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      Monday, July 18, 2011

      

      He had the coldest eyes that Bethany Shelton had ever seen.  She hadn’t noticed at first.  When she saw the haggard-looking, handsome man with unruly black hair, her mind latched onto the puzzle that he presented and refused to let go.

      He was wearing a coat.  That was the first unusual thing that she noticed about him.  People didn’t normally don outerwear for an early-morning trip to the convenience store when it was a balmy seventy-three.  Then a drop of red fell, splattering the scuffed tile floor by his shoes.  She’d seen enough blood to know what it was.  Intending to direct him to the nearest clinic, she looked up but could go no higher than his waist.

      The gun in his hand was pointed right at her.

      Whoever he was, this man was dangerous.  Very dangerous.  His cold eyes merely confirmed it.

      “Let’s go,” he whispered, nodding over his shoulder toward the far end of the aisle, away from the cash register where she’d been talking to Mr. Jenkins about his shoulder.

      His voice was low-pitched, deep and commanding.  As scared as she was, she forced herself to nod and obey.  He might start shooting, and there was a young mother with small children two aisles over in the baby section, probably needing diapers or baby food or both.  She would have a hard time living with herself if her refusal to cooperate put anyone else in harm’s way.

      Beth clutched her empty shopping basket and started walking.  “Stop,” he ordered.  “Get what we’ll need.”

      They were in the pharmacy section—or at least that’s what she would call it.  It was barebones, but it had the basics.  Gauze.  Adhesive strips.  Alcohol.  Hydrogen Peroxide.  Triple antibiotic ointment.  Drawing salve.  Antifungals.  Those kinds of things.  From the way that he held his arm, she’d guess that he had a shoulder wound.  Not knowing if a bullet or a blade was involved, she piled the basket accordingly, adding tweezers and a pair of scissors to the mix.

      Beth pointed to the shelf of painkillers. “Are you allergic to any of these?” she whispered.

      “No.”

      Ibuprofen, aspirin, and a twelve-hour analgesic went into the basket.  “We should be good.”  She hoped to God so, anyway.  She had no experience with emergency room medicine.  Her work came after that, when patients were in rehab.

      Still, doubt nagged at her.  There must be something else, something that she was forgetting.

      Closure.

      “Wait!” she whispered.  With no butterfly bandages in stock, she scanned the aisle and found a household section with sewing thread and tools.  An assortment pack had sharps, embroidery, ball-tip, craft, and curved stainless steel needles.

      If she needed any, it would be the last.

      She put the needles and white thread in with the rest.  “Stitches,” she murmured.  “That’s it, I think.”

      Reaching into his pants pocket, he pulled out a wad of cash and threw it on top of the first aid supplies.

      “I’ll want change back,” he murmured, deadpan.  If he meant it as a joke, she wasn’t laughing.  “Pay for it, then leave.  I’ll be right behind you.  Go right and head for the black SUV parked on the side of the store.  Do what I say, and no one gets hurt.”

      Beth hoped like hell that included her.

      The young mother was at the checkout counter.  Beth stepped in line behind her.  The poor thing’s credit card was declined.  And her debit card.  She started digging through her purse, trying to find enough to cover her purchase, with one crying child clinging to her leg and a baby screaming in her ear.

      Beth took two twenties from the wad of cash and touched the harried mother’s arm.  “Here.  This will cover it.”

      She burst into tears.  “Thank you, Miss.  Oh, my God.  Thank you!”

      “When you get the chance, pay it forward.  Help someone else, and ask that they do the same, okay?”

      “I will!”  She handed the money to Mr. Jenkins, who completed the transaction and gave her change.  She started to offer it to Beth, but Beth shook her head.  “Keep it.  You’ll be needing more diapers.”

      “Ain’t that the truth!  Oh, thank you again!  God bless you!”

      The mother looped the handled plastic bag over her arm, grabbed the diapers, and crab-walked out of the store with her toddler fastened like a leech to her leg.

      “You’re a good one, Doc.”

      She managed a smile despite the eyes that she felt boring into her back.  Palming the remaining cash, she set her basket on the counter.  “Shh.  It’s our secret.  Ring this up, please, and tell me the damages.”  Judging from the size of the wad in her hand, she should have more than enough to cover.

      She did.  Slipping Darkman’s change into her pants pocket, she exited through the front door, turned right, and headed for the side of the store.

      He was right behind her.  Lights flashed.  The SUV’s doors unlocked.  It wasn’t too late to make a run for it.  She didn’t think that he could catch her…but he had a gun.  This close, it was unlikely that he’d miss.

      Praying that she wasn’t making the biggest mistake of her life, she opened the passenger door.  “Where do you want—”

      A large hand with a soaked handkerchief slapped over her face.  Her nostrils filled with the telltale smell of chloroform.  Seconds later, her world went as black as a sinner’s heart.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Wake up.  We’re here.”

      Beth pried open her eyes.  God, she felt like crap.  Dazed and confused, it took her a moment to get her bearings.  She was sitting in a passenger seat that was leaned all the way back.  From her vantage point, she could see nothing outside but tree limbs and sky.  Forcing herself up, she saw that they were at a house that had been built in a remote location.  It could be anywhere in Southern Illinois or northern Kentucky, depending on how far he’d driven.  All she knew was that they were surrounded by woodlands, there wasn’t another house to be seen in any direction, and she didn’t have a stitch left on her.

      Mother fuck.

      Darkman had stripped off her clothes when she was unconscious.

      Evil man.

      Or desperate man.  She would have known if he had touched her sexually, but he hadn’t.  He had undressed her, nothing more.  She couldn’t imagine what it had cost him to do it.

      But why?

      She looked again at where they were, in the middle of nowhere, with nothing but forest as far as the eye could see.  Clothed, she could have tried to run for it, but with no clothes, no shoes…?

      No way.

      Even if she followed the gravel drive and managed to reach a paved road, who knew what kind of man—or men—would find her.  At the moment, the known evil seemed the far lesser of the two.

      Beth wished like hell that it was nighttime.  He was probably laughing at the full-body blush that she had going on.  For all that she had brown hair, when she was embarrassed, she pinked up worse than her ginger sister.

      “The bags from the store are in the back seat.  Get them.  I’ve already unloaded the rest of the car.”

      Darkman sounded more tired than terrifying.  No doubt the loss of blood was affecting him.  She had no idea how long she’d been out, or where they were.  She did know that he needed medical attention and he seemed to be expecting her to give it.

      Beth found the side lever and returned her seat to an upright position.  Carefully stepping barefoot out of the car, she closed the front door, ball-walked on the rough white rocks, and opened the back passenger door.  Pulling out the plastic sacks filled with first aid supplies, she took one in each hand and followed Darkman into the house, feeling the bite of gravel with every step that she took.

      She didn’t know what to expect, but the house was far nicer and much larger than she imagined.  Of course, her expectations were low.  Dirty warehouses and the backrooms of seedy bars seemed more fitting for a kidnapper than a modern home with amenities that included a gourmet kitchen.  He stopped by the kitchen’s eight-foot island and began unbuttoning his blood-soaked shirt.

      “Where do you want to do this?”

      All she could think of was that she had no clothes and he was taking his off.  “Please,” she whispered.  “Don’t make me.”

      “You have to,” he snarled.  “This bullet isn’t going to remove itself.”

      “I’m sorry?”

      He growled at her.  “Don’t fuck with me.  I’m warning you, I’m in no mood for jokes.  I need to get this bullet out and go after the son of a bitch who put it there.  Every minute we waste lets him get further away.”

      She kept her voice soft, her tone even.  “Then maybe you should have gone to the ER and had it taken care of by people who are trained to do it.”

      “What?” he scoffed.  “They didn’t teach you in medical school?”

      “Medical school?”  Beth frowned.  “I didn’t go to medical school.  What on earth makes you think—”

      Darkman swore beneath his breath.  “Fuck it all.  He called you Doc.  You were talking about his shoulder and how he should keep up with his exercises.”

      Her surreal experience was beginning to make more sense now.  He must have overheard her talking to Mr. Jenkins and had jumped to a very wrong conclusion.  She didn’t know whether to laugh or cry, to cooperate or negotiate.  Without shoes or clothes, her options were limited.  Attempting an escape was out of the question—for now, anyway.

      “You said that you’d be happy to not see him there again.”

      “At the hospital,” she said tightly.  “Where you should be right now.  I was his physical therapist.  And a lot of my patients call me Doc.  It pisses the real doctors off, but I’m good at what I do.  My patients respect that.”

      He rubbed a hand across his face.  “Christ almighty.  Okay.  You’re not a doctor, but I still need help.  Like it or not, you’re it.  I can dig this bullet out myself, but if it’s lodged in the bone, it helps to have two working hands to extract it.  Do this, and I’ll let you get dressed and see that you get home, safe and sound.  Give me problems, and you’ll wish you hadn’t.  Capisci?”

      As an operating table, the island had merit.  Good light.  Height.  A hard surface that would be easy to clean and sterilize.  The problem was, he had bought into the myth that a bullet needed to be removed.

      “You should consider that soldiers live with shrapnel.  You run more risk getting rid of that bullet than leaving it in.  What if it’s sealing a damaged artery?  Remove it, and you’ll be bleeding out and there won’t be a damned thing that I can do about it.  Do you really want to risk it?”

      He shrugged off his shirt, revealing his nicely furred chest and the entrance wound in his shoulder.  “Yes,” he grated.  “I can’t be setting off fucking metal detectors the rest of my life.”

      “Other people do.”

      “I am not,” he said tightly, “other people.  Now, do what you need to, but do it fast. I’m not getting any younger.”

      From the sick pallor on his face, she had to wonder if he’d be getting any older when all was said and done.

      He made it to the sink in time to vomit into it, then collapsed on the floor, barely conscious.

      Crap.  The weakness, the pallor, the nausea.

      He was bleeding inside.

      Beth dumped a marble crock of cooking utensils and poured half of the alcohol into it.  She took the paring knives from the wooden knife block and put them, tip down, in the alcohol.  Guessing, she opened the end drawer on the counter, thanked God it was the junk drawer, and grabbed a pair of needle-nosed pliers.  She ripped open the tweezers and set them on the stove in case she needed to cauterize.  Grabbing the fully-loaded paper towel holder from the counter, she set it by the crock near his shoulder and prepared for her first surgery.

      Her physical therapy patients called her Doc.  Now, she was about to earn it.
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      Matteo Visconti returned to consciousness, lying on a cool, hard floor and hurting like a son of a bitch.  His head.  His back.  His shoulder.

      Especially his shoulder, thanks to the bastard who’d shot him.  Reaper.  President of the Blackwater Demons MC.  Rapist.  Kidnapper.  Killer.

      It should be some consolation that they’d recovered his latest victim before she ended up like the rest.  He was lucky that the wound he’d suffered in the joint raid with the Avenging Angels MC was minor compared to the sucking chest wound that he’d seen on the way out the door.  As bad as Jack Daniels had looked, chances were, the Angels were one less on earth.

      Matteo kept his eyes closed and focused on remembering the rest of it.  He’d stopped at the convenience store for first aid supplies and kidnapped a doctor…only she wasn’t a doctor.  And despite the indignities that he’d forced on her, she had treated him.  His shoulder was bandaged.  The last thing he remembered was throwing up in the sink.

      Cracking open his eyes, he turned his head toward the center of the kitchen and saw his angel of mercy watching him.  She was lying on a throw rug that she’d dragged in, adding a pillow for a makeshift bed.

      And she was dressed.

      Fuck.

      If she’d found her clothes, she’d found everything else that he’d hidden in the laundry room dryer.  His cash.  Her purse.  His cell phone.

      His keys.

      Interesting.

      She could have left, but she was still here.  Too bad she’d found her clothes.  The best part of this whole ordeal had been the sight of her naked body.

      “Hey,” she said softly.  Thankfully, she sounded more concerned than pissed at him.

      “How long have I been out?”

      “Fourteen hours, give or take.”

      “Christ.”  He struggled to turn, intending to get up and dressed.

      “You stay right there, mister.  Don’t make me shoot your sorry ass.”

      Doc waved his gun in his general direction.  He’d be worried if it had a bullet in the chamber and she was taking serious aim with the safety off.  Right now, she was all show and no go.

      “You were bleeding internally,” she told him.  “I had to cauterize an artery.  I removed the bullet while I was in there, by the way.  If we can keep you from post-op infection, I’m hoping that you’ll be nearly as good as new.  If nothing else, you have another scar and a souvenir that will trump any of your buddies’ ‘what I did on summer vacation’ stories.  Try to move too soon, and you probably won’t live to hear them.”

      “I need to go,” he insisted.  “You don’t understand—”

      She waggled the empty gun at him.  “No, you don’t understand.  If you’re too weak to get up off the floor, how in the hell do you think you’re going to drive?  You’ve lost a lot of blood.  I washed your clothes after you pissed them, but I found a stash of sweatpants and tees.  You’re wearing sweats until I say otherwise.”

      Well, that explained how she found what he’d hidden in the clothes dryer so soon.

      Doc had plaited her hair into a long, brown braid that looked like it would reach her waist.  She pushed a stray wisp away from her face and eyed him as intently as his father did anyone who was granted access to his presence.

      Time for a change of tactics.

      “If you’re going to make me stay down here, can I at least get a rug to lie on, too?  This hard floor is killing me.  And water.  I need water.  And something for the pain.”

      “Yeah, well, manage to keep water and liquids on your stomach and we’ll see if you can keep pills down, too.  You seem to be well-stocked with food here.  I’ll heat some broth to try after the water.  Let me get you a drink, and I’ll help transfer you to the rug after that.”

      She put his gun on the island and padded barefoot to the sink.  Opening the closest top cabinet, she took a glass tumbler from the shelf, added a few ounces of water, pulled a kitchen towel from a drawer, and brought everything to where he lay.  Kneeling by his good shoulder, she draped his upper chest with the towel, slid her hand behind his neck, and helped him sip from the glass that she held.

      He drank every bit that didn’t spill.

      Matteo was weak, yes, but not as weak as she thought.  Still, the loss of blood was problematic.  If he could get a cell phone signal, help would be here in forty-five minutes to an hour.  Ninety minutes tops.  Once he’d been seen to, it would be her turn.  A shame, but she’d served her purpose.

      His father’s doctor knew enough about the family business to be trusted to deal with this part of it, too.

      These things happened when you were a Visconti.  Bullets and risk came with the territory.  His grandfather hadn’t become Dom by playing nice.  He played hardball.  His father Giovanni—the current Dom—did, too, albeit with more finesse.  Matteo had yet to develop the subtle touch that Giovanni Visconti wielded, but he got results.  Ultimately, that’s what mattered most.

      Last night, though, he had disappointed his father.  He failed to avenge the wrong done to their family.  He had helped rescue Reaper’s most recent kidnap victim, but Reaper had escaped.

      Matteo vowed to find him if it was the last thing he did.

      For now, though, he played the invalid.  He managed to sit up with Doc’s help and work his way onto the rug that she slid into place beside him.  While it was a temporary fix, it wasn’t what his body needed.

      “Listen,” he said, “I should be sitting with my shoulder elevated, preferably in a bed, on the side closest to an en-suite.  I might not be able to walk to a bedroom, but we can make it if you’ll find an office chair with wheels and push me.  Will you do that for me?  Find a bedroom with an en-suite and an office chair to get me there?”

      She cringed, clearly mortified that she hadn’t thought of it first.  “Well, duh!”  She smacked her brow and shook herself.  “Yes.  Yes.  Of course.  I’m sorry.  Let me go look.”

      Doc was back in a matter of minutes, pushing a large, leather office chair built to fit a businessman—or, in this case, the real doctor who had built this place as a weekend getaway.  Now it was a safehouse, owned by the Avenging Angels MC.

      The physical therapist backed the chair against the end of the island, where it couldn’t roll, and helped him to a stand.  It took every bit of strength to shuffle to his makeshift wheelchair, keeping his good arm around her shoulders and leaning on her for support.

      With her help, he managed to turn and sit without falling.

      “Whew!”  She blew out a sigh of relief.  “Don’t be offended, but I’m going to strap you in, to make sure that you don’t spill out when I’m pushing this thing.”

      He didn’t argue with her.  Instead, he nodded and watched her rummage through drawers.  Rather than tie four towels together, she used a single extension cord to bind him to the chair, wrapping it around his chest and knotting it in the back.

      He could still smell the subtle scents of jasmine and vanilla that lingered on her skin. She hadn’t showered since yesterday.  She’d probably spent the entire time watching him, making sure that he was breathing, that he hadn’t gone and died on her.

      He’d passed the first hurdle.  Hopefully, his finish line was another fifty years down the road.

      The chair moved smoothly across the hard kitchen floor but balked at rolling onto the living room carpet.

      “I’m going to pull you,” she said, “rather than push you.  That should help overcome the resistance.”  Turning the chair so that he was looking back into the kitchen, she came behind him, grabbed hold of the seat just above the arms, and pulled, moving him just as she had hoped.  He added his feet, pushing when she did until they made it to the first bedroom.  Fortunately, the hall door was wide enough to pull the oversized office chair inside with him seated in it.

      “You’ll be able to use the shower in here before any of the other rooms’ en-suites,” she explained, rolling him to the far side of the bed, closest to the private bathroom.  “It has benches to sit on and handheld spray heads in addition to the body jets and rain showerheads.”

      “I’m more concerned about the toilet,” he admitted.  “You’ll need to leave the chair.  I can at least push myself to the door, even if it won’t fit through.”

      “We’ll see,” she said.  “Until that happens, I’ll find something for a pee jar.”

      She turned down the covers of the bed, piled the pillows against the headboard, and helped transfer him from the chair to the bed.  Balancing himself on his straightened good arm, he pushed his feet and worked his hips back until he was sitting against the backrest that she’d made.

      “How does it feel?” she asked, eyeing the bank of pillows.  “Do I need to adjust them?  I’ll try to find a small throw pillow to use behind your head.  And pillows to stack for armrests.  That will reduce the strain on your neck and shoulders.  Be right back.”

      She was gone in the blink of an eye.  Returning with her arms full, she fashioned an armrest for his wounded side, then made another one to match.  When she failed to find the perfect pillow, she rolled a folded bath towel to fit behind his neck.

      “Better,” she pronounced, looking pleased with her work.  “Let’s get some more water in you, and I’ll warm you some broth.”

      She left again and came back, armed with a pitcher of water, a small serving tray, a drinking glass, and a large plastic deli container.

      His pee jar.

      Christ almighty.

      He didn’t say a word when she put it on the nightstand within reach.  The tray was next, protecting the wooden surface underneath it from the pitcher and glass that she added.

      She poured the glass half-full this time and helped him drink it.  Setting it back on the tray, she added the same amount of water.

      “Thank you, Doc.”

      She snapped her gaze up, clearly startled.  Whether it was because he’d thanked her or because he called her Doc, he couldn’t say.  She blinked and shook her head.  “Beth,” she said.  “My name is Beth.”

      She looked at him expectantly.

      He shook his head.  “The less you know, the safer you’ll be.”  It was a lie, but he didn’t dare tell her that her fate was all but sealed.  “If you need to call me something, call me Al.  Like Capone.”

      She did smile then.  “Funny you should pick that name.  I had relatives who were friends with him—or at least did business with him.  During Prohibition, Al controlled Chicago and my family controlled Illinois south of it.”

      “So,” he said, “you’re a Shelton?”

      She gave him her best deadpan look and tsked.  “The less you know, the safer you’ll be.”

      He couldn’t tell if she was serious or joking.  His physical therapist was proving to be an enigma that begged solving.

      Discomfited by his study of her, she stepped back and turned to leave.

      “Stay,” he said.

      “Broth,” she answered.  “We’ve got to start building you back up, and you need something for the pain.  I’ll be back as soon as I can.  I’ll see if I can find a bell or timer, something you can use that I’ll hear if I’m not in the room.  If I can find canned broth or bouillon, it shouldn’t take long.  Ten or fifteen minutes tops.”

      She came back with another tray, loaded with two coffee mugs of broth, a sleeve of saltine crackers, all of the analgesics that they’d bought, and a digital timer that would start beeping a second after it was punched.  She also brought another kitchen towel to use as a bib.  Looping it around his neck, she secured the ends with a small bag clip and picked up the first mug of broth.

      “You strike me as a beef man but you’re getting chicken to start.  If you can keep down liquids, after an hour or so, we’ll try crackers, then pain meds.  Otherwise, they’re just going to eat your stomach before they come back up.”

      As much as he’d love to argue with her, he knew that she was right.  He had to be wise about this.  That included governing his body’s reaction to her whenever she came near.  One whiff of her skin and all he could see was how she looked naked, unaware, and vulnerable, totally at his mercy.  He could have done anything that he wanted, but that would have made him no better than Reaper.

      Even crime families had values.

      He’d left her pretty much alone—although he’d felt one of her breasts, to see if they were natural or enhanced.  She was built like a swimmer or runner, with toned legs, a trim waist, and beautiful C-cup breasts.  Her nipples were a soft, rosy pink.  The nest of curls at the juncture of her thighs was two shades darker than the crowning glory of her long, brown hair.

      She had braided it to keep it from misbehaving.  He wanted to see the waist-length curls flowing down her naked back and teasing the dimples at the top of her shapely hips.  He wished that she would whisper his real name, the one that he could not tell her, just in case she decided to split.  He wanted her to offer him something far more satisfying than tepid water and warm broth.  He could only imagine what it would feel like to possess her, to drive his cock inside her until she shattered in his arms.

      Maybe before this was all over…

      He was dreaming, of course.  This could only end one way for her.  Beth Shelton would eventually have to be dealt with, which was too bad, really.

      He needed her to survive, but he couldn’t afford to let her live.
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      “Al” kept down the broth.  He kept down the crackers.  When she started giving him analgesics at regular intervals, he managed to keep those down, too.  But despite her precautions, despite her efforts, during the night, he started running a fever.

      At the rate it was rising, chances were, it was only going to get worse unless he got some antibiotics in him and fast.  She hoped to God that it wasn’t too late, that sepsis hadn’t set in.  She’d have a dead man on her hands and explaining to do.

      They’d want to know why she hadn’t contacted the police and called for an ambulance.  At the very least, she would lose her license and her livelihood.  She’d have to go begging to her nurse practitioner sister for an office job, and their clinic was well-staffed already.

      At the worst, she would end up wearing orange and marking the days until her release.  How many years did they hand out for manslaughter?

      He cracked open his eyes.  They were bright with fever.

      Shit.

      She put the back of her hand on his cheek.  “Al, do you feel how cool my hand is?  If you want to live to see another day, we’re going to have to call someone.  If I do it, it will be to 911 and you’re going to have the authorities involved.”

      “Get my phone,” he ground out between his teeth.  “If I can’t get a signal in here, you’ll need to redial the last number called.  Ask for Dom Visconti.  Tell him Matteo needs a medic.  He’ll know where to send him.”

      Dom Visconti.

      Holy hell.  Al’s name was Matteo, and he worked for a mob boss.

      She’d been worried about losing her livelihood.  Now she was worried for her life.

      She’d found his cell phone with everything else when she laundered his pants.  She ran to fetch it from the dryer and brought it to him.  Matteo turned it on, unlocked his screen, and frowned.

      “One bar,” he said.  “I’ll try, but you might have to take it and talk to him.”

      He punched in numbers, hit the button to call, and put the phone to his ear.  “Pop?” he rasped.  “Pop?  Can you hear me?”  There was a long moment of silence.  “Fuck.  You need to do it.  Find a good signal and call him back.  Tell him to send a medic.  Remember.”

      Beth took the phone from his fingers.  Heading out the door, she hurried down the hall to the living room, constantly checking how many bars were lit up.

      She got three in the kitchen near the range hood and redialed the number.

      “Matteo?  What the hell is going on?”

      “I’m Beth.  Bethany Shelton,” she said.  “Please, I need to speak to Dom Visconti.”

      “You’re speaking to him,” the authoritarian voice said.  “Where’s Matteo?”

      Matteo’s father Pop was Dom Visconti.  A Dom—and not in the BDSM sense of things.

      Her nightmare just turned ten times worse.

      “In bed with a post-op fever.  He needs a medic and antibiotics and probably a transfusion, as much blood as he lost.  How soon can you get someone here?”

      He was already barking orders.  “Sixty minutes,” he said.  “He’ll be there as soon as he can.  Stay with him.  Oh, and Miss Shelton? You do not have to worry about bloodborne pathogens with my son.  I’ll have the doctor bring a written report if you’d like to see it.”

      Dear lord.  What kind of father made sure that his son stayed clean?  Oh, right.  Mob boss.  He’d have to be prepared for bullets and gunplay and God knew what else happened in a crime family.

      “Thank you.”  She was sincere in that, at least.  Working in a hospital, you worried about things that the general public only paid attention to when they made the evening news.

      “Call me if his situation worsens.”

      “I will,” she promised.

      Sixty minutes.

      She prayed that she could keep him alive that long.

      Beth took the phone back to Matteo’s bedroom and set it on the nightstand.  He cracked open his heavy-lidded eyes.  They were glazed, glassy with fever.  She needed to get him in a tub of cold water and slow the climb, but she didn’t know if he was strong enough to get that far on foot.

      “Matteo,” she said firmly, making certain that she had his attention.  “I talked to your father.  The medic’s on his way, but he won’t be here for an hour.  We need to get your fever down.  Do you think that you can walk?  I want you in the bathtub.”

      Quicker than a home shopping show could part people from their money, he caught her hand and pulled it to his groin.  Pressing her palm against his erection, he curled her fingers around his girth and thrust his cock into her hand.

      Flaccid, he was impressive.  Erect, he was magnificent.

      “No tub,” he rasped.  “A bed is better.”

      “But—”

      He abandoned her hand and reached for her braid, pulling her until their noses were nearly touching.  “I shouldn’t want you,” he grated, his breath still minty from when she’d helped him brush his teeth after supper.  “But I can’t stop thinking about you.  With the cashier.  With that mother at the checkout.  You, without a stitch, lying on the seat of my SUV, looking so peaceful.  So pure of heart.  I promised myself that I wasn’t going to touch you again.  You don’t know who I am.  What I’ve done.  What I’ll have to do as soon as I can go again.  There’s a monster out there who needs put down.  He takes women, shares them with his club, and kills them.  He raped my cousin.  I promised to avenge my family’s honor.  I failed once.  I won’t rest until he’s stopped.”

      Stopped…as in dead.

      Matteo was not the kind of man that most parents envision for their daughter.  He had no qualms about killing someone who deserved it.  He was willing to be judge, jury, and executioner if it meant that justice would be served when the legal system failed.

      The intensity in his eyes was mesmerizing.  She wet her lips and swallowed hard.

      “You should have run away as far and as fast as you could go.”

      “You pointed a gun at me.”

      “It was empty.  It’s still empty unless you found bullets and reloaded it.  But I needed help.  I’m just sorry it was you.”

      He thrust himself against her hand.  Beth realized that her fingers were still wrapped around his girth, or as far as they could reach, anyway.

      He still needed her, but the nature of his needs had taken a very carnal turn.  In another time, another place, she might have been seduced into having a one-night stand with a handsome, well-dressed man possessing an air of danger and an impressive cock.  But now…

      If she fought him, she could hurt him.  If he didn’t take it easy, he could start bleeding internally again.  This time, she might not be able to stop it.

      He was clean.  Would it really be so bad, to give herself to him just this once?  No right, no wrong.  Nothing but elemental need and what it took to assuage it.

      “Matteo—”

      “You were my angel of mercy,” he murmured, his voice grown rough with desire.  “Have mercy on me now.”

      He cupped her head and urged her face down to his.  Rather than risk hurting him, she surrendered to her own rising passion.

      They came together with opened mouths and parted lips.  Tongues thrust, twining around each other in a dance as old as humankind.  Forsaking her hold on his manhood, she unzipped her pants, hooked her fingers in the tops of her panties, and shoved everything down.  Kicking them aside, she climbed on the bed and straddled him, riding the ridge of his cock and stimulating his length while his mouth continued to consume hers.

      He claimed one breast with his good hand, splaying his large fingers, rubbing and squeezing it.  Her hardened nipple prodded his palm.  Catching it between his fingers, he rolled and tugged on it, a pull that she felt all the way to her core.

      She threw off her shirt, wanting to feel his mouth on her breasts.  Pushing them together, she offered herself to him, rising to meet his mouth and welcoming the feel of his lips claiming one, then the other.  He took a nipple between his teeth and teased it with his tongue, licking, flicking, curling around it and sucking it inside.  He feasted on her flesh like a starving man, a desperate man, a wounded man with an uncertain future, seeking to make the most of the time that was left to him.

      She didn’t want to think that he might die.  She wasn’t ready to accept that this might be the last act of his life.  The last time that he’d know the joy of a woman’s body and the comfort of her touch.  She gave it to him, all the while bargaining with God to do what He could to save him.  He might be a dangerous man, but he wasn’t a bad man.  Not really.  He was lonely and vulnerable and likely as scared as she was that things might not end well.

      “It’s okay,” she whispered, seeking to reassure him when he pushed down the front of his sweatpants and freed his cock.  “It’s okay,” she said when he bent his knees and started to enter her, skin to skin, with nothing separating them.  She wasn’t about to raise the subject of condoms with a man who might be dying.

      He claimed her in one desperate, searing thrust that took her breath away.  Dear God, it felt good.  He felt good—despite his wound, despite his fever, despite having only one arm free to hold her.  The passion in his eyes, in his touch, in each panting breath beguiled her.  The sensation of being more than filled by him held her magnificently enthralled.

      She started to move, her hips churning against his, building in strength and speed until she was taking his length inside her deep enough to touch her very soul.  She braced herself above him, keeping her weight off his chest, taking care to not hurt his shoulder or reopen his wound.

      Acutely aware of the fevered heat of his skin, she did her best to hurry him along.  Squeezing his length with her vaginal muscles, she used two fingers to pinch and twist his nipple in a move that made his hips snap to meet hers.

      With those washboard abs and a perfect Adonis belt, he obviously kept himself in excellent physical shape.  Under normal circumstances, they probably would have screwed off and on all night.  But this was not her norm and far from his.  Once he became proactive, it didn’t take long for his balls to tighten and his rhythm to break.

      Sensing his imminent release, she started to raise herself, intending to let him finish in her mouth or in her hand.  But he refused to let her go.  Grabbing her waist, he drove in deep and exploded inside her, shooting stream after stream of cum until the pulsing waves subsided.

      He might have needed this, but having sex hadn’t done his fever any favor.  Beth knew that she had to get him into the tub and fast.

      “Matteo, let’s take a bath,” she said, hoping that temptation might succeed where logic failed.  “We need to be clean and ready for when the doctor gets here.  I can’t go to the door like this.  Come on, now.  I need you to get in the chair for me, but I’m going to need you to sit sideways, with your legs over one arm.  That’s the only way it will fit through the door.  I know it won’t be easy, but nothing worth doing is, right?  I promise that I’ll make it worth your while.  Come on, mister.  Let’s get you in the tub.”

      It took a herculean effort on both their parts to do it.  She would have settled for the shower, but she needed every inch of his skin to be in contact with the water if she was going to get him cooled down and give him his best chance at survival.

      Aspirin was out of the question, not without talking to a doctor.  It would thin his blood when he likely needed the opposite.

      Once Matteo was settled against the back of the tub, she plugged the drain and ran cold water into it, noting that the temperature in July was considerably different than January.  But it was what her patient needed.  The colder, the better.

      The soaker tub was large enough to easily handle a couple.  She climbed into the other end and washed in record time.  Besides being too damn cold, she needed to be dressed and ready to answer the door when the doctor came.

      Once she was clean, she climbed out and knelt on a towel beside the tub.  Matteo watched her, his eyelids at half-mast, his eyes bright with fever.  Taking a sponge, she covered where the water didn’t reach, squeezing it over his shoulders, bathing his neck, washing his face and the dark scruff of beard that shadowed his jaw.

      Occasionally, she let some water out, added cold, and returned to her ministrations.  Given her experience with therapy sessions, she was a pretty good judge of time. After thirty minutes, she told Matteo that she needed to leave him for a minute.  “I have to unlock the back door for the medic when he comes.  Doctors think nothing about having us wait on them, but Heaven help us if they’re the ones kept waiting.”

      “Stay,” he rasped.

      “I’ll be right back.  I promise.  I’m just going to unlock the door.  I’ll be quick.”

      She grabbed his phone and her clothes and dressed as she went, zipping up her pants before unlocking the back entrance door that they had used.  A quick glance at the microwave clock showed that fifty minutes had elapsed from when she’d spoken to Dom Visconti.

      The doctor should be here soon.
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      It wasn’t just a doctor who came.  It was a small army.

      The doctor arrived first, with a nurse practitioner, a physician’s assistant, IV antibiotics, a cooler with two bags of B positive donor blood, and medical equipment in tow.  Next came two blacked-out SUVs full of men with guns.  Two more vehicles arrived with three concerned brothers and one very intimidating patriarch who introduced himself as Matteo’s father, Giovanni.  Except for his sons, everyone else referred to him as Dom Visconti.

      Beth felt like she’d landed in the middle of Godfather Four.

      The large, dormitory-style bedroom down the hall was set up as an operating suite.  They pushed a gurney into Matteo’s room, lifted him from the bathtub, and wheeled him to the makeshift field hospital.

      Essentially shut out of the suite by his family members and the medical team, Beth chose to make herself useful and started the first pot of coffee in what was certain to be an endless round.  She needed something more and went for one of the cans of beer that someone had thoughtfully left in the refrigerator, along with food items like pasta, flour, and oatmeal—things that would get bugs if left sitting too long on a shelf.

      “Is there more where that came from?”  One of the brothers stepped into the kitchen.  All of them had similar coloring and she’d been too rattled to match names with anything that set Giovanni’s sons apart.

      “Sure,” she said, opening the refrigerator and retrieving a second beer.  “Here you go.  I’m Beth.”

      Bohemian-looking Son Number Two took it.  “Val.  Thanks for the beer.  And for taking care of my brother.  Doc says you did a good job.  He wishes his stitches were as neat as yours.”

      She shook her head.  “I tried to sterilize everything.”  She had soaked the threaded needle in alcohol before closing his wound.  “And he still got a fever.”

      “Fevers happen.  It’s possible there are microscopic fibers from his shirt in there.  Doc will debride the tissue and make sure everything is cleaned out.  Matteo’s tough.  Get a little blood and some antibiotics in him, and he’ll bounce back in no time.”

      Beth took a long draw from her can.  “I hope so.  God, I hope so.”  She thought twice, then asked Val, “I don’t understand why he didn’t just call for a medic in the first place.”

      Val took a moment to answer, too.  “He was on vacation.  We had to fly him home.  Plane problems made him miss a connecting flight.  He got here late.”

      “Miss Shelton?”  One of the armed guards stood where the kitchen floor gave way to the living room carpet.  “Mr. Visconti will see you now.”

      Nervous about the summons, Beth looked at Val.  His gaze had drifted to a point beyond her, searching for the right words to offer her.  “It will be okay.  Just give him honest answers.  The family owes you a debt.  We don’t take that lightly. Capisci?”

      Right now, she’d take what she could get.  “Thank you.  Save my beer for me, please.  I plan to finish that and at least one more.”

      Mr. Visconti was in Matteo’s room.  There was no hiding the smell of sex in the air, or the evidence of it on the sheets.  And there was no hiding the blush that flooded her face and spilled down to her chest.  It felt almost as bad as being caught in the act.

      Mr. Visconti took the office chair that she’d used to move Matteo.  “Please, sit,” he said, motioning to one of a pair of upholstered chairs in the sitting area of the room.

      Matteo’s father was a handsome man, well-dressed and still attractive despite his age.  With olive skin, piercing blue eyes, and thick, salt-and-pepper hair, he was a silver fox.  A sly, silver fox.  Nothing escaped his notice.

      Beth sank onto the striped upholstery and clasped her shaking hands in her lap.

      “I must thank you for helping my son.  Matteo can be very stubborn.  He gets that from his mother, God rest her soul.”

      Mr. Visconti crossed himself and touched the side of his finger to his lips.  The simple gesture made him seem less frightening and more approachable.  “I don’t want to be rude,” she said, “but if someone has a phone that I can use to call my work and let them know that I won’t be in again today, I would appreciate it.  Hopefully, I still have a job to go back to.  They may have fired me already.”

      Mr. Visconti pulled a notebook and a Cross pen from his tailored jacket.

      “Where do you work?”

      “Southern Mercy Hospital in Marion.  I’m a physical therapist.”

      “Who is your immediate superior, the person to report to?”

      “The Director of Physical Therapy, Stanley Payne.  P-A-Y-N-E.”

      He almost smiled at the name when he wrote it down.  “And who is Mr. Payne’s superior?”

      “Eve Donovan, Director of Therapeutic Services.”

      “And her superior?”

      “The hospital administrator, Kelly Nolte.”

      He looked at the names and nodded.  “I’ll see that you get an excused absence,” he told her.  “Perhaps an allergic reaction to red dye #40 that required bed rest to recover?”

      Beth jerked her head.  “How did you—”

      He waved an imperious hand.  “There is very little that I don’t know, Miss Shelton.  By the way, the security camera footage from the convenience store has been handled, and your car is parked at your apartment.  As soon as the doctor has had a chance to examine you, I’ll see that you’re taken there.  Meanwhile, I would like you to do something for me.  Paolo!”

      One of the soldiers came into the room, carrying a glass of water and a package that, for some women, held a single, life-changing pill.  To her, it was a sad reminder of everything that she lacked in her life.

      “For your own good, as well as his,” he said.  Taking the package from Paolo, he pushed the tablet through the foil bottom into the palm of his hand and brought it to her with the glass of water.

      Beth took it.  She told herself that she would have done it anyway.  Although by no means promiscuous, she had taken a morning-after pill once before.  Except for the single night when passion overruled her better judgment, she practiced safe sex when she had it.  Unfortunately, it wasn’t that often, but that was her fault.  She was too damn picky about her partners.  Lately, she’d been scratching her itch in threesomes with one-handed reads and battery-operated boyfriends.

      Mr. Visconti nodded his approval.  “Thank you for saving my son,” he said.  His voice cracked slightly, betraying the first emotion that she’d seen in him.  He might be the head of a crime family, but right now, he was a father who had nearly lost a child.  “You took care of Matteo.  I’ll see that you’re taken care of.”

      She wanted to argue with him.  She didn’t want to feel indebted, but the truth was, she needed all the help that she could get to keep her job and her licenses.  She loved being a physical therapist.  She loved helping people.  Nothing brought more joy than seeing their efforts rewarded and their work pay off when they regained use of their bodies after an illness, injury, or surgery.

      “Thank you,” she said.  “I appreciate it.”

      “Tell me, what are your plans?”

      It was an odd question that she didn’t quite know how to answer.  “It looks like I’ll finish recovering from an allergic reaction and hopefully be back to work tomorrow.”

      The corner of his lips tilted in the hint of a smile.  “Thursday seems so rushed.  Let’s see what the doctor says.  He may want you to take the rest of the week off.  Monday will come soon enough, yes?”

      It was pointless to object.  Whatever was going to happen, her fate was in Giovanni Visconti’s hands.  The man was a master puppeteer, and he’d tethered her in strings like he had everyone else in his sphere.  Doctors, mob soldiers, hospital department heads—hell, probably law enforcement officers, lawyers, and judges danced to his tune.

      For better or worse, she had tied her future to the Visconti family the minute that she’d walked out of the store with his son.

      Mr. Visconti nodded at the soldier who had been sent to summon her.  “Paolo, a phone, please.  Miss Shelton needs to make a call.”

      Reaching into his jacket pocket, Paolo pulled out a flip phone, turned it on, and handed it to her.  It looked like one of those cheap ones with prepaid minutes, which made sense, given the situation.  No trace, no tracks.  A burner phone, just like they used in the motorcycle club erotic novels that she loved.

      She made the call.

      It went to voicemail.

      “Stan, this is Beth Shelton.  It looks like I’m off work on doctor’s orders until Monday.  He’s blaming red dye #40.  I’ll bring in a note to cover this week.  I’ll see you next Monday.  Thanks.”

      Mr. Visconti looked impressed.  She hadn’t lied.  She hadn’t actually said that she’d had a reaction, just that the doctor was blaming the dye that had nearly killed her once.  Thankfully, she’d been in the hospital cafeteria when she’d gone into anaphylactic shock.

      Matteo’s father reminded Beth of a telepathic psychic she’d once met.  The telepath had asked questions and listened to Beth’s answers, but it was just to be polite.  He had heard the responses in her head before she’d said them aloud.

      Mr. Visconti knew exactly who she was.  He might ask for her name and about her job, but he knew her medical history, for Christ’s sake.  He had tampered with evidence and had her car moved.

      He knew where she lived.

      Oh, he said that he’d take care of her, but coming from a mob boss, that was open to interpretation.  After an initial jump to a hopeful conclusion, the pendulum was threatening to swing to the worst case scenario.

      Beth closed the phone and handed it back to Paolo.  “Thank you.”

      Mr. Visconti put his elbows on the arms of the chair and steepled his hands.  When he tapped the center of his chin with the tips of his index fingers, she had to wonder if he was rethinking everything and trying to decide what to do with her.

      Beth was hard-pressed to not be intimidated, but the truth was, she’d felt close to peeing her pants more than once since Matteo’s father had come.

      “I made coffee,” she blurted, rubbing her damp palms on her thighs.  “I can bring you some if you’d like.”

      The Dom lowered his hands and gave the slightest nod of approval.  “Coffee sounds good,” he said.  “Black is fine.  Thank you.”

      He smiled then, a rather wry and very rusty smile on a face that would never have laugh lines.  Giovanni Visconti was a serious man, the head of a crime family that she had no idea existed before today.  The pressure that came with the territory was beyond fathoming.  This man had raised his children and kept them safe.  Now one of them was wounded in his service.  How would he deal with the guilt if Matteo died?

      Blinking back tears, Beth rubbed at her eyes with the heels of her hands.  “Sorry.  I’ll be right back.”

      She made it to the hall before the tears came in earnest.  There was no stopping them.  She’d been as brave and as strong as a woman could possibly be under the circumstances but not once had she cried.  With all the extra people, there was nowhere private she could go except the bathroom, and there was already someone in the hall, waiting to be next.

      Beth stayed where she was. Leaning against the wall, she buried her face in her hands and wept.  When two strong arms slipped around her, she found herself crying on the shoulder of Giovanni Visconti.

      “Il mio povero agnello,” he crooned, patting her back.  “My poor lamb.”

      “I’m s-s-sorry,” she sobbed.  “It’s just…”  God, she couldn’t begin to describe what she was feeling right now.  She was scared for Matteo but the larger part was empathy and concern for his father.  She’d seen what losing the eldest son did to his parents.  She hoped that Dom Visconti would weather it better than her father had.

      “Sshh.”  He rocked her gently.  “I know.  I know.  But you’ve done all that you could.  It is in God’s hands now.  Anytime you want to leave, say the word and I will have Paolo drive you home.”

      The offer sounded sincere.  Although she still wasn’t one hundred percent certain that he wouldn’t have her snuffed on the way out the door.

      “I’d like to stay until he’s stable, if you don’t mind,” she sputtered.  If they actually let her go home, she’d drive herself nuts, wondering if Matteo had made it and how he was.  “I still need to get your coffee.  In another hour or two, I can fix breakfast for everyone.  I’ll look in the basement.  There’s a prepper’s pantry down there.”  She’d found it when Matteo had drifted to sleep and she could safely steal a few minutes away.

      “Or I can send someone to get what we need,” he said.  “Come, Bethany.  Let’s go to the kitchen.  I can drink coffee, and you can write the shopping list for twenty.  Wait.  Some of the men eat double.  Make it twenty-four.  That should be easier.  And a couple of my men can cook.  You don’t have to do it.”

      “I don’t mind,” she said, drying her cheeks and wiping her eyes with her fingers.  “It will give me something to do besides worry.”

      A headcount of two dozen would work well for eggs.  She’d have to take her best guess at bread for toast but canned biscuits would be a snap.  She could put some bacon in the oven to go with them.  Maybe she should make some gravy…?  Butter and jelly would be simpler.  Or apple butter.  Yes.

      Mr. Visconti got his coffee.  Beth made no apologies for finishing her beer while she worked on the grocery list.  Or for grabbing another beer when the first can was empty.  She’d only been drunk once in her life, at a cousin’s wedding where her high school sweetheart was a groomsman and she was a bridesmaid.  The next morning, she’d awakened to the hushed conversation that Blaine was having with his wife.  She didn’t wait until he was done.  She’d thrown on her clothes and headed straight to the pharmacy for a morning-after pill.

      Matteo’s father had spared her that much, anyway.  She should be glad that he was a forward-thinking man who planned for contingencies, but part of her still cringed at the sight of that tablet in his hand, offering it to her like an act of absolution, with no penance to be done except in her own heart and mind.  Her mother would have given her the guilt trip.  Likely, her sister would have, too.  Yet she couldn’t quite bring herself to feel remorse for yielding to Matteo and giving him what he wanted, what he needed.

      For being his angel of mercy.

      The pill that she’d taken might have officially ended their moment, but she doubted that she would ever forget.
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      Beth decided to do a meal plan for the entire day.  She didn’t know if they would move Matteo as soon as he was stable enough to transport, or if they would choose to keep him here for a few days.  Thanks to the Viscontis’ doctor, she had five days before she had to clock in.  If they stayed, she suspected that she’d spend today and probably tomorrow here.  Beyond that, who knew?

      She slid the shopping list across the table to where Mr. Visconti sat, sipping his coffee.  Val had finished his beer and had switched to coffee, too.  “There’s extra there for lunch and dinner, if you think we’ll be here.  Or you can have your cooks get whatever they want to fix.”

      Mr. Visconti read what she’d written and passed the paper to Val.  “Have Giorgio and Franco get everything she needs, everything Doc needs, and whatever else they want, capisci?  They can make another run tonight or tomorrow, depending on what Doc says.”

      It was strange, but after Mr. Visconti had hugged her in the hall, she was much more at ease with him.  While Giorgio and Franco went for groceries, the other Visconti brothers wandered into the kitchen, drawn by the smell of coffee.

      The four brothers resembled each other, but they had very different personalities.  Matteo, the eldest, was the intense one.  Val was the introspective one, intelligent and charismatic.  Marco was the wit, with a dry sense of humor and deadpan delivery.  The youngest brother Antonio—Tony—was a player.  Handsome as a fitness-model, he soon proved to be an incorrigible flirt.

      Until Mr. Visconti saw her fidget.  Just a single, telling lift of a finger from the hold on his coffee and giving Tony “the look” was enough to make him behave.

      Their enigmatic father wasn’t the only mystery to be unraveled.  Beth felt like she’d seen Marco and Tony before.  The more the brothers bantered, the more that she was certain of it.

      And then it hit her.

      “Excuse me,” she said when there was a break in the conversation, “but aren’t you two in Ribelle?”

      Tony propped his tattooed arms on the table and gave her a look that would have melted someone else’s panties.  The flirt was back, just that fast. “It sounds like you’ve seen us.”

      “A few times,” she admitted.  “I heard you at Italian Fest a couple of years ago.  You played at Giovanni’s a few months back.”

      “We did,” said Marco.  “Matteo had a band cancel and asked us to fill in.”

      Oh, shit.  Giovanni’s, her favorite Italian restaurant, was probably one of the family’s legitimate businesses, and Matteo managed it.  Or officially managed it, putting in appearances when he wasn’t out avenging the family honor and getting shot.

      Conversation ceased abruptly when Doc appeared in the doorway.  The Visconti family physician was maybe all of forty years old, with the coloring, the medical skills, and the lack of qualms required when one worked for Italian-American organized crime.

      “He’s good,” Dr. Romano said, sounding as tired as he looked.  “Stable.  I’d like to keep him here tonight and reevaluate tomorrow morning to see if he’s up to going home.”

      The collective sigh of relief from his family was almost palpable.

      Mr. Visconti rose from the table.  “How soon can I see him?”

      “Anytime, but he’s still groggy.  Give him thirty minutes, and he’ll be more responsive.  And Dom Visconti, when you do see him, please, be brief and upbeat.  He needs to stay calm and focus on healing.  Family business will wait.”

      Mr. Visconti went to check on his son.  Val went with him.  Beth suspected it was to make sure that their father followed the physician’s orders.

      As haggard as Dr. Romano looked, she didn’t know which he needed worse, caffeine or comfort.  “We have coffee and cold beer, to stay awake or help you sleep.  Can I get you anything?”

      He smiled his appreciation.  “Coffee.  As black as it comes, please.”

      She brought him a cup of coffee, a tumbler of ice to cool it, and a spoon.

      “Thank you.”  He inhaled the steam and blew on the surface.  Testing the temperature, he added ice so that he could drink it sooner.

      He visibly relaxed with each sip that he took.  After finishing half of his cup, he thanked Beth again for the coffee and for what she’d done for Matteo.  “That was a helluva job you did, Miss Shelton, considering what you had to work with.  He’d have bled out if you hadn’t acted when you did.  Stubborn son of a bitch.”

      She shook her head, remembering.  “I was so scared.  I didn’t know if it would be enough.  It didn’t help that he stayed supine when we were done, but he was too heavy to move.  I had to leave him where he was until he regained consciousness.  It took both of us to get him into an office chair and wheel him to a bed.  Oh!”  She turned to Marco and Tony.  “Before I forget, his clothes are in the laundry room on top of the dryer.  The rest of his things are inside it where he left them.”

      Doc rubbed his beard shadow.  “And before I forget, I have to check you for your work slip.  Rumor has it that you may need to be off until Monday.”

      Beth nodded.  “So I’ve heard.  Just remind me when it’s daytime.  Now that Matteo is in recovery, I need to catch some sleep before it’s time to start breakfast for this crew.  If you gentlemen don’t mind, I’m going to lie down for a bit.  There’s a sofa in the basement that’s calling my name.”

      Knowing that she wouldn’t get any rest upstairs with a house full of wiseguys, Beth headed downstairs.  The finished basement was a combination man cave and prepper’s paradise, with a bar, seating, and shelves stocked with food and supplies.  Robbing a pillow and two blankets from the stash, she made herself a bed on one of the leather sofas, throwing a winter blanket over the cushions and covering herself with a summer-weight one.  If it wasn’t enough to ward off the chill of the basement air, doubling it should do the trick.

      As exhausted as she was, she didn’t fall asleep immediately.  Her mind kept replaying the events of the last two days, beginning with her early-morning trip to the convenience store.  After work, she had planned to go home to the cream cheese that she kept forgetting, fill wonton wrappers, and bake her favorite treat.  Instead of whipping up a batch of crab Rangoon, she had found herself fighting for a man’s life.

      And not just any man.  Matteo was the eldest son—and likely heir apparent—to the head of an Italian-American crime family.  His father literally held her life in his hands.  Right now, he was grateful.  And even though he wasn’t the monster that her mind had initially painted him to be—not the way that he had held her when she’d cried, she needed to remember that that could change at any time.  She was going to have to exercise due caution.  She must continue to prove herself to them if she hoped to get out of this alive.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Beth slept until morning.  To the east, the sun was rising beyond a thick stand of trees.  The only visible evidence from the basement window was the thinning darkness and the disappearing stars.  Folding up the blankets that she’d used, she voided her bladder in the basement bathroom, washed her hands, checked her braid, and trudged upstairs.

      There were dregs in the coffeepot.  She emptied it, rinsed the pot, and started a fresh one brewing.  Checking out the refrigerator, she found it stocked and ready to go.  She turned on the oven, pulled what she needed from the fridge, and started cooking.

      They hadn’t discussed breakfast time, but the smells were enough to draw the men in.  She set up a breakfast buffet on the island with bowls of biscuits, a heaping platter of bacon, scrambled eggs, and condiments.

      She was pleased with herself until she realized that she hadn’t fixed anything for Matteo.  She needed to talk to Dr. Romano and see what he was allowed.

      When Doc didn’t come in with the others, Beth checked Matteo’s room and found the him stretched out on the near side of the king-sized bed, as close to his patient as he could possibly get.  Both men were sound asleep.

      Unwilling to disturb them, she stayed by the door and watched them for a minute.  Matteo’s color was vastly improved, thanks to the blood that they’d brought and the IV antibiotics being delivered through the needle in his arm.  Poor Doc looked as tired as a first-year resident after a twenty-four-hour shift.

      He slept as lightly as one, too.  Feeling her presence, he cracked open an eye and met her gaze.  She put the tips of her fingers together, did sign language for eat, and slipped out the door as quietly as she had entered.

      Doc joined them in the kitchen a few minutes later.

      “Here,” she said, holding out a hot cup filled with black coffee, “with my apologies.  I didn’t mean to wake you.”

      “You didn’t.  The smell of bacon on top of coffee did the job.  I was just lazing.  Gearing myself up for the day.”  He lifted the coffee to his mouth and savored the first sip.

      “I wanted to see what Matteo was allowed for breakfast.”

      “He’ll get clear liquids to start.  I had Franco pick up broth and gelatin cups with no red dye forty at the store.  I may let him have coffee after that.  There’s no need to torment him more than necessary.  Matteo enjoys his brew.”

      Shit.  She had cut him off after two cups at supper last night.  Now she felt like Ebenezer Scrooge for denying his request for more.

      Beth turned, intending to start Matteo’s breakfast.  “Beth,” Doc called.  “Franco will handle it.  If you haven’t had breakfast, I want you to eat now.  If you’ve eaten, get whatever you want to drink, sit, and relax.  I’d like to get your paperwork out of the way today, hopefully after breakfast.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Dr. Romano did a complete history and exam on her for his back-dated records.  Officially, he was a dermatologist, a specialty that would allow him to rearrange his schedule when Visconti family needs demanded his attention.

      Besides the typical childhood illnesses, Beth had had her tonsils removed and had once gotten flu that dehydrated her to the point of requiring IV fluids.  When he wasn’t overly concerned about the exact dates of her hospitalizations, she suspected that Mr. Visconti might have already shared her records with him.

      More embarrassing was her sexual history.  While it wasn’t that extensive, it did involve his boss’s son and a morning-after pill.

      Doc raised a brow but said nothing.  Inwardly, he was probably applauding Matteo’s ability to perform while suffering from a bullet wound to the shoulder.  She didn’t tell him that she’d done ninety-five percent of the work.  What’s done was done.  As soon as Matteo was stable enough to move, she’d be going home with memories that she could never share and stories of an experience that must forever remain their secret.

      That’s what happened when you got mixed up with the mob.
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      Dr. Romano wrote her a back-dated work slip that matched his office notes.  To go one better, he had her get her purse and take a picture of it with her cell phone.  “Now you have a copy of it that you can show on demand,” he explained.  “It also has my office address and phone number, if you need more time off than I’ve given you.”

      Beth smiled.  “I should be good.  I had planned to go back tomorrow.  Mr. Visconti thought it was too soon.”

      Doc nodded and grinned.  “Dom Visconti is used to getting his way.  And he does, for the most part.  But then again, he’s usually right.  It just takes a while for the rest of us to see it.”

      Beth put her work excuse inside her e-reader’s protective cover where it would stay put.  Loose, it might disappear down the black hole that seemed to exist in every purse that she owned, regardless of size.  “Feel free to not answer, but how long have you been with them?”

      “Since I was born,” he said, sounding bemused.  “My parents were family friends.  Dom Visconti is my godfather.”

      The Visconti godfather was Doc’s real one.  The redundancy made her smile.

      “Yeah,” he said, easily following her thoughts.  “Marco has a field day with that one.  Don’t get him started or you’ll never hear the end of it.”

      “Promise,” she said.  “I’m more concerned with his big brother.  How is he?  Did he finish his breakfast?  How soon can he have coffee?”

      “Improving.  He finished what Franco made, and he can have coffee anytime.  Would you like to take it to him?  He’s been asking for you.”

      “He has?”  Beth felt her heart twist.  He’d been asking for her and she hadn’t come.  Did he think that she was avoiding him?  Did he wonder if she regretted what had happened between them?  How much did his fevered mind remember of their desperate joining and the therapeutic bath that had followed?

      “Yes.”  Doc saved his office notes on his tablet and put it back in his black medical bag.  “Why don’t you check the coffee?  Make a fresh pot if you need to.  He likes it black.  The stronger, the better.”

      Beth returned to the kitchen to find that lunch preparations were already underway.  Giorgio had prepped the roast beef and vegetables, tucked everything in a roaster, and set it in the convection oven to bake.

      The coffee pot held two cups’ worth.  Pouring herself one, she filled a cup that she hoped to palm off on someone and started a fresh batch brewing with extra grounds added.

      Beyond Giorgio, the men had virtually disappeared.  Without looking, she knew there would be at least two armed soldatos patrolling the perimeter outside.  No one was in the living room, which meant the rest were either in the dorm room or the basement, the two spots in the house that would hold that kind of crowd.

      Her bet was downstairs, less for the bar and more for the temperature.  July was bad enough in Southern Illinois, but this month had been brutal.

      “Can I talk you into some coffee?” she asked Giorgio.  He nodded and took it off her hands.  One of the senior members of the cadre, he looked to be Dom Visconti’s contemporary, with a balding head, muscular frame, and a face that had seen its share of fights.  His broken nose was mashed to one side, making him look like a retired prizefighter.  But the handgun in his shoulder holster was a glaring reminder of who he was.

      What he was.

      Mafioso.

      The world that she relished in fiction was her disturbing new reality.

      Beth considered a ceramic mug for Matteo but opted for a lighter-weight disposable hot cup.  Filling it three-fourths full, she made her way to his bedroom and rapped on the door.

      The physician’s assistant answered it.  Colin was not much taller than her five feet, five inches, with a slender build and Irish coloring, ginger hair and bright blue eyes.  Judging from the way that he looked at Dr. Romano, he was either bi or gay and at least half in love with his boss.

      “Hi.  Doc asked me to bring Matteo coffee.  Is he awake?”

      Just the mention of Doc was enough for the door to open wide.  “Yes.  He’s up,” Colin said, speaking in the hushed tones that were suited for libraries and sick rooms.  “Come on in.”

      Steve, the nurse practitioner, barely gave her a glance before going back to his tablet.  He was in one of the two striped chairs in the sitting area of the room.  Colin had left the other one to answer the door and returned to it.

      Matteo watched her approach with the steaming cup of coffee.  Those dark eyes of his were unreadable.

      “Rumor has it, you like it strong,” she said.  “Let me know how it is, and I can adjust it next time if I need to.”

      He looked at the coffee, but his eyes seemed focused beyond it, on her breasts.  He reached for the timer that she’d left and punched it.  The shrill, intermittent beeps had Steve and Colin rushing to his side.

      “Out,” he told them.  “Take ten.  Or twenty.  Kitchen or living room.  She’ll find you when we’re done.”

      Done?  Beth searched Matteo’s face, wondering what the hell he had in mind.

      Reaching, he took the coffee, blew on it, and braved a sip.  “Ah,” he sighed.  “You did good.”

      The door closed behind Steve and Colin, shutting her in with Matteo.

      “How are you?” he asked, setting the coffee on the nightstand to cool.

      “I’m good,” she said.  “Fine.  How are you?  You look better.”

      “I’m tired and fucking sore, but that comes with the territory, Doc says.  According to him, I owe you my life.  I just wanted to say thank you.  And…I’m sorry.”

      Beth relaxed a bit with his apology.  “That’s okay.  I understand.  You needed help, and you thought that I could give it.  I had my doubts, but it turned out to be true.”

      Matteo’s eyes flashed with something indefinable yet undeniably there.  “Not that,” he grated.  “Later.  I just…did I hurt you?”

      Beth felt the color flooding her face.  “No!  No, you didn’t.”

      His gaze drifted to her hips.  His jaw tightened.  The muscles worked.  He looked like he was remembering how it felt to be buried inside her.

      Beth’s body betrayed her.  Her nipples tightened.  Her vaginal walls grew slick with her juices, scenting the air between them.

      She clearly remembered, too.

      There was no hiding her reaction.  He blew out softly.  “You were so tight, and I’m…”

      Bigger than anyone she’d ever been with, but he didn’t need to know that.  “It’s okay,” she told him, crossing her arms over her midriff as if she could protect herself from the memories of their heated joining and the conflicting emotions that continued to assail her.  “Your fever was spiking.  I was scared.  I think we both were.”

      “That’s no excuse,” he rasped.  “I should have stopped.”

      “Matteo, it wasn’t rape,” she said softly.  “Look, I’m clean.  You’re clean.  Whatever happened here, we just need to accept it and move on.  I’ll go back to work next week, and as soon as you’re able, you’ll find the man who did this to you and avenge your family’s honor.  Months from now, this will all seem like a dream.  Years from now, I’ll be nothing more than a woman you once met.”

      He wanted to argue.  He was wise enough not to.  Huffing a sigh, he reached for his coffee and drank it while she watched him wrestle with his conscience.  Despite her absolution, he still wore the mantle of blame.  Hopefully, he would shed it soon.  He needed to focus on healing, then on staying safe.  Distractions in his line of work were dangerous, potentially fatal.  No, it was better this way.  Make a clean break and forge ahead.

      He drained the last of his cup and set it on the nightstand.

      “Would you like some more?  I can get it for you.”

      He looked at her.  His eyes had lost their heat and now seemed as cold as when she’d first seen them.  “Yes,” he said flatly.  “Have Colin bring it.”

      And that was it.  She was dismissed.  Matteo was on the mend, and they’d agreed to move on.  There was no reason for her to stay anymore.

      Beth forced a smile of parting and left before she did something stupid, like wish him well or ask him to let her know how he was doing.  They weren’t friends.  They could never be friends.  He was a mobster, for Christ’s sake.  A man who carried a gun and hunted monsters.  The sooner she put the eldest son of Dom Visconti from her mind, the better.

      As soon as lunch was done, she asked to go home.

      Mr. Visconti studied her for a moment before nodding his silver-streaked head.  “Paolo can take you.  Can you be ready to leave in fifteen minutes?”

      “Yes.”  She could leave in two, if that’s what he had offered.

      She was waiting by the back entrance when Paolo joined her.  He opened the door and held it for her.  His long stride eating up the ground, he reached one of the fleet of blacked-out vehicles and opened the back passenger door for her.  In addition to the SUVs, there was one limo—probably Dom Visconti’s—and a panel van that could serve as an ambulance.

      “Wait,” Paolo said, pulling a blindfold from his pocket.  “You’ll have to wear this.  Dom Visconti’s orders.”

      “Of course.”  She had no idea where they were, and they wanted to keep it that way.  Honestly, the less she knew, the safer she’d stay.  No one could force answers from her that she didn’t have.

      She turned away from Paolo, making it easier for him to tie.  He guided her into the back seat, closed the door, and hurried to take his place behind the wheel.  The trees had helped shade the vehicles in the morning, but the midday sun was beating down on them now, heating the interior until it felt like a sauna and made her skin bead with sweat.

      Paolo started the engine and cranked up the air conditioner first thing, offering blessed relief.  Too grateful to complain, she sat in silence while he put the car in gear and headed out, tires crunching on the gravel drive that seemed to go on forever.  The tire sound changed when they turned onto a paved road that was oiled, at the very least.  It might have been asphalt, but it wasn’t a poured surface.  There were no rhythmic thumps from tires driving over seams.

      After forty-five minutes of silence, Paolo spoke.  “You can take off the blindfold now.  We’re nearly there.”

      Beth managed to undo his knot and pull away the folded fabric.  She blinked her eyes, adjusting them to the light.  A quick look out the window confirmed what he’d told her. Another half-mile and she’d be home.

      Beth dug her keys from the bottom of her purse and singled out the large brass one.  She thought about getting into her car and going for cream cheese, but she needed a shower, stat.

      Half a block away, Paolo pulled to the curb and parked on the street, well away from the security cameras trained on the parking lot.  “Turn on your phone and hand it to me, please, Miss Shelton.”

      Deeming it wiser to cooperate, Beth did as he asked without question.

      A few swipes and a series of taps, and he handed it back to her.  “Should the need arise, call the number for Nonno—N – O – N – N – O—and Dom Visconti will see that you’re taken care of.  Capisci?”

      “Yes.  Thank you, Paolo.”  Unable to resist, Beth opened her contact list and looked at the new entry.  She recognized it for what it was—one more tether to keep her tied to the Viscontis.  It might look like a lifeline, but it would only tangle around her and drag her down.  God willing, she would never need it.

      Inside her apartment, her voice mailbox was full, but messages would wait.  A long, hot bath was her top priority, then messages, then groceries.  She hadn’t lost the mood for Chinese.

      An hour later, she wrapped her wet hair in a towel, dried off with a bath sheet, and went to her main phone to check messages.  Work.  Her sister.  Irate work.  Her mother.  Her sister.  Two solicitation calls from organizations hosting fundraisers.  Her bestie.  Juliette Menard had been her closest friend since kindergarten.  She was the person Beth called back first.

      “What the fuck?”  Juliette might look like a brunette Disney princess, but she had a mouth that could put Gordon Ramsey to shame.  It’s a good thing that she worked from home.  She had no filter when she was out in public.

      Beth smiled.  “Well, hello to you, too, boo.”

      “Where the hell have you been?  You can’t just fucking disappear like that.  Bitch, I’ve lost hair over this!”

      “You can afford it,” Beth quipped.  “Your braid is the size of my wrist.  Listen, I’m off work until Monday.  The doctor’s blaming red dye #40.  If you want to ream me out in person for not getting back to you sooner, I’ll spring for Jade Garden.  But I’ll have you know, I called you before my mother or Nan.”

      The mention of their favorite Asian restaurant was enough to bring her down a notch.  Hearing where she ranked did the rest.

      Juliette and she had been a pair since they were five.  They had carpooled to college and still took classes that they found of interest, from Aikido and Tai Kwon Do with a sword to ballroom dancing.  They’d drooled over pop stars, planned their perfect weddings from bridal magazines and jewelry store displays, and had a list of travel adventures that they intended to check off their bucket lists.  Last year, it had been kayaking in Cache River Swamp.  They were still working on a weekend in a tree house.  A tiny house adventure was an acceptable alternative.

      “What time?” Juliette asked.

      “Do you want to go early and beat the dinner crowd?  I’m free anytime.”

      “Sounds good.  How about five?  That gives me time to finish the piece I’m working on.”  She didn’t yet make big bucks writing freelance articles, but she’d won awards for some of her photographs that illustrated them.

      “Great!  I’ll meet you there at five.  Meanwhile, I have to call Nan and Mom.”

      And God only knew how long that would take.

      “Yeah, well, good luck there.  Gotta get back to work.  You can fill me in at five.”

      “Right.  See you soon.”

      Her sister Nan was still at the clinic, making it safe to call her home.  Beth left a voice mail, dialed her mother, and braced herself for the worst.

      If she was lucky, her mother would be lucid.  If her five o’clock somewhere came later today, she might just be getting started.  She could usually tell by the slur in her speech how much she’d drunk to numb the pain of loss.

      “Hello?”

      Beth exhaled a sigh of relief.  She sounded sober, anyway.  “Hi, Mom.  It’s Beth.  How are you?  Are you going to Bingo tonight?”

      “I’m good,” she said.  “Rick and I are going to that new barbeque place.  You know, the one near the outlet mall?  We’ll go to Bingo after that.”

      Beth bit her lip.  She didn’t particularly like Rick, but he had given her mother something to focus on beyond herself.  For that alone, she should be grateful.  They had just started ballroom dance lessons, and they had made it their mission to try every eatery in a forty-mile radius.  They’d been hitting them all.  Coffee shops.  Pizzerias.  Buffets.  Bars with grills.  Even some fine dining establishments.  Rick liked steak and her mother loved seafood.  Together, they made surf and turf.

      “I won’t keep you then.  You’ll probably want to get ready before too long.  You won’t want to keep Rick waiting.”

      “It never hurts a man to wait, Beth.”  Her mother managed to sound coquettish, which was just plain weird.  “I worry about you and Nan, dating this day and age.  It’s not like when I was young.”

      “No, it’s not,” Beth agreed, refusing to say more.  She wasn’t about to invite another lecture on the virtues of chastity.  “Look, Mom, I’ve got to go.  I just wanted to touch bases and see how you were.  You sound good.”

      “I am good,” she said, “for my age.  I’m looking into yoga classes.  I don’t bend over like I used to.  I think it would help my flexibility.”

      “It should,” she agreed.  “Yoga has a lot of benefits.  I think you’ll be very pleased with the results.  Does Oak Grove offer it at their activities center?”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “Tell the activities director that you’d like to see yoga added.  If enough people are interested, there are teachers who will come in and do classes so that you don’t have to drive.”

      “I’ll check.  If they don’t have yoga now, then I’ll go to Plan B.”

      Just that fast, Beth was back in Matteo’s bedroom, accepting what Giovanni Visconti wanted her to take, for her own good and Matteo’s, he’d said.  But she could never tell her mother.  She could never tell anyone.

      She had to remember that tonight when she was with Juliette.
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      “You dog, you!”

      Juliette threw back her second shot of tequila and slammed the glass on the scarred wooden table.  They’d managed to get seated in The Taproom Bar and Grill after only half an hour’s wait.  Owned by a local microbrewery, The Taproom served a unique selection of bottled beverages and some of the best—and cheapest—food in town.

      It was a shame that they were too full from Jade Garden to take advantage of it.

      After eating Chinese, Beth had volunteered to be the designated driver to their favorite watering hole.

      Her bestie was making the most of it.

      Juliette angled her head and narrowed her whiskey-brown eyes.  “He was that good, huh?  He must have been good, to unlock that chastity belt you’ve been wearing these past two—hell, no—three months.  Beth got laid!”  Her sing-song voice carried loud enough to make people look.  “Beth got laid!”

      “Can we not advertise it?” Beth pushed the words past a forced smile and gritted teeth.  “I don’t want anyone thinking that all this is theirs for the asking.”

      “Hell, no!”  Juliette shook a finger, then started staring at it.

      “Squirrel!”  It was Beth’s turn to point out the obvious.  When Juliette drank, she became easily distracted, increasingly so with every round.  Her “squirrel syndrome” was more amusing than annoying.  Beth was tasked with getting her back on track and keeping her there.

      “It’s no big deal,” Beth insisted.  “That’s what you’ve always told me when you’ve had one-nighters.  Now that it’s done, I can take it off my bucket list.”

      “Bucket list!” Juliette brightened.  “Are we still doing the tree house?”

      “Of course, but not in this heat.  Maybe September or early October.  I don’t want to wait until the trees turn.  Chances are, it will be too cold by then.”

      They spent the rest of the night going over everything that they wanted to do.  It was an extensive list.  Both of them dreamed big.  While she doubted that Juliette’s desire to find a kilted Highlander and get married in a Scottish castle would ever see fruition, they were definitely booking a night in a tree house.  The sooner, the better.  Anything to make new memories and keep her from thinking about Matteo.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Their tree house adventure came the weekend after Labor Day.  September 10th dawned bright and clear.  By the time they checked into their tree house, the clouds were rolling in and the wind had picked up.  In the early afternoon, they had the thrill of riding out a thunderstorm in the canopy.  Beth would gladly have gone back to the car, but Juliette was an adrenaline junkie and wasn’t about to leave.

      It drizzled rain later, but the temperatures were perfect, with highs in the mid-seventies and a low of sixty on Saturday night.  The only thing that really marred their weekend was Beth’s queasy stomach.  She wondered if she’d eaten something with a small amount of red dye in it.  She had to watch things like chocolate, too.

      By Sunday morning, she wanted to die.  Juliette was starving for breakfast, and Beth couldn’t begin to look at the food that they’d brought.  She felt so awful, Juliette grew concerned.  “I’m getting your phone and calling Nan if we can get a fucking signal.”

      Depending on where you were, Southern Illinois had good, decent, or no reception.

      “Okay,” Beth groaned, hating like hell that she was spoiling their weekend.

      Juliette spread the top of Beth’s handbag and rummaged until she found her cell.  Turning it on, she had Beth unlock the screen and hand it back to her.

      She opened the phone book and started scrolling through names.  “Huh,” she said, finding Nan’s number and calling it.  “Nan, this is Juliette.  Great!  How are you?  Yeah, well, we’re here.  I absolutely love it.  You’ve got to come when you get the chance.  It’s been great, except your sister can’t keep anything down.  With her allergy, I need to know what I can get that’s going to help her, not make her worse.”

      Juliette listened.  “Okay.  Sounds good.  I’d pass you over and let you talk but I think she’s about to hurl again.”

      Beth buried her head in her puke pot.  Juliette finished the call for her.  “Right.  Later!”

      “Separate liquids and solids.  Try ginger ale or clear soda first, then crackers later.  Jeez. That sounds familiar.  And if I can find a store, I need to bring you back some mints to suck on.  Those lemon things that you like won’t do.”

      “They might have mints at the camp store.  It’s small, but they seemed to have a nice selection.”

      “It’s Sunday morning.  I don’t know what time they open.  Are you going to be okay if I make a run?”

      Beth managed a weak smile.  “I’ll live,” she promised.  “And I’ll try to not make a mess.”  So far she’d managed to hit the empty popcorn tub that she had repurposed.  Dumping it in the small toilet and rinsing it out had helped keep the odors under control, but there was still a lingering sour scent of illness trapped in the small space.

      Juliette put on her shoes.  When she was ready to go, she put Beth’s cell phone within reach of where she lay.  “Call if you need anything.  Hopefully me rather than 911.”

      The sight of her phone triggered a memory that begged a question.  “When you were looking up Nan’s number, you said huh.  What was that about?”

      Juliette shrugged.  “I saw that you’d listed your grandfather.  Since yours are gone, I wondered if it was a code name for Rick.”

      “What?”  Beth was confused.

      “Nonno.  That’s Italian for grandfather.  Nonna means grandmother.  I learned those and a few more choice words when I researched the history of Italian Fest.  It was started by the Visconti family.  Did you know that the first one came here as a POW in World War II and stayed?  He went back home to get his wife, though.  Now they all do.  The men find nice Italian Catholic girls, marry them, and move them to the States.  It’s become a family tradition.”

      Grandfather.  But none of Giovanni’s sons were married.  Maybe he had a daughter.  God, let him have a daughter.

      In her mind’s eye, she saw him, taking that uniquely shaped package from Paolo, pushing the plastic bubble to empty it into his hand.  A single white tablet.  The right size.  The right shape.

      But was it the right kind?

      He hadn’t told her what it was, and she didn’t ask.  She just assumed it was a morning-after pill.  Had he switched it for something else, hoping that she would conceive?  Surely he wouldn’t stoop that low.  Surely he hadn’t picked her to be a broodmare for his possibly dying son’s baby.

      What if he had?

      What if she was?

      Jesus Christ Lord God Almighty.

      Beth grabbed the popcorn bucket, shoved her face into the opening, and wretched into it until nothing was left but dry heaves.

      Juliette emptied the bucket, rinsed it, and brought it back to where Beth lay curled in a ball of misery.  “You have your phone.  I’ll be back as quick as I can.”

      Beth stared at her phone.  She was so fucking tempted to call Giovanni Visconti, confront him, and make him confess to what he’d done, but then she’d be doing exactly what he wanted her to.

      If she were lucky, she could talk her sister into monitoring her pregnancy, off the books, where her name wasn’t listed in the computer’s scheduled appointments.

      But then she’d have to explain that she was hiding from the mob.

      Crap.

      Okay.  Plan B.

      If she was pregnant, it wouldn’t stay a secret.  The first time that she made an appointment or had a test run at the hospital, Mr. Visconti would know about it.  He wanted to play games?  Fine.  But she was going to make the rules when and where she could.

      She didn’t share her suspicion with Juliette.  She managed to get her stomach settled enough for the torturous drive home on Sunday afternoon.  She took a bath after their weekend of roughing it, got dressed, and headed to the grocery store.  If they were tracking her movements, it was the least suspicious place to pick up what she needed.

      The next morning, two positive pregnancy tests later, she made the call.

      A female voice answered.  “The Skin Clinic, Dr. Romano’s office.  How may I help you?”

      “Hi.  This is Beth Shelton.  I need to speak to Dr. Romano whenever he’s available.  Let me give you my call-back number.  It’s—”

      “No!  No!  That won’t be necessary.  I’ll put you through now.”

      Interesting.  The staff had orders to connect her.

      “Beth!”  The familiar voice greeted her.  “What’s up?”

      “I have a growth.”

      His voice turned serious.  “Do you want me to take a look at it?”

      “As soon as you can work me in, please.  I go back to work tomorrow.”  Today was personal time off.  She made it a policy to be home at least one day after traveling to rest and regroup before returning to the daily grind.

      “Sure. Of course.  Let me check with Dona.  I’m going to put you on hold.  Don’t hang up.”

      She drummed her fingers on the table and waited.  A few minutes later, he was back.  “What if I work you in at the end of today?  I can see you at five if you’re free.”

      “Five o’clock is fine, thank you.  I’ll see you then.”

      Hours later, Beth listened to her GPS dictate directions to the address that she’d programmed into it.  She was pretty sure that she could find the clinic, but she liked hearing a hot Aussie male voice.  Occasionally, she turned him on for trips to well-known destinations just for the hell of it.

      Dr. Romano’s office was in the new medical plaza perched on the edge of town, built between a ripened cornfield and an asphalt parking lot that belonged to the small, rural hospital next door.  Surprisingly, the offices offered a wide range of services from dentistry and orthodontics to surgery, dialysis, and cancer treatment.

      Beth parked two rows over from The Skin Clinic entrance and hauled out her handbag, filled with things that were rarely used but there if she needed them.  Shouldering the extra weight, she locked her car and made her way across the sun-heated asphalt.  It was a warm day.  She welcomed the cool draft of air conditioning that greeted her when she pulled opened the clinic’s glass entrance door.

      Dr. Romano’s office was professionally decorated, with tasteful, coordinated furniture, a well-stocked magazine rack, and a flat-screen television tuned to a travel channel.  His receptionist was younger than she sounded on the phone.  And prettier.  Based on her voice alone, Beth was expecting a forty-something former smoker.  Instead, Dona was a Barbie doll special edition, with blonde hair, blue eyes, a hundred-watt smile that cost thousands, and surgically enhanced cleavage that would look right at home in a gun magazine or pinned to the wall of a chop shop.

      “Welcome to The Skin Clinic.  I’m Dona,” she said, a bright note in her dusky voice.  “How can I help you?”

      Another step closer and Beth could read the name tag riding the mound of her left breast.  With a name like Dona DeLuca, chances were very good that the mob doctor had a mob receptionist, too.

      Resigned to her fate, Beth gave Dona her name.  “I have a five o’clock with Dr. Romano.”

      Dona didn’t miss a beat when she handed her a clipboard with several papers and a black ballpoint pen caught in its clamp.  “He’s running a bit late.  I know you’re in our system, but I need you to fill these out, front and back, and sign anywhere there’s an X.  Just bring them up when you’re done, and feel free to ask any questions, okay?  If you have insurance, I’ll need to make a copy of your card.”

      Anticipating that, Beth had put a twist tie through the zipper on her billfold and fastened it to the handle of her purse.  Finding it easily, she pulled out her card and handed it through the sliding window to Dona.

      The last patient of the day, Beth had her pick of the upholstered chairs in the waiting room.  Intending to get some much-neglected reading done, she chose the one farthest from the television, set her purse on the seat next to it, and completed the standard forms, this time with exact dates of her hospitalizations.  Done, she crossed the carpeted floor to the reception window and swapped with Dona, exchanging the clipboard for her insurance card.

      Back in her chosen seat, Beth put the card back in her billfold and fished out her reader.  Unlocking the screen, she tapped open her current book, a sizzling dark erotica tale set in a post-apocalyptic world.  She was just getting to the good stuff when Colin opened the hallway door and called her back.

      “Hello again,” he chirped, looking far too cheerful for having worked all day.  But then again, his day was nearly over.  She supposed that she’d be smiling, too.

      “Hi, Colin.  Nice office.”

      “It is,” he agreed, his tone as bright as Dona’s porcelain-capped smile.  “Let’s put you in a room and get you ready for the doctor.”
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      Beth followed the physician’s assistant down a long hall lined with mostly closed doors, her low heels clicking on the gleaming tile floor.  He turned into the last room on the left and motioned for her to have a seat.

      Three chairs sat on the far wall.  To the right, a cart with some kind of a machine sat next to an examination table, lined with crisp, white paper.  To the left was another stainless steel cart holding bandages, dressings, and sterilized instruments in pouches.  Beyond that was a long counter with a sink and cabinets above and below.

      Colin looked at the forms that she’d completed.  “I see here that you have a growth.  We need to add the location and a description.  The doctor will measure it when he comes in.”

      Beth inhaled deeply and set her purse in the corner chair.  “I know that you’re just doing your job, but anything that’s not completed, I will happily discuss but only with Dr. Romano.  So get my height, weight, vitals, anything else like that that you need, and our part will be done, okay?”

      Colin chewed his lip, clearly torn.  Seeing the set to Beth’s mouth, he caved in rather than argue.  “Will you put on a gown for me, at least?”

      “Of course.  I don’t want to make things any harder than they are.  Really.”

      Her verbal olive branch placated him a bit more.  “Good, then.  Here you go.”  He pulled a bundle of folded fabric from the top of a stack and laid it on the exam table.  “I’ll leave you to it and check on you in a few.”

      Beth stripped down to her freshly polished toes, folding her clothes and setting them in the middle chair as she went.  Slipping into the voluminous striped pink monstrosity, she tied the openings shut in back and hiked herself onto the exam table, paper crinkling as she adjusted her seat and settled into place.

      As promised, Colin came back shortly, armed with her chart and a pen.  “Step on the scales, please.”

      She eased off the table and crossed the cool tile floor to where they stood.  Most people cringed at this part of a visit.  Her frown was for the weight that she’d recently lost.

      “A-a-and—” Colin stretched the word as he recorded her height and weight “—sit on the table for me, please.”

      Perched once more on the end, she held out her arm when she saw the wrist monitor in his hand.

      Colin put it in place, fastened it, and pressed a button that started the inflation process.  “Hold your hand to your heart,” he said.  “Good.”  He added her blood pressure and pulse rate to her records.  “Temperature next,” he said.  That monitor went in her ear.

      He logged the results and sliced an enigmatic glance at her.  “The doctor will be with you shortly.”

      Beth listened to the door close and released the breath that she’d been holding.  There was something off about Colin, about this.  She felt her stomach churn and pressed her hands against it, praying that she wouldn’t have to make a mad dash to the sink.  She had barely managed to quell her nausea when Dr. Romano breezed into the room with her chart in his hands and Colin on his heels.

      The smile Dr. Romano gave her was one that he’d practiced, but the welcoming curve of his lips was at odds with the chill coming from Colin.

      “Can I speak to you alone?” she blurted.

      Dr. Romano froze mid-step, cocked his head, and weighed her chart in his hands.  He didn’t take his assessing gaze from her when he spoke.  “Colin, leave us, please.  I’ll call you when I need you.”

      The physician’s assistant bristled.  Snapping his spine straight and jutting his chin, he turned on his heel and swept out the door.

      Beth listened for footsteps that never came.  She assumed that he was listening at the door, but there was no help for that.

      Dr. Romano set the chart on the counter.  Taking a syringe from the cabinet, he filled it with clear liquid from a bottle, added it to the sterilized instruments on top of the cart, and came to where she sat on the exam table.

      He folded his arms across his chest and rocked back on his heels.  “Colin said that you refused to tell him where your growth was.”

      “My abdomen.”  She looked at the closed door and thought, to hell with it.  Sooner or later, his office staff would know.  “I’m pregnant.”

      He dipped his head and narrowed his gaze, scanning her before fetching a stethoscope from a cabinet drawer.  Putting the tips in his ears, he caught the bell between his fingers and put the diaphragm above her left breast.  “Breathe.”

      Beth inhaled and let it out.  He checked the other side, then moved the stethoscope to her back, sliding the cool disc into place and listening to her lungs.  “Breathe.  And again.”

      He checked the arteries in her neck and looped the stethoscope around his neck when he was done.  Grasping her forearm, he pressed his thumb against her skin, checking for edema.  When the dip didn’t stay dented, he crouched on the floor and checked her ankles, pressing into her skin and watching how slowly it returned.  “Have you had problems with the swelling?”

      “Some days it’s more noticeable than others.  I put it down to not drinking enough water.”

      “It probably is.”  Straightening, the doctor got her chart and started making notes.  “You need water.  Plain water.  Coffee and tea don’t count.  Cut out the caffeine and alcohol.  Watch how much caffeine-free soda you drink.  A glass a day if you can’t do without it.  Have you seen an OB/Gyn?  Do you need a referral?”

      Beth shook her head.  “No, I haven’t seen anyone.  Considering the father, I figured that my choices would be limited to a Visconti-approved obstetrician.  This—” she put a hand on her abdomen “—shouldn’t have happened.  I took the pill that Mr. Visconti gave me.  It was packaged like a morning-after pill.  I can’t prove it, but I’m beginning to think that he gave me a placebo.  That’s the only explanation that I can wrap my brain around.  Otherwise, why am I’m sitting here with a baby growing inside me?  I should be…I don’t know…sleeping with the fishes.”

      “You would have been if I hadn’t talked Dom Visconti out of it.”  He said it as blithely as if they were discussing the weather.  Beth clutched at her stomach, trying to quell the familiar disturbance that was quickly escalating into a revolt.  “And you’re right about the placebo.  The pill you took was one of your allergy pills plus filler to make it the right size.  When I was prepping it, I made sure that nothing came in contact with red dye forty.”

      “Why?” she croaked, praying that she wouldn’t throw up on the mob doctor who had prolonged her life.

      He shrugged a shoulder and angled his head.  His brows knit, deepening the creases in his forehead.  “I don’t know.  Guilt, maybe.  If I had been here, you wouldn’t have been dragged into this.  But if you were going to have any chance at surviving, I had to make sure that you didn’t buy a morning-after pill and take it.  You have value only as long as you keep their secrets and carry Matteo’s child.  Talk, and you’re a liability they can’t afford.  Miscarry, and you’re easily expendable.  We all are,” he said matter-of-factly, “including me.”

      She struggled with the harsh reality that he was painting.  “Val said that the family owed me a debt.  That it was something they didn’t take lightly.”

      Dr. Romano smiled as if he were indulging a child who didn’t know any better.  Clearly, she didn’t.  “He’d have made sure that your end was quick and clean,” he said smoothly.  “You wouldn’t have suffered needlessly.  No rape.  No torture.  Just a single shot to the back of the head, or a knife to your throat, or two hands on your neck, squeezing until your air was gone and your larynx was crushed.  Who knows?  If you were lucky, you might have had one last orgasm as you went.”

      Beth jumped when the hallway door opened abruptly.  She turned, expecting to see a petulant Colin.  Instead, she met the enigmatic gaze of Giovanni Visconti.  Following on his heels was Paolo.

      A simple lift of the Dom’s finger and Paolo stayed in the hall, disappearing as the door closed between them.

      Mr. Visconti eyed the syringe that Dr. Romano had added to the cart.  “I gather that we won’t be needing that.”

      Fuck.

      Whatever was in that syringe, it wasn’t a local anesthetic.

      Her gaze flew up to meet the Dom’s.  The half smile he wore would have been the same, whatever happened.  She was here to be dealt with, plain and simple.

      Oh shit oh shit oh shit.  Hearing it from Dr. Romano was one thing.  Facing the man who held her life in his hands made Beth’s stomach churn and her breath seize in her chest.  She told herself that she’d be safe until the baby came.  Right now, she was a vessel, albeit little more than a surrogate mother for his grandchild.  After that, who knew what he would decide to do with her?  If she proved herself, there was a slim chance that he might let her live.  If she failed in any way, he’d simply take the baby and make her disappear.

      “How is she?”  Mr. Visconti was looking at her like a specimen under glass.

      “Healthy, from what I can tell.  We were just getting started.  I’ll want blood work now and eventually a sonogram to confirm size and establish a due date.”

      “Will that show the sex?”

      “Not necessarily.  Sometimes they’re stubborn and make us do it the old-fashioned way.  Wait until they’re born to see if it’s a boy or girl.”

      “Have you set her up yet with Dr. Bartolotta?”

      Dr. Romano frowned.  “I thought he usually took care of problems.”

      Mr. Visconti’s mouth wore the ghost of a smile.  “Usually, he does.  This will be a nice change for him.”

      Oh, God.  Her OB/Gyn was an abortionist for the mob.

      Beth didn’t have time to do more than launch herself off the exam table and race to the sink.  Catching her hair, she emptied her stomach, which held little more than the last glass of water that she’d had.

      Turning on the tap, she drank from her hand, rinsing and spitting into the stainless steel basin.  Grabbing the exposed part of a tri-fold paper towel, she pulled it from the holder, dried her hands, and wiped her face.  “Sorry,” she croaked.  “It started over the weekend.”

      Mr. Visconti tsked.  “No more tree houses,” he ordered.  Shaking his head, he turned back to Dr. Romano.  “She needs out of the hospital, too.  I don’t mind if she works for a while longer but get her where she’s not going to be exposed to everything that comes along.  She needs to be somewhere clean and controlled.  Maybe a chiropractic office, or a spa.  She’s trained in massage.  Yes.  A spa, I think.”

      Beth bit her tongue and said nothing.  She might be naïve, but she wasn’t stupid.  It was going to be his rules, his way.  Any thoughts of trying to maintain a measure of control were gone, replaced by a grudging acceptance.  She would do whatever she had to do to survive and be with her child.

      Matteo’s father reached into his jacket pocket and handed her a crisply folded handkerchief.  “Here,” he said gently, tapping below the right corner of his mouth.

      Taking the linen, she wiped her face in the mirror of his.  “Thank you.”

      “In case you’re wondering, my son is fine.  He’s back to work, but distractions can get the best man killed.  Right now, he thinks you’re dead.  He won’t know the truth until the next time that he comes home.  If his girlfriend doesn’t keep him happy, it’s possible that he may call you, for old time’s sake.”

      Matteo had a girlfriend.

      Of course, he had a girlfriend.  Power was the ultimate aphrodisiac.  A regular girlfriend helped a man keep free and clear of sexually transmitted diseases.

      The thought of him with someone else hurt more than it should.  She supposed she should be grateful that he didn’t have a wife.

      “Obviously, Matteo doesn’t know about this.”  Mr. Visconti slid his gaze to her still-flat abdomen.  “Until I say otherwise, you will make sure that it stays that way.  Capisci?”

      Avoiding his eyes, she kept her gaze fastened on his mouth.  “Yes,” she croaked.  “I understand.”

      “You can work for now.  It’s good to keep busy, yes?”

      Resentment flared.  She shoved it down and managed to sound meek, at least.  “Yes, sir.”

      “Doc will find you a nice place to work.  Vincent, you’ll see to it?”

      “Of course.  Beth, I want you to put in your two weeks’ notice tomorrow.  We’ll have something lined up so that you leave the hospital one day and start work the next—unless you want some time off in between jobs.”

      She swiveled her head and looked at Dr. Romano in surprise.  “Actually, a week off work would be good.  I can take my time and get my fall cleaning done.”

      Dom Visconti shook his head.  “You can supervise.  I’ll send my girls to do it.”

      Jesus.  Was nothing beyond this man’s reach?

      Beth’s forced smile turned genuine when she thought of having seven days of hours that were all hers and a cleaning crew that was beyond her budget.  “Thank you,” she said sincerely.  “I appreciate any help I can get.  Just the thought of blinds and windows wears me out right now.”  She swung her gaze from Mr. Visconti to his medic.  “When we do blood work, I’ll be interested to see if my fatigue has another component besides pregnancy.  There’s a history of anemia in my family.”

      “I’m going to write you a prescription for prenatal vitamins that won’t trigger your dye allergy.  Now, let’s go ahead and get your blood drawn.  I’ll have a courier take it to the lab at the hospital next door.  I know it’s normally done fasting, but I don’t think you’ve kept enough down today to throw the readings too far off the mark.  When I write your referral to Dr. Bartolotta, I’ll forward all of the test results so that he has what he needs to get started.  By the way, on the off chance that you did conceive, I already figured your due date as April 11th.  The sonogram will merely confirm it.”

      Beth walked back to the exam table.  The paper crinkled as she hoisted herself onto the end to sit with her bare feet dangling.

      “I’m going to get Colin back in here to assist.  He’ll need to complete the paperwork and centrifuge the tubes to give to the courier.”

      Beth nodded.  Those were menial tasks that didn’t require a doctor’s expertise.  She had wanted Colin out of the room while she talked to Dr. Romano.  He’d be gone again as soon as his work here was done.

      Dr. Romano opened the door and motioned for Colin to come back and assist.  Mr. Visconti stayed but took a seat on the far side of the room, out of the way.

      Donning latex-free exam gloves, the doctor put a rubber tourniquet around her left biceps and secured it with a loop.  “Make a fist.  Good.”  He percussed the crease of her elbow, looking for a good vein to tap.  Hers were small and tricky to find.  If she was lucky, he’d get it on the first try.  Usually, it took two or three.

      “I tend to be a challenge,” she said.  “They tell me that a small needle works best.”

      He kept tapping and eventually nodded and smiled.  “Colin, a small needle, please.”

      Dr. Romano hit a vein on his first try.  Drawing two tubes, he handed them to Colin, who disappeared out the door.

      The doctor pressed on the puncture site with an alcohol-soaked cotton ball.  “Hold this,” he said.  Reaching for an adhesive strip, he tore open the package, peeled off the backing, and placed the strip over the cotton.

      “Very good, Beth.  Keep that in place at least thirty minutes.  I’m ordering a general health panel, plus an A1C for blood sugar and a thyroid panel.  Where you’re experiencing fatigue, we want to rule out those components as well.  We should have the results tomorrow.  Before we schedule your sonogram, let me call Dr. Bartolotta.  He may want to wait for the twelve-to-twenty-weeks age to get it done.  You’re only seven and a half.”

      Giovanni Visconti rose from his chair and came to stand by Dr. Romano.  The Dom’s words were lightly spoken, but they carried the full weight of his power behind them.

      “I want to see what we’re dealing with,” he said.  “Do it now.”
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      Monday, June 4, 2012

      Somewhere near Tuscon, Arizona

      

      Matteo closed his eyes and counted to five backward, wishing like hell he could just hang up on his father.  He didn’t want to deal with him right now.

      Giovanni Visconti wasn’t above blackmail— emotional or any other kind.  “It’s Italian Fest, Matteo.  The family always attends.  You know this.  I’m going to pull the plug on this one.  You’ve had nine months to find the guy.  Eventually, we will, but you’ll do it from home.  You’ve been gone long enough.”

      Fuck.

      Matteo looked around the room, disgusted by the grimy walls and shoddy furnishings.  He’d booked it only because the by-the-hour motel had working air conditioning to dispel the heat and it was outside the city limits.  The county mounties who visited were too busy making traffic tickets disappear to pay him any heed.  Which was fine by him.  He was here for one thing and one thing only: following his latest lead on Neil Rhodes, also known as Reaper, the President and sole surviving member of the Blackwater Demons MC.

      The rest of the club had been destroyed in the war with the Visconti family and the Avenging Angels MC.  Matteo had made it his mission to find the man who’d brutalized his cousin and put a bullet in his shoulder.

      He wouldn’t rest until Reaper was dead.  Unfortunately, he was no closer now to finding him than he was eight months ago.  He’d hit the road as soon as the doctor released him.  He’d been living on it ever since.

      He hated to admit it, but his father was right.

      “Okay,” he sighed.  “All right.  You win.  It’ll take me three days to drive home if the lanes are open and construction isn’t a problem.  I’ll call you if there are any delays.”

      “Good boy,” his father hummed.  “We’ll see you soon.”

      Matteo missed the old days when the click of a phone signaled the end of a call.  With burner phones, he got his father’s voice, then nothing but dead air space and the echo of his conscience, reminding him that he had yet to avenge his family’s honor.

      His last night here, he tried to drown his regrets with alcohol.  When that didn’t work, he dialed the number that he’d used twice since he came.

      “Phoenix.”

      The hooker’s voice was just as low and sultry as the night that he’d first heard it.

      “Al at The Shady Rest.  You free?”

      “For how long?”

      He could tell from her tone that she was free.  Since the last factory closing, when she wasn’t working a pole, she was turning tricks at the truck stop by the highway, just down the street.

      The strip club where she danced and a bar with package liquor were conveniently between the two.

      “All night,” he said.  Not knowing what he’d find on the road, he intended to get it out of his system.  “I have condoms.  Bring lube and your toys.  Be prepared to play hard.”

      “It’s five hundred for all night.  No cash, no nookie.  Capiche?”

      If Phoenix was trying to get a rise out of him, she was doomed to disappointment—in this, anyway.

      “Two fifty,” he countered.  “I’m in Room 107.  Be here in fifteen minutes or you can kiss my cash good-bye.”

      Ten minutes later, knuckles rapped softly on the exterior door.  Matteo put his eye to the peephole and saw nothing but bubblegum pink hair, pale ivory skin, and the start of tats that decorated her double D erotic dancer’s body from neck to toe.  Pulling the gun from the back of his waist, he held it in one hand and let her in with the other.

      Phoenix slid her gaze from his feet to his face, lingering on his groin and smirking at his body’s natural reaction.  “So,” she drawled, “I can’t kiss you but I can kiss your money?”

      He wasn’t letting that mouth of hers anywhere on his body.  “I don’t know where those lips have been.  It’s risky enough reaming you out with nothing but a trench coat between us.  You gonna fucking stand there while I shut the door in your face, or are you coming in?”

      Phoenix rolled her eyes and pushed her way past him.  “You don’t know shit about sweet talking a girl, Al.  You got the cash?”

      She was wearing a sundress and nothing beneath it, from what he could tell.  Her oversized shoulder bag bulged with whatever she’d brought.  Remembering their last kink session, he felt his cock become self-aware.

      “Money’s on the table,” he said.  “Same as last time.  And the time before.”  He’d made it five fifties to simplify things.

      Her loaded bag landed on the tabletop with a heavy thud.  Phoenix picked up the bills and fanned them.  “No tip?” she pouted.

      “I’ve got a tip.  Shut the fuck up and I might let you come.  Keep it up, and you’ll be seeing a proctologist tomorrow.”

      She started to open that smart mouth of hers but snapped it closed when he set his gun on the nightstand and reached for his belt.  She was enough of a painslut to enjoy licks of leather biting into her skin, but taking it up the ass all night would make it a challenge to walk, let alone dance.

      “Pull out your toys,” he ordered.  “Show me what you’ve got.”

      Nipple clamps.  Two dildos, different sizes.  A rabbit vibrator.  A flogger.  A paddle.  A blindfold.  Anal beads.  A cock ring with a clit stimulator.  Lube.  No handcuffs or rope, though.  She might do bondage with someone she trusted, but not customers with cash.  She knew enough to keep her options open.  A hooker needed to be able to get away if she had to.

      Crossing her arms, she caught the hem of her sundress and pulled it over her head, exposing inked skin and a body built for sin.  Shaking out her pink hair made her tits bounce.  Cupping them in her hands, she pinched her nipples into tight, hard buds that begged for clamps.

      “Bring it all and put it on the other nightstand.”

      His held a pile of condoms and his gun.

      Laying his belt on the turned-down bed, he peeled off his A-shirt and tossed it on the closest pillow.  Phoenix played with her tits and watched him undress.  She knew enough to wait for his commands.

      By the time he kicked off his pants, she was practically drooling.  Very few customers could fill her greedy holes like he could.  The first time that she’d seen what he was packing, she’d practically orgasmed on sight.

      Snagging a condom from the pile, he tossed it in the center of the sheet, within reach of wherever he would be when it came time to cover up.

      “Bend over the bed, slut.  Stick that ass in the air.  My belt has your name and a number on it.  Twenty to start.”

      An erotic shiver rocked her frame.  Gooseflesh skittered down her arms.  “Yes, Sir.”

      Phoenix stretched her torso over the mattress and arched her back in a near-perfect display of anatomy.  The only thing missing was a toy.

      He settled on the anal beads.  Applying a light coating of lube, he shoved them none-too-gently up her ass.  She grunted and squealed into the sheets, muffling the sound.  The dildo was next.  The big one.  Wetting the tip on her juices, he found her opening and corkscrewed it in, pushing and pulling, driving inside her until he’d bottomed out and could go no deeper.  Stuffing her would heighten her senses during impact play and make it all the sweeter when he ripped out the beads and shoved eight-and-a-half inches of man-meat in her ass.

      His cock nodded its approval.

      “Count,” he growled.  With his doubled belt in his hand, he hauled back his arm and swung it with the precision of a major-league pinch hitter.

      She yelped on impact.  “One,” she choked out, shocked by the strength of the blow.  He didn’t tell her that he’d gone easy on her last time.  Tonight, she’d learn just what it took to satisfy his dark side.

      He swung again and watched red and white bloom across the pale skin of her twin cheeks.

      “Two,” she whimpered.

      Smack!

      “Three.”

      She was an ugly mess by the time he got to twenty.  Her face was wet with tears.  Her nose was red and her mascara had run, blackening below her eyes and tracking down her cheeks.  She’d made the mistake of laying down her head and soiling his sheet with her makeup.

      Crawling up over her, he grabbed a fistful of pink hair and yanked back her head.

      “Gah!”

      “Look what you’ve done, slut.  My fucking sheets need changed and there’s never goddamn room service here when you call for it.”

      “I’m sorry, Sir.”

      Rising to his knees above her, Matteo reached for the condom and let go of her hair.  He ripped open the foil packed, pinched the end of the rubber, and rolled down the rest with practiced ease.  Backing off the bed, he stood behind her, humping her bright red bottom while he reached for his belt.  He caught her wrists, pinned them behind her back, and used his belt to cuff her hands more securely than any kink store set.  He gagged her next with the A-shirt that he’d left on the pillow, knotting it behind her head.

      “Sorry, she says.  If you’re not, slut, you will be.”

      Finding the protruding end, he pulled out the anal beads and tossed them at the trash can.  They landed half inside, sparing the carpet, at least.  He thought about taking her with no lube, but honestly, with the dildo still in her pussy, a slick slide into her back door was going to feel better than forcing his way in and dragging back out.

      Popping the lid, he drizzled coconut oil down her crack and coated his length.  He set the oil aside, pressed the head of his cock against her pucker, and lunged, relishing the scream that only he could hear.  Jesus, she was tight.  So goddamn tight.  Yeah, leaving the dildo in was a good call.  It was almost like being in a threesome.  He hadn’t done one in a while—unlike his rock star brothers who indulged on a regular basis.  Out on the road, there were plenty of groupies who were willing to be shared.

      Taking her ass was like plunging into an endless sleeve of soft, warm clay.  He thrust into her, enjoying the feel of her, inside and out.  The fiery heat of her abused flesh.  The white-hot stretch of her anus as it struggled to accommodate his girth.  The friction of the dildo, the fake dick separated from his by only a thin wall of tissue.

      At one point, he pulled out, flipped her over, and fastened the clamps on those tight, hard nipples of hers.  Fresh tears sprang from her eyes, running down her temples and wetting her hair.  To add to her torment, he used the flogger that she’d brought, raining lashes onto her thighs, her belly, her midriff, her breasts.  Flogging her clamped nipples made her shake with sobs.

      He wailed on her until his bad shoulder started to complain.  Tossing the flogger aside, he fondled his balls and looked at her, trying to decide what he wanted to do next.  He pulled the dildo from her pussy and stuck it up her ass, filling her to the brim with ten inches of pliant synthetic cock.  He drove his condom-covered dick into her cunt, unwilling to risk taking anything away from this except his ultimate satisfaction.

      Hooking his elbow behind her knee, he opened her up further to his possession.  The change in angle let him grind against her clit and force the first orgasm from her.  Her climax had the desired effect, making her pussy walls tighten around him, rippling along his length.  He fucked her harder, driving into her until he heard her panting breaths and felt her body stiffen with her impending release.  Lowering her leg, he caught the chain connecting the nipple clamps and gave it a tug to send her hurtling over the edge.

      He dipped his head and bit her breasts hard enough to leave teeth marks in her mounds of flesh.  Flicking the tips of her nipples with his tongue, he tormented her sensitive flesh and earned more tears for the pain that he was causing.

      Matteo grinned like the sadist that he was.  The hooker writhed beneath him, desperate to escape but unable to get away.  Lying on top of her cuffed hands was wrenching her shoulders.

      Good luck with working that stripper pole tomorrow.
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      In the morning, Matteo gave her another two fifty before he booted her ass out the door.  As whores went, she was clean, with a pretty face and a killer body.  More importantly, she didn’t complain.  She did her job and took it whatever way that he wanted to give it to her

      Which was mostly up her ass.

      As soon as he’d washed his sweat and her scent from his body, he got dressed, packed his bags, loaded his car, and checked out.

      The annual Italian Fest was held on the second full weekend of June to avoid conflicts with Memorial Day observances at the end of May and the Fort de Chartres Rendezvous in Prairie du Rocher.  An eighteenth-century reenactment held the first weekend of June, the Rendezvous drew people from across the country.  Many attendees were from the tri-state area of Missouri, Illinois, and Kentucky.

      His father wanted him home, but Southern Illinois was a solid twenty-two hours away, plus gas, meals, pit stops, and delays for wrecks and construction.  With four days to get back, he was going to take his time getting there.  Breaking the trip into three equal legs, Matteo spent the first night in Santa Rosa, New Mexico, and the second on the far side of Tulsa, Oklahoma.  Staying on the east side and checking out early let him hit the road at seven and miss the traffic heading into the city.

      The northern route took him across Southern Missouri, a price that he was willing to pay to avoid the wastelands that comprised parts of Texas.  Either of those beat driving mile after fucking mile past wheat fields in Kansas.

      He rolled into Diamond Springs on Thursday at five pm.  Topping off with gas, he scrubbed the bugs off his windshield and headlights and headed for the Visconti compound on the outskirts of town.

      The new guard at the gate had the balls to stop him and verify his ID.  Granted, he couldn’t see much through the blacked-out glass, but it pissed him off that his father hadn’t forewarned the guy.  He should have been given a picture for a visual match at the very least, for Christ’s sake.  He knew that he was coming.

      Matteo recognized it for what it was—punishment for not being here sooner.  His father had tried to pull him back in December, then again in February.  The worst rant came in April.  He just would not fucking quit.  Probably because he was still pissed that Matteo had spent Christmas and New Year’s looking for Reaper instead of coming home for the holidays.

      He would have considered it if his mother was still alive.  Holidays weren’t the same without her.  Neither was Italian Fest.  She wasn’t born a Visconti, but she’d been the love of his father’s life and the matriarch of the family until the day that she died.

      This would be the sixth year for the 5K fitness walk and pink ribbon run that they’d added to the festival in her honor.

      Shaking off the sadness, he pulled to a stop in front of his father’s palatial home and handed the keys to the soldato who’d drawn valet duty for the day.  “Thanks, Angelo.  Got a new one at the gate, huh?”

      Angelo grinned.  “Give you some grief, did he?”

      “Some.”

      “That’s Salvatore, Manny’s nephew.  One tour in Afghanistan and he decided that he preferred his excitement spaced out a bit.  He’s still learning faces, but he’s doing okay.”

      “What happened to Bernardo?”

      Angelo dropped his gaze to the keys and weighed them in his hand.  When he answered, the look in his eyes was inscrutable.  “I’ll let your father fill you in.  And Matteo, welcome home.”

      On the surface, nothing had changed.  The massive oak door still creaked when it opened.  The marble tile in the front foyer was still polished to a mirror shine.  Normally, his father would have been there to greet him.  Instead, he saw Paolo, standing with his hands folded, waiting for him inside.

      “He’s on the phone,” he explained.  “The family’s dining at Giovanni’s tonight at seven.  Your suit is laid out in your room.  He knew that you’d want to shower and unwind from the drive.  Once you’ve cleaned up, he’d like you to meet him in the study.  Val’s due in from the vineyard any time.  Marco and Antonio are still on the tour bus, but they’ll meet you there once they get their crew settled in.”

      Matteo felt his father’s strings and knew better than to fight them.  Dom Visconti was a puppet master.  The rest of them served his will and danced to his tune.

      He headed upstairs for a shower.

      [image: ]
* * *

      One wall of his bedroom was maintained like a shrine to his high school and college years.  His varsity letters for track and football.  His college diploma.  Pictures from when he’d nearly made the junior Olympic team in track and field.

      His mother had been so proud.  His father, too, he guessed.

      Not that he missed throwing a discus or hurling a shot put, but that bullet to the shoulder had pretty much ensured that he’d never compete in the Senior Olympics decathlon.

      Eying the tailored suit and crisply pressed shirt laid out on his king-sized bed, he fished a pair of silk boxers and socks from the extras that he kept here, for when the family was on lockdown, and headed for his en-suite.  Full bottles of his preferred fragrance-free body wash, shampoo, and conditioner were in the shower.  His extra razor used to trim above and below his stubble held a new blade.

      The guard at the front gate might be learning the ropes, but the household staff was as efficient as ever.

      Shucking his clothes, he turned on the taps and brought the water to temp before stepping inside.  Funny, he missed the steam shower at his house more than the woman that he’d shared it with.

      While recuperating from his wound, he’d found himself comparing Chiara to the woman who had saved him.  Remembering the angel of mercy who had seen to his every need was enough to make him half-hard.

      Of the few regrets that he had, taking Beth Shelton was the one that plagued him most.

      He preferred to imagine that she was still alive.  Vibrant.  Straddling his hips, sinking her wet warmth onto his cock, and fucking him like there was no tomorrow.

      At the time, her fate was sealed.  His had still been in question.

      Cupping his balls and fisting his dick, Matteo jacked off to the mental image of Beth Shelton that he could never quite erase.  The water washed away the evidence of his lust.  He wished that it could cleanse him of the sting of guilt as well.

      He stayed beneath the spray until the tension had eased from his muscles.  Toweling off, he dried his hair, brushed his teeth, and groomed his stubble, maintaining the rugged look that women seemed to find so appealing.  Done, he dressed for the evening, slipping into freshly polished Italian leather loafers that had miraculously appeared while he was in the shower.

      Matteo made his way downstairs, nodding to the two soldatos that he encountered along the way.  Checking his dress watch, he saw that it was a little after six.  Whatever conversation he was about to have with his father would have to be short, continued in the limo on the way to Giovanni’s, or finished after dinner.

      Discussions in public were like social media posts.  They had to be innocuous enough to share with the world, not just family or friends.

      He rapped on the closed study door.

      “Come in!  Come in!”

      Giovanni Visconti pulled open the door and stepped back to let Matteo in.  Reaching, the Dom put his hands on his shoulders and kissed his cheek.

      Pulling back, his father looked him over, inspecting him from head to toe.  “You’re looking good.  Looking good,” he said.  “Hunts can be hard on a man.”

      “They are, but I take care of myself.  I exercise.  Eat right.  Keep it out or keep it covered to stay clean.”

      “Doc will make sure that you are.”

      It wasn’t until Dr. Romano moved that Matteo noticed him.  Resigned to his fate, he took off his jacket and rolled up his sleeve, exposing his left arm for the draw.  Two tubes of blood and one bandage later, he rolled down his sleeve and rebuttoned his cuff.

      He would never go against his father with others present, but once Doc was gone, he made his feelings known.  “Blood work, Pop?  Really?  That wouldn’t have fucking waited until tomorrow?”

      His father’s frown of disapproval dug furrows in his brow.  “Language, Matteo!  You should watch your tongue.  Doc was free, and the sooner you’re cleared, the better I’ll feel.  Don’t deny an old man his comfort.”

      Matteo sighed and shook his head.  “You might be getting gray, but you’re far from old, Pop.  You can still run circles around most of the people half your age.”

      His father started to dismiss the notion with a wave of his hand but shrugged his shoulder instead.  “But not as quickly,” he allowed.  “I’ve slowed down.  I’m making an effort to enjoy what life has to offer.  You should do the same.  Things have changed since you’ve been gone.”

      Matteo’s breath hitched in his chest.  A tidal wave of worst-case scenarios threatened to drag him under.

      Shit.

      “Are you okay, Pop?  How’s your heart?  Your blood pressure?  Blood sugar?”

      “Fine.  Fine,” he assured him.  “Except for taking a little blue pill from time to time, I control everything else with diet and exercise.”  Leaning closer, he stage-whispered, “I learned that from my son.”

      Matteo exhaled the breath that he’d been holding and forced himself to relax.  “That’s great to hear, Pop.  You had me worried there for a minute.”

      His father grew serious again.  “You’ve had me worried since last July.  I thought that we were going to lose you, but you were stubborn enough to pull through.”

      “With help,” he said grimly.

      His father’s eyes missed nothing.  “With help,” he agreed.  “But come.  Tonight, we celebrate the prodigal son’s return.  Val’s having the limo brought around.  We’ll ride together.  It will give us a chance to get caught up a bit before Marco and Tony take over the conversation with their music talk.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Matteo had left his restaurant in good hands.  His manager had years of experience in the food service industry and an unerring knack for knowing how to increase their upper-middle-class clientele.  Keeping things fresh, expanding the menu, adding new wines, and using social media for more exposure were working to the point, they either needed to add on to their building or open a second location.

      Matteo was leaning towards the latter.

      The table reserved for them was situated in a quiet corner with a commanding view of the dining room.  As far removed from the kitchen noise as they could get, they would at least be able to talk softly enough to keep their conversation private, even after the table closest to them was seated.

      The salad course had just been served when two young women in designer dresses were shown to the next table.  “Would you look at that?”  Tony whistled softly.  “If she visits the ladies room and I disappear for a while, don’t come looking for me.  You know what I’m saying?”

      Marco rolled his eyes.  “Which one, dickhead?”

      “The one with sass,” he said, eyeing the brunette who talked with her hands and had plenty to say.  “She’s got spirit.  I like that.”

      “Shallow thinking,” Marco chided.  “It’s the quiet ones you have to watch.”

      And Matteo was.  The friend had brown hair, too, shades lighter and much longer.  It was swept away from her face and caught up in the back, revealing her fine bone structure and an unusual pair of earrings, shaped like triangles and sparkling with faceted stones.  Her outfit redefined “little black dress.”  The black fabric bodice had been cut away, baring her exquisite shoulders and most of her back.  A wide, jeweled band circled her neck like a collar.  Another jeweled strip flowed down her spine, connecting her collar with the fitted black sheath that hugged her curves.

      Her beauty was enhanced with expertly applied makeup.  She wore bright red on her lips and dramatic, smoky shadow over her eyes.  He wished that she would look this way.

      Being seated across from her animated friend put both of their faces in profile.  While his quiet beauty kept her eyes focused on her menu, her friend was busy taking in the recently updated décor and seeing who else was there to enjoy it.

      The mayor of Diamond Springs was dining with his wife and another couple.  Other patrons included bank presidents, corporate officers, attorneys, real estate moguls, and at least one judge who owed his position to the Viscontis.  Miss Sass seemed to know quite a few of them.  She kept up a running dialogue while Miss Quiet decided what to order.

      Eventually, Miss Sass noticed their family.

      And recognized his rock star brothers.

      Was she actually fanning herself?

      Tony preened.  “She’s as good as mine,” he bragged.  “Just look at her.  The way she’s shifting in her seat, her panties are already soaked.”

      Miss Quiet closed her menu and put it down.  Whatever she whispered to her friend, Miss Sass’s answer made the color leach from her face.

      The quiet beauty turned.  When those smoke-lidded eyes finally met his, Matteo felt like he’d been gut-punched.  It was her.  His angel of mercy.  Here.  Alive.

      “Hey,” said Marco.  “Isn’t that…?”

      Matteo held her gaze, refusing to let her look away.  “Somebody tell me what the fuck she’s doing here,” he whispered.  They’d all been at the Avenging Angels’ safehouse.  They all knew what should have happened but didn’t.  “Val?”

      “Pop,” Val said softly.  “It’s your call.”

      “I decided to keep her,” his father said simply.  “In case things didn’t work out with Chiara.  You seemed…fond of her at the time.  She knows how to keep her mouth shut.  She’s polite.  Obedient.  Too independent for me, but that will be your problem if you decide to keep her.”

      “If I decide to keep her?”  Matteo needed a drink.  He was having a hard time, wrapping his brain around what his father was offering.

      His father tsked.  “Of course.  I was going to give her to you at Christmas, except you never came home.  Valentine’s Day slipped by you, too.  Maybe next time when I tell you something, you’ll listen.”

      “Pop, you can’t—”

      His father raised an imperious brow.  “You don’t want her?  Fine.  Say the word, and I’ll make sure that you never have to see her again.  Val…?”

      They’d kill her.

      One word from him, and she was as good as dead.

      He felt like he was trapped in a dream, half fantasy and half nightmare.  How many times had he thought about her, wishing things had been different?  Well, his wish had been granted.

      “Does she know?”

      “That I’m giving her to you?  No.  I thought I’d leave that to you.”

      She was his.

      For however long he wanted to keep her…she was his….

      Whatever he decided to do to her, however he used her, no one in his family would say a word.  What happened would be his business and no one else’s.

      He would see that she understood that from the start.
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      When Beth had asked Juliette to share the day, she’d told her that she had won a contest.  She’d told so many lies these past few months, what was one more?

      Juliette’s excitement had been on the rise all afternoon, beginning with a trip to a designer store that neither of them could afford on their own.  After playing dress up, they’d had their hair, makeup, and nails done.  A limo had arrived to take them to dinner.

      All of it—from dresses to dessert—was courtesy of Giovanni Visconti, but she couldn’t tell anyone, including her best friend.  Instead, she’d put on the mask that she was so good at wearing, pretending that everything in her life was fine, that she was fine.  She might look calm and collected but inside, she swore that she could feel her last nerve unraveling.

      As observant as Juliette was, she was oblivious to Beth’s inner turmoil, which was just as well.  Actually, it was a nice change, watching someone else’s excitement when Beth’s daily challenge was to not drown in dread.

      Juliette’s vibrancy lit her face and animated her hands while she talked.  With her journalist’s mind and artist’s eye, she was in her element, surrounded by the movers and shakers of their city.  The restaurant was the premiere Italian eatery in Diamond Springs.  The décor had been updated since the last time they’d come, willing to splurge on an expensive dinner if it meant listening to Ribelle.

      “Oh, my God!”  Juliette’s hands froze, mid-air.  “It’s them!”

      Beth smiled indulgently but refrained from turning to look despite her curiosity.  Whoever it was, Juliette was seriously fangirling.  Lord, help them.

      “It’s the Visconti family!” Juliette whispered.  “Marco and Tony are with them.  Oh, my God!”

      The Viscontis were here.

      Juliette might be glowing with excitement, but Beth felt herself grow pale at the possibilities.  Lifting a silent prayer, she closed her menu, placed it on the table, and followed the light in Juliette’s eyes to the crime family who controlled Diamond Springs.

      Like a blasted magnet, Beth’s gaze was drawn to the man at the center of the table.  Giovanni Visconti looked every inch the well-heeled patriarch that he was.  To his left were the objects of Juliette’s adoration, his sons Marco and Tony who performed with Ribelle.

      But it was the son to his right who caught her attention and refused to let it go.

      Matteo was here.

      It was all she could do to stay where she was when every instinct urged her to flee.  What was she supposed to say to him?

      Nothing.

      Nothing.

      She couldn’t say anything without Dom Visconti’s permission, and he hadn’t given it.

      She’d wondered why Mr. Visconti had decided to treat her to everything today.  Italian Fest was his official explanation.  He hadn’t mentioned that Matteo would be back.  She should have known.  The Viscontis always attended as a family.  She’d been mentally preparing herself for seeing Matteo there on Saturday, but it was only Thursday and he was here.

      What the hell was she supposed to do?

      Pretend.  Pretend that she didn’t care that he was as attractive as ever.  Pretend that she didn’t notice the searing heat in his gaze.  Pretend that he was just another diner, not the dangerous man that she knew him to be.

      Pretend that she was unaffected when she could feel her body’s burgeoning response.  If this kept up, her rabbit vibrator was going to get a workout when she got home.

      “They’re headlining on Saturday,” Juliette gushed.  “I can’t believe they’re here.  And so fucking close.  Tell me I can’t ask for their autographs.”

      “You can’t ask for their autographs.  You don’t want to intrude on their family time together.  They’re having a meet-and-greet after the concert on Saturday.  I was going to save it for later, but I managed to score you a ticket.”

      When Mr. Visconti called Tuesday and began putting demands on her, she’d had no qualms about sweetening the pot.

      “You’re kidding!  No, you’re not kidding.  And just when I thought today couldn’t get any better.  Holy fuck.  I need to go shopping again.  What the hell am I going to wear?”

      Beth pursed her lips.  “Something that screams ‘take me and make me yours?’  I’m sure you’ll find something.”

      Juliette’s confidence wavered.  “There’ll be hoards of girls, all with perfect asses and huge tits.  They won’t even notice me in that sea of flesh.”

      “They will,” Beth said.  “It’s a meet-and-greet.  You’ll have at least one chance to make yourself memorable.  Remember, the brain is the most powerful sex organ in the body.  Intrigue them, and they’ll want to know more.  You have between now and Saturday night to find something to wear and think of what to say.  You can do this—but Juliette?  Are you sure that you should?  I mean, they’re…”

      She almost said Viscontis.

      “Part of a band,” she finished lamely.  “Here today and gone tomorrow.  They just finished their tour.  After weeks on the road, you should consider yourself lucky if all they give you is an autograph and a handshake.”

      The waiter brought their appetizer, effectively breaking the hold that Matteo had on her and blocking Juliette’s view of her idols.  Her best friend heaved a theatrical sigh.  “You’re right.  Of course, you’re right.  I’ll wear my press badge and pretend that I’m just there for a story—although checking facts isn’t nearly as much fun as checking out packages.  Too bad I’m such a sucker for barbells and tats.  He would have been fun.”

      “Which one?”

      Juliette frowned fiercely.  Narrowing her eyes, she shot her a look of pure disbelief.  “Tony,” she hissed.

      At least she was making an effort to keep their conversation private.  The way that Juliette’s voice carried, she could give a commencement address without a sound system.

      “You know?  The lead singer who likes to rip off his shirt, show his ink, flex his pecs, and tease fans with his body jewelry?  At least, the hardware he can show.  I heard that he’s pierced south of the border, too.”

      Beth felt her cheeks warm and busied herself with the bread and oil that the waiter had brought.  “Since you have no filter, I’m hitting the pause button on this conversation.  Change tracks, please.  Something less prurient and suitable for the setting.  Here.”

      Juliette accepted the chunk of torn bread that Beth gave her and took a bite.  Her whiskey brown eyes widened.  She was still chewing when she reached for the loaf and ripped off another piece.  “Damn you, carbs,” she whined, dipping the bread in herb-seasoned olive oil.  “Why do you have to taste so good?”

      They did taste good.  Knowing what was coming, Beth had focused on protein and vegetables the past couple of days.  Tonight, she intended to enjoy herself—or as much as she could, knowing that Matteo Visconti was only a table away.

      His father had given them carte blanche.  Juliette ordered lobster fra diavolo—seafood cooked with Roma tomatoes, seasoned and served over al dente pasta.  Beth got the osso buco alla Milanese, figuring that she’d at least be getting vegetables with her veal.

      By the time they finished, neither of them had room for dessert.  Unwilling to give up her unobstructed view of Tony Visconti, Juliette decided to get an after-dinner coffee.  Placing her order, she excused herself and went to the ladies room.

      It wasn’t a coincidence that Tony decided to visit the men’s room at the same time.

      Jesus, could they be more obvious?

      Beth hoped for Juliette’s sake that he’d at least cover up. Juliette didn’t need STDs any more than she needed a baby of her own.  If Matteo had worn a condom, her life would be so much simpler.  That is, if she’d managed to survive her ordeal.  But would her life be better?  Sure, she’d be content, but she’d be living in a void that Matteo had unwittingly filled.  All she had to do was think of what was waiting for her at home and realize that she had more reason than ever to live.

      The mere thought was enough to trigger a let-down.  Planting her elbows on the table, Beth pressed her breasts against her forearms and prayed that she could get her reflex under control before the front of her dress got soaked.  Pushing harder, she prayed that Juliette would deny her base urges, that Tony would be quick, that the damn coffee would come and she could go home.

      And she hoped beyond hope that Matteo wouldn’t follow her there.

      Juliette was back in five.  Her lipstick was worn, but she didn’t smell like sex.

      “What an ass,” she grated, throwing herself back into her seat.  “If I didn’t love his music so much, I’d tell you to give the meet-and-greet ticket to someone else.  Damn it all!  Why do men have to be that way?”

      “Assholes?  I don’t know.  It’s probably how he was raised.  I mean, look at his family.  I see two generations of Alpha males who want grateful, dutiful women to serve them.”

      Juliette tossed her head, making her long hair flip.  “Well, good luck finding them here.  Those boys will end up just like their father.  They’ll go to Italy, marry nice Catholic girls, and bring them to America to breed the next generation of Viscontis.”

      The thought hurt Beth more than it should.  “Listen, I hate to cut this short, but I really need to get home.  Do you mind getting your coffee to go?”

      “Hell, no.”  She finally shifted her focus from the Viscontis to notice how Beth was holding her arms.  “Oh!  Sorry.  I didn’t even think about…you know.”

      “That’s okay.  It’s been a long day.  Time to call it a night.  If you can flag down the waiter and have him fix you up, I’ll order the car brought around.”

      Pulling her clutch from behind her, Beth took out her cell phone, draped the sheer wrap around her shoulder to ward off the evening’s chill, and made her way to the restaurant entrance.  “Hi, this is Beth Shelton,” she told the driver.  “I need you to bring the car to the front of the restaurant as soon as you can, please.”

      She ended the call and waited, hugging herself.  Her arms were crossed more for protection than warmth.  She was still rattled from seeing Matteo.  It was only a matter of time before he tracked her down.  It would be easy enough to do.  She lived on a Visconti-owned property, in a Visconti-approved house with Visconti-supplied staff.  At first, she’d resented having Bernardo Corleone there.  The thought that she needed protection was unsettling.  Knowing that she had a mob watchdog didn’t help her rest any better at night.

      Close to her due date, Bernardo’s wife Constanza brought an afghan that she’d crocheted for the baby.  Beth realized that her protection had come at a cost to Bernardo, too.  Constanza had been crocheting like a fool to offset her empty nest syndrome.  Asking if she would consider helping with the house and baby proved to be a blessing for everyone.  Bernardo got to see his wife, and Beth had good, dependable help when she needed it.  The couple had been babysitting most of the day, with quick trips home between appointments to feed the baby and ease her aching breasts.

      She was full to the point of bursting by the time she made it home.  Draping her wrap on the sideboard by the entrance, she went to the family room first.  If the baby was still up, this was where they would be.

      The 84-inch television was on but nearly muted.  The closed captioning was turned on.  Bernardo sat on the sofa with the remote in his hand.  Constanza was in the swivel rocker-recliner, humming to the bundle in her arms.

      “Is he asleep?” she asked.

      “Not yet.  Close, though.”

      “When did he eat?”

      Constanza sighed heavily.  “I tried at seven and again at eight.  He does not like the bottle.  He wants his mama.”

      She’d expressed enough breast milk for two feedings, but her son hated drinking from rubber nipples.  “And his mama needs him,” Beth said.  If she could keep him awake long enough to eat, they would both feel better.

      Beth had no problem discreetly nursing in front of other people, but she preferred her privacy.  Easing her son into her arms, Beth had Constanza undo her dress in the back.  She bid the couple goodnight and headed for the rocking chair in the nursery.  Since giving birth on Easter Sunday, she’d spent a lot of time in that chair, nursing, rocking, singing songs, and telling stories.

      Tonight, she told Dante their favorite one.
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      “Once upon a time, your mommy went into a store.”

      Dante was already wriggling like a minnow, little fists flailing and his opened mouth rooting.  Pulling down the front of her dress, she bared herself to the waist and guided her nipple between his parted lips.

      He latched on like a pro.

      Beth sighed, experiencing the sweet relief that came with nursing when her breasts were full.  “A man was there,” she said softly.  “He was hurt, and Mommy helped him.  We spent one night together.  Before I left, he gave me a present.  He gave me you.”

      Tears stung her eyes.  She blinked them away.  She’d been so afraid of his gun, of his wound.  She’d been scared that he would die.  When his mobster family descended on them, she had worried that she would die, too.

      She still worried.  Less than she did, but her concern was very real.  She was alive only because it suited Dom Visconti to have her here.  Now that Dante’s biological father was back, she was more expendable than ever.

      Matteo’s name was on the birth certificate.  For her sister’s sake, she had named Giovanni Visconti and his son Val as Dante’s legal guardians when she’d made out her will.  Workaholic Nan wouldn’t stand a chance at getting custody.  And if she did, the Viscontis would simply remove her from the equation with a cut brake line or a drive-by shooting or a hit made to look like a mugging.

      No, it was better this way.

      Beth stroked the cap of wispy black hair and traced the curve of his small ear.  With the light olive tone to his skin and the hereditary birthmark at the base of his spine, there was no mistaking him for anything else than what he was—Matteo’s child.

      For better or worse, Dante was a Visconti.  The only child of the eldest son was the apple of his grandfather’s eye.

      That had come as the biggest shock of all.

      Giovanni Visconti might tolerate her, but he doted on Dante.  More than making certain that he lacked for nothing, he actually spent time with him.  Every two weeks since Dante was born, Giovanni would come to hold the baby and watch TV or talk Visconti business with Bernardo while she and Constanza scrubbed bathrooms or baked or cleaned closets—anything to keep them out of the family room and away from the men’s conversation.

      Beth burped the baby and switched sides.  It was late enough, she nearly fell asleep with Dante in her arms.  He was all but lost to the world.  Pressing to break the suction, she put him over her shoulder and rubbed his back, hoping to ease out any gas.  Tucking him into his crib on his back, she covered her breasts with her bodice and tiptoed out the door, closing it softly behind her.

      She wanted a drink.  Since she couldn’t have one, she settled for a bath.  The day had taken a toll on her nerves.  She desperately needed to relax and unwind.

      Her soiled dress would need to be cleaned before it was returned.  She’d have to call tomorrow and see where they wanted it taken, or if they preferred to handle it themselves.  Just one more thing on a “to-do” list that never seemed to get any shorter.  She honestly didn’t see how working mothers handled it all.

      Slipping out of the dress, she draped it over the back of a chair to finish drying and went into her en-suite.  Her bladder felt nearly as full as her breasts had been.  She took care of that first.  She’d worn dark pantyhose that flattered her legs and left no lines in her dress. Peeling them off, she consigned them to the laundry hamper, grabbed a clean towel and matching washcloth, turned on the taps, and flipped the stopper.  She lit her current favorite candle and set it on the corner of the soaker tub, breathing in the heady scent of jasmine while the water rose to its maximum level.

      The hair needed to come down at some point.  She left it up to keep it dry, sank down to her neck, and soaked, letting the hot water ease the tension from her body and her mind.

      At some point, she fell asleep.  The cool temperature brought her back to awareness.  Warming the water up again, she lingered a bit longer before she let it out, listening to the rush as it escaped down the drain, carrying away whatever she’d managed to release.

      Beth did a quick pass with the bath sheet before stepping out of the tub.  Too tired to care, she dried her drips as she walked, headed for a soft pillow and silky sheets until Dante woke, hungry or wet or both.

      She stepped into a darkened room and cursed her luck tonight.  First Matteo.  Now this.  She hoped that she had the same-sized bulb to replace the burned out one.  The task required a stepladder.  It would wait until daytime tomorrow.

      Feeling her way to her nightstand, she tapped her reading lamp on.  The soft, telling intake of breath coming from across the room made her freeze.  Her muscles stiffened while the skin above them crawled.

      Whoever was there would have had to get by Bernardo, which meant that Bernardo and likely Constanza were dead—unless it was Matteo.

      Please, God, let it be Matteo.

      “Turn around.”

      She hadn’t heard it in eleven months, but she knew that voice.  Exhaling the breath that had lodged in her chest, she hugged the bath sheet to her breasts, slowly pivoted on the ball of her foot, and turned to face him.

      Matteo stalked toward her with the sleek grace of a jungle cat.  She’d forgotten how tall he was.  He was bigger.  Stronger.  Physically fit where she’d just been released to exercise in moderation.  He kept his dark gaze locked on hers, holding her in dread.  Hunter and prey, his empty hands were full of lethal promise.

      He’d either kill her or keep her.  At the moment, she had no idea which it would be.

      He reached for the towel.  She refused to let it go.  Just because she’d given herself to him once didn’t give him the right to more.

      He wasn’t expecting resistance.  She spun away and skittered out of reach.

      The corner of his lips curled in amusement before flattening.

      When he started to take a step towards her, she thrust her hand, palm out, to stop him.

      Miraculously, he did.

      “What do you want?” she choked out.

      He canted his dark head and began unbuttoning his shirt.  “I want what’s mine.”

      Wildly, she looked at the door, as if she could see across the hall to the nursery beyond.  Tears blurred her vision when she thought that she might never see Dante again.

      He tossed his shirt aside and reached for his belt.

      “Please,” she begged him.  “Can’t you wait a little longer?”

      “It’s been eleven months, Beth.  I think that’s long enough.”

      He was here for her.  Giovanni still hadn’t told him about Dante.

      He’d know soon enough.  The minute she dropped the towel, the truth would be out.

      “You’re mine,” he rasped, his voice grown husky with desire.  “My father gave you to me, to do whatever I want, whenever I want.  Right now, I want that towel gone and your body in bed, capisci?”

      Denying him would only delay the inevitable. “I understand,” she assured him.  “I have no choice.  I’ve been living at Giovanni’s whim.  Nothing’s changed except my owner.  But there are things he didn’t tell you.  Things you need to know.  I’m not the same woman that you kidnapped.”

      For a moment, he looked at her, inscrutable.  Thrusting his hands in his hair, he cursed beneath his breath.  “Has he been fucking you?” he demanded to know.  “God damn son of a bitch!”

      “Ew!  No!  God, no!  It’s nothing like that!  Giovanni spared me after you were shot.  And the reason…the reason was this.”

      She dropped the towel and let him see.  Breasts that had grown half a cup size during her pregnancy.  The faint lines on her bosom and the stretch marks on her abdomen.  But the most telling thing was the muted red line where a classical incision had split her open from an inch below her navel to the top of her pubic bone.  It was still healing.  Eventually, it would fade into a scar that she would wear for the rest of her life.

      He stood there, wordless, wrestling to grasp his new reality.

      “You have a son,” she told him.  “Dante Santino Visconti.  He was born April the eighth on Easter Sunday at 11:11 AM.  Nine pounds, ten ounces and twenty-three inches long.  I’d been in labor since the day before.  I would have kept pushing, but he went into distress.  The doctor told me that this—” she put her hand over the incision site “—was the quickest way to get him out and save him.  I said yes.”

      The only reactions from Matteo were his thin-pressed lips and a telltale tic in his jaw.  “I didn’t know,” he said tightly.  “Pop didn’t tell me.  No one did.”

      Beth shrugged.  “Your brothers were probably like me.  I was ordered to say nothing if you called.  Not that I expected you to when you thought that I was dead.”

      He didn’t deny it.

      “Did you find him?  The man who shot you?”

      “No.  No, I didn’t.  I haven’t yet, but I will.”

      The way he said it, she believed it.

      “You’re only here for Italian Fest, then.”  He’d be leaving again to hunt monsters.  She should feel relieved.  Instead, she felt an inexplicable sense of disappointment wash over her.  “I have orders to attend with Dante.  Your father wants him with the family.”

      Matteo blinked, looking lost for a moment.  “He does?”

      “Bastard or not, Dante is his first grandchild.  Or the first acknowledged one, anyway.  If there’s a trail of them behind the Ribelle tour bus, no one’s slapped Marco or Tony with a paternity suit.  Not yet, anyway.”

      “There won’t be.  They always cover up.  Like me.”

      Beth looked down at the evidence to the contrary.

      Following her gaze, Matteo rubbed his beard-stubbled jaw and shook himself.  When he looked at her again, the scar was still there.

      “It’s not pretty, but he did a neat job, and it’s healing.  I have to tell you, wrestling and breastfeeding a ten-pound newborn after major abdominal surgery are no fun.  Do you want to see him now?  He has your hair and ears and the family birthmark on his spine, your father tells me.  He’s asleep but he’ll be waking up soon to eat again.  I’m breastfeeding.  He won’t take a bottle.”

      He raised his gaze to her bosom.  Beth felt herself blush. Color warmed her cheeks and spilled down her neck.  She cursed her body’s response when her nipples tightened under his perusal.

      Aware of the awkwardness of the situation, she grabbed the robe that she kept for night feedings.  “The nursery is across the hall,” she stammered, slipping it on and tying the belt with shaking hands.  “Just…be quiet, please.  You won’t like what happens if you wake him.”

      He followed her to the baby’s room.  The nursery was decorated in a classic Winnie the Pooh theme, with framed prints on soft, yellow walls and accents in muted shades of brown, peach, blue, and green.  The rocker where she nursed him sat in one corner with a large bed pillow in its seat.  The end table beside it held a stack of children’s books, a coaster with a bottle of water, a lamp, and a framed picture of Matteo that Giovanni had given her to show the baby.

      Val had done one better.  He’d sent a video clip to her phone of Matteo with his old girlfriend, Chiara, teasing and talking at last year’s Italian Fest.

      In the opposite corner, stuffed toys sat in a child’s rocker, waiting until Dante was old enough to play with them.  For now, his favorite object was the mobile that hung above his crib.

      She held back, waiting until Matteo stepped up to the crib before she came to stand beside him.  Watching the baby’s mouth work in his sleep, she whispered, “He’s dreaming of eating.  When it’s not enough, he’ll wake up.”

      Matteo stared into the crib, his face revealing nothing.  Paternity had come as a shock.  Processing it was going to take time.  If acceptance never came, if he never bonded with his son, if he had no more use for her, at least she could die easier knowing that Giovanni would see that Dante was cared for and loved.

      They hadn’t been in the room five minutes when the alarm siren sounded.  Dante filled his lungs and let it fly.  Matteo backed off.  She crooned to the baby, “Wet your diaper, did you?”  She checked and found that he had soaked his onesie as well.  “Come on, Dante.  Let’s get you changed, little man.”

      She lowered the side of the crib.  Picking up the crying infant, she took him to the changing table, stripped off his soiled clothes, and readied another disposable diaper to replace the one he wore.  She was acutely aware of Matteo behind her, watching, stepping close enough that his bare chest brushed against her back.

      “Daddy’s here,” she told Dante.  “Can you see him?”

      Dante cried harder.

      “Yes, I know,” she commiserated with their son.  “You’re wet and you’re hungry.  We’ll feed you when you’re nice and dry and you can slip right back to sleep.”

      At least one of them would get some rest tonight.  She had no idea what to expect where Matteo was concerned.

      She tore the tabs off Dante’s diaper and readied her wipe.  Getting sprayed anytime was less than ideal, but tonight, it could be disastrous.  Unable to quiet her fears, she looked over her shoulder at Matteo.  “Whatever you decide to do with me, promise me that you won’t hurt him.  He’s the innocent in all this.”

      He said nothing, but his eyes spoke volumes.  Unfortunately, she couldn’t understand a word until he moved.  Forcing her aside, he rolled Dante over to look at his birthmark.  It was there, just like she said.  Lifting Dante’s small, naked form from the changing table, he brought him to his chest and studied him up close, from his wispy hair to ten perfect fingers and toes.

      “Talk to him,” Beth said.  “Let him hear you.”

      “Sorry, kid,” he told the baby.  “I don’t know what to say.  I don’t do baby talk.”

      Dante stopped crying.  For a long moment, the two of them stared at each other, then the baby smiled and waved his arms, cooing and chortling.

      “Look!  He recognizes you from the video he’s seen.”

      She’d shown it to the baby a number of times, even though Matteo was with another woman.  If he was coming back to Chiara, Dante would need to know her, too.

      Dante eventually hit his mouth with his fist and gummed it like a dog with a meaty bone.

      “I need to get a diaper on him before he eats,” she whispered.  “Unless you want to do the honors…?”

      Matteo shook his head.  “No.  You do it.  Here.”

      Instead of putting Dante back on the changing table, he put their son into her arms.  Maybe because she was used to diapers and spit up and all the other unpleasant odors that came with the territory, but Matteo was the best thing that she’d smelled in months.  Pure male musk.  Nothing to mask or enhance the natural scent of his skin.

      She inhaled deeply, savoring the moment before duty forced its end.
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      Once Dante was diapered and dressed, Beth settled into the rocker in the corner, placing a pillow on her lap to protect her incision and help support the baby’s weight.  Holding their wriggling son with practiced ease, she slipped the robe off her right shoulder and exposed her swollen breast.

      Matteo swallowed, feeling so out of his element here.

      Damn you, Pop.

      He should have told him.

      He tried to tell him.

      Matteo knew it was another lesson.  His father expected loyalty and blind obedience.  Matteo had given him the one but not the other.  As a result, he’d stayed on the hunt each time that his father had wanted him to come home.  By delaying his return, he’d missed Beth’s pregnancy.  Her labor.  Their son’s birth.  The first two goddamn months his life, for Christ’s sake.

      Dante lunged.  His opened mouth latched on and started working, pulling nourishment from Beth’s body while Matteo watched, wondering what the hell he was supposed to do with her now.

      Women got cleared for sex at six weeks, right?  Surely, anal before that.  There was always her mouth.  The baby was almost two months old.  She should be good to go.  Primed and ready.

      She didn’t look it, though.

      They’d seen each other naked, but right now, even clothed, she looked like she felt raw.  Vulnerable.  She was nervous.  She didn’t know what he would do with her.  Frankly, he didn’t either.

      Fuck it all.

      But she’d given him a son.  More than that, she’d seen to it that Dante knew him.  She had his picture, and she’d been showing their son a video.  Probably a news clip about the restaurant.  He’d surely seen it more than once, for Dante to be able to recognize him.

      “You could read him a book,” she suggested.  “It’s never too soon to start.”

      “Another night,” he said.  Right now, he just wanted to watch.  Once the baby got back to sleep, he could have Beth to himself.

      She fed him from both sides, burping him after each one.  “If I don’t get rid of the gas, he’ll wake up screaming,” she explained.  “It’s really painful.  Colic was bad enough, but we made it through.  He spent a lot of hours in his pumpkin seat.  Being more upright with his legs bent helped ease his symptoms.”

      From the sound of it, Matteo was glad that he’d missed that part.  Sleeping babies, he could handle.  Screaming babies?  Not so much.

      “He’s not sleeping through the night yet.  When will he do that?”  The image flashed of him screwing Beth and her moans competing with the crying baby across the hall.  Jesus.

      Beth shook her head and laughed.  “Months?  Years?  Who knows?  I have a friend who breastfed two and didn’t get a full night’s sleep for five years, between breastfeeding and having genius kids who run on almost no sleep.  She says it can be brutal.  Hopefully, once he starts eating other things, he’ll go longer between feedings.  Right now, it’s every two to three hours.”

      She rubbed Dante’s back a few more minutes.  “I think he’s gone,” she whispered.  “Now comes the tricky part—getting him to stay that way.”

      Pulling the pillow from her lap, she put it on the floor beside the rocker and eased herself to a stand.  Dante had melted onto his mother.  His little face was framed by the burping cloth that protected her clothing.

      Gliding across the floor, she eased him off her shoulder and gingerly lowered him into the crib, laying him on his back.  Slipping her hands from underneath him, she put one on the baby’s chest, over his heart.  The little fists that had been twitching stilled.

      Beth raised the side of the crib, nudging it into the closed position with a soft click that made Dante jerk.  She started breathing again when he settled back down.

      Putting a finger to her lips, she tiptoed to the door.  Matteo grabbed the bottle of baby oil from the changing table and followed.  Once they were in her room, behind closed doors, her nerves came back full force.  Shifting on her feet, she wrung her hands and eyed him like he was her executioner—which was still in the realm of possibilities but unlikely.  So far, she’d done nothing to warrant elimination.

      “Don’t look at me like that,” he said.

      Beth stiffened.  “Like what?” she rasped, her voice tight.

      “Like I’m going to snuff you.  I’m not.  You’ve proven yourself useful where my son is concerned.  Time to prove yourself useful to me.”

      Setting the baby oil on the nightstand by the bed, Matteo considered the possibilities and decided to take the edge off with a blowjob.  He hadn’t had one since Chiara.  Oral sex topped the plus side of having a regular girlfriend.

      It looked like Beth was his next one.

      For now, anyway.

      Matteo sat on the end of her bed.  “Come here,” he growled.

      She came reluctantly to where he sat.  Remaining just out of reach, she knit her hands and worried her lower lip, eying him as fearfully as if he had an actual gun rather than the threat of one.

      He fastened his gaze on her mouth.  “You know what I want, Beth.  You.  Naked. On your knees.  Take me out and show me what you can do.  No teeth,” he warned, “and you’ll swallow whatever I give you, capisci?”

      She ditched the robe, folded her legs, and knelt between his feet.  Nerves made her fingers clumsy, but she managed to push the button at his waistband through its hole and work his zipper down.  His erection strained against the fabric of his silk boxers.  She slipped her small hand inside the opening, wrapped her fingers around his dick, and pulled him out.

      Her hair was still back in that fancy do.  He would have loved to fist it, drive his engorged length into her mouth, and fuck the hell out of her face.  Instead, he waited.  Waited to see what she would do.

      What she could do.

      If she didn’t deep throat, she’d need to learn.

      Beth kissed his cock, pressing her lips to the crown, the shaft, making her way down the underside until she reached the sensitive spot at the base.  She teased it with her tongue, kissed and sucked it while her clever fingers played with the rest of his cock.

      She dipped her head a bit lower and started nuzzling his balls.  She tongued them, stroking his shaft with her fingers while she took each testicle in her mouth and savored it like she had her first bite of veal at dinner tonight.

      Licking her way back up, she fondled his balls and jacked him, bathing his head with her tongue, lapping the drop of pre-cum that pearled in the tip, stroking the crown and tracing the rim.  She teased the sensitive spot beneath where the crown met the shaft, flicking it with the hardened tip of her tongue, kissing it, sucking it, making him even stiffer.

      Finally, she opened her mouth and took him inside, working her tongue over his cock while increasing the suction.  She began moving her head, cheeks hollowing while she blew him, working his length with her mouth and fingers.

      He’d had better, but she was pretty good.  He wasn’t going to tell her that she showed promise, though.  Let her work for it.

      “Yes,” he hissed.  “That’s it, bella.  Suck me.”

      Encouraged, she took him in deeper.  Eight-and-a-half inches was a lot to handle, but he was thick, too.  An old girlfriend had compared him to a summer sausage.  She was exaggerating, of course, but it made things interesting when she’d find a way to work “summer sausage” into a conversation and let him know that she wanted more of his meat.

      “Take me down your throat,” he ordered.

      Beth stilled.  Inhaling deeply, she lowered her head, shifting angles to take more and more of him in.  His crown pushed along her palate and poked the back of her throat, but stopped short of going further.

      “All of it,” he grated.  “You do it, or I will.”

      She tried again, managing to take in another half-inch.

      “More,” he said.  “Don’t stop until your nose is nudging me.”

      She did okay.  Better than most, anyway.  She managed to swallow seven inches.  He made her take the rest, fisting that hair of hers, ruining her do, making her eyes run and her nose redden when he started fucking her face in earnest, forcing his way down her throat until she’d taken all of him in.

      She gripped his thighs and hung on.  She knew better than to fight him.  This was only going to go one way—his way—and the sooner she accepted it, the easier things would be for her.

      When he felt his climax coming, he pulled out of her mouth, releasing the suction with an audible pop.  Grabbing her forearms, he pulled her to her feet and kissed her, smelling himself on her skin, taking possession of her mouth in a ruthless claiming of lips and teeth and tongue.  Grasping her buttocks, he lifted her against him and carried her to the side of the bed, not stopping until the nightstand was within reach.

      He’d had her pussy.  He’d had her mouth.  It was time to claim her ass.

      Matteo set her on her feet.  Grasping her wrists, he pulled her into place beside the bed and pushed her face-down onto it.  Shoving his hand between her legs, he felt how wet she was.  He added to it, working one finger into her pussy, which was just as sweet as he remembered.  Tight.  Wet.  Responsive.

      She moaned into the sheets and pressed back against his hand, wanting more.

      He gave it to her, adding a second finger and fucking her with twisting strokes of his hand.  Her tension grew.  He fucked her harder, changing his angle so that he was rubbing her clit.

      “Vieni per me,” he ordered. “Come for me.”

      She stiffened and broke.  A shattering orgasm sent her body into convulsions and set her walls spasming, catching his fingers in a death grip that made him wish it was his dick.

      Well, hell.  Why not?

      Spitting on his fingers, he wet the tip of his erection, found her opening, and drove his cock inside her.  She squealed into the mattress at his invasion.  Her walls still rippled around him.  He went deeper, hips starting to pump, fucking a pussy that hadn’t known a man in eleven months.  She was as tight as a virgin—not that he’d had any.  He preferred guilt-free liaisons with women who knew what to do and could handle him when he wanted it rough.

      He picked up the pace, pounding into her, holding her hips with a bruising grip that would likely leave marks tomorrow.  He smacked her ass, red handprints blooming like roses in a summer garden.  She came again, juices wetting his length, her walls milking him.  When the last spasms faded, he reached for the bottle on the nightstand.

      Pulling out, he drizzled baby oil on her crack.  Beth went still.  Smart girl.  She knew what was coming.  She knew better than to beg him not to take her there.  Her life and everything in it—including her ass—was his.

      Still, he needed to know.  “Have you done anal before?”

      “No.”  Her admission was a shame-filled whisper, barely loud enough to be heard.

      “So,” he drawled, “you’re a virgin here?”  He pushed a finger into her back door, smiling when she tightened up.  If she couldn’t relax enough to take him, he didn’t mind making her cry.

      “Yes,” she croaked, bracing herself against his invasion of her most private place.

      “Not for long.”

      Pouring oil into his palm, Matteo lubed his length, more for his pleasure than for hers.  Too dry was no fun.  He preferred a long, smooth slide when he was tunneling in.

      He pressed his head against her pucker.  “Push back,” he instructed.  “Open up for me.  That’s it.”

      She came back against him, impaling herself on his cock, letting him past the first ring of muscle and the second to gain her warm, clinging depths.  He pushed in deep, and deeper yet, not stopping until his entire length was buried inside her.

      She felt good.  So good.  Unfuckingbelievable.

      Bending forward, he braced himself on his forearms and lowered his torso until his chest rubbed her back.  He jacked his hips, pinning her to the mattress while his teeth scored her shoulder.  Inhaling deeply, he filled his lungs with the scent of jasmine and the smell of sex before fastening his mouth at the base of her neck and biting it.  He claimed her like a stallion mounted a mare, hot and hard, driving into her depths repeatedly.

      Knowing that he was the first to take her there fueled his lust and enhanced his pleasure.  She was struggling to find hers—but then he was taking her ass like she was a seasoned pro instead of a novice.  Her anus was stretched to the max, the tissue almost white.

      He wedged a hand beneath her, found her clit, and worked it with his fingers while he fucked her ass.  Her body responded, opening a bit more for him until her next climax sent her hurtling over the edge.  This time, he went with her.  Burying himself to the root, he shot his wad in the depths of her bowels where he wouldn’t have to worry about knocking her up again so soon.

      She stayed exactly where she was until he gave her permission to move.  As fucks went, she ranked high up on the list.  As women went, he’d have to hand her the gold medal.  She had a lot of plusses and very few minuses that he’d seen, compared to some.  Except for that damn allergy of hers, she was pretty fucking perfect.

      His old man had seemed fairly confident that he would want to keep her.  Matteo smiled.  What was Dom Visconti going to say when he told him that he’d decided to do more than that?

      Not that it mattered.  It would serve his meddling father right.  Any problems in that regard would come from Pop, not Beth.  She would do whatever it took to stay alive and be with her son…

      Even if it meant marrying into the mob.
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      “Again?”

      Beth ignored Matteo.  The man knew nothing about babies or the very real negative effects of ignoring a baby’s cries.  The latest distress call was blasting in monotone through the baby monitor.  “I’ll be back as soon as I can.  Why don’t you go back to sleep?  At least one of us might feel rested.”

      Between Dante and Matteo, she’d barely gotten two hours of sleep.

      Forcing herself to get up, Beth eased her nude, aching body out of bed and reached for her robe.  She moved on autopilot.  With or without slippers, her feet knew the way.  By the time she reached Dante, she had shifted into full mommy-mode.

      Feed.  Burp.  Change.  Feed.  Burp.  Check and maybe change.  That was her life right now, eight to twelve times a day.

      If Matteo didn’t like it, he could leave.

      That’s what she told herself.  She would miss the sex, but she’d been managing just fine with battery-operated boyfriends since before Dante was born.

      Just thinking about last night was making her wet, dammit.  She shouldn’t crave his possession.  He took whatever he wanted, however he wanted it.  He had been set on claiming her everywhere, and he had.  It was barely daybreak, and her body was deliciously sore from last night’s exertions.

      Matteo was into kink, but he wasn’t a Dominant.  He put his own needs first.  Hers were an afterthought.  He was pure Alpha male, bent on being boss.  Still, he had made her climax.  Multiple times.  As long as he gave her orgasms, maybe she could learn to live with the rest of it.

      She had managed to talk him out of fisting her last night, but not anal, which seemed to be what pleased him most.  True, it lessened the risk of pregnancy, but if they were going to be intimate, she would look into getting an IUD.  Between allergies and breastfeeding, adding hormones to the equation sounded like a recipe for disaster.

      She needed to feel Matteo out and try to learn his plans.  If he was only here for Italian Fest, he’d be off to hunt monsters as soon as the event ended.  If he was going to linger longer, she’d like to know what to expect.  Where did he intend to stay?  If it was at his home, how often should she plan to see him here?  Would he be spending the night, or leaving once they’d finished?

      Beth had no illusions that this was anything but what it was.  Sex on demand.  Matteo expected her to submit, but there would come a time when she would have to say no.  It was inevitable.  Their baby’s needs came before anyone else’s, including his.  If he had trouble accepting that, they were going to have some serious problems.

      Dante finished nursing, but he showed no signs of going back to sleep.  The rest of the house was dark and quiet.  The only other discernible noise was the hum of the furnace when it kicked on to offset the unseasonably cool temperature outside.

      Beth decided to give Dante a bath.  If she was lucky, the warm water would help lull him back to sleep.

      “Come on, little man.  I know it’s early, but I’m up and you’re up, so we’re going to get you all clean for Daddy.  That’s right!  You get to take a bath!”

      Dante smiled and wriggled with excitement.

      “I know!  I know!” she crooned.  “You love the water, don’t you?  One of these days, we’ll find a swimming pool and get you in it.  You can be one of those babies who swim before they can walk.  What do you think, Dante?  Do you want to try out a pool?”

      Beth strapped him in his pumpkin seat to stay safe while she got things ready in the en-suite.  Turning on the overhead radiant light, she gathered what they would need: a hooded towel, two washcloths, baby bath soap, no-tears shampoo, a basin of warm water, and a cup to rinse him with.  Once the room was toasty warm and everything that she needed was within reach, she filled the baby tub, set it on the heated bathroom floor, stripped the baby, and slipped Dante into the water.

      She sat cross-legged on the warm, stone tiles beside him.  Wetting one washcloth, she draped it over his abdomen, less for modesty and more because he tended to let loose with things when he was relaxed.  She wet the second cloth and went to work, cleaning his face with plain water before adding the hypoallergenic soap that she would use on the rest of him.

      She had learned to watch her posture.  Keeping her spine straight and leaning forward from the hips helped minimize backaches.  While she worked, she told Dante the story that he’d heard countless times before and warmed up the washcloth over his belly.

      “And now you’ve met Daddy.  I told you he was handsome.  The picture’s nice but it doesn’t do him justice, does it?  One of these days, you’ll be just as good looking as he is.  You’ll have to be careful not to break girls’ hearts.  They’re all going to want you, especially once you learn to drive.  We’ve got a few years before that happens, but, trust me, it will be here before you know it.”

      Tears stung her eyes, blurring her vision.  Blinking them away, she prayed that she was here to see it.

      She washed his hair and bundled him in a hooded towel, fitting the layered corner over his head like a cap.  She dried him off while they were still in the en-suite’s warmth and kept him wrapped in the towel when she took him into the other room.

      She half-expected to see Matteo there.  She felt a tiny sting of disappointment that he wasn’t.  Oh, well.  Hopefully, he was getting the sleep that she was missing.

      Once she had Dante diapered and dressed, she added a baby cap to keep his head warm and sat down to nurse.  This time, he gave up, yielding to sleep and finally letting her get back to bed.

      Matteo watched her come in, his dark eyes assessing.  There was an unmistakable tent pitched in his sheet-covered lap.

      “Good morning.”  Unable to help herself, she yawned widely behind her hand.  “He’s had his bath and breakfast.  Hopefully, he’ll sleep for a while.  What can I fix you?  We have eggs.  Bacon.  Veggies.  Cheeses.  I suck at folding omelets, but I’m decent with scrambles and frittatas.  Do you have any allergies?  I usually add ground chia and flax seeds for extra nutrition now that I’m eating for two.”

      The corners of his mouth turned down.  “Shouldn’t Constanza be doing that?”

      Beth yawned again.  “Not today.  It’s Friday.  My day in the kitchen.”

      “Your day?”

      “Yes.  My day.  We alternate.  Constanza has Tuesday, Thursday, and Saturday.  I do Monday, Wednesday, Friday.”

      He rubbed the scruff on his jaw.  If he thought that she’d be at his beck and call when she wasn’t with Dante, he was in for a rude awakening.

      “What about Sunday?”

      “On Sunday, we take a break.  We eat out or order in.  Cooking helps me feel less like a milk machine and more of a contributor to the household.  Maybe they hide it well, but I haven’t heard them complain about what goes on the table when it’s my turn.”

      Matteo said nothing, but his mind was working behind those dark eyes of his.  To keep his thoughts from going south, she shared the system that they used.

      “Constanza and I draw up a daily menu for the month, subject to change if something comes on sale or is in short supply.  Twice a week, Bernardo drives us to get groceries.  It’s a bitch to switch the car seat, so he drives my car—and by my car, I mean the blacked out SUV that your father insists that I use.  Constanza sits up front with Bernardo, and I sit in the back with Dante.”

      He seemed okay with that.  He didn’t object, anyway.

      “What were you planning to fix for breakfast?  Before I came,” he added.

      “A frittata with vegetables, pancetta, and cheese.  I usually have fresh fruit on the table at meals.  Bernardo likes his bread—preferably garlic, even for breakfast.”

      Matteo kicked down the covers and rolled out of bed.  “Come on.  Shower first, then breakfast.”

      Beth didn’t argue.  They both needed to clean up after last night’s sexual marathon.  She’d thought about taking a bath in Dante’s en-suite but didn’t want to wake the baby—which is the same reason she had planned to take one in hers later, to let Matteo sleep.

      Admiring the view of his sculpted backside and long, hair-dusted legs, she slipped off her robe and followed him into the bathroom.  The en-suite boasted a generous shower with body jets, a handheld spray head, and an overhead rain showerhead that felt like heaven when she didn’t have time for a bath.

      The spa-sized soaker tub was a treasure.  Huge.  Deep.  It was surrounded by wood and stone with niches for candles and New-Agey things that called to her.  Crystals in clusters, cut shapes, and wands.  An abalone shell filled with tumbled stones, small seashells, and tiny starfish.  Small statues of Kwan Yin and Saraswati shared space with the Virgin Mary, added after she’d converted during her pregnancy.

      When Giovanni Visconti had said that he wanted his grandchild born Catholic, she wasn’t about to argue.  Her spirituality wasn’t going to change because of a religious label, but she’d wear it if it meant being allowed to live and raise her child.

      Matteo reached into the shower, turned on the taps, and adjusted the water temperature.  “Grab some towels for us.”  Tossing the words over his shoulder, he watched long enough to see where they were kept before he disappeared inside.

      Beth pulled two bath sheets and two washcloths from the linen closet and set the towels on the teakwood stool that she kept outside the shower.  These days, she used it more for holding clothes or getting dressed than inside for shaving her legs.  Thankfully, she had taken care of her neglect before their dinner at Giovanni’s.  Now that Matteo was here, she’d have to keep it up.

      Sigh.

      She opened the shower door to the sight of Matteo standing in the steamy mist, wetting himself in the spray from the body jets.  The rain head was turned off, to keep his hair dry, she supposed.

      Or hers…?

      Maybe he was that thoughtful.  He had taken down her hair at one point last night.  She’d braided it during another, to keep from waking up to a tangled mess.

      The trouble was, she needed to wash out all that hairspray from yesterday.

      Matteo looked at her selection of mostly-scented soaps and shook his head.  Popping the top of the fragrance-free baby wash, he lathered himself in hypoallergenic suds and washed while she did the same.

      He’d awakened with morning wood that he’d lost as they talked.  When he cleaned his genitals, he plumped up again.  Watching her wash her breasts inspired him to new heights.  His cock looked hard as steel.  The swollen head was as purple as a plum.

      Tearing his gaze away, he raised it to meet hers.

      The heat in his eyes was searing.  Beth took a step back.  Another brought her into contact with the water-warmed tiles.

      Fisting himself, Matteo followed, planting his palm on the wall by her head and trapping her against it with his body.  He let go of his cock and shoved his hand between her legs to cup her sex.

      The moisture he felt wasn’t just from their shower.

      He pushed a finger inside her vagina.  Lowering his mouth to the notch in her shoulder, he scored her neck with his teeth.  “Turn around,” he ordered gruffly, slipping his hand free of her pussy.

      He was going to take her from behind.  Again.  Like every other time that he’d used her, bent over the bed, lying on her stomach, or spooning on her side.  Did her scar turn him off that much?  Did he find it ugly?  Repulsive?  Would he ever look at her—all of her—with pure lust burning in the depths of his dark eyes?

      She turned, but not before he’d seen her tears.

      “Hey.”  He stepped closer, blanketing her back with his body.  “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing,” she sniffed.

      Matteo swore beneath his breath.  “God dammit, don’t give me that shit.  Tell me.”

      “It’s just…you always make me turn around…like you don’t want to see me.”

      “Jesus Christ.”  Taking hold of her shoulders, he turned her to face him, grabbed her jaw in the vise of his hand, and made her look at him.  “I got hard looking at your front,” he grated.  “Doesn’t that tell you anything, bella?”

      She blushed furiously and sadly shook her head.  “You were looking at my tits.”

      “Among other things.  Did you stop to think that I don’t want to hurt you?  Your incision is still healing.  Your breasts get tender when they’re full.  Right now, I’m trying to go easy on you.  Eventually, you’ll need to handle whatever I give you, but rough sex can wait.  This can’t….”
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      Beth followed Matteo’s gaze as it lowered to the fingers that he wrapped around his erection.  Stroking it with one hand, he reached down with the other, skimming the curve of her hip and tracing her flank.

      Nothing Matteo did should shock her, but she still gasped when he hooked her knee on his other forearm and opened her wide for his possession.  Tracing her seam with his cock, he parted her folds, found her opening, seated his head, and thrust inside.

      She whimpered when he hit bottom.

      His hips snapped.  He thrust in again, just as hard but not quite as deep.  Her walls stretched to accommodate him.

      “Better?” he asked, hips churning as he worked his length in and out of her.

      “Yes,” she breathed, able to enjoy it now that he wasn’t ramming her cervix.  “You’re a lot to handle.  You’re so big.”

      “And you’re as tight as I remember.  I thought about you, on the road.  I don’t have many regrets, but I hated that you were the one that I’d picked.  You didn’t deserve to die.”

      “I still don’t,” she whispered, hoping like hell that he agreed.  She wanted to be the one who raised Dante.  Otherwise, he’d be growing up with only his mob boss grandfather and crime family members for role models.

      With or without her, the Viscontis would eventually turn him into a killer.  She hoped to give him half a conscience like Val seemed to have.

      “No, you don’t,” he grated, banging her harder now.  Reaching between them, he found her clit and brought her to the brink of orgasm at warp speed.

      The heated mist of the shower and her rising passion made it hard to breathe.  She inhaled sharply and exhaled, air soughing between her clenched teeth.

      She was close.  So close.  She felt her body stiffen with its approach.

      He did, too.

      “Come on, angel.  Give it to me.  Come on my cock.  Come on, now.  Come for me.”

      Two more strokes and she was there, her body convulsing, her walls spasming and juices bursting, bathing his length.  He fucked her until the waves subsided, then pulled out to finish.  Fisting himself, he pointed his cock at her abdomen and ejaculated, shooting ropes of white onto her belly and painting her scar with his seed.

      Tears smacked her eyes when she saw what he’d done.  He had shown that he accepted her, scars and all.  That he didn’t find her ugly.

      Matteo had marked her as his.

      [image: ]
* * *

      When they finally made it to the kitchen to start breakfast, she pointed out the baby monitor on the counter.  “The house has them in every room that I normally use, plus one for Constanza.  If I’m working in the kitchen, I can hear him when he wakes.  Why don’t you have a seat, and I’ll get breakfast started.”

      Matteo shook his dark, shaggy head.  “No, bella.  You’re going to get everything out that you’d normally use, then you’re going to sit while I make breakfast.”

      Watching him get started, she realized that he didn’t just own Giovanni’s.  Matteo could actually cook.  He didn’t ask what temperature to set the oven.  He knew.  Using a chef’s knife and a mandolin, he sliced and diced vegetables like a seasoned chef, adding them to the pancetta once it had browned.

      Matteo brewed coffee and made the frittata, starting it on the stove and finishing it in the oven.  While it baked, he made grilled garlic bread for Bernardo, cutting it into slices when he was done.

      Beth watched him work, admiring his form, studying his technique, and greatly enjoying the novelty of having a man cook for her.  While he checked the frittata to see if the eggs were set, she put the fruit in a decorative ceramic colander that sat on a matching plate.  Turning toward the breakfast table in the corner of the kitchen, she noticed Bernardo and Constanza, framed by the doorway to the hall.

      They’d been watching Matteo work, too.

      “Come on in,” she called.  “It’s almost ready.”

      Too late, Beth realized that she should have discussed eating arrangements with Matteo.  She had invited Bernardo and Constanza to join her, welcoming their company, but the Viscontis might frown on sharing a table with the help.

      She went to the stove, where Matteo was cutting the frittata.  “We usually eat together.  Do you mind?”

      Matteo paused mid-stroke.  Glancing over his shoulder, he weighed the options.  “They can eat in here.  We’ll eat in the dining room.”

      It was what was certain to be the first of many changes.

      Beth had Constanza set the two tables.  Beth split the colander of fruit, adding a bowl to the kitchen table and carrying the plated colander into the dining room.  She put the bread in two baskets, leaving one well within reach of where Bernardo normally sat in the kitchen.  She took the other to the dining room.

      Four glasses of water, three cups of coffee and a highball glass of cranberry juice for Beth completed the menu.

      Matteo used a wedge-shaped server to add pieces of the frittata to Bernardo and Constanza’s plates.  The rest of the skillet came with him to the dining room.  He set it on a trivet that Beth had placed on the table to protect it from the heat.

      Beth covered her lap with the paper dinner napkin, caught her lower lip between her teeth, and slid a glance at Matteo, who was arranging his napkin as well.  Worried about this one last thing, she forged ahead anyway.  “Bernardo usually says grace.  Do you want to do it?”

      Matteo’s momentary hesitation wasn’t lost on her.  “You can,” he said smoothly.

      “Okay.”  Beth folded her hands, closed her eyes, and took a deep breath, filling her lungs with the aromatic smells of the breakfast that he’d made.  “Holy One, thank you for Matteo’s safe return.  Thank you for our health, for our friends, our families, and our son.  We ask that You bless the food that we are about to eat for the nourishment of our bodies.  In the name of All That Is Holy, Amen.”

      Matteo crossed himself.  “Amen.”

      He slid a wedge of frittata onto her plate, then served himself.  Like Bernardo, he enjoyed bread but limited himself to one slice.  He took his coffee black, letting it cool a little before drinking it.

      She took one bite and closed her eyes, savoring the moment.  It was all in the seasoning, but it tasted so much better than hers.

      “Oh, Matteo.  This is wonderful.  Where did you learn to cook?”

      He sat a little straighter and canted his lips.  If she hadn’t seen the video of him, she’d never know that he was capable of smiling, he was so serious most of the time.

      “My mother,” he said.  “Her uncle was a chef.  He owned a restaurant and catered on the side.  When she was young, she helped in the kitchen.  When she was old enough, she served at events.  She watched.  Learned.  Eventually, she got to be better than he was.  But she was in America by then.”

      Pausing, he focused on the landscaped backyard that was visible through the dining room window.  Surrounded by a tall privacy fence, it would provide a safe space for Dante to play when he was older.

      “My father took one taste of her cooking and offered for her on the spot.  They had twenty-five years together before she died.  Breast cancer.”

      “I’m sorry,” Beth said, feeling the ache of his loss.  Her brother’s death and her father’s suicide had been hard enough.  She couldn’t fathom watching a mother die by degrees.

      She prayed that she’d never have to.

      “Thanks,” he murmured, shifting uncomfortably.  “We added the 5K fitness walk and pink ribbon run to Italian Fest while she was still fighting it.  We’ll need to be there early tomorrow.  Plan to bring enough for the day, and layer up.  The morning will start out cool but it’s supposed to hit ninety in the afternoon.

      The forecast concerned Beth.  “I don’t know how well Dante will take the heat,” she told him.  “If it’s too much, we may have to find a place to cool down, even if it’s just to nurse.”

      Matteo nodded.  “The Ribelle tour bus is air-conditioned.  We’ll have access both days, whenever we need it.”

      “Oh, good,” she said lightly, careful to keep the doubt from her voice.  She didn’t want to stereotype his brothers, but she half-expected the rock band’s bus to reek of weed and sex and have a bevy of groupies in various states of undress.  “I’ve already made a list for tomorrow, to make sure that I bring everything.  I just have to pack and load it.”

      “For tonight, too,” he said.  “The evening before Italian Fest, there’s a family cookout at the compound with aunts, uncles, and cousins.  Dante is the Dom’s firstborn grandchild.  Pop will want to introduce him to the family tonight and show him off in public tomorrow.”

      Sweeping her with his gaze, Matteo took in her braided hair, short-sleeved blouse, faded denim jeans, and bare feet, before focusing on her breasts.  “Wear something nice,” he told her, his eyes growing decidedly lambent.  “Feminine.  A sundress or blouse and skirt.  You’ll wear panties to start.”

      From the smoldering look that he gave her and the husky note in his voice, she could expect them to come off at some point.

      It was her turn to shift uncomfortably.

      She cleared her throat and corralled her wayward thoughts.  “What time do we need to leave for your father’s?”

      “We’ll eat around seven, but I’m manning the grills.  I’ll need to start the prep work after lunch.  Bernardo can bring you closer to time.  Five-thirty, I think.  I’ll have a window between loading the smoker and when the smaller stuff goes on the fire.  I’ll get you introduced and settled before I need to start cooking again.  Do you have clothes?  Do you need to go shopping?  I have an account at Berenger’s.”

      The premier clothing store in Diamond Springs sold men’s and women’s lines, plus shoes, purses, jewelry, and accessories.  What they didn’t have was a makeup department with its perfume counters, which spared her that assault on the senses.

      It was also where she’d gotten the dress, shoes, and jewelry that she had worn last night.  The store had all of her measurements now, from ring size to hat.

      “I need to call them.  The dress that I wore to dinner was soaked with breast milk by the time I got home,” she explained.  “I need to see if they want me to take it to the cleaners or return it soiled.”

      Matteo angled his head and rubbed the black scruff on his jaw.  “Tell you what.  I’ll leave early and take back the dress before I go to Pop’s.  You’re a size seven now, right?”

      Oh, he was good.  Beth nodded, trying to not think of how he’d gotten that way.

      “Show me what shoes you plan to wear.  I’ll pick you something out for tonight and tomorrow and have them sent over.  I can go straight to Pop’s from there.  You have all day to get ready.  I’ll see you this afternoon when you come.”

      All day without Matteo.  That should have come as a relief.  Having him here made her nervous.  She never knew what to expect with him.  She certainly didn’t know what she should expect with his extended family.

      Once he was gone, she planned to pick Bernardo and Constanza’s brains.
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      Beth refilled Matteo’s coffee and ate some fresh fruit while he drank his morning caffeine.  There were few things better than locally grown produce that she purchased at the weekly farmer’s market, especially strawberries and peaches. Right now, strawberries were reaching the height of their season.

      “I have to take my vitamins yet,” she told him.  “And brush my teeth.  Just so you know, Dante’s already had his first allergic reaction to the iron in my prenatal vitamin.  The doctor had me keep on taking it because I was breastfeeding.  It took a while, but we finally found one form of iron that we both could tolerate.  The pediatrician recommends breastfeeding as long as I can.  When we do introduce him to foods, we’ll have to do it slowly.  Try one for a couple of weeks and watch him for reactions, before we add the next one.”

      If they were lucky, iron would be the only allergy that Dante had.  Unfortunately, people with allergies tended to have more than one.  In addition to being deathly allergic to red dye #40, she’d become overly sensitive to perfumes and fragrances when she was pregnant.  Hesitant to risk reacting to new things, she had learned the hard way to stick with known quantities and use things that she knew she could tolerate.

      Aware of fragrance allergies, she rarely wore perfume anymore out of consideration for others.

      Matteo’s face gave away nothing.  If he was disappointed that their son wasn’t perfect, he didn’t show it any more than he showed alarm or concern.  Either he didn’t consider an odd iron allergy to be a problem or he accepted it as a fact of life, something to be aware of and dealt with.

      “So far, Dante’s been quiet, but it’s only a matter of time before he wakes up.  If you’re finished, I’ll start clearing the table, if that’s okay.”

      “I’m done except for the coffee,” he said, lifting his mug for another sip.  “Everything else can go.”

      Beth took their dishes into the kitchen first.  Constanza and Bernardo had finished eating.  Constanza was rinsing their plates and loading them in the dishwasher.  Bernardo must have just fetched the morning paper.  He was still looking at the obituaries.

      Given his line of work, she supposed it made sense.  Other men turned to the sports or comics or business pages.  Mafioso dealt in death.

      “I don’t think we’ll be walking this morning,” she told them.  “I need to talk to Matteo before he leaves.  When he does go, I’d like to ask you both about this cookout tonight.  He says the whole family will be there.  I need to know what to expect.  I’d prefer not to make any mistakes  Forewarned is forearmed, right?  Can you help me?”

      Constanza looked at Bernardo, who nodded his head.  “I’ll tell you what I can.”

      “Thank you.”  In a family with secrets, that’s all she could ever expect.  “We’ll catch up later, then.”

      Matteo brought his empty coffee cup into the kitchen and set it on the counter for Constanza to rinse and load in the dishwasher.  “Shoes,” he reminded her.  “Come on.  After you.”

      Beth led the way back to her bedroom, acutely aware of the man walking behind her, no doubt admiring the subtle sway of her derriere.  She went to the shoe rack in her closet and pulled out a pair of ballet flats and a strappy pair of flat leather sandals.  Both were sensible, comfortable, and safe for walking over rough ground.

      “Where it will be cool in the morning, I thought I’d wear flats tomorrow and the sandals tonight.  I don’t want to risk twisting an ankle or falling with Dante.  Heels are fine for indoors but they don’t work on grass.”

      Disappointment clouded his face but quickly dissipated.  Matteo pulled his cell phone from his shirt pocket and took a picture of each pair of shoes.  Slicing a quick glance at Beth, he took her picture, too.

      “Hey!” she protested.  “Not fair!  You need to warn me next time!  My hair—”

      “Is fine,” he said.  “See?”

      He showed her the shot that he’d taken.  Matteo had an artist’s eye to go with those talented hands of his.  She had to admit, it was a good picture.

      “I need one of Dante, too,” he said.  “Come on.”

      Beth held her breath and hoped that the baby stayed asleep.  Matteo opened the door almost soundlessly and walked softly across the nursery floor to the crib where their son lay dreaming.

      Dante was smiling in his sleep.  Matteo was able to capture the moment before the smile faded and disappeared.

      They managed to slip back across the hall without waking him.

      “Will you send that to me, please?” she begged him.  “I’ve tried to get one of him smiling in his sleep, but I’ve never managed to have my phone with me or been in a position where I could.”

      Matteo lifted his chin and studied her through shrewdly narrowed eyes.  “It’ll cost you.”

      Beth felt her sphincter tighten in protest.  She dreaded the answer but had to ask anyway.  “What?”

      She expected him to demand that she bend over and assume the position.  Amazingly, he lifted his hand and caught the rope of her hair instead.

      “Take it down,” he rumbled, “and brush it for me.”

      Oh.

      Releasing the breath that she’d been holding, Beth nodded.  “Let me get my hairbrush.”

      When she returned, Matteo was sitting in the chair where he’d been last night when she’d started to drop her towel.  The sharp inhalation of breath had alerted her to his presence.  In the light of day, there was no mistaking his continued interest.  If watching her brush her hair offered some prurient pleasure and satisfied a kinky need, she’d do it gladly—especially if it diverted his attention from thoughts of anal sex.

      Beth took the covered band from around the tip of her braid.  Slipping it over her wrist, she undid her plait, separating the strands and finger-combing them as straight as her naturally curly hair could get.  The weight of its length made it deceptively straight.  In a shorter cut, she’d look like Little Orphan Annie.  Her mom had the pictures to prove it.

      As much as she dreaded meeting Matteo’s family, she dreaded introducing him to hers more.  Although her mom was doing better these days, she would always be an alcoholic.  One spiteful biddy, one vicious rumor, one tiff with Rick would send her reeling off the wagon.  She could never be trusted to take care of Dante, let alone drive him anywhere.

      Which was sad.  So very sad.  Some of her best childhood memories were overnight stays with her grammy.

      Shaking off thoughts of her mother, Beth focused her attention where it should be—on the man who was waiting and watching.  She finished freeing her hair and started brushing, running the bristles through the waist-length tips and working her way up until she was able to do sweeping strokes from the crown down.

      “My mother’s hair was a lot like yours,” he said softly.  “But black, like mine.  My eyes are dark like hers, too.  Come here.”

      Beth froze, mid-stroke, then forced her feet to move.  Crossing the floor to his chair, she took the last step that put her within reach.

      “Sit,” he said, patting his thigh.

      “I haven’t brushed my teeth,” she blurted, slapping a hand over her mouth.

      He rejected her argument with a shake of his head.  “That makes two of us.  Now, sit your ass down.”

      She stepped between his wide-spread feet and sat on his right thigh.  He was wearing the clothes that he’d come in last night, with a few more wrinkles in his shirt and an extra crease in the front of his pants.  Instead of smelling like baby wash, he smelled like Matteo.  Her own sexy beast.

      “Look at me,” he ordered.

      She tilted her face to meet his penetrating gaze.

      “You can’t be this way tonight, bella,” he told her.  “Acting scared.  I have family members who’ll eat you alive, given the chance.  Watch out for Carmine.  He’s the worst.  My father’s the oldest child, but Carmine was the oldest grandchild until I came along.  When the time comes to name the next Dom, I’m pretty sure that he’ll challenge me.  I don’t want a war with the Botturos and Stellinos if I can avoid it, especially if they align themselves with the Castellaris.  You won’t know anyone tonight except my brothers and father.  My best advice is to be polite but trust no one but them.”

      Be polite but trust no one.  She supposed that it was a sound policy for navigating the shark-infested waters at a mob family gathering.

      “I’ll be careful,” she promised.

      “Don’t set down your drink.  If you can’t keep it with you, pitch it and get another.  Same way with your food, capisci?”

      The thought of someone tampering with her meal made her shudder with dread.  One drop of red food coloring and they’d be calling 911.  Given the location of the compound on the outskirts of town, help was certain to arrive too late.

      “I always carry an injection,” she told him.  “I’ll make sure to keep it on me, just in case.  If I can’t do it myself, shoot it in my thigh.”

      “I will,” he swore.

      Reaching, he touched her hair and followed it past her collarbone to the swell of her breast.  “You grew,” he said roughly.  “Will they stay this way?”

      “Not from what I’ve heard.  Once Dante’s weaned, they’ll go back to the size I was, or close to it.  I’m still carrying baby weight.  Now that I can exercise again, I’ll work on taking the rest of it off.”

      “Don’t do it on my account,” he murmured.  “The extra meat on your bones looks good.  You’ll be glad for the padding when I fuck you like an animal.  I’ve gone easy on you so far.”

      The thought made her shiver for an entirely different reason.

      “Matteo, can I ask you something?”

      He picked up a hank of her hair and weighed it in his left hand.  “Ask.”

      “Do you want us?  I mean, if you’re going to be a part of our lives, I need to know.  They say that breastfeeding helps prevent pregnancy, but there’s no guarantee.  I’ll need to check into it, but between allergies and nursing, getting an IUD is probably the best choice for me.”

      Matteo blew out softly.  “We don’t need another one right now.  Take care of it.  Until you’re set up, I’ll be careful.”

      “Thank you.”

      Well, that went better than she thought it would.  Now for the tricky part.  Matteo had his own life.  A house.  A business.  A vendetta.  She wasn’t sure how he planned to fit into their world.

      “Let me know if you ever consider moving in with us.  I’ll need to make room in the closet and maybe get a wardrobe for your clothes.  I didn’t know if you were staying after Italian Fest, or if you’ll be leaving again to find the man who shot you.”

      Matteo wrapped her hair around his hand and fisted it.  “I could be persuaded to stay,” he rasped.  “Give me a reason.”

      Oh, dear.

      Fighting panic, Beth gave him the first thing that came to mind.  “You missed your son’s birth and two months of his life.  Do you really want to miss when he starts laughing, rolling, sitting, crawling, talking, walking?  You need to know him, and he needs to know you.  He’s a Visconti.  Your legacy.  His grandfather’s legacy.  I can see it in your father’s eyes, he expects Dante to follow you as Dom.  He keeps Dante with him now when he talks family business with Bernardo.  He wouldn’t do that if he didn’t plan to groom him.”

      “And what about you?” he challenged, sharpening his hold in a display of domination.  “What do I get if I stay?”

      “Me,” she whispered hoarsely, willing to do whatever it took for them to be a family.  “However you want me.  Whenever you want me, as long as you understand that a baby’s needs come first.  I promise I’ll make any wait worth your while.”

      He grunted.  “You talk to your pediatrician.  See how soon he can start eating.  I have something in mind that I’ll want you for, overnight, just the two of us.  We’ll need to be able to leave Dante with Bernardo and Constanza.  I need to know when we can make that happen.”

      Beth’s brow furrowed, but she kept her questions to herself.  If he’d wanted her to know more, he would have told her.  Matteo was a man of few words, but he made each one count.

      “All right,” she said.  “I’ll call this morning.”

      He nodded his approval.  “I need to go.  I’ve gotta run by home, get dressed, go shop, then get to Pop’s.  If it weren’t so late, I’d spank your ass and fuck it, but that will have to wait.  Remember tonight.  Dress nice.  Trust no one.  Steer clear of Carmine.  Got it?”

      “Yes, Sir.”

      Matteo almost grinned.  “Now that’s what I want to hear.”
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      The cookout was as crowded as she feared.  Beth was surrounded by dozens of Visconti descendants.  The original eight children included Giovanni, followed by six sisters and one younger brother, born next to last.  There were twenty-nine grandkids, fourteen great-grandchildren, and thirteen spouses in the family.

      Sixty-four total.  All but one of them were here.

      She’d been warned to not fangirl over the three cousins who performed with Marco and Tony in Ribelle and to never mention Krissy Castellari, who was pursuing a career in adult films and went by the name of Krissy Kandle these days.

      There were plenty of soldatos guarding the perimeter of the Visconti compound.  The centerpiece of the property was a palatial, ten-thousand-square-feet, two-story home.  Built of stone in the neoclassical style, it boasted single-story service wings to house a fleet of vehicles and a second-floor balcony above the entrance. The air-conditioned loggia behind the house opened onto a beautifully landscaped backyard, where paths wound past flower beds, fruit bushes, patches of garden, and a sampler of trees.  The tumbling fall of a water feature was barely audible above the din of conversation, but she could hear the laughter of the grandchildren who were beating the heat by wading in the shallow stream.

      An event tent had been erected in the largest expanse of lawn.  The dining tables beneath it were already in use.  The wet bar in the corner didn’t lack for visitors.

      Giovanni met her at the front door and welcomed her to his home with a kiss on both cheeks.  Followed by Paolo and Bernardo, the Dom escorted her and the baby to where Matteo was working.

      The outdoor kitchen was in its own space, a lovely, large gazebo built of wood and stone.  Matteo acknowledged their presence with a nod.  Beth could see that he had his hands full with dinner preparations.

      “Sorry,” he apologized.  “I’d planned to take a break and introduce you but I’m going to be stuck here for a while.  Pop, can she sit with you until I’m free?  I’ll come as soon as I can.”

      Dom Visconti didn’t seem to mind.  “We’ll be in the loggia.”

      Matteo brushed a kiss across her lips, kissed Dante’s head, and dove straight back into work, leaving her in his father’s hands.

      They returned to the loggia that extended from the living room, providing a transition from indoor to outdoor living.  An upholstered chair sat empty, despite the number of people who were standing around, cooling off in the air-conditioned shade.  Dom Visconti took his seat and directed her to do the same at the end of the sofa that was closest to him.  She had put Dante in a pumpkin seat, where he would be cooler than being held.

      Everyone wanted to see him.

      Everyone.

      The doting aunts.  The curious cousins.  The snooty Miss Italy wannabe Nadia and the geeky bookworm Isabella, whose porn star sister’s name was not allowed to be mentioned.  There were toddling children, rowdy boys, and misogynistic males, including creepy Carmine, who wasn’t about to let a wife, five kids, or Matteo keep him from hitting on her.

      Of course, he waited until Dom Visconti was checking on dinner and mingling with family to pounce.

      Carmine slid onto the sofa beside her and looped an arm over the back, behind her shoulders.

      “Nice dress,” he said.  “I’m Carmine.  Matteo’s cousin.  Isadora’s oldest.  Hell, everybody’s oldest.  Yep, I’m the firstborn grandchild.”

      Beth looked around, hoping to enlist Bernardo’s help if she needed it, but he was gone, too, dammit.

      “Of the oldest daughter.  I know,” she said, forcing a lightness to her voice that she was far from feeling.  “Tell me, how are Becca and the children?  Your youngest is three months old now, right?”

      If she thought that would be enough to take the wind from his sails, she was wrong.  It only seemed to make her a bigger challenge.

      Crap.

      “Matteo’s been hiding you while he was gone.  I can see why.”

      Matteo had picked out the perfect dress for her, a flowing, floral confection that enhanced her bust line and flattered her figure.  A row of tiny buttons would allow her to nurse Dante, but the low neckline revealed too much cleavage for her comfort—especially where a wolf like Carmine was concerned.  The leer in his eyes was unmistakable.

      Without Matteo here, invoking his father’s name seemed the next best thing.  “We were in good hands.  Dom Visconti watches out for us.  Dante is his firstborn grandchild.”

      “Too bad he’s not legitimate.”  He shook his head and heaved a theatrical sigh.  “He’ll never rise in the ranks, bastard that he is.”

      “Whether he rises or not, he’s still a Visconti,” she said tightly.  “Their blood flows in his veins, the same as yours.  A marriage license won’t change that.”

      Carmine chuckled.  “Maybe you don’t want to be married.  Matteo’s a hard man.  Not like me.  I treat my women right.  Clothes.  Shoes.  Trips.  Dinners out and breakfasts in.  Play your cards right, and I’ll see what I can get you in a snazzy new car.  Maybe a convertible.  I’d love to see that hair of yours free in the wind…or loose in bed.”

      With no one else there to stop him, he lowered his arm and touched her bare shoulder, cupping the apex and squeezing it slightly.

      “Take your hand off me,” she grated.  “I’m warning you—”

      Bernardo rushed from wherever he’d been.  “You heard the lady, Carmine.  Hands off.  And if you know what’s good for you, you’ll leave.  Now.  Matteo’s headed this way, and he’s pissed.  You remember what happened last time.”

      Whatever it was, it was bad enough to leach the color from his face.  Carmine shot off the sofa, turned to escape, and found his way blocked by Matteo.

      Despite what Bernardo said, Matteo didn’t look pissed.  He looked calm.  Deadly calm.  He stood as hard and unyielding as a fortress wall.  Carmine had to scramble around him to get away.

      Matteo took Dante’s pumpkin seat from her hold.  Kneeling, he set the sleeping baby on the floor beside him and looked up to search Beth’s face.  “Are you okay?  Did he hurt you?  If he did, I swear—”

      “He scared me, that’s all.  He called Dante a bastard and said that he’ll never rise in the ranks.  He wouldn’t leave me alone.  Wouldn’t go away.  I told him to not touch me…and then Bernardo came.  You came.  You stopped him.  Thank you.”

      Matteo clenched his jaw.  The muscles of his face ticked.  “Fuck,” he grated.  “I was gonna do this later when things had slowed down and the time was right, but, dammit.”

      He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small, black velvet box.  Seeing it, Beth forgot how to breathe.

      “Bethany Shelton,” he said, “you gave me a son.  You saved my life.  I’m asking if you’ll spend the rest of it with me.”

      Matteo opened the hinged lid, revealing the diamond engagement ring of her dreams.  Tears burned her eyes.  Overwhelmed, she pressed her fingers to her lips in a futile attempt to keep from crying.  Marriage offered protection from the wolves and made Dante the legitimate heir.  What could she say but yes?

      Beth nodded, tears flowing freely now.  “I will,” she cried, feeling her heart melt at his uncharacteristically romantic gesture.  “There’s no one else for me.”

      The ghost of a smile shaped his mouth.  “Same here,” he said.  “What do you say?  Let’s try this on.”

      Taking the ring from the box, he caught her left hand and slipped it onto her ring finger, nudging it past the last joint and easing it into place.

      “What’s this?”  Dom Visconti’s voice severed the moment, separating them abruptly.

      Matteo stood and faced his father.  With no one else near but her and Bernardo, they were virtually alone.

      “I just asked Beth to marry me.  You said that I could keep her.  This makes sure that I do.”

      The Dom tsked.  “And you didn’t think about asking for my blessing?  Matteo, Matteo.  I thought I raised you better.”

      “You raised me just fine, Pop.  I had you and Mama for examples.  I want Dante to have that, too.  We’ll still need to plan the wedding and do the deed.  With Beth’s dad gone, she’ll need someone to walk her down the aisle.  We haven’t talked about it, but I think she’d be okay if you gave her to me.  Again.  Right, bella?”

      “Yes,” she said.  “Of course.  I’d be honored.”

      Dom Visconti stood, silent, a frown of disapproval on his lips.

      “So,” Matteo drawled.  “What do you say, Pop?  Are you gonna give us your blessing or no?  I’d hate to have this go south.  She might not say yes next time.”

      Dom Visconti rubbed his forehead and looked at Matteo.  “If you do this, are you gonna take care of her?”

      Matteo nodded grimly.  “I swear on my mother’s grave that I’ll protect what’s mine.  Carmine got off easy today, thinking it was okay to touch her.  Next time,” he swore darkly, “I’ll break his fucking hand.”

      Dom Visconti nodded.  “There won’t be a next time.  It’s done.  She’s yours.  The ring proves it.  We’ll see about getting you the church for the wedding.  You should think about having the reception at the vineyard.  October’s a pretty month.  Dante will be six months old.  Maybe old enough to leave for a night or two.  You know, give you two a bit of a honeymoon?  You can take a real one on your first anniversary.  Maui’s nice.  Or Italy.  You’ll have time to pick.  My wedding present,” he said, sounding more than a bit pleased with himself.

      Beth said nothing.  She knew that Giovanni was a master manipulator.  Was it Matteo’s possessive streak or Dom Visconti’s machinations that had put a ring on her finger?  Caroming her gaze between the two of them, she honestly couldn’t say.

      Dante chose that moment to jerk awake with a cry.

      “He’s probably wet,” she said, unable to reach him with Matteo in the way.  “And hungry.  Is there somewhere inside where I can take care of him?”

      “My old room,” Matteo said.  “Come on.  Frankie’s manning the grill,” he told his father.  “We’ll be back as soon as we can.”

      Matteo picked up Dante’s pumpkin seat and let Beth bring the diaper bag.  Jostling the baby to try to quiet him, he led the way through the living room, into the marble-tiled foyer, and up the curved, sweeping staircase to the second floor.

      A row of doors stretched down a long hallway.  Matteo opened the third one on the right and stepped inside.

      Beth had grown up in a middle-class family.  She couldn’t imagine what it was like for Matteo, surrounded by upper-middle-class elegance and growing up like a prince of mob royalty.  His room was a suite, with a king-size bed, a sitting area with a gas fireplace, and an attached bathroom that she planned to use when she was done.  One wall held pictures and memorabilia from his youth.  She’d have loved to take a look at them, but Dante’s needs came first.

      Or they usually did.

      “I’m sorry,” she apologized.  “I have to pee.  Can you watch him for a minute?  I won’t be long.”

      Matteo hid the panic that flashed across his face.  “What am I supposed to do with him?” he asked.  “I can’t feed him.  I’ve never done the diaper thing.”

      Beth was already headed for the en-suite.  “Rock him and chant Om,” she said.

      She’d seen a father calm a crying baby with chant.  It was worth a shot anyway.

      Beth closed the door, muting the sounds from both sides.  She washed her hands when she was done, turned off the taps, and realized that there was no baby siren wailing in the other room.  There was, however, the baritone hum of Matteo chanting Om.

      Dante was awake, lying perfectly still and watching his father in rapt attention.

      “Well, I’ll be darned.  It worked.”

      Matteo stopped humming but his gaze was still locked on Dante’s.  “Yeah, it did.  Where do you want him?”

      “Right where he is, for now.  Let me get ready for him.”

      Beth pulled the folded changing pad from the diaper bag and spread it on the end of the bed, adding a clean diaper and a box of baby wipes to her station.  Taking Dante from his seat, she laid him on the pad, unsnapped the bottom of his jumper, and checked his diaper.

      “He made a little mess,” she warned Matteo.  “If dirty diapers make you squeamish, you may want to look away.”

      Thankfully, it was only a three-wipe job.  She used a plastic bag to contain everything.  Tying the top, she double-knotted it and set it by the diaper bag to throw away in one of the trash cans that had been set up outside.

      Instead of taking Dante to a chair, she stretched out sideways on the bed, unbuttoned her bodice, and nursed him lying down.  Meeting Matteo’s gaze, she smiled softly.  “Thank you for the dresses.  And for handling Carmine.  And for this.”  She raised her left hand and looked again.  It hadn’t disappeared.  “It’s beautiful.  I can’t believe you picked it.”

      He rubbed the back of his neck.  “You’ll find out soon enough.  I had help from the friend who was with you at the restaurant.  Pop knew how to get hold of her.”

      Knowing Giovanni, he had dossiers on everyone in her sphere.  Juliette’s name, background, address, and contact information were likely in a file that grew every time they got together.

      “I know what I like,” he said, “but Juliette knows you.  When I told her that I was looking for a ring, she jumped at the chance to help me shop.  I got her to weigh in on the dresses, too.”

      “Clever man.”  She didn’t tell him that he’d just earned extra brownie points.  Enlisting her best friend’s help was brilliant.  It’s what put the perfect ring on her finger.  Of the hundreds that were available in the city, he’d bought the only one that she wanted.

      “We’ll need to ask your father what date he has in mind for the wedding.  I don’t think he understands how many things need to be decided and arranged.  There’s a reason why people plan weddings a year in advance, Matteo.  October’s only four months away.”

      Another thought brought her up short.

      “You’ll have to meet my mother.  Oh, God.  Just try to not scare her too much, okay?”

      Matteo stretched out on the bed behind her.  Pressing his length against her back, he whispered in her ear.  “Did I scare you?”

      “Yes,” she admitted.  “You still do.  You can be pretty intense.”

      “I’m not an easy man to be with,” he admitted.  “There’s a side to me that you haven’t seen.  When it takes hold, I’m going to get off on making you cry as much as making you come.  But pain heightens pleasure.  Eventually, you’ll see.”

      Beth shuddered at the dark, erotic promise in his voice.  He was going to make her cry.  He wanted her tears.  Maybe her pleas for mercy, too.  He wanted to break her and build her back up.  Pain followed by pleasure.  To find the one, she would have to endure the other.

      She prayed that she would be strong enough to get through it.

      She didn’t know what she would do if she couldn’t.
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      Back downstairs, it was déjà vu part two.  Everyone who had come to see the baby earlier wanted to look at her engagement ring and offer their congratulations.  This time, though, she had Matteo by her side.

      Although Carmine kept his distance, just the sight of him was offensive to Matteo.  The tension between the two cousins was palpable.  It didn’t surprise Beth that Carmine left with his family as soon as they were done eating.

      Temperatures dropped with the setting sun, making it very pleasant under the banquet tent.  After everyone had gone through the food line at least once, workers cleared the buffet and began setting up a dance floor.

      The band was comprised of men over sixty who played a mix of traditional Italian music and songs made popular by Italian and Italian-American artists.

      When the opening notes to “The Way You Look Tonight” by Frank Sinatra began to play, Dom Visconti turned to Matteo.  “You should dance, you two.  Show the next generation how it’s done.”

      Beth looked at Dante, asleep in his seat with a square of flannel sheeting covering him like a light blanket.

      Matteo touched the back of her hand.  “Can you foxtrot?”

      She and Juliette had taken some ballroom dance lessons, less to meet men and more to gain what they hoped would be a valuable social skill.  “A little.”

      “Val,” Matteo called.  “You’re in charge of your nephew.”  He didn’t wait for an answer.  Between his father and brothers, there were plenty of eyes to watch the baby.

      Matteo stood and helped Beth from her seat.  With her hand in his, she followed him onto the dance floor.  From the first steps taken after they were in hold, it was clear that his skills far surpassed her own.  “You didn’t tell me you could dance,” she whispered.  “You’re really good.”

      “I was clumsy as a kid.  It helped me learn to move and develop the muscles and sense of timing that I used in track and field.”

      “That’s what’s on your wall?  From the varsity letters, I guessed it was sports, but I had no idea what you played.  I’m assuming that bocce ball is a popular pastime in your family.”

      “Absolutely.  Here comes a dip.”

      He let her down and pulled her back up to the applause of the onlookers.  “Good girl,” he murmured.  “I see that you have promise.”

      Beth met his appreciative gaze and blushed.  He enjoyed the feel of her in his arms enough that his body was beginning to react to it.

      They weren’t Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers, but they put on a good show.  When they returned to Giovanni’s table, Dante was still asleep, and Dom Visconti was talking to one of Matteo’s cousins.  She was close to Beth’s age, with a runner’s build and short, spiky hair.

      “Beth, this is Guilia’s daughter, Delia Corleone—no relation to Bernardo.”

      Beth wondered if Corleone was the Italian equivalent of Williams or something as common. She’d known a Jones who hadn’t had to change her name when she married another Jones, no relation there, either.

      “Delia’s an event planner.  She’ll be helping you with the wedding.  She’ll call you to set up a time next week to talk.  That’s all for tonight, Delia.”

      Wow, just that fast, Delia was dismissed.

      “Thank you, Uncle Giovanni,” she said, sounding grateful for the commission.  “Beth, I look forward to seeing you soon.  Congratulations again on your engagement.”

      As soon as Delia was gone, Matteo leaned over to whisper in her ear.  Instead of something about his cousin or the wedding, he resurrected what he’d hinted at earlier and she’d nearly forgotten.

      “Panties,” he murmured.  “Now.”

      Straightening, Beth swiveled her head to look at him.  He was serious.  He expected her to take off her underwear, on command, while dozens of his relatives danced and drank nearby.

      Like fire and water, the heat flooding her cheeks sparked a very different reaction down below.  Just that quickly, her panties were soaked.

      Trusting that now meant that no one was watching them, she took a leap of faith, reached beneath the table with both hands, and burrowed under the flowing skirt of her dress.  She managed to hook her fingers inside her undies’ waistband without anyone else taking notice.  Lifting each cheek, she worked the left side free, then the right side, and pulled her panties down.  They caught on her sandals, but she kicked them clear, balled them in her fist, and tucked them in Matteo’s lap.

      There was an unmistakable bulge in his crotch.

      Well, well.  Maybe two could play this game.

      Beth stretched up to whisper in Matteo’s ear.  “It’s past the baby’s bedtime, don’t you think?  Especially since we have to leave early in the morning and be gone all day.”

      He took a long, slow drink of the dessert wine produced by the family vineyard, set his empty goblet on the table, and turned to Dom Visconti.  “Tomorrow’s the start of a big weekend, Pop.  I think we’re going to call it a night.  Hey, everyone, we’ll see you in the morning for the memorial run.”

      Matteo let her carry the baby while he toted the diaper bag.  Bernardo followed close behind with his cell phone to his ear.  Valet parking had their two SUVs waiting at the front door when they stepped outside.  In the illuminated darkness, she noted at least four soldatos guarding the entrance.  An untold number of men were keeping the perimeters secure, patrolling the grounds, and manning the gate.

      Beth managed to transfer Dante into his car seat without disturbing him but he woke up when she was taking him out.  She headed straight for the nursery, carrying a fretful Dante against her shoulder and rubbing the baby’s back.  “I know,” she crooned.  “I know.  You’ll feel all better once we get you changed and fed.”

      Matteo followed with the baby’s things plus another sack and set them beside the changing table.  “I’m going to put these away,” he said, lifting the handled plastic bag with Thank You emblazoned on the side.  “I’ll be right back.”

      He wasn’t gone long.  From the moment he returned, Beth could feel his gaze on her, watching her every move while she finished putting a dry diaper on Dante and settled into their rocker to nurse.

      The passion that had sparked on the dance floor was smoldering now.  Matteo’s instincts were those of a predator, noting every sound, every nuance of movement.  Those dark eyes of his missed nothing.  Taking her panties from his pocket, he lifted them to his nose.  His nostrils flared as he inhaled the musk of her arousal.

      She dared to meet his gaze.  The sexual intent that shaped his face told her exactly what was going to happen as soon as she was done here.  For now, he was patient like the hunter that he was, biding his time, watching and waiting for the right moment to pounce.

      It came as soon as their bedroom door closed behind them.

      Matteo caught her arm and pulled her back against him.  He wouldn’t let her button her dress when she’d finished feeding Dante.  Her unfettered breasts bounced, threatening to spill from her bodice.

      Taking hold of her waist, he spun them both around and turned her again, toward him this time.  Two more steps backward and Beth found herself pinned against the wall.

      Matteo wedged his muscled thigh between her legs.  Pushing against her pussy, he rubbed her clit in a tantalizing tease while he tore open his pants.  He shoved the hem of her skirt to her waist, baring her to his view.  Catching one of her knees, he lifted her thigh to reveal her secrets, wet the head of his cock on her juices, found her slit, and plunged inside, driving in deep enough to hit bottom.

      She gasped from the pleasure and pain of it.

      He thrust in again, just as hard, just as deep.  Her body struggled to accommodate him.  When he’d stretched her out a bit, he lifted her against the wall, hips pistoning as he fucked her.  Helpless to do more, she wrapped her legs around his waist and held on for the ride.

      Beneath her heels, she could feel the flex of that perfect ass of his, dusted with the same dark hair that covered those long, runner’s legs.  He’d done track and field as a youth.  He kept himself in shape as an adult.  Right now, it felt like he was training for a marathon.

      He drove into her, again and again, desperately seeking to bury himself to the hilt in the welcoming sheath of her body.  Changing his angle, he nailed her G-spot and ripped the first orgasm from her.  She stiffened, body clenching as the waves burst free, bathing him in her juices.  Her pussy walls spasmed, gripping and releasing him, milking his length.

      He pulled one side of her bodice open, baring her breast.  The beard stubble on his face was soft enough to not prick yet it was deliciously abrasive on her skin.  It was the first time that he’d really touched her breasts since she’d had the baby, and it felt wonderful.

      He parted his lips and brushed his mouth above her nipple, nipping her flesh with his teeth and teasing the hardened peak.  Emboldened when she didn’t leak, he caught her nipple between his teeth and tormented it with his tongue.

      Reaching between them, he found her clit and teased it, coaxing it from its hood.  Pinching it between his fingers and thrusting into her, he catapulted her into another orgasm, this one hard enough to make her squirt a little.  The man knew how to give pleasure.  She dreaded the day when he would introduce her to pain as well.

      Later, she told herself.  She’d deal with it when the time came.  For now, she focused on Matteo.  Wanting her so badly that he couldn’t wait for the bed, he took her against the wall, commanding her body and demanding her submission, dominating her like the Alpha male that he was.

      He might be able to run a marathon, but even runners hit walls.  Her insides were ready for it to end, too.  If she hadn’t been so wet for him, the sheer size of him would have threatened to rub her raw.

      “Vieni per me.  Come on, angel,” he rasped, lungs laboring from his exertions.  “Come for me one more time.  Get me wet so I can finish in your ass.”

      Beth didn’t think that she had it in her, but Matteo wasn’t a man to be denied.  He fastened his mouth on her breast and drove into her until she climaxed again.  When the waves had subsided, he lowered her feet to the floor, turned her around, wiped spittle on the end of his dick, and pushed against her pucker.

      “Fuck, yeah,” he grated, breath hissing between his teeth.  “That’s it, angel.  Let me in.  I want to fill your ass with my cum.”

      He worked his way inside until he was buried to the hilt in her dark passage.  “God damn, that feels good,” he growled.  “Let’s see how much you can take.”

      Matteo started to move, slowly at first.  Limiting the movement of his hips, he gradually increased his strokes until he was pumping half of his length in and out of her.  The stimulation was enough to get him off.  Tunneling inside her one last time, he gave a guttural cry and ejaculated into her depths, emptying himself where no seed would fall on fertile ground.

      He dropped his head in the crook of her shoulder and held her pinned against the wall until his cock started to soften.

      “Shower,” he said.  Picking her up easily, he carried her into the en-suite and set her down by the commode.  “Get rid of what you can, then join me.”

      He grabbed two towels from the linen closet and set them on the teakwood stool near the shower.  Opening the door, he started the water and stepped inside, giving her a modicum of privacy.

      When Beth joined him, she saw that he’d added his things.  Body wash.  Shampoo and conditioner.  A triple-blade razor for trimming his cheeks and neck and a mirror that would let him do it.  Now that he was sated, he was laser-focused on getting clean and catching some sleep.  He had lathered up and was rinsing off while she was still working her way down.

      He stayed with her until she was done, his gaze branding every inch of her.  Turning off the water, he chucked a finger under her chin and bent his dark head.  Instead of kissing her, he caught her lower lip between his teeth and tugged on it.  Laving the hurt with his tongue, he pressed his mouth to hers and squeezed her ass in a bruising grip.

      “This is mine,” he rumbled against her lips.  “Mine.  No one touches you but me.”

      From the timbre of his voice, she knew that the incident with Carmine had affected Matteo more than she realized.  He had needed to stake his claim and he had done it.  She was deliciously sore from their raw, carnal joining.

      She hoped that it was reassurance enough.  Tomorrow was a big day.  She needed to be able to walk.

      Matteo made her stay naked, but he was content to simply hold her.  She fell asleep snuggled against him, safe in the circle of his arms.
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      Fate was a fucked up bitch.

      Last year, the woman sleeping beside Matteo had been marked for death.  Now he was planning to spend the rest of his life with her.

      Alanis Morissette chimed in his head.  Isn’t it ironic?

      When he’d kidnapped Beth, she was an end to a means, a disposable liability.  But something about her had made his father spare her life.

      Matteo wondered if it was the same thing that he’d noticed.

      Beth’s hair was very much like his mother’s.  Had the resemblance been enough to stay Giovanni Visconti’s hand?  Maybe.  Maybe not.  Whatever the reason, the Dom had taken a chance on her.  Fortunately, the gamble had paid off.

      Beth had proven herself to be a devoted mother.  Between the baby’s demands and his, she was also bone-tired.  Dante had been awake for a while, and the soft sounds coming from the baby monitor hadn’t registered yet.  The minute he fussed, the mommy radar would kick in.

      The noise from the nursery escalated to a whimper.

      Beth pried open her eyes and rubbed her face with her hands.  “Morning,” she rasped, her voice husky with sleep.  Rolling to her side, she pushed herself up and slid her feet to the floor, donned her robe, and shuffled across the hall.  Still learning, Matteo hauled his ass out of bed and followed.

      Dante was wriggling in his crib, watching the mobile that hung over it and gnawing on a fist that had proven insufficient.

      “Hey,” Beth crooned.  “I’m here, buddy.  Just give Mommy a minute, or we’ll both be making a mess.”

      She ducked into the baby’s bathroom.  Dante started to protest.  Matteo hushed him.  “Hey, it’s only a minute.  That’s nothing.  Wait until you get a girlfriend who makes you wait half an hour while she puts on her face, or she wants to watch Glee or some such shit on TV, and you give a little to get a little.  You know what I’m saying?”

      The baby stared at him.  Wide-eyed and innocent, he was still fussy, but at least he wasn’t bawling.

      “Of course, you don’t.  But you will.  You will.  It’s only a matter of time.  Right now, Mommy’s the only woman who matters to you, but one of these days, you’ll be checking out other tits and asses.”

      His bottom lip quivered, puckering up like he was going to cry.  Matteo reached into the crib, put his hand on Dante’s chest, and chanted, but instead of saying Om, he said home, drawing out the sound.  He wasn’t sure that it would work, but Dante was still quiet when Beth came to get him.

      Shaking her head, she checked his diaper and took him to the changing table.  “You,” she said, “are the baby whisperer.  Man, I could have used you that first month when he had colic.”

      She had his diaper whipped off and a new one on in no time.  Yeah, Beth had the mommy thing down.  Now if they could just get the kid to sleep longer, they could finally do what daddy had wanted to since he’d seen her again at Giovanni’s—tie her up and make her beg.  Beg for mercy.  Beg for more.

      His dick seconded the notion.

      Beth put Dante to her breast and started feeding him.  Forced to wait, Matteo grabbed the top children’s book and started flipping through it.

      Different shapes were doing different dances.

      He nodded his approval.  “A twofer.  Nice.  Learning shapes is good, but dance saved my ass as a kid.  I want Dante to have lessons as soon as he’s old enough.”

      Beth smiled softly and smoothed the baby’s hair.  “I like that.  I wanted to do dance and gymnastics when I was a kid.  My folks didn’t have the money, so they put me in 4-H instead.  I was the only one who didn’t live on a farm.  I couldn’t show livestock.  I did candle making and knitting and dog care instead.”

      She kept her eyes down to hide them, but she sounded sad.  For something that she’d never had, or something that she’d lost?  “You like dogs, do you?”

      “Dogs.  Cats.  Bearded lizards.  Horses.”  Sighing, she looked at him with a wistful gaze.  “I was so jealous of the farm kids who got to ride.  The only saddle time I got cost twenty-five cents at the local five-and-dime.”

      He had something else that she could ride, as soon as she got the baby back to sleep.  It was too early for Dante to stay up.  Next time, though, he’d be ready to play.  Meanwhile, Matteo had plans for his own twofer.  Get dirty in the shower with Beth and get ready for Italian Fest.

      They’d cleaned up before bed, but shower sex was one of his favorite ways to start the day, and Beth seemed to enjoy it almost as much as he did.

      She finally got the baby put back down.  Straightening her robe, she turned from the crib and caught him watching her.

      “Come ‘ere,” he said softly, holding out his hand.

      He led her across the hall, past her bed and into her en-suite.  Technically, he supposed it was their room, but he still felt like a visitor.  His clothes were at his house.  Beth had never seen it.  Next week, he told himself.  Right now, he had one thing on his mind, and that was getting Beth naked in the shower.

      She seemed open to the idea of them sharing again.  When he had turned on the taps and was reaching for the waistband of his silk boxers, she had already taken off her robe.  Grabbing some towels, he stashed them on the stool by the door and pulled his now-naked fiancée into the shower with him.

      Fiancée.  It was new enough, it still felt strange.  But she’d just taken the proof off her finger and laid it on her side of the double-sink vanity.

      His mother had been a big believer in fate and guiding forces.  Maybe she was the reason that he was at the convenience store when he was.  A minute later, and he’d have missed Beth’s conversation with the clerk.  A minute later, and he wouldn’t have taken her.  He wouldn’t have screwed her, and they wouldn’t have a son.

      He just had to be careful to not give her another one right now.

      He’d been half-hard in the nursery, looking at her bared breasts and watching her nurse the baby.  Now his cock was leaking pre-cum and demanding attention.

      Matteo wrapped his fingers around his shaft.  Stroking it, he gave each pull a twist on the end, working more pre-cum from the slit.

      Beth’s eyes were glued.  She wet her lips and swallowed hard.

      Because he was feeling generous, he let her choose.  “Pick one,” he said.  “Your mouth or your ass.”

      She dropped to her knees and opened wide.

      He sank his length into her waiting mouth, not stopping until he was hitting the back of her throat and she was struggling to not gag.  “I know you can do better than that, angel,” he chided.  Fisting her hair, he pushed in deeper, giving her time to adjust—not because he was considerate that way.  He just wasn’t in the mood for gag reflexes.

      She raised herself up a bit.  Changing the angle of her neck let her take him deeper down her throat.  Once he got started really fucking her face, it didn’t take long to come.  She wrapped her lips around his shaft and sucked him dry, swallowing furiously when he shot his wad across her tongue.

      As blowjobs went, he’d put it at an eight.  She got an E for effort, but her technique had room for improvement.  Still, she could deep throat his dick.  Not every woman could.

      [image: ]
* * *

      He finished dressing before Beth and made his way down to the kitchen, drawn by the aroma of fresh-brewed coffee.  Pouring himself a cup, he went over plans for the day with Bernardo and kept glancing at the door, waiting for his woman to show him the dress that he’d bought.

      When she finally did show, she was wearing a pair of thigh-highs on her legs and a look of trepidation on her face.  “I have to layer,” she explained.  “It’s too cool this morning not to.”

      Layering just meant more to peel off as the day warmed.  Outerwear, then underwear.

      Fuck, yeah.

      After breakfast, it took a solid twenty minutes to load everything in her SUV and head out for the park.  Beth was a fucking girl scout, prepared for every contingency.  Extra clothes, diapers, kid’s books, toys, bug spray, sunscreen for her and the baby, a golf umbrella for shade.  She brought a quilt to sit on and a battery-operated fan to use when the mercury climbed higher than the baby was used to.

      Worst case scenario, the Ribelle tour bus was air-conditioned.  They could stay long enough to get relief from the heat, but his father expected them to be visible and mingle with the crowd.  Except for having Bernardo as a bodyguard, they’d look like any other young family.

      Unable to pick one, Beth had packed a stroller, a kangaroo pouch thingy, and Dante’s pumpkin seat.  They started out with the first.  Matteo hauled it outside the SUV, but Beth knew how to get it ready to go.  After completely filling the storage racks, Beth bundled the baby against the early morning chill, tucked him in the stroller, did a one-eighty, and started pushing him like a pro.

      She chatted as they walked.  “If it were up to me, I’d carry him on my chest until it warms up a bit, but your father wants to show him off.  That said, I must admit, it does help to not have to carry everything.”

      Beth was wearing a broad-brimmed hat and a soft, summer-weight sweater with her new dress and those tempting thigh-highs.  She was a practical woman, protecting her skin and keeping warm, but she still managed to be stylish doing it.  Right now, her waist-length hair undulated in loose curling waves down her back.  Somewhere in all the stuff that she’d brought was a pair of carved jade picks that she used for her hair.  With temperatures in the low nineties today, she would eventually put it up to keep cool.

      By then, her thigh-highs would be off.

      Maybe her panties, too.

      Matteo’s brothers and father were already at the starting line, waiting for the survivor’s walk to begin.  Dom Visconti was in his element.  Today, he was head of the family and a community leader where Italian Fest was concerned.  Val looked bemused by the groupies swarming Marco and Tony, wanting autographs and selfies.  Their rock star brothers were only too happy to oblige.  Chances were, more panties than Beth’s would be coming off today.

      It was just one of the advantages of having their tour bus parked on the property.  Matteo had already talked to the boys about using it when Beth needed to nurse the baby.  Not that there was anything wrong with breastfeeding in public, but Beth was his.  Those breasts were his.  He didn’t want sleazebags like Carmine getting an eyeful of them.

      The first runners had made it across the finish line before Dante needed tending.

      “Come on,” Matteo whispered in Beth’s ear.  “Ribelle’s bus has a place to sit and a bathroom to clean up.  You’re not gonna find anything better out here.”

      Beth didn’t argue.  Pop had pegged her right.  She was polite.  Obedient.  She knew how to keep her mouth shut.  That independent streak occasionally showed itself, but he’d not yet seen how deep it went.  It was early on for them.  In time, he’d know every inch of her, inside and out.

      To minimize the noise, Beth carried Dante against her shoulder.  He pushed the stroller with Bernardo following.  The tour bus security guard let them pass without a word.  Bernardo stayed outside to watch the door and the stroller.

      Matteo parked it beside the bus and eyed it skeptically.  Beth had so much shit packed, it wasn’t funny.  “What will you need?”

      “The diaper bag.  Here.”  Rather than wait for him to find it, she handed him the squirming baby and got it herself.

      “Home,” he hummed in Dante’s ear.  The baby went still, listening.

      Beth shook her head when he tried to swap the baby for the bag.  “No, he’s quiet for you.  Lead the way, Daddy.”

      The bus was a deluxe model, with slide-outs that made it seem like a luxury hotel suite on wheels.  Two long, black leather sofas flanked the sides of the living room.  He stopped by one of them and waited for Beth to get situated before handing over Dante.

      Matteo knew the drill a little better now.  Beth got incredibly thirsty when she nursed.  Knowing how she craved fluids, she pulled a bottle of water and a burping cloth from the bag before getting started.

      She changed Dante’s diaper between sides.  When he finished, he was ready for another nap.

      Thankfully, they’d had no interruptions.  His cousin Valentina was running the 5K, and Leonardo and Riccardo were probably still in their bunks, which was just as well.  Not that they were any competition where Beth was concerned, but Ricky looked like Italian actor Guilio Burruti and larger-than-life Leo was an Italian version of Brock O’Hurn.

      “Next week, I want you to check with the doctor and see about starting him on baby food.”  He’d already left for a weekend seminar when she called yesterday.  “We have four months until the wedding.  That night, I want you in my bed until morning, with no interruptions.  We need to be able to leave him overnight.”

      Beth stiffened.  For a second, he thought that she was going to argue with him, but she pressed her lips together, sealing in whatever she might have said.  Swallowing her words, she took a breath and exhaled it slowly.

      When she spoke, she kept her tone patently neutral “I need to wash my hands.  Can you watch him, please?”

      “Sure,” he said.  “There’s a sink in the kitchen.  The bathroom’s toward the back if you need to pee.  Anything more, we gotta use the public restrooms or the johnnies.  Rules of the bus.”

      Beth was smart enough to figure it out.  “Oh!  Okay.  I’ll just…go wash my hands…in the back.”

      “Left side,” he told her.  “Past the bunks.”  The space opposite the bathroom was a mini-lounge with padded bench seating and a foldaway table.  The boys said it was good for a midnight songwriting session or a quick fuck if they needed privacy.  Two of their cousins were okay with watching, but they wanted to keep Valentina happy.  The band had been struggling before Carmine’s little sister came on board as their drummer.  Now they were represented by one of the best agents in the business and were working on their second album for their label.  Life was good for Ribelle.

      Good for him, too, he supposed.  He had a son, a fiancée, and a successful restaurant.  The only thing he was lacking was closure with Reaper, but that required finding the son of a bitch.

      By comparison, weaning a baby should be a piece of cake.
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      It turned out, weaning the kid wasn’t nearly as simple as it sounded.

      At first, the pediatrician wanted breast milk only for six months.  Six.  Fucking.  Months.  Rossi was a mob doctor.  Matteo made sure that he knew what—and whom—he was dealing with.  So, four months or double his birth weight, whichever came first.

      Beth had called it earlier.  When four months came, she introduced things one at a time, then it was wait-and-see.  To give Dante the best start, she fucking made his baby food.  She pureed vegetables, fruits, meat.  The kid was a sucker for squashes.  Didn’t matter what kind.  Apples and peaches, too.  Juicy roast chicken and lean roast beef.  They made his shit stink, but he was sleeping longer at a time, thank fuck.

      And then the teething started.

      Talk about cock blocking.  Jesus.

      It’s a good thing Dante was so damn cute when he wasn’t crying.  By October, he was doing that baby babble stuff, getting ready to talk for real.  He sat on his tush all by himself and inched around on his tummy, rolling over like a cop on the Visconti payroll when he wanted to nab a favorite toy.

      Meanwhile, Delia was handling all the wedding and reception details.  Matteo stayed the hell out of it where he could.  The only thing he insisted on was that Beth wear her hair long and loose with no fucking hairspray.  He’d been to more than one wedding where intricate do’s made the women look like brides of Frankenstein on a catwalk.  He planned to be the only thing stiff in their bed.

      He met Beth’s mother at Italian Fest.  Sue Shelton had had a hard life.  She numbed her pain with alcohol.  Beth had cringed to see her drinking.  Sue’s friend with benefits managed to talk her into leaving early, ahead of the concert where more drama was about to unfold.

      Fucking rock star brothers and their fucking cocks.

      One of the women involved was the maid of honor in the wedding party.  At least Juliette was paired with the oldest of his brothers and not the youngest.  The press pass that she’d worn to the meet-and-greet was still shoved up Tony’s ass.

      The wedding was fit for Mafia royalty.  Beth looked every inch the princess bride with five attendants all dressed to the nines.  Val was his best man.  His groomsmen were his cousins, Frankie the chef and larger-than-life Leo, and his rocker brothers Marco and Tony.  Leo’s photographer sisters Aurelia and Aurora made everyone get to the church an hour ahead of the ceremony for the first of the still shots and videos.

      Giovanni’s catered the early afternoon reception, held at the Visconti vineyard that was Val’s domain when he wasn’t out on other family business.  Too bad Matteo couldn’t send him for Reaper, but Val had his hands full.  The last of the harvest was done.  New wine was fermenting, and oak casks from past harvests were waiting to be emptied and bottled.  They’d canceled the daily tours, and security guards at the entrance gate were checking names for admission.  Soldatos had been patrolling the grounds since yesterday, keeping the perimeters secured and the venue safe for their family and friends.

      Matteo smiled through it all.  Well, as close as he came to smiling.  The wedding and the pictures.  The sit-down meal and cutting the cake.  He got hard when Beth sucked his finger into her mouth and teased off the icing with her tongue.  Thank fuck, his tux hid most of what he was packing.

      She was gonna pay for that later.  He had time to think about how.  The dance lasted until nine.  An early night, as events went, but they needed to get Dante squared away and hit the road for their first night alone since he kidnapped Beth last year.

      She didn’t know it, but they were returning to the scene of the crime.

      Mad Dog McLanahan hadn’t blinked when Matteo asked about loaning them the safe house for their wedding night.  He still felt bad that Matteo had been shot when they rescued Mad Dog’s mother.

      Matteo had stocked it earlier.  This time, they’d have guards posted outside.  Inside, he planned a session of kinky sex that would last them all night long.  With no baby and no other fucking ears around, he’d finally get to see how rough he could get before she tried to tap out.

      Tried being the key word here.

      Beth belonged to him.  She was his to do with as he pleased, when he pleased, in whatever fucking way he wanted.  If not for him, she’d be dead.  She owed him.  Every day, every hour, every breath was a gift of his grace.  He would see that she remembered that.

      She nursed the baby one last time before they left.  When she couldn’t find Juliette to help her, he went with her to undo her dress.

      “I haven’t seen her in a while.”  Beth shook her head and sighed softly.  “She was dancing with the bridesmaids, last I saw.”

      He rubbed his jaw, considering just how much he should tell her.  Fuck it.  Sooner or later, she’d know.  “Last I saw, she was sneaking off with Tony.  Maybe third time’s the charm, huh?”

      Beth shot him a look of disbelief.  “Or he kidnapped her.”  Those sapphire blue eyes narrowed.  “Did your brother come packing?”

      “He’s a Visconti. We’re always packing,” he drawled, cupping his scrotum.  “If he’s lucky, she’ll be able to handle him.  If not, you got four other bridesmaids, right?”

      Beth rolled her eyes.  “Not everyone’s looking to get laid.”

      “No,” he agreed.  “But women love musicians, especially lead vocalists, and weddings make people do things that are out of character.  Take chances and see what comes.  Juliette could do a lot worse.  She was dancing with Vincenzo earlier.  Carmine’s little brother.”  As much as he loved his family, he knew better than to trust the Botturo branch of it. His Aunt Isadora was as blind to her kids’ faults as she was to her husband’s.  Valentina was the best of the bunch, but even she’d had some serious issues.

      Beth shuddered.  “I would have warned her if I’d known.”

      “You were busy with the baby.  Diaper duty.  I was keeping an eye out, just in case.”

      “Thank you.”

      She finished up and got Dante to sleep.  Matteo fastened her dress in the back and went to get Bernardo and Constanza.  The waterproof mascara that she’d worn for the wedding was put to the test when she kissed Dante goodbye.

      “Hey,” Matteo crooned.  “He’ll be okay.  They got this.  And where we’re going is only forty-five minutes from home.  Worst case scenario, we can fly low and be there in ten less.”

      She pressed her fingertips to her cheeks and tried to save the rest of her makeup.

      “Come on, bella.  You’ve looked beautiful all day.  You don’t want to look like a train wreck in the last pictures that Aurelia takes.”

      Like she could.  Even red-eyed and snot-nosed, she was gorgeous.  Yeah, he did good, picking her.  Things hadn’t turned out the way that he expected, but that was okay.  They’d had four months to get to know each other better.  Nobody was perfect, but Beth had fewer faults than most.  She was definitely lower maintenance than Chiara.  If he was gonna knock someone up, it could have been a lot worse than what he had going with Beth.

      So far, she’d handled whatever he’d given her, but tonight would test her limits.  Oh, he’d make sure that she got off, too.  It was their wedding night, after all.

      He chose to not blindfold her for the drive.  It was dark, and in this remote part of the country, she’d need a photographic memory and a clear view of road signs to find where they were headed.  Just in case, he had her lean back the seat, where she couldn’t see outside.

      The trip wasn’t that long, but she fucking fell asleep on him.  Today had worn her out.

      “Hey.”  He pocketed the keys and rubbed her forearm.  Nothing.

      “Beth.”  He nudged her shoulder.  “Come on, Beth.  Wake up.  We’re here.”

      She pried open her eyes and slapped a hand over her mouth to hide her yawn.  “Sorry,” she apologized, returning her seat to the upright position.  “It’s been a long day.  Where are we—”

      She stopped short when she looked out the window.  “Oh!”

      It came out as a single, heartfelt sigh.  Beth thought it was romantic.  Matteo chose it because it was remote.  No neighbors.  No interference.  Whatever he wanted to do, he could.  His only limit was time.  It was ten pm.  They had all night.  He planned to make the most of it.

      Their bags were already inside when he carried her over the threshold.  Getting the place prepped had let him deal with his memories.  Seeing it again hit Beth hard.  She looked at the floor where he’d lain bleeding to death and started crying again.

      He let her slide to her feet but kept hold of her, making sure that she was safe to stand.

      “I’m sorry,” she sniffed, clinging to his arm.  “I was so scared.  I almost lost you.”

      “But you didn’t,” he said.  “I’m here.  And tonight, we’re gonna do what I wanted to then but couldn’t.”

      He caught her hand and pulled her after him, not stopping until they came to the same bedroom that they had used before.  The sitting area had been transformed into a kinkster’s play space, with a spanking bench, a St. Andrew’s cross, and a table covered with equipment and toys.

      Beth looked at him, her sapphire eyes full of unspoken questions and more than a little fear.

      Matteo took off his jacket and reached for his tie.  “Strip,” he ordered.

      She stood, frozen in place, eyes nervously darting like a cornered animal.

      He tossed his tie, took out his cufflinks, and began rolling up his sleeves.  “Dress off.  Now, bella.  You won’t like what happens if you make me repeat myself.”

      “I need help,” she croaked.  “The zipper…”

      In back.  Yeah, he’d had to help her with it at the reception, too.  “Turn around,” he growled.

      He found the tab and slid it down, revealing a wedge of soft, pale skin and the tantalizing length of her spine, from the nape of her neck to the perfect curve of her low back.  He was tempted to bend her over the bed and fuck the shit out of her, just to take the edge off before he got serious.  Instead, he stroked himself and watched her undress.

      She folded her petticoats in half, laid them in a corner, and added her wedding gown to the top of the stack.  She’d forgone a nursing bra for a matched set of lingerie in virginal white, with a garter belt, thigh-high hose, and strappy heels that had threatened to topple her more than once.

      She turned to find him behind her, blocking the way.  She looked up, her questioning gaze taking in the flare of his nostrils and the lust in his eyes.

      He backed her into the wall.  Raising his arms, he planted a hand on either side of her, bracketing her body.  She inhaled sharply and pressed her palms against the designer-colored surface, looking like she wished that she could disappear into it.

      Fat chance.  She was his.  Tonight, she’d learn what that meant.

      He bent his elbow and leaned closer.  Pressing his forehead against hers, he inhaled the soft scent of her skin and smiled to feel her tremble.  Fear would heighten the experience.

      For him, at least.

      Matteo slid one hand behind her neck and peeled her off the wall.  He speared his fingers into her hair and fisted it.  Pulling back, he forced her face up and made her look at him.

      Such a fucking innocent.  Even after all this time, she seemed untainted by the dirty business that his family dealt with on a daily basis.  Drugs.  Prostitution.  Gambling.  Loans.  Hostile takeovers of the legitimate businesses that they needed for laundering more money.  His father might appear upper middle class, but the truth was, he was rich as Croesus.

      And when you’re the man on top, you have enemies looking to take you down.  Things had to be dealt with, on both sides.  Fortunately, Beth was such a shirttail relation to the Sheltons, no one had batted an eye when she was taken.  She didn’t rate a protest, let alone retaliation.  They’d given her up without a word.  Just that easy.  Just that simple.

      No one wanted a war.

      Matteo tightened his hold.  She gritted her teeth, panting now.  He dropped his gaze to her heaving chest.  She could deny it all she wanted, but her nipples were hard, and the air between them was rife with the scent of her arousal.

      He shoved his free hand between her legs and felt the wetness through her panties.  “Tonight, when you’re allowed to speak, you’ll call me Sir.  Blink twice if you understand.”

      Her eyelashes lowered, lifted, and fanned down again.

      He slapped her pussy.  “Eyes on me, bella.  You’re not allowed to shut me out.  Not anywhere.  Not your eyes.  Not your ears.  Not your mouth or your pussy or your ass.  Every inch of you is mine, capisci?  Mine to test.  Mine to take.  Whenever.  Wherever.  However.”

      He dropped his gaze to that tempting mouth.

      “Lick your lips if you understand.”

      The tip of her tongue laved her lips, leaving them glossy and wet.

      Matteo nodded smugly.  “Now that you’re ready for me, let’s begin.”
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      He started with a blowjob, fisting her hair and force-feeding Beth his erection until she’d taken him down to the root.  He fucked her face, taking pleasure in her scrabbling hands and the muted whimpers that escaped anytime she didn’t have his length shoved down her throat.

      She’d married a monster.

      A sadist, anyway.  There were limits to his perversions.  At least, that’s what she told herself.  She couldn’t envision him permanently marking or disfiguring her.  When he’d bound her to the St. Andrew’s cross with her nipples clamped, an anal plug up her ass, and a pussy full of frozen grapes, he was careful to not leave marks where they would be seen by anyone but him.

      He’d used a flogger, a paddle, a crop, a more aggressive paddle, a tawse, and a cane until her skin bloomed red, white, and blue with bruises and weals.  When her flesh was marked just the way he wanted, he’d replaced the anal plug with his cock and had taken her where she stood.

      Now she was lying on her back with her weight on her abused flesh, bound spread-eagle to the four corners of the bed.

      At least the nipple clamps were off.

      Matteo selected his next toy.  Pricking her skin with a Wartenberg wheel, he traversed her body like a surveyor making his marks.  Occasionally, he stopped and pulled out another grape, succulent with her juices, and popped it in his mouth.

      Eventually, he ate them all.

      Matteo had made a soundtrack for tonight.  The current album was by a Russian acoustical guitarist whose arrangements were as clever as some of Matteo’s kinks.

      Beth was learning about her husband, but more than that, she was learning about herself.  In the four months that they’d been together, he had conditioned her to yearn for his touch.  She didn’t consider herself a painslut, but she enjoyed when he started getting rough.  When it crossed the line and became something that she needed to bear, she had learned to be patient, knowing that her compliance would eventually be rewarded.  When she’d told herself that she would do anything to keep alive and stay with her son, she never realized that she would come to crave Matteo like a drug.

      He left her for a moment.  She whimpered at the loss.  The soundtrack changed again, this time to an Italian female vocalist, Alessandra Amoroso.  Beth recognized the song.  The sultry pop ballad with its driving rhythm was one of his favorite songs to fuck to.

      Just that fast, her body reacted, nerve endings lighting up like a Vegas slot machine announcing that a payout was at hand.  Mounting the bed, Matteo climbed between her legs, notched the head of his cock in her pussy, and claimed her in a single, searing thrust that reached her very soul.

      She cried out from the force of it.

      The weight of his body pinned her hips to the mattress.  When he started driving into her, the soft bottom sheet abraded the tender flesh of her backside.  Every move became exquisite torture.  Pleasure entwined with pain.

      The intensity on his face was mesmerizing.  The gleam in his dark eyes was one of pure triumph.  He had coveted her tears, and she had given them.  But if he could make her cry and beg for more, didn’t that make her just as messed up as he was?  The twisted truth was, he had dragged her down into his world and made her want to stay.

      Despite the danger.

      Despite the pain.

      She was his, for better or for worse, with all that it entailed.  Matteo might use her like a cumslut in the bedroom, but he demanded that others respect her as his wife and the mother of his son.

      Like his father and grandfathers before him, Matteo protected what was his.

      The music changed and he picked up the pace until he was jackhammering into her like a well-oiled machine.  Sweat beaded his skin and dripped from his hair.  His lungs were labored from his efforts.  His breathing grew increasingly ragged.  Near the end of the next song, his rhythm broke.  Burying himself to the hilt, he erupted inside her and filled her with his seed.

      “Mine,” he growled.  Flexing his buttocks, he pumped the last of his semen into her as the final notes of the song faded and the next one began.

      Before he pulled out, he bent his dark head and kissed her.

      Beth welcomed the press of his lips, the sweep of his tongue.  Earlier, he’d eaten her pussy and teased her clit until she came.  Now, he tasted like grapes, but the scent on his skin was all hers.

      Matteo avoided fragrances.  She’d never known him to use aftershave, let alone men’s cologne.

      He was a hunter.  Hunters didn’t advertise their positions.

      Replete, he rolled to the side and lay with her, one arm draped over her chest with his hand on her breast.  When she started to drift asleep, he freed her wrists and ankles.

      “Roll over,” he said, pushing himself off the bed.  “I need to put arnica cream on your ass.  That, and get some analgesics in you.”

      He came back with a tumbler of water, two pills, and a jar of the cream that he used to minimize bruising and speed the healing process.  Despite his aftercare, she knew that she would feel their session for days.

      This wasn’t the first time that he’d gone Medieval on her ass.  It was the longest, though, and he’d used new things.  She probably shouldn’t let him know how much she hated the tawse.  Sadist that he was, he’d only use it again.

      “I’m gonna take a shower,” he said.  “Wash the sweat off.  I’ll be quick.  No shower for you until morning.  If we take one now, I’ll want to fuck you again.”

      He palmed her reddened ass and squeezed it, admiring his work.  She gritted her teeth against the pain.

      “Beautiful,” he rumbled, “but I don’t think you’re ready for more right now.  Close your eyes, bella.  Try to rest, even if you can’t sleep.”

      Beth gladly stayed in bed when Matteo slipped away again, headed for the en-suite.  Closing her eyes, she listened to his footfalls cross the room.  The door latch clicked as he shut it behind him.

      He didn’t take long.  He was ruthlessly efficient in all aspects of life, from hunting monsters to making babies.  Right now, an IUD was taking care of the latter.  The first one was still a sore point with him.  Matteo wouldn’t rest until the man who’d shot him was dead and his family’s honor was avenged.  It might hurt her to be his wife, but she pitied anyone who made him an enemy.

      She was thankful that he seemed to care for her, in his own twisted way.  For a man so cold, he warmed around their son.  He was still more of an observer than a caregiver, but he’d actually managed a grin or two when he was interacting with Dante.

      She couldn’t wait until the baby called him dada.  One word might be all it took to find that elusive heart of his.  She knew it was in there.  She glimpsed it when he was with his family.  Otherwise, he kept it safely locked away, hidden from anyone else, including her.

      Matteo came back to bed with fresh, minty breath and skin still warm from the heat of the shower.  He lay down beside her and curled his body against her back.  Beth drifted asleep, feeling protected if not loved.

      A short time later, she came awake with a start, gripping her stomach and plagued by the sense that something was terribly wrong.

      Her movements woke Matteo.  In an instant, he was as wide awake as she was.  He flipped on the nightstand’s lamp so that he could look at her.  “What is it?”

      “I don’t know,” she cried, swiping at the tears on her cheeks.  “I don’t know.  I had the dream again.”  It was a recurring one that she’d had since childhood of dark-clothed men breaking into the house and killing everyone there.  “But I couldn’t go back into it.  I couldn’t change it.  I’ve always called for help or something chases them off, but tonight, they just kept coming and coming.  The baby.”  She pressed her fingers to her lips, afraid that she might vomit.  “Matteo, call Bernardo.”  When he looked less than receptive, she begged him.  “Please!  Oh, please!  Something’s wrong.  I can feel it.  So close.  If it’s not there, then here?”

      She looked at the hallway door and tried to not imagine it bursting open.  “Please, Matteo!  Check with the soldatos.  Maybe it’s a warning.  Maybe it hasn’t happened yet.  Maybe we can change it, make it go away.”

      He thrust his fingers into his hair and shook his head.  “It’s a dream, bella.  But I’ll check.  I—”

      From the nightstand came the ominous ringtone of his father calling his cell phone.  Matteo snatched it up, tapped it open, and put it to his ear.

      “I’m here.”

      A knock sounded on the bedroom door.  Beth pulled the sheet up to her chin, hiding her nakedness.  They knocked, she told herself.  It’s one of ours.  Bad men wouldn’t bother knocking.

      Beside her, Matteo swore beneath his breath.  “Yeah,” he said.  “Yes.  We’ll be there as soon as we can.”

      He ended the call and looked at her.  His expression was as grim as she’d ever seen it, even when he’d been wounded.

      “Tell me,” she said, bracing herself.

      “They hit the house.”  Matteo grabbed his clothes and started throwing them on.  “Bernardo’s dead.  They took Constanza and Dante.  They’re studying the security camera footage for anything they can find.  I need you showered in five and ready to leave in ten.  Go!  Move!”  He swiveled his head and yelled towards the hallway door.  “Coming!”

      Beth’s heart squeezed.  She burst into tears and bit her fist to keep from screaming.  Bernardo was dead.  Their baby had been kidnapped.  That it was done while they were gone was telling.

      This wasn’t about Matteo.  It was about his father.

      Her backside protested, but she forced herself out of bed and ran to the en-suite while Matteo went to the hallway door.  He had his hand on the knob, ready to open it as soon as she was out of sight.

      The bathroom clock read 1:05.  The sun wouldn’t be up for another six hours.

      Beth used the commode while the water warmed.  To save time, she lathered up and rinsed immediately off, praying while she washed, wrapping Dante in angel wings and bargaining with God for his safe return.  Whoever had taken him had thrown a gauntlet, challenging Dom Visconti’s authority.  Those responsible would need to be dealt with decisively.

      They’d left on a one-night honeymoon.  They might well be driving back into a war.

      As soon as her shoes were on, Matteo hustled her outside and into his SUV.  Their overnight bags had already been thrown in.  Beth carried her purse with the filled, single-use syringe that her allergy required her to keep with her at all times.  The four soldatos piled into their matching vehicle and followed close behind.

      Beth knew how rattled Matteo was when he didn’t blindfold her.  She buckled up and reclined the seat without being told.  He shot her a look but said nothing.

      She knew better than to speak without permission.  Instead, she wove her fingers together and silently chanted, reciting prayers from every faith that she had ever studied, calling on Archangel Michael, Kwan Yin, Ganesha, and anyone else who was listening to protect and deliver Dante and Constanza.

      The flying trip back to Diamond Springs took thirty-five minutes.  Beth put her seat up when they were on the outskirts of town.  As they approached the Visconti compound, Matteo made a call that let them pass unchallenged through the gate.

      In the dark, she could see soldatos guarding the house and patrolling the grounds.  They pulled to a stop at the front door.  Beth grabbed her purse and followed Matteo inside.

      “My room,” he said gruffly, nodding towards the stairs.  “I want you to take a bath.  Soak your muscles.  Put more arnica cream on when you’re done.  After that, try to sleep.  If you can’t, then read a book.  Watch TV.  Whatever.  You stay there until I send for you, capisci?”

      “I understand.”  He needed her where he could find her on an instant’s notice.  Pray to God, it was to share good news, not bad.

      Beth trudged up the stairs, her body hurting, her heart aching.  As much as she needed Matteo right now, his father needed him more.  Giovanni Visconti was the reason that their son had been taken.

      He was also their best—and possibly their only hope—of getting him back alive.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            22

          

        

      

    

    
      Matteo looked at the footage and agreed with his father.

      Carmine was working with the Castellaris.

      The bastard didn’t know that they had cameras covering the neighborhood.  He thought that switching cars four blocks down would keep him safe, but the video was damning.

      “They want a million dollars in small, unmarked bills,” his father told him.  “And they want you to deliver it.  Alone.”

      It was a setup.  They both knew it.

      “You should know that I’m not paying.  Chances are, the money will disappear along with you and Dante.  I’ve got every resource searching for him and one good lead that we’re checking out now.  I called in the team already.  The helicopters are standing by, ready to go once we have visual confirmation.”

      He might refuse to pay the ransom, but he was willing to spend that much or more to bring Dante home.  There was plenty of nighttime left for a stealth strike.  The family used the same team of mercenaries, comprised of former special forces, to handle things like this.  The Castellaris wouldn’t know what hit them until it was too late.

      “Thank you, Pop.”

      “Once Dante’s been reacquired, I’ll deal with Carmine.  He’s dead to me, but his mother….”

      Isadora was the oldest sister, born next after his father.  They were close when they were young.  Real close, until she married Stefano Botturo.  Her loyalty was to her husband now.  If Carmine got what was coming to him, it was gonna fucking tear the family apart.

      “Carmine’s wife is from Salerno,” his father mused.  “If there’s a problem with immigration, he’ll need to go with Becca.  And stay.  It’s not what he deserves, but I have to look at the bigger picture.  Surely Isadora will see that it’s better to be exiled than dead.  Of course,” he added darkly, “I won’t predict how long Carmine will last once he’s there.  Hit on the wrong woman, seduce the wrong wife….  Eventually, it will happen.  We know this.  He can’t help himself.”

      Pop had always blamed it on the bloodline.  Carmine’s paternal grandmother was a Castellari.  While the Viscontis controlled the area north of the Ohio River in Illinois, the Castellaris were supposed to stay south of it, in Kentucky.

      The Castellari women tended to be early bloomers.  The men thought with their dicks from the cradle on.  But that didn’t mean shit when it came to Dante.  His son was a pawn in a larger game.  And pawns were easily expendable.

      If anything happened to him, Beth would hate him.

      Worse, he’d hate himself.

      At least Constanza was with him.  He wasn’t with strangers who didn’t know that Tigger was his favorite toy or that he liked listening to Vivaldi and Italian pop ballads by Raf.  That he loved squash and hated kale and the only milk he would drink came from his mother’s breasts.

      Fuck.

      Matteo shook himself when emotions threatened to take hold of him.  They were a weakness that he couldn’t afford if he wanted to survive.

      He looked at his father, wondering what must be going on inside his head.  The poor guy looked like he’d aged five years overnight.  “What can I do?” he asked him.

      His father stroked his chin.  “Nothing for now.  We think that we know where they are.  I’m waiting on confirmation before responding to the ransom demand.  Until I hear something, go upstairs.  See to your wife.  This kind of thing is hard on a woman.”

      Normally, he would have waited with his brothers.  Marco and Tony were still here from the wedding.  Val had come just ahead of him and Beth.  But Pop was right.  He should see to his wife.

      He had told her to take a bath.  Knowing that independent streak of hers, she would want to stay up and wait for news.  But she was bone tired.  Exhausted from the wedding and a night of kinky sex.  Just in case her body overruled that stubborn head of hers, he opened the door noiselessly to keep from waking her.

      Sure enough, she was dead to the world.  She lay on her side of the bed, hugging a pillow with her eyes closed.  The thick crescent brush of lashes failed to hide the redness around them.  Her nose was ruddy, too.  Add the tear stains on her pillow, and it looked like she’d cried herself to sleep.

      He wished that he could spare her this.  He wished that he could promise that it would never happen again.  But when the Castellaris took Dante, they had essentially declared war.  Chances were, Kentucky wasn’t enough for them.  They wanted Illinois, too.  There was no way that they would get it without a fight.

      Mob wars were ugly.  They could drag on for years, with heavy casualties on both sides.

      Things were bound to get worse before they got better.

      Working as quietly as he could, he found his black fatigues and combat boots and dressed in the en-suite.  When he was done, he sat in a chair and watched Beth sleep.

      A soft rap on the door twenty minutes later made her jerk awake.  Shoving himself to his feet, he went to answer it.

      “What?” Beth asked, failing to mask the fear in her voice.

      “Nothing,” he told her.  “Go back to sleep.”

      Val was standing in the hall.  When he opened his mouth to speak, Matteo signaled him to hold it.  Once they reached the stairs, they were far enough away from Beth for Val to fill him in.

      “Dante and Constanza are being held at a rural location an hour from Paducah.  The Castellaris use an old tobacco barn for drugs and guns moving through the pipeline.  Constanza and the baby are in there, too.”

      Sons of bitches.

      Matteo’s long stride ate up the distance to his father’s office.  He was surprised to see Marco and Tony there.  His rock star brothers usually turned a blind eye and kept their distance from the family’s dirty business.  Living under the media’s microscope, it was better and safer for everyone.

      Matteo looked at his father.  “How soon do we go?”

      “Fifteen minutes.  The chopper’s ready as soon as you and Val get to it.”

      Both brothers knew the drill.  Rendezvous with the team, watch from the background, and let them do their job.  Everyone was armed, but it was rare for guns to come out.  These men were silent killers.  Blades and garrotes were their weapons of choice.

      Matteo nodded.  “I’ll meet you out front in five.  I need to tell Beth that we’re going.”

      She was pacing the floor by his trophy wall, hugging herself and rubbing her arms, struggling with anxiety that he was only going to make worse.

      “Hey.”  Reaching, he took hold of her shoulders and squeezed them.  “I can’t give you details, but we’re going after Dante.  Val’s waiting for me downstairs.  We’re leaving now.”

      Beth pressed her fingers to her lips and burst into tears.  “You found him?  You know where he is?”

      Smart girl.  She didn’t ask for details, just confirmation.  Pop had been right about her.  She was definitely a keeper.

      “Yeah.  There’s enough time to do the extraction while it’s still dark, but we need to move.”

      She threw her arms around his chest and hugged him.  “Promise that you’ll come back to me,” she begged.  “Whatever happens, whatever you find….if anything happens to Dante…”

      Matteo’s throat tightened.  Unable to speak, he kissed the top of her head and smelled the soft scent of her hair.

      “He’s okay.”  He managed to push the words past a throat choked with those damn emotions that he’d sworn to never feel.  “Constanza’s with him.  We’ll get them out and be back before you know it.  I gotta go, bella.”

      Pushing against his chest, she lifted her head and swiped the blur of tears from her eyes.  Her sapphire gaze met his with the accuracy of a laser sight.  “If anything goes wrong…Matteo, I won’t survive losing the both of you.  Whatever happens, you come back to me.  Do you hear me?  You come back!”

      Shoving her fingers into his hair, she raised on her tiptoes, pulled down his head, and slammed her mouth against his in a desperate kiss.

      “I love you,” she whispered fiercely and kissed him again.

      Damn it all.  Those three words broke something inside him.  Matteo felt the shift, subtle but certain.  He didn’t need this.  He didn’t want this, but he was powerless as fuck to stop it once her words flew free.  He might manage to ignore their impact, but nothing was going to wish them away, or the inexplicable truth of his new reality.

      The truth was, Beth had changed him.

      Dante had changed him.

      He was a husband and a father, and by the Grace of God, he’d bring their baby home.

      He ended the kiss and pressed his forehead to hers.  “I’ve got to go,” he rasped, his voice hoarse with his own tumult of emotion.  “With luck, we’ll be back for breakfast.  You be good, you hear me?  Stay upstairs and out of the way.  Pop needs to keep focused.  Having Marco and Tony around doesn’t help.”

      “I will,” she promised.  “Go get our boy.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Her words became his mantra.  They echoed in his head when they were taking off.  They sounded in his ears when they rendezvoused with the hit squad.  They flowed through his veins like molten fire when they had dispatched the soldatos outside the tobacco barn and started taking down everyone inside.  Constanza and Dante were assigned to him and Val.  The rest of the squad killed all but an unlucky three.

      They’d soon wish they were dead when they were tortured for information.

      Constanza was crouched behind a stack of crates, holding Dante to her chest and trying to comfort him.  Seeing Matteo, she burst into tears and started praying in Italian.

      “Here,” Matteo reached for Dante and fanned his flexed fingers.  “Give him to me.”

      She surrendered the baby and immediately hugged herself, almost cowering—a protective pose that he’d seen too many times, usually after one of their prostitutes got roughed up by a john.  Val was better at that kind of thing.  He left Constanza to him and focused on his son.

      “Hey,” he said.  “It’s Papa.  Mama’s been worried about you, but we’ll have you home soon.  Are you wet?  Hungry?  Give us a few minutes, and we can take care of that.  It’s the first raid I’ve been on with a diaper bag on board.  I’m telling you, Dante, it had better fucking be the last.”

      Dante’s cries wound down to a fret, listening to the sound of his voice.  The baby managed to snag his finger and pulled it to his mouth to chew on it.

      That’s when he saw the bruises.

      He stepped to where Val was quietly questioning Constanza and showed her Dante’s arm.  “Who did this?” he asked, his voice deadly quiet.  “Show me who did this to my son.”

      If he wasn’t dead, he soon would be.

      From Constanza’s reaction, Matteo suspected that whoever had bruised Dante had done worse to her.  Fucking Castellaris.

      Val helped her up and kept hold of her arm, lending her his strength.  He was only a cold-blooded killer when the family needed him to be.  When he wasn’t dealing out death, Val had a gift for dealing with the living.  He intuited people’s motivations and understood their needs.  If he hadn’t become a vintner, he would have made a good psychologist.

      Val guided her towards the three survivors.  Matteo was right behind them with Dante.  She inhaled sharply but didn’t cringe to see the broken arm of the first man they were working over.

      “Is it one of these?” Val asked her softly.

      Constanza swiveled her head.  Her gaze locked on the last man in line.  “Him.”  She spat on the ground when she said it.  “He’s the one.”

      “Constanza, look at me.”  Matteo waited until he had her full attention before handing her Dante.  “I want you to take the baby.  Go back to where you were.  I’ll make sure that he never touches anyone ever again, capisci?  You trust me to do that, right?”

      She nodded stiffly.

      “One more thing.  Did you see who killed Bernardo?  Was it any of these three?”

      “No,” she said.  “No.  I don’t think he’s here.  I think he left with the others.  We should go before they come back.  Please!”

      The tone of her voice had gradually escalated and was edging toward panic now.

      “Val, take them back.  I’ll be quick.”

      Not that he wanted to rush things, but he needed to be in the air before any more Castellaris came.

      The first prisoner was sitting on a wooden crate that was built to hold guns.  His right arm dangled, useless, at his side.  Charlie was cutting clothes off the second one, preparing to start in on him.

      Matteo tapped Nunzio’s shoulder.

      The team leader gave him an update.  “The first one’s already singing.  The second just wet himself.  He’ll give us whatever we ask.

      Matteo motioned towards the third captive, the man he was about to kill.  “How badly do you need him?”

      Nunzio sliced a surprised glance at him.  “I take it, you don’t recognize your guy.  That’s Luciano Castellari.  Heir to the kingdom himself.  He’ll die before he gives up his old man.  That’s what I’m thinking, anyway.  I overheard your conversation.  You’ve got a debt of honor.  I won’t stop you from calling it in.  Have at him.”

      “Can you spare someone?  I need him bound to the support post.  He’s not going to sit still for what I plan to do.”

      J.D. did the honors, securing Luciano to one of the large, wooden poles that reached to the roof.

      Matteo had more than one blade on him.  He drew his carving knife from its scabbard and approached Luciano, relishing the fear in his eyes.

      “Big man,” Matteo scoffed.  “Fucking coward, if you ask me.  Hurting women.  Hurting babies.  Let’s see how you like it when someone hurts you.”
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      Matteo began with Luciano’s arm, gouging out a piece of flesh for every bruise that he’d left on his son.  He made certain to avoid the arteries.  He didn’t want Luciano to bleed out before they were done.

      He started on body parts next.  An eye for an eye.  A tooth for a tooth.  Luciano’s fingers would never hurt another child.

      He’d never rape another woman.

      Matteo left him choking on it.

      Nunzio and his men were just finishing up with the other two.  Matteo looked around the barn’s corpse-littered interior.  There was a fortune in drugs and guns here.  They couldn’t take them but he wasn’t about to just leave them behind.

      “Burn it,” he told the team.  “Burn this place to the ground.”

      Nunzio cocked a disapproving brow.  “Everything?  It’d be a shame for all that coke to go to waste.”

      Matteo was willing to compromise.  “All right,” he said.  “They can take whatever they can carry, as long as it doesn’t slow them down or overload the choppers, capisci?”

      Nunzio grinned.  “You heard the man.  Move!”

      The crates of guns were left behind.  A fortune in drugs went with them.

      Constanza couldn’t keep up, even with Val helping her.  Nunzio finally picked her up in a fireman’s hold and sprinted the rest of the way.  As soon as they were in the air and flying smoothly, Matteo dug into the duffle he was using as a diaper bag and pulled out what he needed.

      “Let’s get you changed, Buddy,” he said.  “I’m pretty sure I can do this.”

      He’d seen it done a hundred times, but he’d never performed diaper duty.  He was relieved to see that Dante’s bottom wasn’t a mess.  Evidently, Constanza had had some things with her.  Dante was wet but not poopy, thank fuck.

      Matteo got a dry diaper on him with no golden shower and dressed him in a clean sleeper.

      Next up, feeding the kid.

      They’d been in such a hurry to leave, Matteo hadn’t thought about packing a bag or finding a car seat.  Fortunately, Pop had.  Buckling Dante into the seat, Matteo put a bib on him and showed his son three small jars of the baby food that Beth made in batches.  Dante’s face screwed at having to wait.

      Matteo pried up the first vacuum-sealed lid.  It released with a soft pop.  Just the sound made Dante’s little feet dance.  Setting aside the lid, he dipped the rubber-coated spoon into the jar and tucked a bite into Dante’s eager mouth.

      Dante waved his fists and opened wide for another bite.  A few more spoonfuls and Matteo gave him a bottle of spring water.

      The kid refused to drink distilled.

      Dante ate a partial jar of squash and a little chicken before he started to nod off.  The bib protecting his front was nearly spotless.  Matteo was pretty fucking pleased with himself.

      Damn if he wasn’t getting this dad thing down.

      They rendezvoused with the Visconti helicopter to complete the last leg home.  Val called ahead with an estimated time of arrival, then handed the phone to Matteo so that he could forewarn Beth about Dante’s bruises.  Matteo knew his wife.  She tried to not curse around the baby.  Unprepared, she’d be letting swear words fly like beads at Mardi Gras.

      Doc was waiting for them at the house when they got there.  Beth stood with their brothers and father, wrenching her hands and worrying her lower lip.  Like the obedient wife that Matteo knew she could be when she wanted to, she waited for him to bring Dante to her.

      Matteo had tented the car seat with a medic’s blanket to protect the baby from the pre-dawn chill.  By some miracle, the kid stayed asleep, lulled by the rhythmic thrum of the rotor blades.  Unable to talk over them, Matteo transferred the seat to one hand, caught Beth’s arm in the other, and led her into the house.  As soon as they were well inside the door, he flipped back the blanket and let her see Dante’s precious, peaceful face.

      “Thank you,” she whispered, tears tracking down her cheeks.  “Oh, thank you, Matteo!  Thank you for bringing him home.”

      Pop was right beside her.  His expression was more foreboding than grateful.  “Doc will check them out.  The baby first.  Beth, go with Dante and the doctor.”

      Rather than relinquish his son, Matteo started to follow Doc to the basement room that was kept stocked and ready for him to work in.

      “Matteo!”  His father called his name.

      He knew what he wanted.  Dom Visconti demanded a full accounting after these things.

      This time, he would have to wait.

      “Not now, Pop,” Matteo told him.  “We’re seeing to Dante first.  I’ll find you once Doc’s finished.”

      He was expecting an argument.  Instead, he got a hint of a smile and a nod of approval.
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* * *

      The infirmary was usually kept cool and ready to operate.  Bullet and knife wounds were the norm.  Doc could set broken bones here, too.

      Tonight, the room was comfortably warm.

      Matteo set down the car seat and freed Dante from the harness.  The baby stirred when he lifted him out, but he didn’t wake up and start bawling.

      Doc folded some clean towels to pad the stainless steel table.  “Up here, please.  I need his clothes off.”

      Beth slammed her fingers over her lips and started crying again when she saw Dante’s bruises.  Doc frowned.  “What condition was he in when you found him?”

      “Crying.  Fussy after he calmed down.  His diaper was wet but not dirty.  I changed him, put him in a clean sleeper, and fed him.  He ate squash and chicken with some water.  He fell asleep after that.”

      Doc took his time, checking every inch of the baby, including his bottom.  Matteo had Doc hum “home” to keep Dante calm during it all.

      They got a verbal report when he was done.

      “Other than the bruises and mild dehydration, he seems to be fine.  I was worried about his elbow.  A quick jerk will dislocate a child’s, but the joint tests fine.  You can dress him now.  I’ll look at Constanza next.”

      Matteo reached for the sleeper and started putting it back on Dante, working in his legs, then his arms.  It was a novelty for Beth to have him take the lead.  You’d think that she’d be smiling about it.  Instead, she looked uncomfortable.  Dropping his gaze to her breasts, he saw why.

      This was the longest that she’d been away from Dante.  Watching him had triggered a natural reaction in a breastfeeding mother.  Two dark circles marked the fabric where she was leaking.

      Matteo lifted his gaze to meet hers.  “Let’s get the two of you upstairs.  You both look like you could use some mommy time.”

      Beth looked down to where his focus had been.  “Shit!”  Her cheeks colored when she saw the wet spots on her blouse.

      Matteo finished snapping the sleeper and handed their son to his mother.  Snagging the car seat, he carried it upstairs with them and left it with Paolo.

      “I need to talk to Pop,” he told Beth.  “Go to my room and take care of our boy.  I’ll come when I can.”

      He found his father in his office. Val wasn’t there yet.  He was probably still tied up with Constanza.  Matteo couldn’t tell, with the live feed from the infirmary turned off.  At least Pop was giving Constanza some privacy.  Knowing his father, he’d seen and heard all of Dante’s exam.

      Matteo filled him in, anyway.

      “The baby’s good, except for mild dehydration and the bruising on his arm.  Fucking Luciano Castellari.”

      “Luciano?”  His father’s brow creased with concern. “Inflicting casualties is one thing.  Killing Dom Castellari’s only son…”

      “He brought it on himself,” Matteo reminded him.  “He took what was mine.  He hurt my son.  He hurt Constanza, too.  Just guessing, I’d say that he raped her.  I made him pay before he died,” he said grimly.  “We torched the place when we were done.  I had them start the fire around the post that was holding him up, just to make sure.  I’ll have to hand it to Nunzio.  It couldn’t have gone smoother.  I let his men carry out some coke.  Guns, drugs, bodies—everything else, we burned.”

      “Unfortunate business.”  His father rubbed the back of his neck.  “I wish—”

      A rap on the door cut him short.  “It’s Val, Pop.”

      “Come in.”

      Val slipped inside, as silently as if he were on a solo hit.

      “How’s Constanza?” Matteo asked him.

      “Sedated for now,” he said.  “Doc doesn’t know if she can go back to the house.  Bernardo…”

      “The cleaners have it looking like new,” their father interrupted.  “She’s not going to see anything.”

      “Not in real life,” Val agreed, “but her memories?  One of her last was of Bernardo, lying in the family room with half his head blown away.”  He turned to Matteo.  “Until Doc says that she’s ready, you’ll need to find temporary help for the house and baby.”

      It was unfortunate, but it couldn’t be helped.  Constanza needed to deal with her grief and heal from her experience.  He wasn’t sure that she could be trusted to take care of the baby until she’d taken care of herself.

      “We’ll get extra help, but we’ll make sure that Constanza knows that she’s welcome to come back.  She’s been good for us.  I don’t want her to think that she’s worthless without Bernardo.  We’re not kicking her out now that he’s dead.”

      Pop nodded.  “Bernardo was a good man.  Now that he’s gone, I’m going to assign Franco to you.  He’s experienced.  Dependable.  He’s got a personality that lets him fit in, and he can cook.  It never hurts to have an extra cook around.  I’ll send Angelo and Roberto, too.  They can split shifts and monitor the live feeds.  No man can be vigilant 24/7.  I expected too much of Bernardo.  I won’t make that mistake again.  Moving your family to your house would take care of a number of problems.  No bad memories for Constanza.  Room for the extra help.  Room for your family.  You don’t want Dante growing up an only child.  He needs brothers and sisters.”

      “Eventually,” Matteo said, regretting the time that he’d lost with Dante.  “And I agree about moving us to my house.  But now is not the time to be making more babies with the Castellaris starting shit and Reaper still out there.”

      “Reaper’s waited this long,” his father said.  “He can wait a little longer.  Eventually, he’ll surface.  When he does, we’ll end this.  Right now, we have to focus on our neighbors to the south.  Dom Castellari has lost his son and heir.  He’ll want revenge but he’s going to have his hands full.  People in his organization will be jockeying for the position that’s just opened up.  His enemies will see this as a chance to move in and take over.  Not us.  I don’t want Kentucky.  But if someone wants to challenge Dom Castellari for control, they’ll never have a better time to strike.  We must be watchful and patient.  Brace ourselves for retaliation but know that it might take months or years to come.  Everything depends upon how things play out on the other side of the river.”

      His father was right.  Matteo wondered if Dom Visconti had foreseen a future need when he’d given him a house with a basement apartment in addition to the servant’s quarters in one wing.  Constanza could take one of the rooms upstairs.  Instead of a mother-in-law, the soldatos would share the apartment.

      “I’ll let Beth know about the move.  She’s a smart girl.  She’ll see the sense of it.”

      “She’s sharp,” his father said.  “You did all right with that one.”

      “I did.  Thanks, Pop.  Is there anything else you need from me right now?”

      Giovanni Visconti smiled at his son.  “No.  No.  Go.  See to your family.  Breakfast is in half an hour.”

      Matteo rapped softly on the bedroom door before opening it.  Dante was in the middle of the bed.  Beth was stretched out beside him.

      “Hey,” she whispered, smiling softly.  “I don’t know how long he’ll sleep.  He’s usually up in an hour.  How’s Constanza?”

      “Still with Doc.”  Matteo toed off his shoes and lay down on the other side of Dante, bracing himself on one forearm to talk over the baby’s head.  “Val doesn’t think that she can go back to the house.  With everything that’s happened, I’m moving us into my place.  It will be a fresh start for Constanza if she chooses to come, and there’s room in the basement apartment for the extra men being assigned to us.  We’ll have three—Franco, Angelo, and Roberto.  If Constanza agrees to come, too, it could still be a while before she’s back up to speed.  It may be the two of us taking care of things until we find someone to help with the house and baby.  Do you think we can handle that?”

      “Oh, Matteo.” Beth choked up.  Her sapphire eyes grew glassy with tears.  “A week ago, I might have had my doubts.  You’ve always kept yourself separate from us and never let us come too close.  But tonight—tonight, I watched you be the father that Dante needs you to be.  You asked if I think we can handle it.  I say yes.  Yes, I do.  Seeing how you were with him, I think we’ll do just fine.”

      Matteo blew out softly.  “Yeah,” he said.  Dante’s kidnapping had been a wakeup call.  Beth’s declaration of love had been another.

      Reaching over the baby, he stroked her cheek with the backs of his fingers.  “Can you keep a secret?” he asked.

      “Yes,” she said, unequivocally, without any hesitation.

      “When I’m old and look back, I’m sure that there will be things that I regret, but taking you won’t be one of them.  Do you remember, when I kidnapped you, I told you that I was sorry?  Well, I’m not,” he said firmly.  “I’m not sorry anymore.”
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      Teasers and excerpt http://bit.ly/TW2WP

      Amazon e-book http://mybook.to/TW2

      Amazon paperback http://mybook.to/TW2p
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* * *

      Reap the Wind (Touch the Wind Book 3) by Nia Farrell writing as Erinn Ellender Quinn.  A vicar’s unconventional daughter meets her match in the bastard son of a Spanish spy.  Release Date February 1, 2017.  Length 67,087 words.

      Teasers and excerpt http://bit.ly/TW3ReapWP

      Amazon e-book link http://mybook.to/TW3
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* * *

      Touch the Wind Set 1: Touch the Wind, Ride the Wind, Reap the Wind (Books 1-3) by Nia Farrell writing as Erinn Ellender Quinn. 440 (8 ½” x 11”) pages.

      Amazon e-book http://mybook.to/TTWSet1

      Paperback http://mybook.to/TTWSet1p

      [image: ]
* * *

      Dare the Wind (Touch the Wind Book 4) by Nia Farrell writing as Erinn Ellender Quinn.  Irish Captain Tristan O’Dea finds passion on the high seas with his commander’s widowed half-sister, free-thinking musician and composer Jessenia Bougeureau.  Release Date April 1, 2017.  Length 67,703 words / 245 pages.

      Winners, Favorite Historical Hero (Tristan O’Dea) and Favorite Historical Heroine (Jessenia Bougeureau), EskieMama & Dragon Lady Reads Midyear Awards, 2017.

      Teasers and excerpt http://bit.ly/TW4WordPress

      Amazon e-book http://mybook.to/TW4
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* * *

      Highland Desire by Nia Farrell writing as Erinn Ellender Quinn.  In 1602 Scotland, a young widow finds herself indebted to her clan’s enemy after he saves her child.  Release Date December 20, 2017.  Length 7,632 words.

      Excerpt http://bit.ly/HighlandDesireWP

      Amazon e-book http://mybook.to/HighlandDesire

      Smashwords (FREE) http://bit.ly/HighlandDesireSW
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