wanted him. I just wanted us. I just wanted this.

      “Dio,” he whispered against my lips. “I want to fuck you into a million pieces and put you back together one kiss at a time.”

      “Do it,” I whispered back, rocking against his erection. “Do whatever you want to me. I want it. I want you. I want all of you.”

      He growled and stumbled. My back hit the doorjamb to the bedroom, and my feet dropped to the floor. He slid down my body, kissing a path of fire along his way until he was on his knees in front of me. His rough fingers tugged my panties down. I gasped and stepped free of them when they reached my feet. Then his tongue licked up my center, and all I could do was groan in utter ecstasy.

      My hand landed in his hair. My body slumped back against the doorjamb. I rocked against his wicked tongue flicking and licking and sending shards of pulsing heat all through my body. He pushed my legs wider, and I felt his fingers sliding through my wetness and then surging inside me.

      I groaned and tightened around his sinful thrusts, shivered every time he lapped at my clit. My sex grew wetter. His hot breath sent my body into a frenzy. My orgasm steamrolled straight toward me.

      “Oh, fuck.” I held his head against me. “I’m going to come.”’

      “Do it,” he growled, his voice sending vibrations all through my sex. He thrust harder. Licked faster. “Come on my tongue. Come around my fingers. Come now, Natalie.”

      My release slammed into me, sucking the air from my lungs. I cried out as it exploded in my core, blasting ecstasy through every cell in my body.

      I slumped against the doorjamb, spent from the pleasure, but Luc was right there to lift me up. He wrapped an arm around my waist and pushed to his feet. His lips brushed mine, and he dove in with his tongue to claim mine all over again. “Can you taste how much you need me? Can you, angioletto?”

      I didn’t know much Italian, but I knew that word was some form of angel. He’d said it to me once before. My whole body responded to it, my lust resurging.

      Wrapping my arms around his neck, I kissed him hard. He groaned and tugged me away from the wall, then turned me and pushed me backward into the bedroom.

      He pulled away from me, his face flushed, his lips swollen. “Get on the bed. And take off that bra.”

      My fingers fumbled with the front clasp on my bra, and I scrambled onto the king-sized rococo bed. He freed the top few buttons on his shirt, then reached back and pulled the garment over his head. It landed on the floor near my bra.  My mouth watered as my gaze skipped over his cut muscles, his strong shoulders, sculpted pecs, and chiseled abs. A thin dusting of dark hair covered his gorgeous chest, and the thick line on his belly that disappeared beneath the waistband of the pants riding low on his hips was like a giant arrow dragging my eyes down.

      “Come here.” His eyes were as dark as I’d ever seen them. A vein in his neck pulsed with strength and power as his hands moved to his belt and he pulled the buckle free. My eyes focused on the leather strap. On the way his talented hands tugged it free from his belt loops and dropped it on the bed beside me. “Turn around, lie on your back with you head right here on the end of the bed.”

      My breaths quickened with excitement. I did as he said and looked up at him, watching as he slid his zipper down, reached inside, and pulled his magnificent erection free.

      I reached for it, unable to resist. My fingers skimmed soft skin and solid steel. He groaned in approval and moved closer to me. The heady scent of his arousal filled my senses. “Open your sweet, wet mouth, angioletto, and take me to heaven.”

      Desire whipped through me. Leaning my head back, I opened my mouth and drew him in. My tongue flicked around the head, and I sucked him deep, taking him all the way to the back of my throat.

      “Ah, Dio. Così va bene.” He drew his hips back, then rocked into my mouth again, driving a little deeper. I tipped my head farther, hoping to lessen my gag reflex. He breached my throat and drew away again. My lips closed around his shaft, and I rubbed my tongue along the head, sucking hard as he pushed in once more.

      He was potency and vigor filling my mouth, stealing my breath. I swallowed each time he hit my throat, wanting to give him pleasure, wanting to give him everything he’d given me.

      On the next downstroke, he pulled completely free of my mouth, making me gasp. His strong hands grasped my shoulders, lifting me from the bed to push me forward. “On your knees. Sbrigati.”

      I scrambled to my knees in the middle of the bed. Behind me, I heard the rasp of fabric and the crinkle of foil. My heart raced with excitement, and my stomach tightened with need.

      “Spread your legs.”

      Luc’s voice was raspy and thick as he climbed onto the bed behind me. The mattress dipped, and then I felt the rough scratch of his leg hair as it grazed the backs of my thighs and the hard, heavy weight of his straining cock brushing my slick, aching core.

      “You make me so fucking hard, Natalie.”

      His strong arm wound around my waist, and he pulled me up and back against his chest. I gasped but spread my thighs wider to make room for him. His heartbeat pounded into my spine. One mesmerizing hand slid up between my breasts to close around my throat. The other inched down between my legs to position his cock at my entrance.

      “I want you sore tomorrow,” he breathed against my ear. “Every time you move, I want you to remember that I was here. That this is mine. That you are mine. Say you’re mine, angioletto.”

      Oh… His gruff voice, his powerful body trembling against mine, his commanding and erotic words…

      I was a slave to his wants and desires. And I loved each and every moment with him. “I’m yours,” I groaned, angling my hips back so he could take me. So he could own me. “I’m only yours.”

      He thrust up inside me, filling me so deeply, I knew he was touching me where no one else ever had. I groaned at the exquisite pleasure. Growling in my ear, he drew out, then thrust back in deep again, stroking my clit with his fingers until I saw stars.

      “You are my obsession.” His hot breath at my ear sent shivers down my spine. He held me tighter against him as he thrust faster. Harder. Deeper. His fingers pressed against the sides of my throat. “I can’t get enough of you. I can never get enough of you.”

      I couldn’t get enough of him either. And right now, I was so close, I only wanted more.

      Heat gathered in my center, a blazing fire in my core that threatened to consume me in flames, but I didn’t want it to devour me until it devoured him. He held me so close, I couldn’t move, so I tightened my muscles on every thrust, trying to pull him with me into the inferno. Hoping it would happen soon because I was growing light-headed, and every plunge of his thick cock into my slick core was making it harder to resist giving in and letting the firestorm destroy me.

      “Dio, angioletto.” He shoved deeper inside me, and I felt his cock lengthen and swell. “I can’t hold back any longer. I’m going to come.” He jerked and grunted, and his grip tightened everywhere he held me. “Ah, cazzo. Come with me.”

      The orgasm tore through me like a lightning bolt, annihilating my body and soul in a blinding burst of light. Pleasure detonated in my core and incinerated my mind, sucking up every thought and feeling until there was only ecstasy. Until there was only carnal decadence and hedonistic bliss.

      “Sei l’unica,” Luc rasped behind me. “Giorno e notte penso solo a te.”

      I blinked, recognizing the sound of his sated voice but not remembering when he climaxed. Breathing heavily, I opened my eyes to find I was lying on my side with his arms wrapped around me, holding me close against his racing heartbeat. My hand closed over his at my waist.

      “Are you all right?” he whispered in my ear.

      Was I all right? A very satisfied smile slid across my face. “I’m way more than all right. I’m…” Just remembering the incredible high he’d given me made my whole body tingle. “That was amazing. I think I blacked out.”

      “You didn’t black out. You just got light-headed because I applied a little pressure to the arteries in your neck.”

      My eyes flew wide, and I turned my head to look back at him. “You choked me?”

      A mischievous smile pulled at his sensual lips. “I don’t choke. I slowed the flow of blood to your brain. Do you know the deepest sexual penetration doesn’t happen between your legs?” He lifted one hand and skimmed his fingertips over my forehead. “It happens here.”

      I shivered because he’d definitely penetrated my mind. My mind, my body, and my soul.

      “And for the record,” he whispered, “you are amazing. What you gave me…” He swallowed at my back. “You have no idea what that meant to me.”

      Love swirled inside me. So much it made my eyes water. I wanted to tell him, but I was scared. This was new to me. It was so fast. I was sure he cared deeply for me, but if he didn’t love me back yet, I didn’t want to say the words. I’d save them and savor them and share them when I knew he felt the same.

      “I’m here for you,” I said softly, tightening my hand over his. “I’m not going anywhere. Whatever you need from me, you have it. You have me. No matter what happens.”

      His arms drew me tighter against him, and I felt his body tremble as he buried his face in my hair.

      Whatever had pushed him to the edge earlier was still there. It still had a hold on him. And that scared me. Especially because I was almost sure I heard him whisper, “I hope I still have you after tomorrow.”

      

      He held me all night long. Closer than he had before. As if he was afraid if he let go of me for even a second, I might slip away.

      We ate breakfast on the Club Del Doge’s terrace overlooking the Grand Canal and the domed roof of the Basilica di Santa Maria della Salute. Luc barely ate, and when he wasn’t eating, he was holding my hand, bringing my fingers to his lips for a kiss, smiling sadly at me as we tried to enjoy our last morning in Venice.

      Stress hung on his shoulders like a heavy weight, a stress I felt on my own shoulders as we packed and left the hotel. Luc loaded our luggage in a water taxi, but he didn’t try to get me into the boat. Instead, he took my hand and led me through the city to the Piazzale Roma, a square at the entrance to Venice, where a car and our luggage waited. Unlike yesterday, it wasn’t a romantic stroll through the city with laughter and steamy kisses in dark corners, though. Luc barely spoke, and the closer we got to the car, the tighter his muscles grew as if every step was leading him toward impending doom.

      The car was a sleek black Mercedes S-Coupe that I knew had to cost a fortune. Two men dressed in slick black suits waited by the car for us. Luc let go of my hand and shook each of theirs, speaking in Italian. The three conversed for several minutes, but I had no idea what they said. The only word I caught was ciao as they waved and crossed the parking lot to another black Mercedes—this one not nearly as nice as the one they’d left us.

      Whatever they’d discussed had caused Luc’s jaw to tighten even more, though. With a hand at my lower back, he walked me around to the passenger side, opened the door, and helped me in. Seconds later, he joined me in the driver’s seat but didn’t immediately start the car. He just stared out the window at the bustling tourists, with his hands on his thighs as if he didn’t want to leave.

      My heart contracted, and I reached across the console and slid my hand over his on the thigh of the soft jeans he wore.

      “You know,” I said, trying to sound sunny and optimistic when I felt anything but. “I was thinking about those boats you said you built. I’d love to see them. What do you say we blow off seeing the folks, and you take me to your hideout in the tropics instead? I’m sure it’d be a lot more fun.”

      He didn’t laugh as I’d hoped he would. Instead, his eyes slid closed, and that weight seemed to push harder against his shoulders. “You don’t even like water.”

      I wrapped my fingers around his. “I could get used to it. When you keep me distracted, I think I do pretty well near the water.”

      He turned his hand over with a heavy sigh and closed his fingers around mine. Heat engulfed my skin and sent a tingle up my arm. I held on as he flipped our wrists and took control, pinning my hand between his and his leg.

      He blinked and stared at our joined hands for several seconds. “I need you to listen very carefully to what I’m about to say.”

      The hair on my spine prickled, and worry tightened my gut.

      “While we’re in Tuscany, I need you to do exactly as I say. No arguments, no questions. Stay with me or my mother or sister at all times. Do not”—he lifted his gaze to the steering wheel—“and I mean do not go off with any other person alone under any circumstances. Do you understand?”

      The distress I heard in his voice made my pulse tick up. I had no idea what he was trying to tell me, but my thoughts immediately spun toward Gio.

      I hadn’t broached the topic of Gio and Laney with him yet. I’d been too afraid to bring it up so early in our relationship. My hands began to sweat. I was scared to death to bring it up now, when he was already so distraught. “Okay. I won’t.”

      Luc’s jaw turned to a slice of steel beneath the day’s worth of scruff on his tan skin. “I know I told you that I like it when you challenge me. I do, but not while we’re at my parents’ home. I’ll try to stay near you as much as I can. If I have to leave you, stay in your room and keep the door locked. Hopefully we won’t be there more than a night or two.”

      My heart raced as I stared at his profile. Was Gio at his parents’ home? He’d told me Gio was in the Caribbean. I couldn’t see him taking me anywhere near Gio, but if that wasn’t the threat, then what? The dangerous picture he was painting of his family didn’t fit the image I had in my mind from meeting his mother. Yes, she’d been a little intense, but the emotion in her pale eyes when she’d looked at Luc told me she loved her son. “I’d be lying if I didn’t say you’re scaring me a little.”

      “Good. You should be scared. You have no idea what you’re walking into. If it were up to me…” His words died off as he looked out the driver-side window. “It’s not up to me.”

      “Luc.” I squeezed his hand, hating the haunted sound of his voice. Hating that he wouldn’t look at me. Hating even more that he wouldn’t tell me what was really bothering him. I’d hoped last night after I’d given myself to him that he’d open up to me, but he hadn’t. I was trying to be patient. I was trying not to push, but I couldn’t stand seeing him so on edge. I laid my other hand on top of our joined ones. “Everything will be okay. It’s just a family visit, right?”

      He finally glanced toward me, and when my eyes met his, I saw what I’d missed earlier.

      Fear.

      He was afraid. This man who was so confident and strong and always in control was terrified. And that realization didn’t just send my own anxiety scrambling, it made my heart race as if the hounds of hell were after me.

      “Yeah,” he said as he stared at me with those troubled eyes. “Yeah, everything will be fine.”

      He let go of me and started the car. I drew my hands back and sank into the Italian leather racing seat, but his words didn’t calm me, because I knew he was lying.

      He was lying to both of us. And I had no idea what that meant.
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      The three-hour trip from Venice to my family home outside Florence was complete hell.

      I found an American music station on the radio, hoping it would keep Natalie distracted from my growing anxiety with every passing mile. The worried looks she repeatedly shot my way told me I did a craptastic job hiding my stress.

      I kept my eyes on the road as I drove, pointing out towns and landmarks we passed. She was quiet beside me, muttering comments like “That’s pretty,” or “Very interesting,” instead of asking for more detail as she would normally do. I knew I’d scared her with my harsh warnings, and I felt bad for causing her any angst, but I needed her to get it.

      If it were up to me, we wouldn’t be making this trip, but it wasn’t up to me. Now that my father knew about her, if I didn’t follow his order, he’d go after her. And I couldn’t let that happen. I wouldn’t make her any more of a target than I already had. But I couldn’t keep her safe in Tuscany if she didn’t listen to me. Now more than ever, I needed her to submit to me in every way so nothing would go wrong and I could get her out of this godforsaken country as quickly as possible.

      I just hoped like hell she didn’t see or witness anything at my parents’ home that would put her in even more danger.

      As we neared the outskirts of Florence, the hair on my arms and legs began to tingle. Natalie sat up straighter when we passed a sign that read Firenze.

      “I don’t suppose we’ll have much time to check out Florence, will we?” she asked. “I’d love to see the David.”

      There were a number of things I’d like to show her in Florence—the Ponte Vecchio, the Uffizi Museum, the Pitti Palace and the Boboli Gardens—and I knew she’d enjoy each and every one. I knew I’d enjoy seeing them through her eyes just as I’d enjoyed all our touristy stops in Rome and Venice. But it wasn’t going to happen. I wasn’t keeping her in Italy a moment longer than I had to. As soon as this little visit with my parents was over, I was getting her back to New York. And from there…

      Shit. From there I didn’t have a fucking clue what I was going to do with her or how I was going to keep her safe now that the family knew about her.

      “Sto rincoglionito,” I muttered, keeping my eyes on the road.

      “What did you say?”

      I clenched my jaw. “Nothing.” I couldn’t exactly tell her I’d just admitted I was out of my fucking mind, even though I was. “And no, we don’t have time to tour Florence. Maybe next time.”

      More like not in a million fucking years.

      She sighed and continued to look out the window.

      Twenty minutes later, as I pulled off the road onto a long private drive that wound up my parents’ mountain, my chest felt as if it were being squeezed by a boa constrictor. Clenching the wheel in both hands, I breathed slowly through my nose and fought the urge to drive head-on into a tree trunk.

      Mountain was a loose term. The Apennine Mountains that formed the spine of Italy were more like rolling hills near Florence rather than the sharp, jagged Alps we’d seen from Venice. My parents’ “mountain” happened to be the highest point in the area just south of Florence—and the most secluded, surrounded by thick forests, vineyards, and olive groves.

      “Oh my goodness,” Natalie muttered, sitting up straighter in her seat as we neared the top of the rise and my parents’ villa came into view. She turned shocked, deep blue eyes my way. “You didn’t say you grew up in a freakin’ castle.”

      I shifted in my seat and worked like hell to relax my jaw. I hadn’t mentioned it because I didn’t even like to think about this place, and I’d never thought I’d be bringing her here. “It’s not that impressive. It’s what’s left of an ancient castle. What you see there was the keep. The wall crumbled hundreds of years ago.”

      “It’s incredible.”

      I didn’t think so. To me, it was a prison, but I kept my opinion to myself, knowing it would only unleash a thousand questions I wouldn’t answer.

      I followed the road as it curved into the circular drive. A tall fountain sprayed water high into the air, and trees that were bigger than when I’d left surrounded us. Pulling to a stop between the fountain and the house, I looked up at the ancient structure, trying to see what she saw.

      The aged stones rose two stories, with two tall towers rising on each corner of the structure, connected by battlements. There were very few arched windows on the front for security reasons, mostly up high, and someone had added window boxes below each one. Pink, red, and white flowers spilled out onto the warm rocks. My gaze slid lower, to the massive arched, double front door with iron scrollwork, the twelve steps that rose from the drive to the door, and the large urns—two at the top of the stairs and two at the bottom—also overflowing with flowers, making the place look almost homey.

      Almost. Too bad I knew what kind of shit went on behind closed doors in this place.

      My anxiety hit epic proportions as I killed the ignition. “Remember what I said. No arguing with me. Follow every order I give you and stick close to me.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      My head swiveled her way. A warm, mischievous smile slid across her pretty face. “Not convincing enough? Would yes, master work better?”

      My eyes narrowed. “You’re teasing me.”

      Hers sparked. “I might be. Like it?”

      Hell yes, I liked it. I liked her. Too damn much. I just hoped after this fucking trip, she still liked me.

      I was just about to give in to the urge and lean toward her to show her how much I liked her when one side of the double doors on the house pulled open, and I spotted a young woman with a lithe build and long dark hair highlighted with one white streak rushing down the steps toward the car.

      “Luc!” she yelled through the windows.

      My anxiety shot sky-high when I realized this was just the first of many family reunions. As much as I wanted to sit in this car and never get out, I was out of options.

      “Stay with me at all times,” I said to Natalie as I opened my door.

      Ariana rushed around the car and caught me in a hug before I’d even closed the door. Warmth flowed through me. Of all my family members she was my favorite. And I’d barely seen her in the last twelve years.

      “I’m so glad you’re home!” she cried in Italian, hugging me tight, then drawing back to peer up at me with wide brown eyes. “But I’m still mad at you for staying away so long.”

      “I know,” I responded in English, not wanting to leave Natalie out. I was aware of her every move as she climbed out of the passenger side and closed the door to look over the roof of the car at us.

      “You got old,” Ariana teased, following my lead and lapsing into English.

      “And you got tall.” She had to be at least five-nine now. The white streak in her hair was also more prominent, starting near her part to fall down the left side of long dark locks, no doubt making her stand out among the crowd. The last time I’d been in Italy, three years ago, she’d been off at school. Before that… I racked my brain…

      Shit. I hadn’t seen her in six damn years. Back then, she’d been just a teenager and Natalie’s height.

      I glanced over the hood of the car toward Natalie. “This is my little sister, Ariana. Though not as little as before. Aria, this is Natalie.”

      Ariana slipped an arm around my waist and walked with me around the car to meet Natalie. “Mamma said you were bringing a woman, but I didn’t believe it.” She let go of me as we stopped near Natalie. Ariana held out her hand. “It’s nice to meet you. Luc’s never brought a woman home before.”

      Natalie lifted one brow and glanced at me with a smug grin. The victorious look sent heat all through my groin. I sucked in a breath because that kind of heat would only get me—and her—into trouble here.

      “It’s nice to meet you too,” Natalie said, shaking Ariana’s hand. “This is a beautiful place.”

      Ariana opened her mouth—probably to give Natalie a history lesson on the property—but before she could get a single word out, the double front doors to my right opened, and the rest of my family spilled down the steps.

      “Bastardo!” Dante rushed toward me with a laugh and caught me in a tight hug, his mismatched eyes—one a deep brown, the other a lighter green-hazel combination—sparking with excitement. “I thought you’d died and gone to hell,” he teased in Italian.

      That pressure tightened around my chest. I was in hell. Or about to enter it.

      My gaze immediately skipped to Natalie’s bright smile as she spoke with my sister. She was the only thing keeping me sane at the moment. An angel in a sea of all this wicked depravation. I just hoped to God she stayed innocent, and that by bringing her here, I wasn’t corrupting all that goodness I loved in her so much.

      “Not dead,” I managed, again in English, patting Dante on the back. He’d grown too. At twenty-four, he was nearly as tall as me now. His thick dark hair—shaggy and hanging around his chiseled face—and athletic build were the same, though. “At least not yet.”

      Footsteps sounded on the steps, and I glanced past Dante as my mother approached. She held out her arms. “There’s my boy,” she said in English. “Come and give your mamma a kiss.”

      The tight ball of nerves in my gut urged me to grab Natalie and run, but I knew we were already trapped. I couldn’t get out of this any more than I could get out of my fucking position with Covet. And I didn’t want to start this trip off on the wrong foot by causing problems. I had to be on my best behavior so nothing would happen to Natalie.

      I let go of Dante and moved toward my mother. “Mamma.”

      She grasped my face and kissed both my cheeks then drew back and looked up at me with pale eyes. “I knew you’d be a smart boy.” Letting go of me, my mother angled slightly away, and I noticed a young blonde woman behind her. “This is Maricella. Dante’s friend.”

      The way my mother said friend told me exactly what this woman was to Dante. My gut tightened even more as I reached out a hand to shake hers. “Nice to meet you.”

      “You as well.” Maricella didn’t shake my offered hand, just bowed her head, careful not to make eye contact with me. But I saw the way her gaze skipped past me, toward Dante, and the way she lowered her head even more in response to their unspoken communication, then silently stepped back up the stairs away from the group as if she’d imposed on something she shouldn’t.

      I glanced at my brother, and my anxiety melded with a simmering anger I knew I had to keep under wraps. But, fuck, I didn’t want this girl anywhere near Natalie.

      That pressure in my chest squeezed so hard, I wasn’t sure I could continue to breathe. I looked toward Natalie, still speaking with my sister, and wondered how far we could run before we’d be found. Then I heard my father clear his throat from the base of the steps, and everything inside me turned to ice.

      Slowly, I looked his way. My father’s hair was more silver than black now, but his gray eyes—exactly like mine, even down to the same coloboma iris defect in his left eye—were as hard and cold as I’d ever seen them. He motioned me forward like a fucking child.

      “So the prodigal son finally returns home,” he mocked in Italian with clear contempt.

      I let the dig pass without a response. I was determined not to cause trouble this early in my visit.

      “Papà. You look well,” I added in English, making it clear to the whole family that was my preferred language for this visit.

      I let him air-kiss my cheeks, but we didn’t embrace, and he showed no signs of affection, but I was used to that. I was the sinner. The disgrace. The disappointment because I’d never wanted this life. He took great joy in making sure I never forgot that.

      Silence settled over us as I grappled for control over my bitter resentment. When Dante cleared his throat, I realized even Natalie and Ariana had fallen quiet.

      I quickly looked toward Natalie, standing on the other side of my sister. “Everyone, this is my”—Shit. I did not want to introduce her as my girlfriend or friend. I didn’t want them to know anything about our relationship, because they’d twist it into something vile for their own purposes—“assistant. Natalie,” I said to her, “you already met my sister and my mother. This is my youngest brother, Dante, and my father, Antonio.”

      “It’s nice to meet all of you.”

      Natalie stepped forward and shook Dante’s hand. I forced myself not to bolt toward her as my brother’s assessing gaze slid over her curly hair and down her curves.

      Luckily, my mother grasped her hands, pulling her away from Dante, and kissed her cheeks. “Welcome to our home. How was your trip?”

      “Fine. A little long.”

      “Then I’m sure you’re ready for some fun.”

      I forced back the panic those words stirred inside me, and watched as my mother let go of Natalie with one hand and turned toward my father. “Antonio, say hello to Natalie.”

      My father was a big man—as tall as me, but broader across the shoulders. At sixty, he was still in great shape, mostly from the hours he spent walking through the vineyard on the property, but he was every bit as intimidating as he had ever been. My stomach twisted tighter as my mother pushed Natalie in front of him.

      Tension hung like thick smoke in the air as my father’s devious eyes skipped over Natalie’s face and body. After an excruciating silence that only made me want to scream, he finally said, “So this is the woman who’s monopolized my son’s time on his business trip. Welcome to Castello Salvatici, Ms. James.”

      “T-thank you.” Natalie flushed as my father held her hand between both of his much larger ones. I couldn’t remember if I’d used Natalie’s last name when my mother had ambushed us yesterday, but I wasn’t at all surprised that my father knew it now. I drew in a quick breath that did nothing to alleviate my unease and forced myself to stand still. But all I wanted to do was rip Natalie’s hand away from his and never let the sonofabitch touch her again.

      “Come.” My father finally released her and turned. Placing his big hand at the small of her back, he ushered her up the steps, never once looking my way. “Have you ever been in an Italian castle?”

      “No, never,” Natalie answered.

      “Well.” Pride and something that made the hair on my nape stand straight swelled in his voice. “Then you must have a tour.”

      My adrenaline shot through the roof, and I jerked up the stairs after them. Just inside the grand foyer, my mother caught my arm, pulling me to a stop.

      “Luciano, I need your help,” she said in Italian.

      Panic surged inside me as I watched my father all but pushing Natalie farther into the house. Ariana must have seen the fear in my eyes, because she hustled after my father and Natalie and threw me a pointed look that said she’d stay with them.

      I breathed a little easier as all three disappeared under an archway—but not much. My irritated gaze dropped to my mother. I knew what she was doing, and I didn’t like it. No doubt she’d already been ordered by my father to let him get Natalie off alone.

      “What?” I snapped in English.

      My mother’s pale eyes narrowed. “Watch your tone, young man. I’m still your mother.”

      I sucked in another breath that did shit to cool me down. “Sorry. What do you need?”

      My mother’s expression softened, and she linked arms with mine. “Come into the kitchen with me. Rosabel is anxious to see you.”

      Rosabel was the family cook, and she’d worked for my parents since I was a boy. Reluctantly, I let my mother pull me down the two sunken steps, through the living room, and under a different archway that led to the kitchen.

      To say Rosabel had been more of a mother to me as a kid than the woman currently on my arm was an understatement. She’d snuck me cookies and treats whenever my parents hadn’t been looking, and every time I’d been punished for not doing things the family way, she’d slipped playing cards and comic books into my personal prison to keep me entertained. I hadn’t seen her in years—the last time I’d been in Italy, I’d met up with my father in Rome, avoiding this hellish home—and I was looking forward to feeling her bountiful arms pull me in for a real hug.

      But my anxiety over where my father was taking Natalie and what he was telling her was still sky-high, and my gaze kept skipping toward every doorway and arch we passed, waiting for them to reappear. We hadn’t even been here five fucking minutes and the bastard had already isolated her from me. I wanted to wring his miserable neck. I wanted to grab on tight to Natalie and never let go. Neither of those things was feasible now.

      All I could do at this point was pray that Ariana stayed with them and didn’t let Natalie out of her sight.

      

      I had zero appetite.

      In honor of my visit, Rosabel had cooked a lavish feast that included multiple courses: the antipasti with meats and bruschetta drizzled with garlic and olive oil from the grove on the property, the primo consisting of a wild mushroom risotto, the secondo which included roast leg of lamb and locally grown grilled vegetables, the formaggi e frutta plate of Tuscan cheeses and fruits, and the dolce—my favorite—tiramisu and cappuccinos.

      I watched Natalie, seated kitty-corner from me across the long table, during each course. She sampled the foods set in front of her, but I could tell her appetite was as small as mine. And the nervous looks she kept sending me didn’t help my anxiety any.

      I hadn’t had a chance to talk to her privately since she’d returned with my sister and father from their little “tour.” She’d seemed okay when she’d joined the rest of us in the dining room, albeit nervous, and I couldn’t tell if my father had said or done something that had unsettled her or if she was just feeding off my stress. All I’d gotten out of Ariana before we’d been ushered to sit was that everything was fine.

      Fine was not a word that calmed my racing pulse. If I didn’t get Natalie up in a locked bedroom soon, I was afraid I might have a massive coronary.

      “Natalie,” my mother said from her end of the table where she sat to my right. “Do you not like your tiramisu?”

      “Oh. Um.” Natalie set her spoon down on the linen tablecloth. Candlelight drifted over her smooth skin where she sat next to my father, as far from me as he could put her. I knew she’d been placed there on purpose so my father could talk quietly with her without my interference. Again, her worried gaze skipped to me before darting to my mother. “It’s wonderful. I think I just filled up on too much risotto and lamb.”

      I knew that was a lie.

      My mother smiled and scooped a dainty bite of dessert from her plate. Sconces were lit on the stucco walls around us, lending a warm, relaxed feeling to the room, but I was strung tight as a drum.

      “I’m sure you’re not used to all these courses,” my mother said. “In America, I hear you eat quickly.”

      “Yes, that’s true.” Natalie’s gaze darted back to mine before quickly moving away again. “We’re always in a hurry, I suppose.”

      My father lifted his fourth glass of wine and leaned back in his chair at the head of the table near the massive stone fireplace, angling Natalie’s way until the hair on my nape tingled. “Always amazes me when I’m there. Americans do not understand that food is to be savored, not rushed.”

      “That’s because life moves faster in America than it does here,” Dante muttered to my left as he sipped his cappuccino.

      Maricella sat between Dante and my father, but she hadn’t spoken since the meal began, and every time I looked her way, I noticed her eyes were downcast. Natalie hadn’t missed it either. Each time she glanced at Maricella, I saw discomfort in her blue eyes.

      “Well, I think America sounds wonderful,” Ariana said across from me as she scooped up the last of her dessert. “Especially New York. Luc, how do you like the apartment on Fifth Avenue? Benito said it encompasses the entire thirty-fifth floor. I can’t wait to see it.”

      My father’s hardened gaze shot right to Ariana, and in Italian, so Natalie couldn’t understand, he said, “You will not be going to New York.”

      Ariana slumped back in her chair with a frown, but she didn’t look at my father. She stared at me with a see what I have to put up with? look on her face.

      On this point, I agreed with my father. In Italy, Ariana was safe. She was protected by the family. On her own in New York, anything could happen to her.

      I reached for my cappuccino but didn’t miss the way Natalie’s brow lifted as she glanced at me. I hadn’t told her I lived in a lavish apartment overlooking Central Park. I hated that apartment as much as I hated my job at Covet, mostly because my lecherous uncle and no-good cousin had lived there before me. But maybe…

      Maybe if Natalie were in that apartment with me, it wouldn’t be such an awful place to live.

      “It’s fine,” I said, trying not to think too far ahead just yet. First I had to get through the next few days. I also didn’t want to think about Benito and where the hell his depraved ass was at the moment. If I never saw the fucker again, it would be too soon.

      Natalie yawned and quickly covered her mouth with her hand. When my father glanced at her, she said, “I’m sorry. I’m still not used to how late Italians dine.”

      Thank God.

      I saw my out and wasn’t about to ignore it. It was close to eleven o’clock, and this agonizing dinner had stretched almost four hours.

      I quickly pushed back from the table and tossed my napkin beside my plate. “I’ll show you to a room.”

      Natalie smiled and rose as well. “Thank you for dinner. It was wonderful.”

      My father cast her a tight smile. “Tomorrow, you’ll tour the property and sample more of our wine.”

      It wasn’t an invitation. It was an order, and the look in Natalie’s eyes told me she caught it loud and clear.

      She nodded and laid her napkin on the table. “Thank you.”

      My mother smiled up at her. “Sleep well, Natalie.”

      Dante—the fuck—watched Natalie as if she were fresh meat as she rounded the table toward me, and it took every ounce of self-control I had not to backhand the dick right there in front of my parents.

      “Good night, Natalie,” Ariana called.

      I turned for the archway that led to the stairs, willing Natalie to follow. At my back, in Italian, my father called, “North wing, Luciano. And be back down here in ten minutes.”

      Sonofabitch. The north wing was empty. The family slept in the south wing. My father was isolating her from me, and by calling me back, he was making the fact he planned to keep us apart even more clear. My anxiety kicked up all over again as I tried to remember which rooms in that wing had locks.

      I didn’t speak as I led Natalie up the stairs and into the north wing of the villa, afraid what ears might be lurking and listening, but I felt her disquiet at my back. Her suitcase was already waiting for us at the top of the stairs, and I reached for it, fighting the urge to reach for her instead. My hand itched to close around hers, my body ached to feel her curves pressed up against me, but I didn’t do either in case we were being followed.

      I chose the last suite on the right at the end of the corridor. Turning the knob, I pushed the door open and peeked inside.

      The large room was unoccupied, as I expected. Windows looked out over a stone veranda that opened to the courtyard below in the U-shaped villa and the countryside beyond. Pulling her roller bag behind me, I checked the lock as I stepped inside and made room for Natalie. It worked, but I knew my father had a key for it somewhere.

      Natalie stepped in after me and gasped. “Wow.” Her gaze shot to the four-poster bed with gauzy red fabric tied at each corner, then to the sitting area across the room with a couch and two plush chairs positioned in front of a dark fireplace. “Each room in this place is even more amazing than the last.”

      I didn’t agree. The rooms in the north wing weren’t nearly as nice as the ones in the south wing, and every single one of them turned my stomach, but I didn’t tell her that.

      I closed the door and hefted her suitcase to the bench at the end of the bed. “What did my father talk to you about on your tour?”

      “Just the history of the castle.”

      “Nothing else?”

      “No.”

      “And what did you tell him about us?”

      “Nothing.”

      My gaze held on hers. “Nothing?”

      She shook her head. “You introduced me as your assistant. I didn’t think you wanted me to tell him anything about us.”

      Still gripping the ends of her suitcase, I closed my eyes quickly and drew in a relieved breath. But I only had time for one because my fucking father was waiting for me downstairs, and if I didn’t return right away, his retribution would be swift.

      “Lock the door after I go,” I said, turning back for the hall, “and slide the desk in front of it to be safe. Keep your windows locked as well.”

      Natalie’s hand closed around my forearm, stopping me. “Hold on. Slide the desk in front of the door? Now you’ve got my attention. Are there vampires or monsters or something in this castle I should be worried about?”

      My stomach pitched. I knew she was joking, but I could see no humor in our situation. “No vampires.”

      Her eyes searched mine in the low light, growing more worried the longer she stared at me.

      I knew I was being cryptic, and I hated that I was confusing her, but I was walking a very fine line between telling her just enough to keep her safe and not too much to make her run.

      “What the hell is going on?” she whispered. “Why are you so on edge? Gio isn’t here. Luc, I know you don’t get along with your father, but your family seems nice enou—”

      “You don’t know my family, Natalie. You don’t know what they’re capable of. Monsters come in many different forms, but, believe me, they’re real. They’re real, and they’re in this house. Which is why I need you to listen to me. Lock the doors and windows, slide the desk in front of the door, and don’t let anyone in here but me.”

      Her face paled, and regret stabbed deep in my chest because I knew I was scaring her, but I needed her to be scared. She wasn’t getting it, and I couldn’t—wouldn’t—let anything happen to her.

      At the same time, though, I didn’t want her to be terrified. At least not so much it caused her to act differently in front of my family. So I gentled my tone when I reached for her arms and pressed a quick kiss to her forehead. “Look, just do as I say, okay? I’ll feel better knowing you’re safe.” I wanted to take her mouth. I wanted to wrap myself around her and never let go. Instead, I forced my fingers to release her. “I’ll come for you in the morning.”

      “In the morning?” she said at my back as I turned for the door. “You mean you’re not staying with me tonight?”

      “No. My mother is…old-fashioned.”

      It wasn’t a lie. My mother was ultrareligious, probably because she hoped hours in the chapel on our property would balance out the sinful things going on around her. I didn’t know her reasons. I didn’t care. I’d never asked.

      “Luc, wait.”

      Her hand closed around mine just as I reached for the door. Heat seeped into my skin under her soft touch, and I craved the feel of her hands on every other inch of my bare skin, but I didn’t have time for that now. “What?”

      Soft blue eyes met mine. Eyes I could get lost in forever if I let myself. Eyes that would get us both killed if I wasn’t careful. “You don’t need to worry about me so much.”

      She thought I was worried about her? I nearly snorted. I wasn’t just worried. I was scared out of my fucking mind. But I couldn’t tell her that. All I could do was hope and pray she listened. “Then do as I said, and we’ll both be fine.”

      I tugged my hand from her delicate fingertips and opened the door. Pulling it closed behind me, I stopped in the hallway and waited. My heart raced as seconds ticked by. The lock clicked, then a loud scraping sound echoed around me, telling me she’d listened and slid the heavy, old desk in front of the door.

      The pressure in my chest eased—just enough so I could breathe.

      Pushing my feet forward, I moved back down the corridor toward my father and whatever the hell he was summoning me for. Hopefully it was just to shoot the shit with him and Dante and not something else.

      Not something I dreaded with every fiber of my being.

      

      I should have stayed away from her, but she called out to me like a singing siren, drawing me to her. Even when I knew it was safer for both of us to be apart, I couldn’t stay away. My body needed her like it needed air to breathe. I needed her like a meth addict needs his next hit. Every rational thought and plan shattered in my mind, overwhelmed by one thought and purpose and desire.

      Her.

      I wasn’t stupid, though. I knew the dangers. So I waited.

      Thankfully, my father hadn’t called me back down to discuss anything other than operations at Covet. After a brandy on the loggia with him and Dante, I’d said good night to my mother and sister and retreated to my room in the south wing. Then I’d lain on my bed and waited until I heard my parents and siblings retire for the night. I’d waited even longer until I was sure they were all asleep.

      The villa was quiet and dark when I finally ventured out around two a.m. I wasn’t as nimble as I’d been as a teenager when I’d last snuck into the north wing, and twice I almost slipped on the trellis and dropped to my death. I could just envision my parents finding my broken body in the morning, knowing exactly what I’d been up to. The forbidden and the risk only heightened my hunger for Natalie.

      Her door was unlocked and open when I reached her balcony. Frustration shot through me that she’d disobeyed my order, followed by a wicked burst of heat I knew I shouldn’t feel.

      My blood thumped hot and fast as I pushed her door closed behind me and flipped the lock. The room was quiet and dark. I glanced toward the desk pushed up against the door, then to the four-poster bed, where the covers were thrown back, the sheets cold and bare. Soft light shone from beneath the closed bathroom door, drawing my attention. When the muffled sound of water splashing met my ears, I envisioned her in the bathtub, wet and soft and naked, and all the blood in my body rushed right into my cock.

      As quietly as I could, I crossed the floor and pulled the door open. Just as I’d pictured, she was reclined in the deep claw-foot tub, her head resting against the rolled edge, her eyes closed. That silky hair I loved to run my fingers through was pinned up, and damp tendrils brushed the delicate line of her throat and jaw. Water droplets glistened on her delectable skin in the flickering light of the dozen candles she’d lit around the room, and the sweet scents of lavender filled the space.

      But all I could focus on was the water splashing gently and rhythmically against the side of the cast-iron tub. Her heavy breaths lifting the tips of her pink nipples out of the water. The soft moans slipping from her lips. And her hand moving beneath the surface as she stroked that sweet, warm spot between her legs that made me absolutely ravenous.

      My cock grew instantly hard. Heart pounding, I moved silently into the room and stepped up behind the end of the tub. She didn’t hear me, and as I drew close, I could see her fingers moving faster between her legs as she flexed her hips forward, rocking into her hand.

      Fuck me. I could come right now, just watching her pleasure herself. I hoped like hell she was thinking about me as she flicked her clit.

      Kneeling on the tile behind her, I drew in a deep whiff of her insane scent—that grapefruit and honey combination that made my blood hum and my body throb and ache and crave only her. I swiped my suddenly damp palm against the thigh of my jeans, then pressed it over her mouth.

      Her eyes shot open, and she gasped. Her sexy body jerked, sending water sloshing over the side of the tub, and her hand flew free of that steamy spot between her legs as her torso jolted forward.

      Closing my other arm around her upper body, I palmed her plump breast and pulled her back against the tub. Her muscles flexed, fighting my hold, and her hands rushed to pull mine free, but I didn’t let her go. Instead, I leaned toward her ear and breathed hot over her sensitive skin. Then I whispered, “Oh, you naughty girl. You’re not supposed to do this without me.”

      She stilled, and her shallow breaths lifted her delicious breasts higher into my hand. Beneath my palm, I felt her lips move, and her muffled whisper drifted to my ears. Any part of me that was still soft went rock hard when I heard the thirst in that one word.

      “Luc.”

      “That’s right,” I whispered, loosening my grip on her breast and trailing my fingers down to pinch and roll her nipple between my thumb and finger. Her hands drifted away from mine, and she pushed her chest forward as she angled her head back until it rested against my shoulder. I released her mouth and slid my other hand to her neglected breast at the edge of the water, pinching and rolling the tip in the same way until it was a hard pebble between my fingers. “Show me what you were doing, angioletto.”

      She moaned, and her hand slid beneath the water and between her legs. My gaze followed, riveted on her fingers as they slipped between her folds and across her sensitive clit.

      “Oh, that is naughty,” I breathed against her, watching every stroke. “Does it feel good?”

      “Yes,” she whispered.

      “How good?”

      She turned her face into my neck, her breaths hot and fast against my skin as she touched herself. “So good.”

      I knew it felt fucking good. I could feel her body undulating forward, searching for release. My cock pulsed in my jeans, desperate to break free. To slide through her wetness. To sink deep into her heat.

      I moved one hand down her belly and over the sensitive spot at her groin. She shivered but stroked herself harder. “Tell me what you were thinking about before I caught you, dirty girl.”

      She swallowed hard. “You.”

      “Me?” I angled forward so my fingers could drift along her inner thigh and up into her wetness. She groaned and lifted into my touch, but I was careful to keep it light, stroking her slowly as she flicked her clit. “What was I doing?”

      “Touching me.”

      “Where?”

      She rocked against my hand. “Here.”

      “Say it.”

      She breathed hot and hard against my neck. “My sex. You were touching my sex.”

      I drew my hand back, not letting her have any of the friction I knew she wanted. “Uh-uh. Say it the way I say it. The way I like to hear it. Tell me just what tight, sweet place you were stroking with those naughty fingers.”

      She groaned, and her cheeks turned pink. Even after everything she’d given me, every way she’d let me touch her, I could still make her blush. The knowledge made me abso-fucking-lutely on fire.

      Against my hands I felt her whole body tense. “My…pussy,” she whispered. “You were touching my pussy.”

      I vibrated with the need to feel that heavenly place closing around me. Trailing my fingers lower, along her opening, I said, “And what else was I doing, angioletto?”

      She groaned and flexed her hips forward, desperate to draw me inside. “Taking me.”

      “Just taking you?” I pushed the tip of my index finger into her a fraction of an inch, then drew it out. She moaned in frustration and rocked forward again, but I kept my touch shallow, knowing it would heighten her pleasure, knowing it would make her greedy for more. “Tell me what I was really doing. Tell me what I want to hear, and I’ll give you what you need.”

      “Ah, Luc… Please.”

      She lifted against my hand again, but I kept my pumping finger slow and shallow, not giving her what she craved until she told me what I ached to hear. “Tell me, Natalie.”

      She swallowed hard and brushed her nose and lips against my throat, her hot breath scorching my flesh until I felt as if I might spontaneously combust. “You were using me, controlling me, doing every filthy thing you wanted to me.”

      “What else?” I pushed in just a tiny bit farther. “Tell me what else I was doing.”

      “Oh yes…Luc.” She tightened her slick wet pussy around my finger, trying to draw me in deeper.

      “Tell me.”

      Her whole body undulated, sending water sloshing against the side of the tub. “You were owning me.”

      Heat rushed through my veins, turning my blood to lava. I drew my finger out and thrust deep with two, filling her until she gasped.

      “Yes, I do,” I growled in her ear, drawing my fingers back and shoving in hard again while I twisted one perfect, wet nipple with the fingers of my other hand. “I own this pussy. I own every part of you. Just me. Rub your clit faster. Feel me owning your body. This is mine. I say when you can come. Do you want to come, angioletto?”

      “Ahh…” Her hand moved with lightning speed as I stroked that special spot deep inside her. “Yes, yes… Please, yes.”

      “Then do it. Come hard for me. Come for me now.”

      Her whole body tensed, and she clamped down, growing so tight, I growled with the need to fuck her hard and deep so I could feel her pulsing around my aching cock the way she was pulsing around my fingers.

      When the orgasm hit her, she jolted, sending water sloshing over the edge of the tub and across my shoulders. Her head jerked back, and a scream was rent from her mouth. My pulse shot up, and I let go of her nipple and slapped my palm over her lips to muffle the sound. She continued to throb around my fingers as the climax consumed her, then slowly relaxed in the water until she was nothing but a limp, sated, gorgeous naked angel beneath my touch.

      “Dio dannato,” I muttered, slowing my strokes and drawing my fingers from her slick, tight grip. “That was so fucking hot. The only thing I love more than hearing you come is making you come.”

      She groaned and rolled to her side in the tub. Her head lifted, and then her mouth was on mine, drawing me into a scorching kiss that made my balls tighten and my cock swell to an unbearable size.

      I shoved my tongue into her mouth and devoured her. Wrapping my arms around her waist, I pushed to my feet and pulled her from the water. She immediately twined both arms around my shoulders and found her footing. My hands slid down her damp skin and squeezed her ass. She groaned into my mouth and kissed me harder. Desperate to get inside her, I lifted her from the tub. She slid her sexy legs around my waist and stroked my tongue with hers as I carried her to the bed.

      “Luc…” Her hands grappled with the buttons on my shirt. “I need you.”

      I groaned because I needed her too. Right fucking now.

      I dropped her to her feet and let her pull my damp shirt free of my arms and over my head. As soon as it hit the floor, she stepped into me and claimed my mouth again, her wicked tongue flicking against mine as her hands streaked to the waistband of my jeans and freed the snap. I kissed her deeper and pinched her nipples. She grunted and pushed my jeans down just enough to free my aching cock. Then one naughty hand closed around my length and stroked until I thought I would explode.

      “Cazzo.” I couldn’t wait. I let go of her nipples, grabbed the condom from my pocket, and grasped her by the shoulders as I twisted and fell backward onto the bed. She landed on top of me with a grunt but quickly recovered. Snatching the condom from my hand, she drew back from my mouth long enough to tear the wrapper open with her teeth, then quickly sheathed me and straddled my hips.

      I held her at the waist, fighting the urge to shove in deep as she positioned me at the entrance to her steamy pussy. Her hands landed against my shoulders, and when she looked down at me, her face flushed with lust, her eyes glazed with hunger, I knew it was all only for me.

      “I want it slow, Natalie.”

      She shook her head and pressed down with her hips, trying to take me in hard and deep. “Fuck me fast, Luc.”

      I captured her hands at the wrists and shoved them behind her back. The movement caused her to drop onto my cock until I was buried deep inside her, and she groaned as I filled her, so overcome by the feeling, she couldn’t fight me. Holding both wrists in one of mine, I sat up and grasped her jaw with my other hand. Then I slowly rocked into her, showing her I was in control even when she was on top.

      “I said I want it slow, angioletto. So slow you can feel me devouring your soul.” I pressed my lips to hers, then let go of her jaw and feathered a string of kisses along her cheek, to her ear, and down her throat.

      She groaned, and I felt her muscles relax, felt her head fall back. Felt her whole body surrender to me.

      “Oh yes.” I rocked into her again. Deeper this time. “Feel me take over your body. Feel me give you everything you need.” I pushed the first and second finger of my other hand into her mouth. “Get my fingers good and wet.” She sucked my fingers as I held her wrists pinned at her back and flexed my hips, pressing deep inside her again. “Lick them.”

      When my fingers were coated in her saliva, I drew them free and moved my hand around her back. My fingers slipped between her soft, plump cheeks.

      “You belong to me, Natalie,” I breathed against her neck. “Say it.” I nipped at her throat and licked the spot as my middle finger slid lower until the slick pad rested against the crinkled skin of her anus. “Say you belong to me.”

      “Oh my God, Luc…”

      Her sheath grew wetter and tighter around my cock. With her hands pinned behind her back, she was powerless to do anything but flex her hips into mine. I found another spot on her neck to nip and lick and suck, then I applied a tiny bit of pressure to that sensitive bundle of nerves.

      The tip of my finger pushed past her resistance and sank in to the first knuckle. Every muscle in her body tensed, and around my cock, I felt her absolutely gush.

      “Oh…fuck,” she cried.

      I pumped slow with my finger, careful not to give her too much, but the double sensation made her wild. She moaned and kissed me, rocking harder and faster over my cock. Lust consumed me as I heard and felt hers rise. My plan to take her slowly, shattered into a million pieces.

      Letting go of her wrists, I wrapped my arm around her waist and drew my cock back, then thrust inside her, striking her G-spot. Her hands landed on my shoulders, her nails dug into my flesh as she lifted and lowered, riding me fast. My finger sank farther in her ass, to the second knuckle, and her groan deepened and lengthened. I drove into her harder. Pumped my finger faster. A keening sound rose in her throat, telling me she was getting close.

      I wanted to give her an orgasm like she’d never had before, but my own climax was rushing in fast. I grunted as her sweet, hot pussy milked my aching cock, knowing I wouldn’t be able to hold out much longer.

      “Dio,” I groaned against her lips. “Do it. Come all around me. Take me with you when you go.”

      “Oh, Luc. Oh fuck… Yes, yes, yes. Don’t stop. Right there. Right fucking there…”

      My balls drew up tight. All it took was the throaty sound of her voice massaging my name and begging me to take her to paradise.

      Electricity streaked down my spine and swelled in my balls. I let go of her waist and grasped the back of her head, pulling her mouth to mine so I could swallow her scream. And when it happened, when her climax consumed her, pulsing around my cock and my finger at the same time, my own orgasm exploded in a wave of heat and light and energy that devoured me from the inside out until the only thing left was us, wrapped together and unbreakable.

      At some point, I must have fallen back on the bed, because when I opened my eyes, I realized I was staring up at the ceiling with Natalie’s naked body draped over mine.

      “Holy hell,” she breathed against my chest. “What did you just do to me?”

      I smiled and slid my hand from between her cheeks to rest against the sweaty skin of her lower back. “I owned every part of you.”

      “I didn’t think I’d like that.”

      I’d known she would. I knew she’d love even more, and I couldn’t wait to give it to her. But it wouldn’t be tonight.

      Reality settled in like a cold wind. I didn’t know what time it was, but morning would be on us soon, and with it, everything I was trying to keep her safe from.

      “You left your balcony door open and unlocked. I told you to lock it.”

      “I was hot. There’s no air-conditioning in this room.”

      She snuggled into me, resting one hand on my chest near her face. And man, I liked that. Liked the feel of her so damn much. Wanted only to fall asleep right here with her curled over me but knew I couldn’t.

      “If you don’t listen to me, Natalie, there will have to be consequences.”

      Her lips curled against my chest. “Like the consequence you just gave me?”

      Holy fuck. I loved how responsive this woman was to my touch. I loved how orgasmic she was. I loved that she let me do every dirty, naughty thing I wanted to her and that she enjoyed each and every one.

      And I couldn’t wait to show her other, darker ways to come.

      But not tonight.

      “I’m not playing here.”

      She pushed up on one hand and looked down at me. Her face was flushed, her lips swollen from my mouth, her eyes sated and glazed with lingering pleasure. And there was absolutely no fear in her sweet blue eyes.

      She pursed her lips, fighting back a grin. “So serious. Tell me again how you’re not playing with me.”

      Something light and warm and full swelled inside my chest, tugging my lips into a smile, one I couldn’t contain. Lust resurged inside me, taking control of my body the way I’d just taken control of hers. Before I could stop myself, I flipped her to her back and sank my teeth into her throat. Then I rocked my already hardening cock into her, knowing I didn’t have time for another round, knowing I needed to get a second condom on before I took her again, knowing this woman was changing everything for me. And damn, I didn’t want to stop her. “Cazzo, you are a naughty little thing.”

      She wrapped her legs around my waist and grasped my face in her hands. “Then teach me a lesson. Right now. I want you.” She pressed her lips to mine. “I miss you. Stay with me the rest of the night and I’ll give you anything you want.”

      I groaned, unable to resist her, and sank into her kiss. I was lost in this woman. Lost and completely entranced by the light in her soul washing over all my darkness. So lost, I hoped I was never found.

      So lost, something inside me feared if I wasn’t careful, I might not see the shadows lurking in that darkness, waiting to steal her away.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

          
            Natalie

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Luc slid out of my bed just before dawn. I tried to keep him with me, but I was so tired from his delicious body consuming mine in the night that I couldn’t make my muscles work to tug him back.

      He pressed a kiss to my forehead, one that sent a shiver down my sleepy spine, then left the way he’d come in—out the balcony of my second-floor room. But not before lecturing me sternly about keeping my doors and windows locked so no one else could get in.

      I’d rolled my eyes and sent him a mock Yes, sir as I snuggled into my pillow and drifted to sleep. But in the light of day, I wasn’t sure what he thought was going to happen to me.

      His family seemed nice enough. I’d laughed and chatted with his sister and mother all through our breakfast of cappuccinos and pastries. Dante’s girlfriend was quiet and a little odd, but Luc’s youngest brother had teased me with stories of Luc as a defiant teenager, sneaking out at night and getting into all kinds of trouble. Even Luc’s father—whom I could clearly tell was domineering in many of the same ways as Luc—had warmed up to me, talking to me about New York through breakfast.

      I’d seen no threat of the right-wing fanatics who’d surrounded us in Rome. I’d felt no threat from any of Luc’s family members. The only person who seemed guarded or on edge was Luc.

      I’d wanted to ask him what was really going on last night, but he’d barely given me a chance to breathe let alone speak. When he’d come to my room, I’d felt his hunger for me in a thousand different ways, with a desperation I hadn’t picked up from him before. It was more than worry for my safety. It was almost as if by my being here, he was afraid I wouldn’t want him anymore.

      One corner of my lips tipped up as I followed Luc’s father through the olive grove late in the day. How could he think I wouldn’t want him? I was absolutely crazy about this man. So crazy I’d pushed my backside against his groin when we’d stood at the end of the group during the tour of the vineyard. So crazy I’d feigned interest in wine barrels and pulled him away from sampling Salvatici wine in the winery so I could kiss him until I was light-headed. So crazy, in fact, that after everyone had left the wine cellar, I’d tugged him back and teased him with my hands and lips in that dark, cold space until I was wet and achy and so horny, I could barely stand upright. Even now, walking beside him in the trees, bombarded by his heat and intoxicating scent that called out to the most feminine places inside me, I was eager to touch him, desperate to kiss him, and frantic to give myself to him in any and every way he desired.

      Not want him? Not even possible. I was obsessed with this man. Obsessed and completely head over heels in love with every single part of him he thought was unlovable.

      Wine and appetizers and more people than I could count waited for us in the courtyard when we returned to the villa. Tables were set up under string lights, and a three-piece band played festive Italian music in the corner as day turned to dusk.

      I noticed the way Luc immediately tensed at the size of the crowd, but he covered it quickly, smiling and accepting hugs from the older women and handshakes from the men. Two men in particular seemed to agitate him more than the others—one who was roughly the same age and size as Luc’s father, and another much younger man with long dark hair pulled into a man bun and black eyes that watched everything.

      My assessment of the two men was interrupted when Luc brought me a glass of Chianti and steered me away from them by the elbow. For the next hour, he introduced me to his many aunts and uncles and cousins…so many, I couldn’t remember their names. All were eager to celebrate Luc’s return. All were eager to meet me, his assistant. And every single one grinned knowingly when they figured out I was more.

      For my part, I sipped my wine and smiled when anyone looked my way. But because most of the conversations were in Italian, I was fairly clueless. I searched for the two men who’d bothered Luc earlier, but they seemed to have already left. So I decided to watch Luc.

      I watched the hypnotic way his luscious lips moved when he spoke. I focused on the tan skin near his eyes that crinkled when he smiled. I found myself mesmerized by his large hands as he waved them in the air, and I remembered each and every erotic way he’d touched me today on our tour when no one was looking. And every time I caught a glimpse of his toned ass in those faded jeans or he moved his muscular arms and shoulders in the thin black T-shirt, I remembered how easily he’d picked me up last night, how he’d taken me to that big bed, how he’d clamped my wrists together at my back and pleasured me so sinfully, I felt as if all the places inside me that I kept carefully guarded were opening up, exposing me to him, freeing something inside me I hadn’t known was trapped.

      Was I rushing into something crazy with him? Was I being reckless? Maybe. But I didn’t care. I wanted more. I wanted him. As I watched him several feet away from me, talking with an elderly couple, my sex absolutely throbbed with the need to feel him inside me now. Right now. Right in the middle of this party.

      I tossed back the last of my wine and set my glass on the nearest table. His gaze drifted to mine as if he felt my eyes on him. Licking my lips, I glanced toward an archway in one of the three buildings that bordered the courtyard and which he’d told me earlier led to the villa’s wine cellar. Then I glanced back at him and waggled my brow.

      He caught the invitation. I saw it in the way his eyes darkened and filled with heat, and in the way his jaw turned to steel beneath his sexy scruff.

      Power rushed through my veins—power and exhilaration. Smiling at the women around me, I politely excused myself from the group and headed toward the archway. My breasts grew heavy and my nipples tight beneath the floral pink sundress I wore. I’d never been this wild before. I’d never been this wet either. I could literally feel my sex weeping for his touch as I passed under the arch and turned to the left, following the dimly lit corridor that led to the bottom level of the villa.

      Footsteps sounded behind me in the cool space. My pulse ticked up, and excitement stirred in my veins. The light faded as I rounded a second corner and stopped. Confident we’d be out of sight of anyone who ventured this way, I pressed my back against the cool bricks and waited.

      It was dark down here. So dark, I could barely see. But the loss of my eyesight only heightened my desire. It smelled of mildew and wine. And Luc’s tantalizing scent of jasmine and musk and rum as he drew close. My fingers shook against the cool bricks. My breaths grew quicker. Every inch of my body prickled in anticipation of his hot, wicked, commanding touch.

      “I thought I told you not to go anywhere alone.” His voice was like sandpaper and velvet all at the same time, sliding over my skin, seeping into my pores, infusing me with white-hot lust.

      “I’m not alone. You’re here now.”

      “Yes, I am,” he said in a clearly annoyed voice. “And what if I hadn’t followed you?”

      His heat washed over me, telling me he was close…so incredibly close. I sucked in a deep whiff of his intoxicating scent and trembled. “But you did.”

      My stomach caved in as I waited for him to kiss me, as I held my breath in anticipation of his touch. Long seconds passed with only the sound of my racing pulse echoing in my ear. Just when I was ready to scream and grab him, I felt his lips brush my earlobe.

      “This used to be the dungeon.” His hot breath sent a shiver down my spine, one that supercharged my desire. “There are still rings embedded high on the walls where prisoners used to be chained and punished. Is that why you lured me down here, angioletto? Because you’re a bad girl who needs to be punished?”

      Oh my…yes.

      My eyes slid closed, and my whole body melted. I was so gone over this man. So completely gone, I didn’t even care that there was a party going on only yards from us.

      Pushing away from the wall, I stepped into all his sinfully delicious heat. My hands instantly landed against his rock-hard abs, and my lips and nose brushed his delectable throat.

      “Yes.” I nipped at his succulent skin, then licked the spot until he groaned. “I want your hands on me. I can’t stand it anymore. I have to feel you inside me. However you want. I need you right now.”

      A growl rumbled in his chest, right beneath my fingertips, and then his mouth was on mine, claiming me in a searing kiss I felt everywhere.

      He pushed me back against the cold wall and took control of the kiss, of my body, of my heart and soul and mind, and I was eager to give it all up to him. His hands found the skirt of my dress and tugged it up. Cool air washed over my thighs and steamy sex. He slid one hand down my ass and around between my legs, then groaned when he realized I’d ditched my panties and was commando beneath my dress.

      “Ah, angioletto.” He drew back from my swollen lips and breathed hot over my mouth. “You do need to be punished.” His big hand cupped my backside, and he pressed two thick fingers deep into my sex.

      “Oh yes…” Pleasure streaked through me. Tightening against his touch, I slid my hands up his strong shoulders and twined my fingers together at his nape for support.

      “I didn’t tell you to take off your panties.” He drew his fingers out, then thrust in again. At my front, he rocked the hard bulge of his erection against my quivering clit. “Maybe instead of chaining you to the wall, I’ll just edge you.”

      I closed my eyes and focused on the sensation of his fingers sliding in and out. I was so turned on, I knew I could come in a matter of seconds.

      “Would you like that?” he breathed against my neck. “Would you like to be edged?”

      I tipped my head to the side, giving him more access to my throat. “I-I don’t know what that is.”

      He continued to thrust slow and deep, to torture my clit with his steely cock. To send shivers down my spine with his tantalizing breath. “It means I torture you with the promise of release. I keep you right on the edge of orgasm. I think you deserve it after the way you taunted me all fucking day.”

      He rubbed my G-spot deep inside, and I felt my orgasm screaming toward me. My whole body tightened in anticipation, and I lifted myself in his arms.

      But right before it hit, he pulled his fingers free. Cool air swept over me, making me twitch and grunt.

      “That’s it,” he whispered, letting go of my skirt so it fell down the backs of my legs. “Edging makes you horny as fuck. When I finally let you come tonight, your orgasm is going to destroy you. But I say when, angioletto. Not you.”

      I groaned because…tonight? My fingers slid up into his hair, and I yanked his mouth down to mine and kissed him hard, telling him with my tongue exactly what I wanted now.

      His chest shook with a laugh, one that only made me more frustrated. I kissed him deeper. He answered by wrapping his arms around my waist and kissing me back, slowing and gentling the kiss until I wanted to scream. But he didn’t make any other move to fuck me, and I knew he wasn’t going to. I knew this was his latest form of domination.

      Every cell in my body quivered in protest. I wasn’t going to let him call the shots this time. I needed this. I needed him. Letting go of his hair, I dropped my hands and reached for the snap on his jeans with frantic fingers.

      He captured my wrists before I could get the snap free and jerked back from my mouth, pushing my hands away from his waistband at the same time. “Natalie, don’t.”

      My chest rose and fell with my labored breaths. I couldn’t see him, but I could feel him. I could feel his heat and his need pulsing in his veins. He wanted me, dammit, and I wanted him just as much. “Why not?”

      “Because there are too many people outside.”

      “You didn’t mind when we were on your plane. Or in Venice. Or in the winery earlier today.”

      “Those times were different.”

      I had no clue what he meant. “Why?”

      “Because I said so.”

      Because he said so? No way. “I don’t thi—”

      “Luciano.”

      I froze when I heard Luc’s father’s terse voice, and everything that had been hot inside me went ice-cold.

      “Porca puttana,” Luc muttered. Jerking me into him, he growled, “Don’t pull another fucking stunt like this again.”

      He pushed me away, then called, “We’re down here.”

      Footsteps sounded, and a light flicked on. Blinking rapidly to clear the spots from my vision, I smoothed my skirt and glanced at Luc, five feet away from me. He was watching me, but not with the heated, aroused eyes he’d watched me with all day. These stormy eyes were hard and furious, and they sent a shiver of unease straight down my spine.

      Luc’s father rounded the corner and stopped when he spotted us. His gaze drifted from me to Luc and back again. “What’s going on down here?”

      Pressure formed in my chest. I felt like I’d crossed some invisible line I wasn’t supposed to come near. Luc hadn’t balked at my teasing all day, and only a few moments ago, he’d been the one sexually taunting me. But something had changed when I’d tried to unsnap his pants. Was it the fact I’d tried to take control? Or was it something else? Something linked to the people outside in that courtyard?

      I was almost afraid of the answers as I glanced at Luc’s father. My smile wavered when I said, “It’s my fault. I was looking for a restroom. Luc was kind enough to come find me before I got lost.”

      Luc’s father’s eyes narrowed, and he stared at me for several moments before glancing at his son. “Stai fermo dove sei.” He looked back at me. “I need to speak with my son for a moment. Please, return to the party.”

      He stepped back and held out his hand, indicating I should pass. My nerves shot up, and I glanced at Luc. Luc stood perfectly still, but a muscle in his jaw ticked, and his eyes wouldn’t meet mine.

      “Okay,” I said in a nervous voice, unsure what was going on. “I-I’ll see you both back in the courtyard.”

      Neither answered me, so I hesitantly stepped past Luc’s father. At my back, Antonio called, “The restroom is inside the main house, two doors down on the right.”

      My face flushed, and my feet faltered. Something in his voice told me he knew I hadn’t been looking for a restroom at all. It also told me he knew exactly what we’d been doing in the dark. “Grazie.”

      My stomach pitched as I moved out of the corridor into the courtyard again. Dusk was drifting to darkness, and only the western part of the sky was still a deep shade of blue. Tables covered in white tablecloths had been set up around the courtyard, and candles illuminated the place settings.

      Hand shaking, I refilled my wineglass and took a large sip. An older woman—one of the aunts I’d been introduced to earlier—grabbed me by the arm and pulled me toward a group of women. They each began asking me questions about America. I answered what I could, but my attention kept darting back to the archway, waiting for Luc to reemerge. And with every passing minute he didn’t, my pulse ticked up another notch.

      Just about the time I was ready to go looking for him, he finally appeared. Relief swept through me, but it was quickly banked when I saw the hurricane swirling in his eyes and the rigid line of his shoulders. His father smiled at his side, slapped him on the back, then shouted at a group of men and walked toward them. Luc didn’t follow. His livid gaze scanned the crowd until it locked on me. And as he approached and I felt the fury rolling off him in waves, I very nearly recoiled.

      He stopped next to me and took the wineglass from my hand. Flashing a sour smile at his dark-haired aunt to my right, he said something in Italian I didn’t understand. She and the two other women glanced my way with shocked expressions, then flushed and scurried off.

      My face immediately heated. “What did you tell them?”

      He tossed back the rest of my wine. “I told them you’re a lush who can’t handle her alcohol.”

      My eyes flew wide. “Wha—?”

      “You’re done drinking tonight.” He turned me away from the party by the elbow and set my empty wineglass on a nearby table. “It clearly fucks with your ability to follow simple directions.” He pushed me into a chair away from the festivities and glared down at me. “Sit there where I can keep an eye on you, and stay out of fucking trouble. We’re leaving first thing in the morning. I’ll be back when it’s appropriate for you to retire to your room without making a goddamn scene.”

      My mouth fell open as he turned and walked away from me. Shock and disbelief rolled through my belly while I watched him weave through the crowd, stop near his mother, and whisper something in her ear. She glanced past him toward me, frowned, and patted his arm. Luc, however, never once looked my way. He disappeared into the house, leaving me sitting confused and alone at a table in the middle of a party where I knew no one.

      Something hard twisted around my heart. I scanned faces, searching for some kind of threat, for anything that would explain his odd behavior. But everyone else was laughing and drinking and having a good time. I was the only one separated from the group. I was the only one being punished.

      “Signora.” An older woman with salt-and-pepper hair pulled neatly into a bun and whom I recognized from the kitchen this morning appeared at my side and set a cup of coffee on the table in front of me. With a pitying expression on her weathered face, she said, “Enjoy, cara.”

      The woman looked as if she wanted to say something more, but one quick glance over her shoulder and she scurried off just like the others. I looked to see at whom she’d glanced and spotted Luc’s mother scowling in my direction.

      My face heated even more as I focused on my coffee. I wanted to disappear into the background. I wanted to jump up and run to my room. But I was afraid to do either because if Luc came back and found me gone, I knew the storm I’d seen flare in his eyes moments before would pale in comparison.

      I swallowed hard because the pressure around my heart told me that wasn’t the real reason I couldn’t leave. The real reason was that I sensed Luc wasn’t really upset with me. Something had happened with his father, the same kind of something that had enraged him in Venice when he’d been summoned home. I was just the closest target for his rage.

      But I was tired of being kept in the dark. I was tired of his secrets. And I was done letting him push me around like this. I loved him, dammit. I deserved to know what was really going on.

      I just didn’t know what I’d do if he chose not to tell me.

      

      Luc didn’t join me at the party again. I spent the rest of my night stewing over that fact with Dante’s girlfriend who’d migrated my way when she’d seen me sitting alone.

      I couldn’t quite figure out what was wrong with Maricella. She watched Dante like a hawk, but anytime Luc’s brother had glanced our way, she’d cast her eyes down and away. And she had a weird tattoo peeking out of the collar of her soft yellow dress and beneath her blonde hair. A leopard-print tattoo I suspected ran the entire length of her spine.

      Not that I had a problem with tattoos. I didn’t. I thought some I’d seen were pretty awesome. I simply had no desire to get inked. It wasn’t Maricella’s tattoo that bothered me, though. It was the way she acted…as if she wasn’t good enough to mingle with the Salvatici family. As if it was her place to walk behind Dante and let him treat her like dirt. As if everything he said and did was golden and she was thankful just to be in his presence. And every time she said yes, sir to him, just as those models in New York had said yes, sir to Gio, my spine tingled with both outrage and disgust.

      That similarity left me more unsettled as I paced the length of my dark room later that night. Luc’s mother had been the one to take me up to my bedroom suite, not Luc. The party had still been in full swing in the courtyard when she’d come by my table and “suggested” I might be tired. She’d been wrong, of course. I hadn’t been the least bit tired. I wasn’t even tired now, two hours later when the sounds of the party were no longer drifting in through my open—yes, very open—balcony door. I was spitting mad and ready to tear Luc a new one…if the jerk would ever show back up.

      More frustrated with every passing second, I dropped into a plush red chair near the cold fireplace and stared out at the twinkling stars past my balcony railing. There was no moon tonight, so everything was darker than normal and fit my mood perfectly. We were leaving tomorrow, which was good. I was ready to get out of this place. Everything about Luc’s family seemed to set him off and make him act like a total lunati—

      A rustle sounded outside my open door, followed by a soft thud. Clenching my jaw, I crossed my arms over my chest and glared toward the balcony.

      A large shadow filled the doorway, but I didn’t budge. I knew it was Luc by the shape of his shoulders and the way he moved. I also knew it was him because I could smell his intoxicatingly masculine scent.

      He sighed, but the sound was more exasperation than anger, which for some reason fired me up even more. “Angioletto, I told you to keep the doors locked.”

      “You don’t get to call me angel.” I pushed out of my chair, unable to sit still anymore. Even more unable to control my hurt and resentment. “You don’t get to call me anything any longer. What you did to me down there was humiliating.”

      “I know,” he said softly.

      He knows?

      Asshole.

      I stalked over to the wardrobe closet and jerked it open to grab my suitcase. “I had to sit there like some grounded child. You mother had to take me up to my room like I was a five-year-old.” I tossed the suitcase on my bed, feeling like a complete moron. He knew he’d humiliated me? And he hadn’t done a thing about it? Fucker. “I don’t even know why I’m still here. If you’re just going to treat me like Dante’s pathetic excuse for a girlfriend, I’m out of here.”

      Luc moved so fast, I barely saw him. One second he was standing in the open doorway, the next he was beside me at the bed, his big hands closed around my wrists, his muscular body between me and the suitcase.

      My temper lurched. I tried to jerk my hands from his grip, but his hold was too strong. “Let me go.”

      “No.”

      “Dammit, Luc.” I pulled harder and ground my teeth. “Let me go.”

      “I can’t.” He tugged on my wrists, pulling me into him with ease.

      I stumbled, and my body fell into the hard plane of his chest, my arms caught between us. He quickly let go of my wrists and wrapped his thick arms around me, holding me closer than I wanted. I struggled, but he was like solid steel. And, dammit, when he leaned into me, pressed his face against my neck, and sucked in a shaky breath, my anger faltered.

      “I tried to let you go,” he breathed into my hair. “I tried everything to keep you from me, but it didn’t work. And now…now you’re part of me, and I can’t let you go. You’re a shimmering light in my sea of darkness, and if you leave, that darkness will swallow me until there’s nothing left.” His arms tightened around me. “I need you, Natalie. I need you with me. You’re the only good thing in my life.”

      Everything inside me stilled. Everything but my heart, which picked up speed until it was a bruising rhythm against my ribs.

      I didn’t understand him. I didn’t understand what he meant. I didn’t understand how he could say such tender words to me one minute and humiliate me another. “Then why did you do that to me?”

      He drew back and framed my face with his hands, looking down at me in the dark. And there was just enough starlight coming in from outside for me to see the regret in his stormy eyes. Regret and pain. “Because my father was watching. Because they were all watching.”

      I didn’t know what he meant by “they,” but I resisted the urge to pull away, because he looked distraught. And because even though I knew it made me a fool, my heart was thumping even faster. “Your father doesn’t like me.”

      “No.”

      “Because I’m American?”

      “Because he didn’t choose you.”

      “I don’t understand.” My brow wrinkled. “Did he set up some kind of arranged marriage for you? Explain this to me so I can understand. What’s going on here, Luc?”

      He closed his eyes, and as I watched him draw a slow, deep breath, I knew he was searching for the right words—or any words.

      The worry and fear inside me swelled.

      “My…family is very old-fashioned,” he said long seconds later, opening his eyes and looking down at me again. Only this time, I saw both tenderness and heartache, so much it threw me off-kilter. “They have plans for me that don’t include a woman like you.”

      “A woman like me?”

      “Strong.” He kissed my forehead. “Independent.” He pressed his lips to my temple. “Sweet.” His supple lips found my other temple. “Caring.”

      My resistance was wavering. I could feel my wall of anger crumbling with every brush of his wicked mouth. But I needed to understand. I couldn’t let this happen again. I hadn’t disobeyed any of his orders. I liked when he took control of my body and my desires—he already knew that. All I’d done today was tease him and love him and show him how crazy I was about him.

      I swallowed against the urge to lift my lips to his as he trailed a string of kisses across my cheek. “Then why? Why did you treat me like that? Do you have any idea how that made me feel? People were sending me pitying looks like I was…like I was Maricella.”

      “You are not Maricella.” He drew back again, and this time when I focused on his eyes, they brimmed with truth and an insistence that rocked me to my core. “You’ll never be Maricella. I don’t want someone like Maricella. I never did. I want you.” He skimmed his thumb across my cheek. “I want you, Natalie, exactly the way you are.”

      Tears filled my eyes. Tears of both love and hurt because they were the words I longed to hear, but something felt wrong. He still wasn’t opening up to me, and I was starting to wonder if he ever would or if our relationship was destined to fail. He’d said he was floating in a sea of darkness, but I was swimming in his ocean of secrets. Why couldn’t he tell them to me? What was so awful he had to keep hidden from me? And why did I feel like my heart was on the verge of breaking and that there was nothing I could do to stop that from happening?

      “Mannaggia.” He let go of my face and wrapped his arms around me again, pulling me into the safety and warmth of his embrace.

      I was too shaken to fight him. I was too shaken to do anything but let him hold me.

      “I’m sorry,” he whispered. “I’m so sorry. I wanted to throw my father off. I wanted him to know you aren’t a threat.” He pressed his lips to my ear, and the regret I heard wavering in his voice almost broke me. “We’ll leave first thing in the morning, and you won’t ever have to come back here again.” He kissed my cheek and brought one hand back to my face as he kissed the corner of my mouth. “I promise, sweet Natalie. Never again. Dio, I need you so much. Don’t leave me. Please don’t ever leave me.”

      Any thought I had about asking what he meant by “a threat” faded in the ether. His soft, pained words didn’t just drift into my ear, they seeped deep into my heart. And when he pressed his lush mouth to mine, it wasn’t my lips he claimed, it was my very soul.

      Sparks spread through me, rippling out from the spot where our lips joined, and, too weak to resist their power, I opened to him. I opened everything to him because I loved him. I loved him blindly and without reason. I loved him even when he hurt me. I loved every part of him, especially the parts he didn’t know how to love himself.

      Emotions overwhelmed me, made me frantic for his touch, for his body, for all of him. I slid my fingers up his back and tipped my head so he could kiss me deeper. He stroked my tongue slowly, as if he was savoring the taste of me, and I let him because I wanted him to feel what I felt. I wanted him to know that I wasn’t just giving him my body, I was giving him all of me. My heart. My soul. Everything he’d said he couldn’t live without.

      “Mi hai rubato il cuore,” he whispered, kissing the corner of my lips, my jaw, trailing his wicked mouth to my ear. “C’è un vuoto dentro di me che solo tu puoi colmare.”

      I didn’t know what he said, but when he spoke Italian to me in that sexy, tender way, every nerve ending in my body burst into flames. I turned my head and found his mouth again, and when I kissed him and drew him into me, he groaned and pulled me so close, all my worries slipped away.

      This couldn’t be wrong. It wasn’t too fast. The love I felt for him—the strength with which I felt it—couldn’t be anything but absolutely right. We would make it work. All the uncertainties still between us, all the secrets… If we held on to this moment and how we felt here, everything would be okay. I believed it. I had to believe it.

      “Luc…” I lifted my hands to his face, threaded my fingers in his silky hair as he kissed me. “Luc, I…I need you too.”

      An animalistic sound rumbled from his chest. He didn’t stop kissing me, but he did lean to the side and shove my empty suitcase off the bed. Then I felt myself falling, but he was right there to catch me and guide me down, just as he’d caught me and guided me through the last week and a half. And when he pressed all his hard, firm heat into me and I was trapped between him and the mattress, I wasn’t lost. I was found. I knew I was exactly where I was supposed to be.

      I don’t remember his strong hands pulling my white T-shirt from my body. I don’t remember him tugging the pink pajama bottoms from my legs. All I knew was blinding ecstasy when he knelt between my thighs and licked up my sex until the only word I knew was Luc.

      He was naked when he climbed over my still-shaking body. Naked and already sheathed and everything I couldn’t get enough of. I wrapped my hand around the back of his neck and pulled his lips to mine. He groaned into my mouth as I kissed him and opened my legs. My body knew him so well, it rose to meet him, and when he pressed inside me, the pleasure was so perfect, I knew this…this was what I wanted. A burning, fiery love that consumed my soul. I could never be satisfied with lukewarm love after him. I could never be satisfied with anyone but him. This man who made me feel crazy and wild and horny and absolutely alive.

      “Ah, sweet Natalie.” His fingertips skimmed my jaw as he kissed me. “My sweet, sweet Natalie.”

      His words echoed around me, filling my chest with heat and life, but when he began to move, when he thrust deep again and again, the only thing I felt was the fire building inside me that only he could quench.

      “Luc…more.” I gripped his shoulders and arched my back, taking him deeper. “Give me more.”

      He claimed by mouth again, wrapped one arm around my waist, and rolled. I gasped as he landed on his back, but quickly positioned myself and took the lead, riding him as he lay back on the blood-red comforter and gazed up at me with lust and possession in his sinful eyes.

      “Take me,” he whispered, lifting his palms to my face so I could brace my hands on his arms and use them for leverage. “Take all of me. Every part of me. I’m yours, and you are mine.”

      My body grew hotter, wetter. He was solid steel around me, beneath me, inside me. I groaned as I lifted and lowered, finding a rhythm with his upward thrusts. And I knew from the flush to his handsome face and the intensity in his gaze that he was just as close as me.

      “Ah yes…” I gasped, riding faster. “There. Right there…”

      “Look at me.” His fingertips flexed against my cheeks and jaw. “Focus on me, angioletto. Let go with your body, and I’ll take you with me. I’ll always take you with me to heaven.”

      I stared into his mesmerizing eyes and relaxed as he thrust up inside me. And when I saw the spark of ecstasy in his eyes, when I felt him swell deep in my core, the connection we shared fired along my nerve endings and exploded in a cataclysmic supernova of heat and light and violent bliss that stole my ability to see and speak and feel anything but him.

      His heavy breath was the first thing I registered when I opened my eyes. That and his sweaty body beneath me while his hands lightly stroked my hair and back. The second was ice. Ice so cold, it threatened to freeze everything I felt inside.

      I didn’t know where it came from. I didn’t know why I felt it. Shivering, I gripped his shoulder in one shaky hand so I could snuggle into him. I needed to be closer to him. I needed his heat to warm the chill suddenly taking hold of me.

      He took the cue and wrapped his arms around me, holding me tighter as he pressed a kiss to my cheek. “I’ve got you,” he whispered. “I’ve got you, my sweet, sweet Natalie. As long as we’re together, everything will be okay.”

      I’d said the same thing to myself only a handful of minutes ago, but hearing the words from his lips made that ice inside me grow colder. And I was terrified because I didn’t understand why.
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      The bed dipped hours later. I opened my eyes to find the room completely dark.

      “Shh.” Luc whispered, pressing a soft kiss to my forehead. “Go back to sleep.”

      My eyes slid closed, and I started to drift back into oblivion, but the sound of fabric rustling brought them open again. Pushing up on my hand, I blinked and spotted Luc on the far side of the bed, pulling on his jeans. That chill I’d felt after we’d made love came rushing back, making me shiver. “Where are you going?”

      “I have to meet my father. He wants to talk.”

      I glanced at the clock. It was one fifty-two a.m. “Now?”

      “Yeah. When he’s had too much wine, he doesn’t sleep.” He buttoned his jeans, pulled on his shirt, then climbed on the bed and braced his hands on either side of me. His stormy eyes were intensely focused as they gazed down at me. “I’ll be back by dawn. Keep the doors locked and wait for me, angioletto. We’ll leave as soon as we can. Then all this will be a memory.”

      He leaned down and kissed me. It was a fast kiss, a chaste kiss, but alarm shot through me because I saw both urgency and fear in his eyes just before our lips met.

      Confused, I watched him round the bed and move toward the open balcony doors. That cold space inside my chest expanded, and the same sense of dread I’d felt after we’d made love sent my heart racing. I grasped the sheet at my breasts and sat up. “Luc, wait.”

      He stopped at the doorway and glanced back at me. “Yeah?”

      I didn’t want him to walk out that door. I was suddenly terrified of what would happen if he walked out that door. “Is everything okay?”

      “Yes. Everything’s fine. It will be fine. I’ll make it fine, I promise. Go back to sleep and dream about me.”

      He was gone before I could stop him. Before I could think of a sane argument to keep him with me. For a heartbeat, I sat still in the big bed where I’d truly given myself to him only hours ago and told myself I was being silly. There was nothing wrong. He was just going to talk to his dad. I should go back to sleep like he’d said. But that chill inside me was spreading, and I had a sudden fear if it overtook my heart, everything between us would change forever.

      I threw back the covers and tugged on my pajama bottoms and T-shirt before I could change my mind. My pulse pounded as I followed him out onto the balcony. A trellis ran down the side of the villa just outside my window, and I quickly realized he’d used it to get in and out of my room.

      Movement caught my attention across the courtyard far below. Narrowing my eyes, I watched a dark silhouette—Luc’s dark silhouette—stride away from the U-shaped villa, turn left, and disappear into the trees.

      That chill turned to ice in the center of my chest. If he was going to talk to his father as he’d told me, why was he heading into the trees? Wouldn’t he meet his dad somewhere in this massive castle?

      My stomach churned with both fear and doubt as I stared into the dark, trying to make sense of what I’d seen. I wanted to believe him, I wanted to trust him, but he’d been acting strange ever since his mother had shown up in Venice. Everything since then—his mood, his tone, his actions—had been erratic, and I needed to understand why. A tiny voice in the back of my head warned not to follow him, but I sensed there was more going on than he’d said, and I suddenly needed to know why he’d lied to me.

      Urgency pushed me into action. Grasping the trellis with sweaty hands, I slowly began to climb. Halfway down, I realized I was barefoot. I knew I should go back up and grab my Skechers, but I was afraid if I did, I’d lose him in the trees. I couldn’t lose him. I needed to know where he was going. I needed to know what was really going on.

      I reached the stone courtyard and paused to swipe my damp palms on my thighs. Nothing moved around me. The villa was dark and quiet, and all signs of the earlier party had been swept away. My shallow breaths lifted my chest as I pushed my bare feet forward, crossing the cobblestones as quietly as I could. At the edge of the courtyard, I peered into the trees. It was so dark, I could barely see. But I knew Luc had gone this way, and I couldn’t turn back now.

      I let my eyes adjust to the night and used what little illumination there was from the stars to guide my way. He’d turned left when he’d exited the courtyard. Moving in that direction, I found a well-used path that led into the forest—one we hadn’t taken earlier on my tour of the property. My stomach twisted as I stared into the darkness. I couldn’t see Luc. I couldn’t hear him, but I took a chance he’d gone this way and stepped onto the dirt.

      Dry earth squished between my toes. The night air was cool, not cold—mid-sixties—but I shivered as I walked, not from the temperature, but from the chill inside me. The path wove down the hillside, away from the winery and villa and into a small valley. My anxiety inched up the farther I moved away from the house. An owl hooted in the canopy like an ominous warning. The rapid flap of bats and other things I didn’t want to think about sent my nerves humming. I came to a small stream and had to pick my way across exposed rocks in the bed. Twice I slipped, and the hem of my pajama bottoms dipped into the cold water. Once I reached the far side, I shook the water from my cotton pants as best I could and scanned the dark forest. But I saw no sign of Luc.

      That chill swirled inside me, making my hands cold and clammy. This was stupid. I didn’t know where I was or where I was even going. I should head back before I got lost in these woods. Luc had told me to stay put. If he came back to my room and found me gone, he’d flip out. After everything that had happened between us recently, did I really want to risk our relationship all because I thought I’d seen something in his eyes that might not have been there?

      My hands shook, and I turned back toward the stream, intent on rushing back to my room before Luc realized I was gone. Just as I placed my bare foot on the closest rock, voices drifted on the air and reached my ears.

      I stilled. Turned my head. Listened. They were male voices. I stepped away from the brook and squinted to see down the path. Nothing but darkness met my eyes, but those were definitely voices. Many.

      My feet moved forward, drawn toward the sound as if being pulled by an invisible tractor beam. I pushed vines and tree limbs out of my way as I followed the path down the hill, shivering with each step. A hundred yards deeper into the forest, I spotted a warm, flickering glow in the dark valley below and slowed my steps. The voices grew louder. I strained to hear what they were saying, but the words were in Italian, not English, and the men were all speaking at once.

      No, the men were all chanting at once.

      The chill inside me grew ice cold, and my pulse shot into the stratosphere. Instinct pushed me off the path and into the brush. Instead of moving toward the sounds, I picked my way parallel to it, searching for a place where I could see what was happening far below. Twigs scraped my arms and pulled at my pant legs. A rock dug into the sole of my foot, making me wince and stumble. My pulse was a whir in my ears, but I didn’t turn back. I had to see what was going on. I needed to know what I’d heard.

      I caught sight of stars and realized the trees were thinning out. The voices were louder here, the golden glow growing stronger. Easing my way around large boulders and small saplings, I finally reached what looked like a rock outcropping. Carefully, so I wouldn’t give myself away, I stepped up behind a boulder half my size and peered over the edge of the small cliff I’d found.

      Thirty yards below, torches were lit on the edge of a clearing. Black figures dressed in hooded capes stood in a circle around a large, flat, rectangular stone, chanting words I didn’t understand. Their faces were completely covered by stark white bauta masks with overaccentuated noses, protruding chins, no mouths, and cutouts for eyeholes. Parallel to the large rock, one man wore a blood-red cape, standing out among all the rest. His hood wasn’t up like the others. Instead, he wore a wide-brimmed black hat on the top of his head, pinned up on both sides and in the back to form a triangular shape. Under that, a thick drape of red, gold, and swirling black fabric dropped to his biceps and the middle of his back like a veil. And when he turned, I saw his mask wasn’t white. It was gold.

      My spine stiffened, and fear shot through me as I ducked behind the rock so he wouldn’t see me. Fingers shaking, I braced them on the stone and peered around the edge, trying to see what was happening. Two hooded black figures on the far side of the clearing stepped back, opening the circle. Four women, dressed in short, white, nearly see-through cotton dresses and black cat-style eye masks, moved into the circle.

      Their feet were bare, their shoulders lifted, their heads held high. They didn’t seem scared but…something about the way they were paraded into the middle of the circle felt wrong. Something about the way the men in masks surrounding them watched their every movement felt sinister. My heart raced as I held my breath and watched, wondering what was going on.

      The women circled the flat black slab, stopping when one stood on each side. Each faced the stone and reached out her hands, forming a circle inside the circle. The women’s lips began to move, and I heard a new chant rising from the clearing. Soft at first, then growing in strength and intensity and speed. The red-cloaked figure stepped forward and slowly walked around behind the women as they chanted. When the women’s chanting reached a crescendo, he halted behind one on the far end.

      The women’s voices cut off. The other three women turned to look at the fourth, standing in front of the man in red. They released each other’s hands and stepped back, away from the rock slab. And before I realized what was happening, the man in red reached for the remaining woman’s flimsy white dress and tore it from her body.

      The scrap of fabric fell to the ground at her feet. With a hand between her shoulder blades, he pushed her forward. The woman bent over the end of the stone—no, altar, I realized—and arched her back. And as she did, I caught sight of an elaborate leopard-print tattoo across her right hip and up her rib cage.

      The men in black forming the circle began to chant again. My stomach pitched, and my mouth grew dry. The red-cloaked figure stared down at her from behind the grotesque gold mask. The chanting grew louder until it was a roar in the small valley, until I felt it stirring in my veins. Then, in a rush of movement, he parted his cape to reveal his rigid erection and slammed into her.

      Shocked, I gasped and shot back, falling on my butt in the dirt. Realizing what I’d done, I quickly covered my mouth with my hand so I wouldn’t give myself away, but I couldn’t force my legs to move. I couldn’t make myself look away either.

      The woman’s groans echoed through the small valley as the man continued to ram into her in time with the chants. Slowly, I became aware of movement around the circle. The other three women were now also naked, writhing and rubbing against the men standing still in black as if possessed by their chants, by what they were watching, by some unseen, depraved force.

      I wasn’t sure what I was seeing. All that registered was that it was something I was definitely not supposed to be seeing.

      I scrambled back, my fingernails and heels digging into the dirt as I tried to push myself up. The red-cloaked man continued to pummel the woman, and she screamed as if she couldn’t get enough. But something about the whole scene felt wrong, and as I pushed myself onto my hands and knees and stumbled for my footing, I realized what that was.

      The sounds coming from that woman were the same sounds I’d heard in that house Gio had taken me to on Long Island. The same sounds I’d heard in that orgy room. The same sounds I’d made myself that night.

      Possessed sounds. Uninhibited sounds. Drugged sounds.

      Nausea swirled inside me as I braced an unsteady hand against the rock at my side and leveraged myself upright, trying not to alert anyone below to my presence. I didn’t know if that woman was drugged. I didn’t know if any of them were. I didn’t want to stick around to find out.

      The trees swam around me. My whole body shook, but I dug my feet into the ground and forced my legs into a sprint, wanting only to get as far from this nightmare as I could. Wanting to forget everything I’d just witnessed.

      I made it as far as the path before panic made me stumble. I hit the ground with a grunt. Voices echoed behind me, down in the clearing. Shouts and groans and a muffled rumble of words—no longer chanting.

      Panic turned to a bone-melting fear that I’d been spotted. I clawed my way to my feet and shoved my legs into a run. Rocks and twigs stabbed into the soles of my feet but I didn’t slow my steps. A rustle sounded to my right, sending my adrenaline soaring. I panted and tried to run faster up the hillside. Told myself not to look back. Told myself to keep going no matter wha—

      A hand closed around my arm and yanked me off my feet. I screamed as I slammed into something hard. Another hand quickly slapped over my mouth, muffling the sound, and hauled me back against a large, hard body.

      I was jerked off the path and into the trees. I thrashed and kicked, trying to break free. Tree limbs scraped my arms and legs as the man—I knew it was a man from his size and hold—pulled me deeper into the forest. Something solid cracked against my elbow. Images of what I’d seen swirled in my brain, and I fought harder. I shrieked beneath the hand at my mouth and struggled away from the breath on my neck. Whoever held me was whispering, but I didn’t want to hear what he had to say. I shook my head, trying to ignore his harsh words near my ear, trying not to listen to his voice because I didn’t want to hear his vile chants or—

      Something inside me faltered because I recognized that voice. It was deep. It was familiar. It almost sounded like—

      “It’s me, Natalie,” the voice hissed near my ear. “It’s Luc. Stop fighting me, dammit. They’re going to hear you.”

      I went still as stone.

      “That’s right,” Luc whispered behind me. “I’m not trying to hurt you. I’m trying to help you.”

      Disbelief formed a ball of pressure in my chest. I gripped the arm clamped tightly against my chest, afraid to believe what I was hearing. “Luc?” I mumbled beneath the hand still covering my mouth. “My Luc?”

      “Yes, your Luc.”

      All the fear inside me broke. I sagged back into him as my adrenaline crashed. His hold on me loosened, and I heard him whisper, “Angioletto,” but a relieved sob was already wedging its way up my throat, preventing me from responding.

      Turning quickly, I pressed my face against his chest and wrapped my arms around his waist, holding on as the shakes consumed me. His arms closed around me like steel bands, and he held me to him, pressing his big hand to the back of my head, cradling me against him while he bathed me in his strength. I heard his voice at my ear telling me I was safe, telling me everything was going to be okay, but it didn’t help. Squeezing my eyes tighter, I burrowed in closer, needing his warmth, needing the goodness inside him to push away the darkness I’d just witnessed.

      My hands shifted at his lower spine as I tried to get closer. Fabric brushed my fingers. Something hard bumped against my elbow. Sensations I didn’t understand drew me back from the edge of hysteria. I tried to focus on what I’d felt and straightened my fingers where they rested against his lower back. Soft, silky fabric skimmed my hand. Fabric that sent a new sense of dread spiraling through me.

      I didn’t want to see. I didn’t want to know. But I couldn’t stop myself from looking. Shifting my hands to his ribs, I pushed back. His whispered words died on his lips, and his muscles flexed, preventing me from easing away. For a heartbeat, I thought he wouldn’t let me go, but then he released me.

      My heart beat hard and fast as I moved a step back and looked at him in the dim light. A black cape, just like the ones I’d seen in that clearing, hung from his shoulders and fell down his back to his heels. My gaze drifted to his arm, where a white bauta mask was hooked over his elbow.

      “No.” Bile pushed up my throat all over again, and I stumbled back, not wanting to believe what I was seeing was real. “No.” I covered my mouth with my hand and shook my head violently, trying not to gag. “No, no, no.”

      “Natalie.” Luc moved toward me, his muscles coiled and tight, his eyes as hard as I’d ever seen them. “Don’t move.”

      My heart thundered against my ribs as I stared at him in shock and disbelief, and my skin grew hot and tight with a hysteria that sent my horror into overdrive. I grappled for some kind of explanation for the cape and mask, for something to tell me what I was seeing wasn’t real. But it was real. It was right in front of me.

      He was wearing the same outfit the men in that circle were wearing. He was one of them. He was one of those men who’d taken part in that…cultlike ceremony.

      “Natalie,” he said in a low voice. “Just listen.”

      I couldn’t. Sickness shot up my throat. I couldn’t listen to any more of his lies. I turned and sprinted before he could stop me.

      

      Luc slammed into me before I ran more than twenty yards. The air whooshed out of my lungs. My feet left the ground. I grunted as I flew forward and only barely had time to lift my hands before I smashed into the dirt.

      Pain shot up my hands and into my arms, and I groaned. My pajama bottoms tore. Something sharp stabbed into my calf, sending a burn across my flesh. I struggled beneath him and rolled, trying to break free of his hold, but he was too big. Too strong. He flipped me to my back with ease and grasped both of my flailing arms, pinning me to the ground.

      “Stop it,” he growled. “Natalie, Dio dannato, stop fucking fighting me.”

      Panic and terror crashed into me, and I kicked and twisted and flailed my head as hard as I could, desperate for the moment he loosened his grip and I could break free. “Let me go,” I snarled. “Let me go, dammit.”

      He slapped a hand over my mouth and lowered his full weight onto me, trapping me between the hard earth and his even harder body. I gasped beneath his palm as his weight pushed the air out of my lungs. He must have heard me wheeze for breath, because he eased up on my chest. I sucked in air, but before I could lash out again, he leaned close to my ear and whispered, “Don’t make a sound. Someone’s on the path. They must have heard us. If they find us, they’ll kill us both.”

      His words sent a chill down my spine, and the ramifications of what I’d seen—what I wasn’t supposed to have seen—hit me full force.

      I stilled my fight and strained to listen over the roar of blood in my ears. Above me, Luc held himself immobile, his head angled toward the path. My gaze lifted to him, and in the dim light, I saw the anxiety in his features as he waited. When the low murmur of voices reached my ears, my eyes flew wide, and a new sense of terror engulfed me.

      Luc looked down at me and shook his head, telling me to stay still. Dread shot straight into my shattered heart. My shallow breaths echoed in my ears, and against me, I felt his heart speed up with a rush of adrenaline. I swallowed hard beneath his hand, and the urge to run again rushed through me, but I resisted, not wanting to do anything to draw attention. After what seemed like an agonizing lifetime, footsteps receded on the path until the only sound I heard was my own pounding heart and the hoot of an owl high above.

      Slowly, Luc lifted his hand from my mouth and eased off me, but he didn’t let me go. He wrapped his fingers around my wrist in a viselike grip and pulled me to my feet. With one glance over his shoulder toward the path, he said, “Come on. We need to get you back to the villa before anyone sees you.”

      I was too scared to do anything but let him lead me through the trees back up the hill. My arms and legs shook as we picked our way through the dark forest, careful to stay off the path. Rocks and twigs and tree roots stabbed into the soles of my feet, and I stumbled several times, but Luc was right there to catch me, pulling me up next to him and keeping me close.

      I wanted to jerk away from his hold but didn’t trust myself not to trip and fall, and my head was spinning with confusion over his actions. Somewhere inside me, I recognized he was trying to keep me safe, but every time I looked at that cape hanging from his neck, sickness surged up my throat.

      Shivering in the cool air, I blinked to keep the trees in focus, but images of that clearing, of those masks and capes, swirled in my head. And the sounds of the woman’s groans and drugged-out screams echoed in my ears as we walked, melding with those voices, chanting louder and louder with every step.

      My body swayed, and in a daze, I realized my adrenaline was crashing. I was in some kind of shock, but I couldn’t stop it from happening. My head grew light, and the forest spun.

      I must have stumbled, because Luc turned back to me, muttered, “Cazzo,” and swept me into his arms. I pressed a hand against his chest and tried not to lean into him, but my muscles weren’t working. Darkness surrounded me like thick, cloistering smoke. I closed my eyes, breathing slowly through my nose so it couldn’t pull me under.

      “Hold on, Natalie,” Luc whispered somewhere close. “I’ve got you. Everything’s going to be okay.”

      I didn’t know how anything would ever be okay again. Everything I thought I knew was a lie. Wood scraped, and I felt soft fabric beneath me. Something brushed my lips.

      “Drink,” Luc said. “It’ll help.”

      I opened my mouth. Cool water passed over my tongue, and I swallowed. Grasping what I realized was a glass at my lips, I took it from him and tipped my head back, drawing in large gulps that didn’t come close to quenching my sudden thirst.

      “Go easy,” Luc whispered, still close. “I don’t want you to get sick.”

      I ignored him and sucked back the familiar liquid until my senses slowly returned and the darkness receded. When I couldn’t drink anymore, I lowered the glass.

      I was back in my room in the villa. The red comforter lay beneath me on the massive bed. A gentle breeze blew through the open balcony doors, rustling the gauzy fabric at each of the four posts. The room was dark, but across the space, I spotted the comfortable chair I’d lounged in earlier in the day, and the large stone fireplace I’d wanted to fill with wood and light just to see it blazing with warmth.

      I shivered, unable to remember what it felt like to be warm. Everything inside me was cold. Ice cold. I didn’t know how I’d gotten here. I didn’t remember climbing the trellis or Luc carrying me in through the door and up the stairs. All I remembered was seeing Luc in that black robe, holding that mask that made me want to vomit.

      My gaze drifted to where he knelt in front of me, his hands resting on the thighs of my ripped and filthy pajama pants. He was still wearing that vile cape. I didn’t know where the mask was, but I didn’t care. Sickness swirled inside me again, and I closed my eyes, breathing deeply to fight it back.

      “It’s not what you think,” he said quickly.

      I struggled to find my voice as a searing pain stabbed at my foolish heart with the force of a thousand tiny daggers. “You’re wearing that cape. I saw your…mask.”

      Occult images I’d seen on the Internet hit me full force, making my stomach pitch. Bracing my hands on the mattress at my sides, I rocked forward and back, fighting the pain, the nausea, fighting to keep both at bay.

      “Natalie.” His fingers dug into my thighs. “Listen to me. That’s not me. I didn’t want to go tonight. I didn’t want to come here because I was afraid they’d call a meeting. I hate all this. I only went tonight to keep you safe. I went—”

      My eyes shot open, and revulsion swirled inside me like a tornado. “You went to keep me safe?” I shoved at his hands, unable to bear his touch anymore. He fell back on his heels. “What about that woman? Does she even know what they’re doing to her? Even from where I was hiding, I could tell she was high.”

      He rested his hands on his thighs and watched me carefully, but he didn’t try to touch me again. “If she was high, that was her choice.”

      My stomach rolled all over again.

      “Listen to me. I know you think you saw some kind of satanic ritual, but you didn’t. You saw a sex party, nothing more. It was consensual. She agreed to it. All the women agreed to it.” When I opened my mouth to protest, he added, “They were paid to be there, Natalie. They were paid very well.”

      My mouth drifted closed, and I stared at him in utter disbelief.

      “You saw the tattoo up her side, right?” Luc asked. “The leopard print? You’ve seen it before. When you were with Giovanni.”

      My mind shot back to that party on Long Island. I swallowed hard at the memory of those two women with Gio removing their clothing. Both of their bodies had been marked with the same kind of leopard-print tattoo. One woman’s had run from her thigh up to her breast. The other’s had spread across her lower spine and between the cheeks of her ass.

      “They’re sex kittens, Natalie. Women who get paid to participate in parties exactly like the one you saw in the woods. Exactly like that one on Long Island.”

      My head swam. Was he telling the truth? I pushed to my feet, unable to sit still, and paced the dark room. Did it really matter? Bile pushed up my throat either way. “No.” I shook my head. “If that’s what you’re into, then—”

      “It’s not what I’m into.” He rose and faced me. “I told you, I hate this part of my family.”

      I stopped and stared at him, waiting for more. Waiting for something that would explain all this.

      “Cazzo.” He raked a hand through his hair. “Look, I don’t have a lot of time. They’re going to notice I’m gone soon, and if that happens, we’ll really be in trouble. So I’m going to explain this to you as simply as I can.”

      He moved toward me and stopped inches away. His heat and familiar scent surrounded me, bringing a rush of emotion followed by a surge of disgust. I fought the urge to move back, because I sensed if I did, he wouldn’t tell me what I needed to hear. And I did need it. I needed something true to hold on to, because I felt like I was on the verge of going insane.

      “I told you before that my family is very powerful. They’re incredibly powerful. Not just here but around the globe. With that power comes a responsibility to contain and command. The early founders of my family’s House learned long ago that the important leaders they needed on their side could be manipulated through the most basic human urge: sex. They’ve used that. They set up these events—that scene you saw in the woods, that orgy Gio took you to in New York—and they give those leaders a taste of the forbidden. It’s not satanic. It’s just sex. And it’s blackmail. They record everything. Someone was out in those woods videotaping that scene. They use it to keep those leaders in line. It’s a give and take. Those men get what they want, and in turn, they make the financial, political, or social decisions that benefit our House. That woman knew what was going on. She’s loyal to the Salvatici House. She’s being paid handsomely for her time.”

      I couldn’t believe what he was saying. He was laying it all out there as if it were no big deal. Sex rituals. Blackmail. Describing his family like some crazy world dynasty. I pressed a hand to my head, unable to sift truth from lie. The only thing I knew for certain was that if there was any truth in his words, he was omitting an awful lot.

      “Are...” I swallowed hard because I was almost afraid to ask what was suddenly spinning in my mind. “Are you talking about the Mafia?”

      “No. The Mafia is made up of thugs and low-life criminals looking to make a quick buck.”

      I breathed a little easier.

      “My family’s roots run back thousands of years. To an entente whose alliances and conflicts have shaped more than just history, they’ve shaped entire maps. The Salvatici reach extends past that of any Mafia. And trust me when I say their vengeance is a hell of a lot more dangerous.”

      I didn’t understand what he was saying. But the chilling way in which he said it made the blood drain from my face. I dropped my hand and stared at him as fear shot right back through my belly.

      He took my cold hand and wrapped his strong fingers around mine. “You were not supposed to see what you did tonight. If they find out you were there…” He squeezed my hand. “If they find out, we’re both in danger. I didn’t want to bring you here. I didn’t want you to see any of this. But I promise you, I will keep you safe. It’s just very, very important that you do exactly what I say from now on. I have to go back before someone realizes I’m missing. I need you to stay in this room with the doors and windows locked. Do not let anyone in. Do not turn on any lights. Let them think you’ve been sleeping all night. In the morning, we’re free to go. It’s extremely important that you act normal in front of my family before we leave. Can you do that?”

      My tongue was so dry, I couldn’t form words. He kept using ominous terms like danger, safe, free… Words I didn’t understand. And as I stood in front of him, I had a sudden memory flash of him pinning me to the forest floor and whispering haunting words in my ears. Words that now sent a tremble of terror through my whole body. “If they find us, they’ll kill us both.”

      “Natalie?”

      He squeezed my hand, and the pressure jolted me out of the memory. Somehow, I found the strength to nod, but…oh God…

      He breathed a sigh that sounded full of relief and wrapped his arms around my shoulders, tugging me into the warmth of his chest. I didn’t try to stop him. I didn’t lift my hands and hug him back either. I couldn’t do anything but stand completely still as my brain skipped over everything he’d just told me.

      “I’ll keep you safe, angioletto,” he whispered into my hair. “Trust me. I’d do anything for you. Anything at all.” His lips brushed my temple. “Lock the doors after me. I’ll come for you as soon as I can. I promise, in a matter of hours, all this will be a memory.”

      He let go of me and crossed to the balcony doors. Still too dazed to speak, I watched his cape rustle behind him as he turned and smiled sadly at me in a way that did nothing to alleviate my fear. He closed the doors at his back, and a scraping sound echoed outside. I knew he was climbing down the trellis, but I didn’t move to the window to watch. I didn’t feel anything but confused and numb.

      As the sounds dissipated, I crossed back to the bed and lowered myself to the edge.

      Sex kittens…

      Salvatici House…

      Orgies…

      Blackmail…

      Power…

      Control…

      Entente…

      His words tumbled through my mind, spinning faster with every passing second. I didn’t know what was truth. I didn’t know what was lies. Out of nowhere, the memory of that fanatic who’d attacked me in Rome filled my head. Luc had thought he’d been trying to hurt me, but I’d sensed he was trying to save me in some way.

      Save me from Luc? Save me from the Salvatici family? Save me from this entente he’d said shaped borders?

      My hands grew damp, and a hard lump wedged its way into my throat. I needed answers. I needed confirmation that any of what Luc had told me was real.

      Pushing to my feet, I rushed across the room, tugged open the wardrobe closet, and grabbed my purse. I found my cell phone in the front pocket, turned it on, and checked my signal. There were just enough bars for me to pull up the Internet. I decided to start with the most pressing lie—or truth. I typed in the words sex kitten.

      The first few pages brought up links for porn movies and articles about how to make your wife crave sex. I went back to the search bar and added the words leopard-print tattoo. This time I got Twitter links and articles about women who were addicted to sex. I scrolled through the first two pages, thinking this search was a bust too, but stopped on the third page when I spotted a link about sex-kitten programming.

      My fingers shook as I clicked the link. And what I read turned my stomach in a way that made me cover my mouth with my hand to keep from vomiting.

      The term sex kitten was used interchangeably with the words beta slave or beta kitten—a sexually programmed female trained to ignore her moral convictions and inhibitions and unleash her most primitive, erotic instincts. The article discussed the scenarios these women endured in their training, the way their minds learned to swap pain for pleasure, their “programmers” who groomed them in how to dress and act seductive and serve any number of men at any time when called upon. My stomach swirled as I scrolled down and pictures appeared on my screen—symbols and colors associated with sex-kitten programming.

      Leopard print was a big one. Several images of women with leopard-print tattoos on different parts of their bodies, just like on the woman I’d seen in the trees, flashed on my screen. Purple dresses, shoes, clothing… The color purple seemed to represent the disassociation of the mind in kitten programming. Cat or kitten masks, like the ones I’d seen on those women at the masquerade party on Long Island and in that clearing in the woods, appeared in front of my eyes. And butterflies—in tattoos, fabrics, hair clips. According to this article, the butterfly was the symbol of Monarch Programming, the method used by numerous organizations to create mind-controlled slaves of all kinds, including sex-kitten slaves, who could be triggered at any time to perform any task or action by a handler. Horror rushed through me when I read that Monarch Programming was a continuation of the MK-ULTRA program developed by the CIA and tested on both military and civilians in the United States.

      My pulse beat hard and fast. With shaking fingers, I opened another tab and typed in Monarch Programming Organizations. Several pages about the CIA came up. I ignored those and kept searching. Halfway down, I spotted an article with the title: Entente.

      A looming sense of doom I couldn’t shake pressed hard against my shoulders. I clicked the link with a trembling hand. It was in Italian. I pulled up a translation page and began reading in English. To my distress, the Salvatici name was right at the top, and just as Luc had said, his family’s lineage ran all the way back to Augustus—the first emperor of Rome.

      I continued to read. The article listed thirteen main bloodlines, or Houses, all linked in some way to someone important in ancient Rome. The families had constantly fought for power, but in AD 476, after the fall of the Roman Empire, the thirteen Houses finally met in Venice to discuss the creation of an alliance. There, they signed the Treaty of Entente and decided that instead of bickering amongst themselves, they had the opportunity for great wealth and power if they could find a way to work together. From that day on, the Houses worked behind the scenes to direct the future of Europe. They were responsible for the rise of popes, for the fall of great leaders, for conquests, revolutions, industrialization, and even wars that—as Luc had said—shaped the boundaries of what was today modern Europe.

      My head swam as I paged down. Over time, the Houses intermarried. They spread across the continents. And as civilization grew, so did the Entente’s reach. Today, according to the article, only five Houses remained—the five strongest in each powerhouse of Western Europe—one in England, one in France, the others in Germany, Spain, and Italy. But those five houses were no longer concerned with shaping Europe. They were reportedly involved in all kinds of illicit activities all over the globe, ranging from illegal drugs, prostitution, arms trafficking, gambling rings, human trafficking, and black market trade of every kind—gems, gold, animals, art and artifacts…

      My pulse sped up as I scanned the never-ending list. It was organized crime at a level I couldn’t comprehend.

      Swallowing hard, I continued to page down. Various symbols I didn’t understand filled the screen—an all-seeing eye that looked like a sun, a dragon in the shape of a fleur-de-lis, a triangular ornament of three interlocking arcs surrounded by a serpent, a triple spiral with tips like claws and lines resembling snakeskin. I also saw images of black capes and white bauta masks like the ones I’d witnessed in that clearing, and in every picture, one man in a red cape with a gold mask and tricorn hat, and the words Grande Cavaliere beneath.

      An uncontrollable tremor claimed me, not because the men were doing anything deviant in the photos—they weren’t, they were simply standing still, staring at the camera—but because of what I saw in their eyes. Power. Control. Domination. As if they were gods. As if they knew they lorded ultimate supremacy over every living thing on the planet. And the Grande Cavaliere’s coal black eyes behind his gold mask absolutely chilled me to my core because they were different. They weren’t smug like the others. They were blank. Unreadable. Empty. Dead.

      I swallowed hard and scrolled down again, not wanting to look at those eyes a moment longer, but stopped when I saw an image I recognized well. The website called it an ouroboros and said it was a symbol of eternity and continual renewal, but I knew it as a circular serpent with wings, consuming its tail. I knew it because Luc had a tribal tattoo on the inside of his left calf of the exact same serpent with the exact same words in the middle of the circle.

      La vita eterna.

      Eternal life.

      It wasn’t just a simple tattoo. It was a signet. In a rush, I realized the symbols I’d seen earlier were all signets of different Houses. I forced myself to continue reading and learned that the House bearing the ouroboros signet was responsible for heroin smuggling into postcommunist countries, high-end prostitution throughout Europe, human trafficking of girls and women, and the creation of beta slaves used in the rituals each House in the Entente still practiced today to blackmail their subjects into doing what they wanted them to do.

      I dropped my phone as if it had burned me and shot to my feet. My hands clenched and unclenched as if the simple act would rid the horrific feeling those pictures had stirred inside me, but it didn’t.

      Luc had the ouroboros tattoo. Luc had left me only moments ago, wearing that black cape and bauta mask. Luc was the eldest son of the head of the Salvatici House. Luc liked control. He’d told me he would dominate me. At the time, I’d thought he was only talking about sex, but this…

      Luc had called me gattina.

      Kitten.

      Sickness surged up my throat, and I sprinted to the bathroom just before it overwhelmed me. I retched into the toilet until there was nothing left in my stomach. Until every inch of my body hurt from the spasms. Until my heart shattered into a million pieces.

      When it passed, I grabbed a towel from the bar with trembling fingers and wiped my mouth as I sagged back against the wall. The shakes rushed in, taking control of my muscles. Wrapping my arms around my updrawn knees, I rocked forward and back and tried to think. Tried to plan. Tried to figure out what the hell I could do.

      I was surrounded by a sea of depravity and evil power I still didn’t completely understand. All I knew for certain was that I was alone. I was in the middle of nowhere. In a foreign country. With no ability to speak the language. I couldn’t trust Luc. I couldn’t trust his family. I had no one to turn to.

      One thought echoed in my brain, growing louder with every passing second.

      Run.

      I had to get out of this nightmare. I couldn’t stay here. I couldn’t wait around to be turned into Maricella. I’d seen too much tonight. If I stayed… If they found out what I knew, they’d find a way to get rid of me like—

      My whole body jerked, and my eyes flew wide.

      Like they’d gotten rid of Elena.

      I sprang to my feet, splashed water on my face, and rinsed my mouth. Rushing into the bedroom, I tore through the wardrobe closet and found my purse. My fingers fumbled for my passport, which was—thankfully—in the exact spot I’d left it, and I checked my wallet to see how much cash remained. Since Luc had paid for almost everything since we’d arrived in Italy, I still had nearly two thousand dollars in cash and traveler’s checks. Enough to get me out of this country. But first I had to get out of this horrific villa.

      I snapped my wallet closed and shoved it and my passport back inside my purse. Grabbing a fresh pair of jeans and a new T-shirt, I dressed quickly, pulled on a sweatshirt, and shoved my feet into my Skechers. I didn’t have any clue where Luc had left the keys to his car, but I wasn’t stupid enough to steal it and risk someone hearing the engine. Luc wasn’t coming back until dawn. I had time to get out of this hellhole on foot.

      I tossed the strap of my bag over my head so it fell crisscross over my chest and back, then I pulled the balcony doors open and softly tugged them shut behind me. One quick glance outside told me everything was just as quiet as it had been before. Without a second thought, I grasped the trellis and began to climb.

      The second my feet hit the cobblestones in the courtyard, I ran.

      I ran, and I didn’t once look back.
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      I was frantic to get back to Natalie.

      By the time I was released, dawn was already rising over the eastern mountains. My whole body ached with a combination of stress and exertion and disgust. Luckily, no one had seemed to notice my absence. As I’d hoped, they’d all been too engrossed in the ritual to pay much attention to me. But we weren’t in the clear yet. I needed to coach Natalie on what she should or shouldn’t say or do when we said goodbye to my parents in a matter of hours. If she gave any indication in voice or tone or expression that she’d seen what had happened in those woods, we’d never make it out of here alive.

      Since the light was already rising, I couldn’t risk climbing back up the trellis to her balcony. The servants were stirring, and I knew Rosabel would already be up, making her famous breakfast pastries in the main kitchen. Free of that fucking cloak, I skirted the edge of the courtyard, slipped inside the north wing, and held still in the stairwell, listening for the sound of footsteps. When I didn’t hear any, I moved up the steps. Halfway to the second level, the sound of a woman’s scream met my ears, stilling my movement.

      Panic and fear ignited a fury in my blood, and I flew up the rest of the steps to the second floor and sprinted down the corridor, slowing as I approached Natalie’s closed door. My pulse thundered and my adrenaline surged as I reached for the door handle and turned to find it locked. I stepped back, ready to break the door down with my body, when I heard another feminine scream. Only this one hadn’t come from Natalie’s room. It came from farther down the hall, in a suite three doors down. And it was followed by a deep, male, very familiar voice growling “Again” in Italian.

      Terror grabbed me by the throat and squeezed because I knew that voice as Dante’s. I rushed down the hall as quietly as I could and stopped outside the door. The scream echoed in my ears again, ramping up my adrenaline, but this close, I could tell it wasn’t Natalie’s scream. It was different. Higher pitched. I reached for the handle only to discover the door wasn’t closed. It was ajar, pushed open five inches. Enough for me to see inside.

      If Natalie wasn’t in there, I didn’t want to alert Dante to my presence. Sickness gathered in my gut. If she was in there, I needed to know who else was with him before I went barreling in.

      I stepped to the side so I could see better. A naked woman was bent over the footboard of the bed, her legs tied to the corners of the posts and spread wide, her arms secured with rope to the ends of the footboard and pulled in opposite directions. Blonde hair fell over her face, telling me she wasn’t Natalie, and my immediate relief was all-consuming. But when she whimpered, when I saw the red welts and lines across the backs of her thighs and all along her ass, that relief turned to bubbling rage.

      My little brother, the one who’d been an innocent kid when I’d left home twelve years ago and nothing more than an insolent university student when I’d last visited Italy, walked around behind her holding a cane, dressed in nothing but his jeans. I knew people were into all kinds of perversions. I knew all about the line between pleasure and pain and how it enhanced arousal. But the tears I saw welling in Maricella’s eyes and the fear tightening her features told me she wasn’t enjoying this. This wasn’t about pleasure. This was about my sick-as-fuck brother taking out his frustrations on Maricella because he hadn’t been able to take them out on those beta slaves in the woods.

      I pushed the door open hard. The wood cracked against the stucco wall with a thwack. Maricella jerked at the sound but was unable to move more than a few muscles. Her eyes grew wide as they focused on me. Dante whipped his head my way and stared at me with both shock and superiority. So much my temper shot straight through the roof.

      The fucker knew this kind of play was forbidden during daylight hours or when outsiders visited. He also knew if our father caught him, he’d be punished. But he’d done it anyway because he liked the mind fuck more than the actual act of fucking. And he’d done it here in this wing because he’d wanted Natalie to hear it.

      “Put the cane down,” I said calmly in English.

      “Vaffanculo,” he sneered at me. “She likes it.” He looked back at Maricella and lifted the cane in the air. The whirring sound caused her whole body to tense and her eyes to slam shut in anticipation of the blow.

      I was on him in two strides, catching his arm at the wrist before he could strike her. I wrenched it behind his back.

      “Che cazzo, pompinara!” he cried.

      I shoved him face-first into the wall. He grunted and let go of the cane. It clattered against the ground at our feet. “You wanna call me a cocksucker again?” I twisted his arm harder, and he cried out in pain. “Or tell me to fuck off? You worthless piece of shit. I should beat the crap out of you like you’re doing to that poor girl.”

      On the bed, Maricella pressed her face into the comforter and whimpered. The sound only amplified my need for blood.

      Dante’s mismatched eyes widened, but with my hand against the back of his head, shoving his face into the plaster, and my other hand pinning him to the wall with a twist of his arm, he couldn’t move. “She’s my kitten, you fucking asshole. I can do whatever the hell I want to her.”

      “Not here you can’t. And you damn well know that.”

      “You think you’re all high and mighty, don’t you? You think you’re better than me? You’re not. You’re a fucking disappointment to our House. If you weren’t a Salvatici, you’d already be dead.”

      His words reeked with truth. I knew I was alive only because of my family name. I also knew that name would mean nothing if anyone found out what Natalie had seen.

      Thirty-two years of frustration and disgust and fury over what I’d been born into coiled in my veins, begging to be unleashed. I’d loved Dante once. I’d loved the innocent boy and the goofy teen he’d been not long ago. But I didn’t know this man. And I wanted nothing to do with the sick perversions he’d learned from our so-called House.

      I shoved his face harder into the plaster, then released him. He stumbled back and rubbed his bruised cheek where I’d held him against the wall. “You fucking untie that girl right now. She’s sobbing, you piece of shit. Newsflash, asshole. When they’re crying like that, they’re not enjoying it.”

      I expected Dante to lash out at me. I expected him to tell me to fuck off again. What I didn’t expect was for his gaze to shoot toward Maricella bent over the bed and panic to fill his eyes when he took a good look at her shaking in her restraints.

      He pushed past me and quickly untied her legs and then her hands. She slumped back into him, still shaking. Dante picked her up gently, cradled her in his arms, and carried her to the side of the bed, where he sat and held her against him, tenderly whispering reassurances in her ear in Italian as he smoothed her hair and wiped the tears from her cheeks.

      I was sure I was seeing an act. That he was putting on a show for my benefit so I wouldn’t tell our father what I’d seen. But the way Maricella responded to him, instantly relaxing and clinging to his shoulders as he rocked her, told me it wasn’t. And the expression on Dante’s face—more pained than the one on Maricella’s—made me think…maybe the depraved pieces of our House hadn’t consumed him yet.

      My need for blood waned, and my thoughts immediately shot to Natalie. Urgency resurged inside me to get her out of this wretched castle as quickly as humanly possible.

      Crossing the room without another word, I moved quickly back out into the hall and closed the door at my back. My footsteps sounded in the corridor, but I didn’t care who heard. It was close to six a.m. It was late enough for me to visit Natalie and wake her—even if I knew she’d never gone to sleep.

      Nerves churned inside me as I lifted my hand to knock. I knew she had a million questions. I knew she was likely pissed at me. I could deal with all that so long as she listened and followed instructions so we could get out of here without incident.

      My knuckles rapped against the door, and I held my breath and listened for her movement on the other side. But fear swirled in my gut when I remembered the numb look I’d seen in Natalie’s pretty blue eyes just before I’d left her. And as the seconds stretched in silence with no footsteps or rasps of cloth or shallow breaths from her room, that fear turned to chilling panic.

      I reached for the door handle and turned, but it was locked. Knocking again, I said, “Natalie? It’s Luc.”

      Still nothing. Nothing but absolute silence.

      The hair on my nape prickled, and sweat beaded along my spine. I gripped the door handle and shoved my shoulder into the wood. The old door didn’t even budge. If she had the desk inside still pushed up against it, kicking and slamming my body against the door would do no good. My pulse shot up as I pictured her balcony. Before I could change my mind, I rushed back for the stairs and took them two at a time until I reached the ground level.

      The courtyard was still empty when I reached it. I ran out ten yards and looked up at her windows. They were dark, and her balcony door was closed, just as I’d told her to leave it. My pulse pounded with options. I couldn’t yell—that would alert anyone who was awake, and I didn’t want to scare her if she’d finally fallen asleep. But the tightness in my chest told me she wasn’t sleeping.

      I sprinted to the trellis and climbed it in record time. My boots landed against the stone balcony with a clap. I reached for the door handles, expecting them to be locked, but to my horror, they pulled right open. Heart in my throat, I rushed into the room only to find it empty.

      “Natalie?”

      I searched everywhere—the bedroom, the balcony, the bathroom—but couldn’t find her. My panic went stratospheric, and my first thought was Dante just down the hall, but a quick glance at the door told me the desk was indeed still pushed up against it. Dante couldn’t have gotten in that way, and if he’d come in through the balcony, he’d have had to take her out that way as well.

      There were no signs of a struggle. I couldn’t see Natalie going anywhere with Dante or anyone after last night…not without a fight. I looked around again, trying to piece together what had happened and where she was, and stilled when I spotted her cell on the bed.

      My nerves shot up as I reached for her phone and flipped it over, checking her call log. She hadn’t called anyone nor received any calls or texts. I opened her web browser, then sucked in a sharp breath at the article she’d left open.

      My stomach pitched as I rushed to her wardrobe and tossed the contents. Her clothes were there. Her purse, wallet, and her passport, which I’d returned to her after we’d checked out of the hotel in Venice, were not.

      Dread enveloped me, a mixture of fear and panic that tightened my chest until I wanted to scream. As soon as my parents realized Natalie was gone, they’d know she was a threat. A person didn’t run unless they were scared. And there was nothing here to be scared of except that ritual held last night.

      Options spun through my mind like a vortex. I could try to play it off to them that we’d had a fight and that she was angry with me, but I knew my father would never buy that. Salvatici men did not argue with their women. They controlled them. If I couldn’t contain one simple American female, he’d still send our House after her because, according to him, an insolent woman who couldn’t be dominated wasn’t worth her space on this planet. Which meant…

      My stomach churned with a bitter sickness that chilled my blood.

      Which meant, in one night, my entire world had tilted right off its axis. I had to get to her before anyone else did.

      Slipping her cell phone into my pocket, I turned quickly for the balcony, but pressure condensed in my chest before I could even reach the doors. And in a rush of pure terror, I realized I had no idea where she was headed—back to New York or home to Idaho.

      If I chose the wrong location, we could both be dead before I even recognized my mistake.
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      I was more tired than I’d ever been in my life.

      I wasn’t sure how many hours I’d traveled. It was all a blur in my mind—running down the long Salvatici drive in the dark, terrified I’d be caught. Staying in the shadows along the road in the wee hours of morning, searching for anyone who could help me. Realizing I’d left my cell phone behind but determined not to go back. Finding a convent—ironically—across the small valley from Luc’s family compound and begging them to take me anywhere so long as it was away from Tuscany.

      The sixtyish woman who’d met me at the door had offered to drive me into the nearest village, but I’d balked. It was only when I’d used the Salvatici name that she’d snapped to attention and realized I was escaping a nightmare.

      She’d driven me straight to Milan. We’d steered clear of Florence and Rome because she’d said they were too close and that people would look in those places first. I didn’t know how she knew so much about Luc’s family, but I didn’t want to ask for fear my already packed brain might implode. And I’d decided leaving my cell phone behind was probably a blessing in disguise. Luc couldn’t use its GPS signal with some fancy software to track my movements.

      In Milan, I’d been able to catch a short flight to London, where I’d sat for hours, waiting for a seat back to the States. Ten hours later, I’d finally landed on American soil in Seattle, and after another hour-and-a-half flight, I stepped off the plane in Boise barely able to move from the hours cramped in coach.

      It was dark when the cab driver pulled to a stop in front of my small Cape Cod. My eyes drooped as I fished cash from my wallet and handed it to him with a weak “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome,” he said, taking the money. “Too bad they lost your suitcase. The airlines suck.”

      I forced a smile I didn’t feel and shrugged at my lie, then grabbed my purse and climbed out. As he pulled away from the curb, his brake lights shining red in the darkness, I turned to look at my small rental house, and a wave of despair washed through me.

      My hand fumbled in my purse until I found my keys. I felt like I was moving in slow motion as I climbed the front porch. The key turned in the lock with a click, and seconds later I stepped into the cold house, flipped on a light in the entryway, and stared at my silent living room and empty kitchen.

      It was just as I’d left it. White couch and matching side chairs I’d saved months to buy after college. The glass coffee table I’d found at a flea market stacked neatly with magazines I’d recycled from the boutique. The flat-screen TV on the wall across the room my mom had insisted on buying for me that I rarely turned on. The adjacent white kitchen counters bare but for a thin layer of dust because no one had used them in weeks.

      Since I hadn’t known how long I’d be gone, I’d had an elderly neighbor check on the house regularly. Clearly, she’d done a good job. My house and everything in it was exactly as I’d left it. But I wasn’t. The woman who’d walked out of here for New York, determined and confident, was now battered and broken. Not just in body, but in heart and mind and soul.

      Tears welled in my eyes. Tears I didn’t think I had left to cry. All I’d done on the plane was cry, and I was emotionally and physically wrung out. I wanted to sleep. I wanted to forget the last few weeks had ever happened. I wanted to forget Luc, but the pit in the bottom of my soul told me I probably never truly would.

      The cordless phone on the kitchen counter blinked red, indicating messages. I knew several were from my mother so I ignored them, just as I’d ignored the messages she’d left on my cell the last week. I couldn’t talk to her now. Didn’t know when I’d have the strength.

      Not bothering with the light, I found a bottle of wine in the cupboard, popped the cork, and poured myself a large glass. The red wasn’t as good as the Salvatici wine I’d had in Tuscany, but I tried not to think about that. I tried not to think about anything related to Italy as I carried my wineglass down the dark hall and into my bedroom. But the images were already coming back as I flipped my nightstand light on and moved into the master bath. The masks, the capes, the things I’d read on the Internet, and Luc…

      Luc in Rome, when he’d kissed me that first time in the elevator as if he couldn’t stop himself. Luc in Venice, when we’d walked through the city hand in hand and he’d laughed and dragged me into dark corners and teased me until my whole body had been ready to melt. And Luc that last night in Tuscany, when he’d come to my room looking so anguished as he’d apologized and held me tightly to him and told me how much he needed me. When he’d made love to me so sweetly, I’d felt connected to him on another level. When he’d begged me to never leave him.

      Emotions closed my throat and pushed tears over my lashes to slide down my cheeks. I couldn’t reconcile the two Lucs I’d seen. Swiping at my stupid tears with one hand, I set my wine on the counter, sat on the edge of the tub, and flipped on the water, hoping a bath would drag me toward sleep.

      How could he say such tender things to me then leave my bed to join that…that depraved ritual in the woods? How could he touch my heart so sweetly one minute, then turn around and use women as disgustingly as those masked men did? And how could he make me—a woman who was intelligent and independent and strong, dammit—fall so completely and utterly in love with him if he was really a monster like the ones I’d read about on those web pages?

      The pain wrenching my heart radiated outward to every cell, making my whole body ache. The only answer I could come up with was that I hadn’t known the real Luc. One of them—and I didn’t know which—had been a lie. An elaborate lie that had demolished not only my world but everything I thought I knew about it. I wanted to go back to being naïve. I wanted to go back to the days when I didn’t know about beta slaves and sex rituals and blackmail and illicit activities and…and Luciano Salvatici.

      I dropped my head into my hands and let the tears fall. I let the emotions shake my shoulders and consume my body as the water ran in the tub beside me. At some point, I had to stop crying, right? At some point, I had to realize I’d done the right thing by running and find a way to get over him…right?

      “Well now,” a low voice said from the bathroom doorway, interrupting my pity party. “Wine and a bath. Sounds like fun to me.”

      My head jerked up. Through blurry vision, I spotted a burly man dressed all in black with a shaved head. His meaty hands hung loosely at his sides, and he stared at me with a sinister grin.

      Adrenaline surged inside my body, and I lurched to my feet. “How did you get in here? What are you doing here?”

      “Oh, now, honey,” he said in that menacing voice as he stepped into the bathroom, a lurking, looming shadow coming toward me. “I think it’s pretty obvious what I’m here for. I’m here for you.”

      Panic and the fight response made me reach for the wineglass. Before he could grab me, I slammed it hard against the side of his head. Red wine and broken glass sprayed over his face and into his eyes. He jerked back and howled. Heart thundering, I surged past him and sprinted for my bedroom.

      He growled and lurched toward me. I slipped past his grip. His body smacked against the ground. Fear flooded my chest. I pushed my legs harder. Just as I rounded the corner into my bedroom, his hand hooked my ankle and yanked me down.

      I screamed and hit the brown shag carpeting with a grunt. He hollered as I kicked out, trying to break his hold on my leg. He spoke English but I couldn’t hear him. All I could hear was the terrified thunder of my pulse in my ears. That and Luc’s voice whispering in my ear back in Tuscany, saying, “If they find us, they’ll kill us.”

      No… No, no, please no… I didn’t want to die. I fought harder than I ever had. My hands grappled for something—anything I could use for a weapon as he wrestled with my flailing legs and tried to pull me toward him. My arm swept under the bed. My fingertips grazed something hard. In a rush of understanding, I realized I’d found one of the five-pound hand weights I owned but rarely used. I angled that direction and wrapped my fingers around the handle. The man yelled, “Fucking bitch!” and tugged on my legs hard, dragging me across the carpet toward him.

      With one large hand, he flipped me to my back. But I was ready. I swung out with the weight and nailed him in the other side of the head.

      He screamed and fell back into my nightstand. The light wobbled and crashed to the ground, breaking the bulb and dousing the room in darkness. Free of his grip, I scrambled to my feet and ran out of the bedroom and into the living room. I made it as far as the edge of the kitchen before he slammed into me and sent my body sailing sideways into the cabinets.

      My head cracked against wood. My right shoulder and ribs took the brunt of the impact, sending blinding pain down my side. I grunted and slumped to the tile floor, tried to get up, but everything around me spun.

      Footsteps sounded close. Panic swelled inside me. I knew if I didn’t get up, if I didn’t run, he was going to grab me. Probably rape and kill me. I shifted to the left, but my body wasn’t working, and all I could do was fall to the floor.

      “They said you were a spitfire. Guess I’m gonna find out just how much of one you are right now.”

      He knelt on one knee above me. My vision came and went, but I saw the blurry shape of his face coming toward me. And I could smell him—sweat and oil and french fries. Those couldn’t be the last things I smelled before I left this world.

      I reached back with one arm, grabbed the underside of the counter, and tried to pull myself away, but the pain was too intense, and I didn’t make it more than two inches down the tiles before I groaned.

      He chuckled and reached for his belt buckle. “You need to learn a lesson in how to treat a man, bitch, and I’m the one who’s gonna teach you.”

      Out of nowhere, I pictured Luc. His strong square jaw, the stubble on his tanned skin, his straight nose, perfect lips, and those swirling, stormy one-of-a-kind gray eyes that had so thoroughly engulfed me in a darkness I’d never thought I’d like.

      No. I wasn’t going to imagine Luc. He couldn’t save me this time, and I wasn’t going to give up. I kicked and clawed and fought with everything I had. My foot landed hard against the man’s groin. He grunted and fell back on his heels.

      Pain shot through my body as I flipped to my belly and scrambled to my feet. But my legs weren’t working right. I slipped on the tiles and hit the ground with a grunt. Cool air whooshed over my back. And then I heard a struggle. Fists slamming into flesh. The crackle of glass followed by a gurgling, choking sound. And then…nothing.

      No, that wasn’t right. My eyes flew wide. I glanced behind me and stared into utter blackness. I heard breaths. Heavy ones. And footsteps. Coming near.

      Panic resurged inside me. Pain ricocheted through my body as I shifted back on my butt and scooted farther into the kitchen, deeper into the shadows. The dark figure stalking toward me wasn’t the same one who’d attacked me earlier. It was someone new.

      A second wave of fear slammed into me, and I shifted upright to lean against the cabinet. My brain quickly rifled through the contents in the drawers above me. I was near the knives. If I could find the strength to pull the drawer open, I could grab one. I could use it to defend myself. I could—

      “Santo Dio. Hold still, Natalie. Don’t try to move.”

      I froze, because that sounded like Luc. But it couldn’t be Luc. He was in Italy. He wasn’t in my kitchen. He wasn’t—

      An overhead light flipped on, blinding me. I blinked several times against the burn in my retinas. When I finally tore my eyes open, I stared up in total disbelief.

      Luc knelt next to me, wrapped an arm around my back, and gently pulled me away from the cabinet and onto his lap. Cradling me against him, he pressed a dish towel to my forehead.

      I registered something warm and slick near my temple where he held the rag, but I was too dazed by what had just happened and the fact he was here to realize what it was.

      “Ah Dio, angioletto.” He skimmed his lips over my forehead, my nose, my cheek—whatever he could reach. “I’m here. I’m here now.”

      I didn’t know how that was possible. I didn’t know how he’d found me or what was going on. All I could focus on was his strength surrounding me and his sinfully delicious scent of jasmine and cedar and rum that made my whole body tremble with a rush of memories.

      I let him hold me—I was too weak to pull away. I let him kiss me—and oh, his lips felt so good. And as I sank into him, I let him be the strength I needed. That love—the love I tried to tell myself I didn’t feel for him—came rushing back, filling my chest, energizing my soul, making me feel…alive.

      I closed my eyes and held on to him. But I was still so confused. “I don’t… I don’t understand. What happened? Who was that man?”

      “No one you need to worry about. He’s gone. He won’t hurt you again.” He pressed his lips to my temple and gently stroked a hand down my hair. “Everything’s going to be okay. I’ll take care of you, angioletto. You’re mine, Natalie. I’d do anything for you. Anything it takes.”

      A chill trickled down my spine because he’d said words like that to me before. In Tuscany. Right before he’d left me to rejoin that sex rite in the trees.

      “No.” The chill I’d first started to feel after we’d made love that last night spread through me, turning my blood to ice. I shoved the rag away from my temple, pushed out of his arms, and struggled to my feet. “No, I don’t want you to. I don’t want you here. I don’t want any of this.”

      “Natalie.” He slowly rose in front of me, and even though my vision hadn’t adjusted to the bright light yet, I could see his eyes. Wide and focused and as intense as they’d ever been. “Listen to me. I’m here to help you.”

      All the lies. All the fear. All the heartache. It all came rushing back. Misery swelled inside me. Misery and disgust and horror. “I don’t want your help. Get out. Get out of my life, Luc.”

      Pain echoed through my legs as I turned away from him. From the corner of my eye, I spotted the man who’d attacked me lying in a bed of broken glass that used to be my coffee table. His wide, lifeless eyes stared up at the ceiling. Bile shot up my throat, and I tried to run for the bathroom, but Luc grabbed me by the wrist and jerked me back to face him.

      I yanked against his hold. “Let me—”

      Something sharp stabbed into my biceps. Wincing, I looked down to see a hypodermic needle sticking out of my flesh.

      “Everything’s going to be okay,” Luc said calmly as he depressed the plunger, then pulled the needle from my arm. It hit the floor with a click.

      Shocked, I stared down at it, then lifted my gaze to his.

      He grasped my other arm and pulled me toward him. “I said I’d take care of you, and I will. I promise. I won’t let them touch you.”

      No. No, no, no…

      I struggled against him. I thought I struggled against him, at least. But my head was growing light, my vision already dimming. I felt his arms surround me, easily pulling me into his chest. I heard his soft voice at my ear, whispering words I couldn’t make out because I was already drifting.

      He’d drugged me. The realization should have hit me hard, but instead it floated in my head, mingling with the shadows circling in. This was different from the drug Gio had given me. This was going to pull me under in a matter of seconds.

      “I’m someone completely different with him…”

      In a haze, I thought of my friend, and I wondered if this was what Elena had felt in the last seconds of her life.

      One of the articles I’d read on the Internet rushed to the forefront of my fading mind. A section about sex kittens and what happens to the ones who don’t fall in line. The article had claimed drug overdoses were the easiest way to get rid of them.

      This was what had happened to Elena. She’d fallen for a man who’d ultimately destroyed her, and now the same thing was happening to me. I’d set out to find her killer, but somewhere along the way, I’d turned from everything that mattered and stumbled into an obsessive relationship with a man who was so overwhelming, I’d been blinded to the threat right in front me.

      I’d become Elena. And because of my stupidity, in a matter of hours I’d be nothing more than a statistic.

      Another woman who’d seen too much, trusted too easily, and loved far too hard. Another sex kitten that evil men hidden behind gruesome masks wanted eliminated. Another drug overdose, dead on the floor.

      Just like my best friend.
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      Dear Reader:

      Thank you for reading FORBIDDEN! Stay tuned for DECEIVED, the next book in the House of Sin series, which continues Luc and Natalie’s exciting story. And don’t miss the climactic conclusion in UNDONE.

      If you enjoyed FORBIDDEN, I would appreciate it if you would help others enjoy it as well by doing one of the following:

      
        	Lend it: This e-book is lending-able, so please share it with a friend.

        	Recommend it: Please help others find this book by recommending it to friends, readers’ groups, and discussion boards.

        	Review it: Tell readers what you liked or didn’t like by reviewing it at one of the major retailers, review sites, or on your blog. I appreciate all reviews whether positive or negative.

      

      To find out when my next book is available, you can sign up for my new release e-mail list here. Click here to see a full list of all my books by series. And don’t forget to follow me on Twitter, or like my Facebook page to get exclusive excerpts, behind the scenes first looks, and upcoming series/book updates.
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