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        The good Bad Boys of Ridge City…and the women who love them.

      

        

      
        Put your hands where he can feel them…

      

      

      
        
        Luca

      

      

      As a homicide detective in Ridge City, I see a lot of ugliness. Seeing that ugliness in the neighborhood I grew up in is even worse, but duty calls. I never thought it would bring me back to the doorstep of Mykie Mancini, the woman I love…who hates me for doing my job and tearing her family apart in the process. I want to give her the space she demanded from me six months ago, but as the investigation takes a dangerous turn, I realize things might not be as they seem…and Mykie might be in danger.

      

      
        
        Mykie

      

      

      Our family restaurant is built on one simple tenet: love. I love my family, and up until six months ago when he put the cuffs on my uncle for a crime he didn’t commit, that love included Luca Romano, too. I haven’t been able to forgive him for what he did, but when he shows up at the restaurant needing to see our security camera footage, I can’t refuse him. Someone, though, doesn’t like me helping the cops…and Luca’s arms might be the only safe haven for me.

      

      Luca: Badge Bunnies 6 is an insta-love, happily-ever-after, STEAMY romance. No cliffhangers, no cheating. This is a standalone story part of the BADGE BUNNIES series.
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        Luca Romano

      

      

      I’ve lived in Ridge City’s Little Italy my whole life. I was born in the hospital in this neighborhood, I went to school here, and after I graduated from Ridge City University, I stayed here to work. It’s a family community, one that’s near and dear to my heart.

      So when people get murdered here, I take it very personally.

      Luckily, I get paid to take that tragedy personally, because I’m a homicide detective on the Ridge City police department.

      I walk into a small café this afternoon in the heart of the neighborhood. I ask the college-aged young woman behind the counter if I can speak to the manager. With wide eyes, she nods and disappears to a back room to get her.

      I hate making people feel uncomfortable, but it sort of goes with the job. I’m wearing a tailored suit, but it’s not hard to spot my gun and holster on my hip under my jacket, or the brass I display on my belt.

      The manager returns a moment later, looking confused at the sight of me. Now that the initial shock is over, the young barista eyes me openly. Not to sound like a cocky asshole, but because I’m a young, dark-haired Italian guy, I tend to draw women’s attention. Some are polite with their interest, others brash. None of it matters to me, because I only have eyes for one woman.

      It’s really too bad Mychaela Mancini—Mykie, as I’ve known her since we were kids—hates my guts.

      She’s always on my mind, but especially when I’m in the same neighborhood as her family’s restaurant, Mancini’s Cucina, which happens to be right across the street from the café. Every time I drive past, I think of the last time Mykie and I exchanged words. It mostly involved her shouting at the top of her lungs at me.

      “Can I help you…Detective?” the manager asks.

      I glance around and pitch my voice low, so only she can hear me. “I’m investigating a murder, ma’am,” I tell her, and her eyes get huge. “The owner of the jewelry store a few blocks away, A Gem It Is, was murdered late last night. We’ve been piecing his timeline together, and according to phone records and eye-witness testimony, he was spotted at a bar two doors down from here with a male companion about eleven o’clock last night. They would’ve passed right in front of your shop. You have security cameras, I’m guessing?”

      “Yes, of course,” she says, and together we pull up last night’s feed. Sure enough, at two minutes to eleven, parts of two men’s shapes come into view, but it’s impossible to see them in totality based on the positioning of the security camera and the placement of their bodies.

      I growl in frustration. “Dammit.”

      “Across the street,” the manager says, as if something has just occurred to her. “The Mancini restaurant. I know they have a great security camera. I talked to Angelo and Marie, the owners, about it just last month. I bet you could see everything from their camera.”

      Angelo and Marie Mancini, Mykie’s parents. They’re not real fond of me, either.

      But I guess that’s to be expected, since I helped set up Angelo’s brother, Mykie’s uncle, earlier this year to be arrested on racketeering charges. I worked with a couple of FBI agents because I’m from the area, and my sergeant put in a good word for me. Since I might have the tiniest little dream of going to the FBI one day, it was a dream come true…until I realized who they wanted my help with setting up.

      Hence that night Mykie screamed at me—and then slapped me when they took her uncle out in cuffs. It’s a wonder I walked away on my own two legs that night.

      “And I saw Mychaela go in about an hour ago,” the woman continues. “She’s there, even if they’re not open now.”

      She’s going to be thrilled to see me in a second. But…duty calls.

      I thank the café manager and politely refuse the cappuccino she offers me, but promise to come back when I’m not working.

      Then I muster up all the courage I have, cross myself, and head across the street to the restaurant.

      I pause in front of the building. I used to have great memories here. The food at Mancini’s used to all be cooked by Mykie’s grandmother, born and raised in Sicily. She passed away about four years ago, but her recipes remain. While new recipes get added to the menus occasionally, the original ones stay the way her grandmother made them, with strict rules to follow each one down to the teaspoon.

      The last time I was here, though, was six months ago, when I helped the FBI put Nino Mancini in cuffs as his horrified family watched on. He was accused of stealing jewels—from none other than A Gem It Is, where he worked—and then reselling them at a much higher mark-up. His trial was swift, and he started his twenty-year sentence in federal prison two months ago.

      The look on Mykie’s face that day, when she turned her tear-filled brown eyes to me… It still haunts my sleep. The whole thing does. Nino was like an uncle to me, too.

      I peer through the window. It’s a Monday, and they’re only open Tuesday through Saturday. Still, I know Mykie’s here most days of the week, tending to different things, helping bake pastries and bread for the pastry cases.

      I only see a woman sitting at the bar, a plate of lunch before her as she looks over sheets of paper.

      She’s beautiful—easily the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen. But then again, I’ve never seen anyone who could ever measure up to Mychaela Mancini.

      She’s wearing a snug-fitting burgundy dress that reaches below her knees and follows every one of her luscious curves. Her dark, glossy hair is arranged in waves down her back and pinned up on one side—my favorite. I used to love running my hands through her thick locks. I used to love tugging them as I took her from behind—her favorite.

      That ship sailed a long time ago. It’s my fault I still yearn for her.

      Seeing her sitting cross-legged at the bar, one high heel on the rung of the stool, the other dangling from her toes, writing away on the papers with one hand and twirling a lock of hair with the other, makes that yearning resonate deep inside me with an aching pang.

      I’ll never get over her, but all I want is her forgiveness.

      And today, I need her help.

      I just hope she’s not packing heat under that tight dress, or I’ll be in trouble.

      The sign says closed. But I know from the past she has a bad habit about leaving the door unlocked during non-business hours when she’s here. I used to give her hell about that, especially when I became a cop, but she would only laugh at me and ask rhetorically, “Who would ever have the balls to break in here?”

      I give the door knob a gentle twist, just to see. Old habits never die.

      With a deep breath, I push open the door and walk into the lioness’s den.
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        Mykie Mancini

      

      

      I enjoy serving my customers, but I’ve always enjoyed the quiet times here too, when I can focus on administrative tasks in peace, go over the accounts or check emails or anything else that comes with managing a family-owned restaurant.

      Today, I had a quick meeting with my head chef—my cousin Bruno—to go over some new additions to the menu, and I talked him into making me lunch before he left. Since the sign says “closed,” I’m usually pretty lax about locking the door while I’m in the building. Sometimes a person will come in anyway, seeing me inside, wanting to buy a loaf of our excellent Italian bread or grab a quick pastry to go. I almost always accommodate them, which is one of the things that makes Mancini’s Cucina the staple in this neighborhood it’s been since before I was ever born, and we have the honor of being not only a favorite restaurant among mobsters who want to protect this place, but also the city as a whole. We serve the best, freshest, most authentic Italian food in Ridge City based on my nonna’s recipes, and everything is cooked with love. If you come here to eat, we’ll make you a part of the famiglia, and you’ll never leave hungry or unsatisfied. It goes against our house rules.

      The bell hanging over the door clangs as someone walks in. I turn to look and freeze, a bite of steamed, buttery salmon halfway to my mouth and Bruno’s proposed new menus spread on the bar before me.

      A tall man with dark hair, a dark, closely trimmed beard, and a wary gaze strolls inside my family restaurant.

      Not to get all Casablanca-y, but seriously. Of all the restaurants in all the towns…Luca Romano has to walk into mine.

      He knows he’s not welcome here.

      This is the first day I’ve regretted not locking the door.

      Slowly, I lower my salmon-covered fork back to the plate that also holds roasted, diced potatoes and sautéed broccoli. What a huge bummer—I didn’t get breakfast and was starving, and no one makes salmon like Bruno. Suddenly I’ve lost my ravenous appetite.

      I can’t let Luca know that, though.

      I swing my crossed legs toward him, rotating on the bar stool, and eye him in what I hope is an approximation of bitchy coolness. “Look what the cat dragged in. You’ve got some balls showing your face around here, Luca Romano.”

      What the cat’s dragged in is the man who is the very definition of “tall, dark, and handsome.” Devastatingly so—heavy emphasis on the devastation.

      We’ve known each other since we were kids. We grew up in the same neighborhood. We went to the same school. We had our First Communion together. We went to prom together. We had joint graduation parties.

      We were each other’s first kiss. We were each other’s first sexual experience—and continued in that way until college separated us.

      We were each other’s first love.

      “Hello, Mykie,” he says in that low, smooth voice that always gave me chills. “It’s…really good to see you.”

      It’s been five years since he touched me. After I graduated with my masters in Hospitality and Management from Houston and returned home, we got a little drunk one night and revisited old times. I haven’t been with anyone since. That night… I’ve never felt such ecstasy.

      I ended up running.

      I didn’t know if I was going to stay in Ridge City, and he was full-force into his career. Moreover, my family has always been a little wary of having a cop around, due to the mob ties we may or may not have. My mother always told me Luca would break my heart, anyway. Things would be easier if I beat him to the punch.

      And still…he managed it anyway.

      “It’s Mychaela,” I say icily. He doesn’t get to use my childhood nickname only my loved ones call me. “What do you want, Luca?”

      His jaw tightens ever so slightly. “Can’t we have a civil conversation?”

      I fold my arms. “Did you really just ask me that? After what you did to my family?”

      He sighs and runs a hand through his hair. It’s buzzed around the sides and back, but the top is longish. I know firsthand how thick and silky his hair is. I push that memory out of my mind.

      “You had my uncle arrested,” I say through gritted teeth. “In case you forgot. Arrested and dragged out of here like a goddamn criminal.”

      “Technically, it was the FBI who arrested him,” Luca says.

      “You helped them find him!”

      He approaches me, his hands out. “I didn’t know who they wanted me to help find until it was too late. And, Mykie—the man committed a felony. He bought stolen jewels and resold them on the black market. The FBI has records of the transactions.”

      “Don’t call me that!” I shoot to my feet, hating myself for the tears in my eyes. “You’ve known Nino since you were a baby. You should know better. How could you think he’d be involved in something like that?”

      “I’m a cop.” He gives his head a little shake, one of his thick, dark brows arching. “I have to go by what the evidence says.”

      “What about what your heart says?” I take a step closer and jab a finger into his chest. It’s as firm as ever, and I can feel the warmth even through his shirt.

      He catches my hand before I can pull it back. “I would do things differently if I could.”

      His hand is so warm and strong around mine. I remember what it felt like on other parts of my body, and suppress a shudder. His brown eyes are intense and fixed to mine. I can’t help but get lost in his gaze. Then I remember—he came here. That means he wants something.

      With difficulty, I draw my hand away from his. “Why,” I say flatly, “are you here?”

      He tucks his hand into his pocket, where I can see it’s clenched into a fist. “I need your help.”

      I scoff. “You are really a piece of work, Luca Romano. You could have said that when you walked in. When are you ever not working me?”

      “I’m not working you,” he snaps. “I’m doing my job. A man was murdered last night. I think he and the suspect might be caught on your security camera footage.”

      I’m pulled in several different emotional directions at this, but I start with the basics. “Murdered? Who?”

      He sighs through his nose. “Mr. Esposito.”

      I recoil.

      Gio Esposito is—was—the owner of A Gem It Is, the jewelry store a few blocks away. The jewelry store my Uncle Nino worked at and where he was supposedly caught on surveillance stealing jewels from the case. Except no one was ever able to definitively identify Uncle Nino in the tape. It was a guy who just kind of looked like him. The prosecutors got a jury that was easily swayed by the evidence, by the fact that Uncle Nino has mob ties, and that he had a criminal record in his youth for larceny, among other things.

      Is Uncle Nino perfect? Not by a long shot. Is he a good man? Hell yes. Did he commit the crime he’s now in prison for? Hell no.

      And now, his longtime friend and boss is dead.

      “Let me guess,” I say vehemently. “You don’t think this has anything to do with my uncle. Even though it clearly does.”

      “We don’t have evidence to support that,” Luca says quietly, but there’s a gleam in his eye. “Can I please see your security camera footage?”

      This time, I do lock the front door. Then I lead Luca back to my office. We sit down at my desk and I pull up the footage from the previous night.

      “An eyewitness places him in this area around eleven last night,” Luca says, bracing his elbows on his knees and balling his fists together under his chin, dark eyes glued to the monitor.

      I try not to be distracted by the way his leg brushes mine and scroll the footage to a few minutes before eleven. The camera picks up a few passersby, and then at 11:01, two men walk into view. They’re walking very close together. They appear to be about the same height, but I can clearly see Mr. Esposito’s face, and the other man is bundled up, including wearing a hat and a scarf around his lower face.

      “Got him,” Luca murmurs. “I’ll need to get a copy of this.”

      “Oh.” I glance at the computer, puzzled. I only know how to access the footage if necessary, but I didn’t pay close attention when the security company came out to install the equipment. “I’m not sure how to give you that.”

      Luca shakes his head. “Our department is partnered with a bunch of security camera companies—including yours. I’ll request it myself.” Then he gives me a one-sided smile that turns my insides to lava. “I appreciate your willingness to cooperate, though.”

      “I wasn’t aware I had a choice,” I snipe back. Then I swallow. “Gio was a good man. I—I want you to find whoever did that.”

      Luca leans toward me and captures my hand in his. He hasn’t touched me at all in years, so this gesture now takes me completely by surprise. “Mychaela,” he says quietly. “I swear to you, I’m going to find them.”

      My pride wants me to pull away, to sniff at him and dismiss him with some offhand remark and get back to my menus. But I can’t. I can only lose myself in his brown eyes that pull me under deeper and deeper as the seconds pass.

      “I’ve missed you,” he adds under his breath, like that’s a secret I’m not supposed to hear.

      “I…I’ve missed you too,” I confess. That’s definitely a secret he wasn’t supposed to hear.

      He reaches up toward my face, slowly, like I’m a wild animal he doesn’t want to startle. The feeling of his rough fingertips against my cheek send me into a tailspin of emotion and memories. Before I know it, I’m leaning toward him. All I want is to feel his tender mouth on mine, those pouty lips that once knew exactly how to drive me crazy in the best possible way.

      His breath brushes my skin as he dips his head closer. I can hear both of our ragged breathing, and I wonder how I got here. When I woke up this morning, I wasn’t thinking about Luca Romano. If you’d told me that before the end of the day I’d be here, I would have laughed in your face.

      But here I am. Here we are.

      “Mykie,” he whispers.

      Kiss me.

      An electronic buzz hits my ears at the same time I feel his pocket vibrate. He jerks back as if burned, digging the phone out of his pocket. He clears his throat several times.

      “I’ve got to get back to headquarters to update my sergeant,” he tells me, rising. Then he fishes a little white card from his breast pocket. “This is my number, in case something else comes up.”

      He’s all business now. I take the card and nod, unable to speak around the lump in my throat.

      “I—thank you, Mykie,” he says, then turns and walks out of the office.

      Why does it always hurt when he walks away?
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        Luca

      

      

      “Fucking asshole,” I hiss to myself as I stalk to my car parked up the block. “What were you thinking?”

      I don’t know what just happened in Mykie’s office. Or what almost happened.

      What I desperately wanted to happen.

      I’m working. She’s working. Not only that, she hates my guts. It’s not fair for me to behave like…she’s mine.

      Still, I wonder if there was a part of her that wanted that kiss as much as I did. As much as I do. She didn’t pull away.

      She told me she missed me.

      “Fuck,” I mutter again, yanking the car door open and sliding behind the wheel. I slam it closed with satisfying force. I can’t think straight. Being near her again, touching her—it all makes me dizzy. It’s like no time has passed between us, even though the last five years since we were really together—in the way I crave all the time—have crawled by at a snail’s pace.

      I almost had her lips. Those plump lips capable of driving me out of my motherfucking mind. I could’ve had them.

      My hands are shaking when I place them on the steering wheel.

      By the time I make it back to HQ, I’m steadier. I called the security company Mykie’s family uses for the restaurant, and I should have an email with the link to access the footage in a few minutes. My head still spins with what-ifs, what-could-have-beens. I don’t have time to dwell on that, though. It’s time for a meeting with my sergeant, Tamra Davis.

      In the conference room where she waits, there are a couple of other detectives in the room too—Detective Sheila Acosta from the organized crime unit, and another homicide detective, Ryan O’Leary. I asked Sarge to invite them. They’re both relatively green, and this is a good case for them to shadow me on. I believe in mentorship to the fullest, and I think these two in particular have a ton of potential.

      I catch them up to speed on what happened last night and the developments I’ve come across today, including pulling up the email with the link to the security footage. We watch and rewatch it.

      “What’s your plan?” Sarge asks.

      “I’d like Ryan to do some knock-and-talks around the neighborhood,” I tell her. “In the meantime, I’m going to run the footage by IT to see if they can help me clear up the picture a bit more, and then start cross-referencing it with our database of assholes.”

      “And Acosta?” Sarge gestures to Sheila.

      I tilt my head. Here we go… “I’d like Sheila to revisit the case file on Nino Mancini.”

      Sarge’s brows shoot up. “He’s two months into a twenty-year federal sentence. Why?”

      I sigh. “Because we might have the wrong man in prison. That’s why. It’s an awfully strange coincidence that he worked for A Gem It Is, whose owner was just murdered, isn’t it? It seems there might be a connection here.”

      “How do you know Mancini’s not the one who organized the hit in the first place?” Sarge shrugs. “It wouldn’t be the first time something like that happened.”

      “I don’t know that, and it’s possible.” I shake my head. “But my gut’s talking to me, Sarge, and I have good instincts. I have a feeling whoever murdered Geo Esposito, whoever’s on that film, is a link connected to Mancini.”

      Sergeant Davis shrugs, then glances at Detective Acosta. “Well, you heard him. Get to work.”

      The two detectives nod and file out. I stand to head to my desk, and my sergeant stops me with a hand on my shoulder. “You really think Mancini could be innocent?”

      “I think he is,” I tell her. “I just need to prove it.”

      She levels a hard gaze at me. “You were quite involved with the FBI to set up the sting that ended in his arrest. He went to trial, he was convicted. That’s…quite a bit of crow to eat if you’re right.”

      “Then I hope it gets served with a side of barbecue sauce, because I’m not going to let an innocent man rot in prison.” I yank on the door to the conference room with more force than necessary. “He’s already lost six months of his life he can never get back.”

      At my desk, I send the video footage to my contact in the IT department who I work with a lot. He generally answers my requests speedily, and with this particular one, there’s no time to waste. Anything could help me—a barely visible tattoo, an injury of some sort, an identifying facial mark.

      Anything to help support Mykie’s uncle’s innocence, because my instincts screaming at me that it’s true just aren’t enough.

      My IT guy, Matt, gets back to me about an hour later. It’s barely four, but the pale almost-winter sun is starting to sink in the sky. I’ll stay as long as I need to tonight to make headway.

      “Hey, Luca,” Matt says, sounding excited. “I was able to clear up some footage for you. Want to come check it out?”

      “Be there in a minute.” I hang up and spring out of my chair, then stride for the elevator. I ride it up to the tenth floor, where IT is located. The people who work in this department aren’t sworn officers. They’re civilians with excellent skills we need, and who we perform intensive background checks on.

      Matt’s pacing in front of his desk when I arrive. He’s about six-six but lanky with a mop of curly brown hair. He looks a little like Shaggy. His eyes light up when he sees me and he waves me over.

      My stomach flips a little. He’s got something.

      “What you got?” I say, leaning over his shoulder as he flops back into his desk chair. He furiously pounds away at the keyboard, his fingers moving with lightning speed.

      “A scar,” he says excitedly. He brings up the security camera footage. I have no idea how he did it, but the picture is almost crystal clear, with nearly all of the grainy quality of the original erased. Matt pauses the video.

      The lower half of the suspect’s face is wrapped in a scarf, and he’s wearing a hat. When I first watched the video, I thought we were screwed. But apparently, I failed to notice the man make a mistake.

      For a split second, he glances upward, toward the security camera.

      Matt zooms in on the man’s face, and I see it—a scar across the man’s right eye socket that causes him to have a droopy lid. It reminds me of those old-school pictures of Lucky Luciano from the late 1920s, early 1930s. Maybe the “lucky” part comes in because they still have their eyes, but based on the scar on this guy’s face, it doesn’t seem all that lucky to me.

      Actually, I take that back—I just got incredibly fucking lucky.

      This scar can be as good as an ID. If this guy is in any of the databases we use as law enforcement officers. That’s a big if.

      But it’s something to go on.

      I haul ass downstairs to get my laptop and hurry back up to ten, where I connect my laptop to three large desktop monitors for maximum workspace. I start my searches while Matt analyzes more of the video.

      About twenty minutes later with no hits, my cell phone rings.

      A little surge goes through me as I hurry to answer. “Mykie?”

      “Luca,” she says in a voice that’s almost steady, but I hear that slight tremor at the end. “I—I need you.”

      My blood surges harder. She…needs me.

      In the same way I need her?

      “What do you need?” I ask softly, turning away from Matt for a little privacy.

      “Help,” she says, and this time I clearly hear the fright. “Somebody broke into the restaurant. He just—he just left.”

      She might have said more, but I wasn’t listening. I was too busy running to the elevator, car keys in hand and the weight of my gun tugging at my belt.
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        Mykie

      

      

      Have you ever walked into a familiar area—your house, your job—and something just feels off? Or worse yet, something is off, and it’s immediately apparent.

      That’s an empty feeling.

      After Luca left me earlier, I stayed put in the office chair until I felt like I had my bearings. I went to take copies of the menus over to my parents’ house in the suburbs and make sure everything’s all good over there. They’re on vacation in the Bahamas until Christmas and will be back in a few days. Only when I arrived there, I realized I left said menus still sprawled across the bar.

      Christ.

      My half-eaten, cold lunch was still sitting there too. I decided not to let Bruno’s good food go to waste, so after gathering the menus and setting my purse on top of them, I grabbed my plate and carried it to the back to find a to-go box.

      Then the plate and the leftover food ended up on the floor, because a stocky man in black clothes and a ski mask was standing there. All I could see were his eyes and mouth.

      One of those eyes looked like it drooped at the corner, but that could’ve been the mask.

      Before I could open my mouth to scream, the man grabbed my face in one gloved hand and jammed the barrel of a gun underneath my chin with the other.

      “You’ve been talking to the cops,” he hissed in a low, whispery voice that concealed his true voice. “You should know better than that. What happened to Nino wasn’t anything personal—he was a convenient means to an end. But if you keep running your mouth to the cops, I’ll have to do you like I did Gio. You understand, Mychaela?”

      There was nothing else for me to do but nod frantically.

      “Good.” He released me, pushing my face and sending me sprawling backward. The kitchen door, which opens to the alley, stood open and he ducked around it and through the doorway without touching it.

      Just like that, he disappeared.

      I stumbled away to the front, to get my bag. With shaking hands I dug out my phone. I know what I was just told, but I wasn’t calling the cops…

      I called Luca. He just so happens to be a cop, but more than anything, he’s just…Luca. And for all we’ve been through, he makes me feel safe.

      After I called him, giving him only the highlights of what had just happened, I sank to the floor against the bar, trembling and waiting for the masked man to return and finish me off.

      That’s how Luca finds me a short while later when he shoves open the heavy glass door hard enough to damn near take it off its hinges, his gun drawn and aimed low.

      “Fuck,” he snaps, shoving the gun back into the holster on his hip under his suit jacket. He rushes to my side. “Mykie, are you okay? Are you hurt?”

      I shake my head, even though that’s not entirely true. My mouth and cheeks hurt where the man grabbed me, both externally and internally. That seems trivial in the face of what could have happened, though.

      “Stay here,” Luca growls as he straightens and withdraws his gun again. His eyes hold a feral anger that scares me. He strides toward the back of the restaurant as though he’s not afraid of anything at all.

      I lean back and close my eyes, willing my heart to slow down and my breathing to even out. I suffer from anxiety, occasionally requiring medication to deal with it, and this is not helping that problem. But instinct tells me I’m in good hands with Luca here.

      When he returns a few minutes later, he doesn’t look happy, but his gun is holstered. He catches sight of me still on the floor and, frowning, extends his hand to help me to my feet. I grip his hand, but my knees are still trembling. Finally, Luca hoists me into his arms and sets me on a barstool.

      I let out a little laugh. If that doesn’t distract you from your turmoil…

      But he keeps his arms around me. “I’m worried about you. Tell me exactly what happened, please.”

      He’s definitely not asking me.

      I describe the encounter as best as I can, which is detailed because it’s still so vivid in my mind. Luca doesn’t say much when I’m done. His dark brows are drawn together in a scowl, and his intelligent dark eyes reflect the speed at which I’m sure his mind is whirling. I expect a barrage of questions, to be asked to repeat what happened, but all he does is touch my cheek lightly, his eyes softening.

      “Little bruise here,” he says. “He really grabbed you.”

      I poke my tongue around the inside of my mouth carefully. The insides of my cheeks are tender. “Yeah. He did.”

      Luca mumbles a curse. “I’m taking you home.”

      “I still have to—”

      “No. You need to rest.” His tone leaves no room for protest, but the truth is, I don’t want to protest. I do want to go home. My mind feels like it’s been disconnected from my nervous system and I can’t find the wall outlet to plug it back in.

      “But the mess back there,” I say faintly. A feeling of pure exhaustion washes over me. “Whoa.”

      “Adrenaline crashing,” he says matter-of-factly. “It didn’t look like anything was broke but the lock to get in the back. Let me make some phone calls.”

      “I’ll call my parents.” I hold up my hand to ward off his protests. “Trust me. They’re going to want to hear this from me.” That, and they’re not going to want to hear from Luca. At all.

      It seems to require inhuman strength, but while Luca calls the police, I call my parents and give them the highlights only. Instinct tells me it’s better to tell them a burglar popped in and scared me than some guy who knows who I am and might be connected to what happened to Nino. As expected, they’re both terrified and insist on coming home from vacation as soon as possible, but I tell them a friend is with me and going to take me home, and all I really want to do is relax in a hot bath and get some sleep. It takes me about twenty minutes alone to convince my mother I’m fine, that what happened isn’t a big deal, and that they should stay and enjoy the last handful of days in the Bahamas. She relents eventually but threatens that she’ll be over as soon as they’re home to check on me.

      Did I mention I’m almost thirty?

      Police are arriving when I get off the phone with Mom. I cringe inwardly. It’s possible whoever attacked me is watching, and will be able to see I clearly didn’t listen to his explicit instructions to keep my mouth shut. A stab of icy fear hits me.

      Then I glance at Luca.

      The hard look is back in his eyes as he talks to a patrol cop, gesturing toward the back and talking animatedly. The patrol officer is nodding and recording notes in a small black notebook. He can keep me safe…I know he can.

      The rush of emotion confuses me. This man destroyed my family. I’m supposed to hate him. But every time I glance into his soulful dark eyes, at the hard line of his jaw and the tender set of his full lips, I just can’t bring myself to hate him, no matter how many times I said I did.

      I fell in love with Luca Romano when I was fifteen. I’ve never stopped falling.

      When he finishes talking to the cop, he walks over to me. “They’re going to investigate a bit more. They’re aware of the developments—the possible connection to the murder the other night. What’d your parents say?”

      “Threatened to cut their vacation short, but I convinced them to stay.” I lightly rub my aching cheek. “Said it was a burglar.”

      Luca draws in and exhales a deep breath through his nose. “That was probably a good idea.” He takes my elbow. “Let me get you home.”

      “What about my car?”

      “Leave it here. You’re in no condition to drive. We’ll get it tomorrow.”

      Somehow, that “we” makes me feel like he and I are in this…together.

      I live in a high-rise condo not far from the restaurant. I always liked living in downtown Ridge City, but now I have the weirdest feeling of being watched everywhere we go on the way home.

      I sink down in my seat, grateful for the tinted windows in his car. “Is this what paranoia feels like?”

      He chuckles a little. “You’ll get used to it.”

      I cut a sideways glance at hm. “Are you used to it?”

      He lifts a shoulder. “It’s probably a big reason why I’m alive.”

      For some reason, that makes me really sad.

      I direct him to the heated underground parking garage below my building and into my assigned spot. Then we ride the elevator up to my floor. I live on the twenty-ninth floor, the second one from the top.

      “Just couldn’t quite make it to the penthouse, huh?” he teases with a smile.

      “Nah,” I reply, waving a dismissive hand. “What would I do with all that extra room, anyway?”

      Inside the condo, my two shorthair cats, Luna and Noir, pace back and forth in front of the door as we walk in. They eye Luca suspiciously.

      “Cat lady, huh?” he says, crouching down to pet all-white Luna and all-black Noir.

      “Heavy on the crazy.” I’m glad he doesn’t seem to be allergic. Not that I plan on him staying that long. Besides, he probably has better things to do than babysit me, right? “They’re sisters. I adopted them from the Humane Society last year as kittens.”

      “They’re beautiful,” he says in an admiring way that takes me by surprise. Apparently, they’ve decided he’s all right, because they’re both all over him, rubbing their sides against his hands and legs, sticking their tails straight up in the air and showing him their asses. They’re also both purring.

      That’s usually the treatment I get when I come home to them, but now, apparently, I’m chopped liver. Actually, less than that, because if I were chopped liver, they’d be all over me.

      “I guess the feeling is mutual,” I say with a chuckle.

      Then my head goes completely light and I black out.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I don’t know how long I’m out, but when I come to, I’m on the couch. The fireplace is on, and Luca leans over me. There’s a cool, damp wash cloth resting on my forehead.

      His beautiful lips curl into a smirk. “You know, if you were that jealous of the attention I was getting from the cats, you could’ve just said so. Now you’ve risked a concussion.”

      I groan and reach up, gingerly feeling around my head. “It doesn’t hurt. Did I really hit it hard?”

      “I’m just kidding. I caught you before you hit the floor.” He strokes a finger down my cheek. “I’ll always catch you, Mykie.”

      The words, and his tender murmur, and that look in his dark eyes, suddenly make me want to cry. “But with you, I’m afraid to take the fall.”

      A crease forms between his dark eyebrows as they draw together.

      “I just need a chance,” he whispers. “A chance to make things right.”

      “I don’t just mean my uncle,” I tell him, swallowing hard, thinking of our convoluted past full of so much beauty and pain, in equal measure.

      Luca leans down until his forehead rests against mine. “I don’t either.”

      When his plush, soft lips land on mine, it’s the easiest thing to shut the whole world out.
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        Luca

      

      

      I meant to go in for a forehead kiss. I meant to offer soothing comfort. But my mouth has a mind of its own, and its mind is on Mykie’s lips.

      She doesn’t seem to mind, though. Her mouth opens beneath mine. Memories I’ve tried hard to tamp down since I accepted she would never be mine flood my brain. We had our first kiss at ten. We had our first serious kiss at fourteen. At the time, I thought I would never experience anything as amazing as the sensation of Mykie’s mouth under mine or the taste of her tongue.

      That’s mostly true—I never have until tasting twenty-nine-year-old Mykie’s mouth. It’s different than when we were twenty-four and twenty-five, like it was different when we were teenagers. I still felt she would bolt, she would fly from me, at any given second. Now, with the way she feels in my arms, one of her legs sliding up to hook around my waist, our kisses growing deeper and more frantic, I know in the bottom of my soul she’s not going anywhere, because she wants to be with me.

      “I need you,” she gasps against my lips. “Now.”

      I’ve fantasized about this moment hundreds of thousands of times. I envisioned taking my time with her. But as her deft fingers undo my belt and slide down my zipper, and my cock surges to its max hardness at her touch, I know that worshipping her body like I want to will have to wait for a little bit.

      Because I desperately need her now, too.

      I tear off my suit jacket, then spread her thighs apart. Underneath that snug dress is sexy lace lingerie. A garter belt holds up her sheer silk stockings. I hook a finger through the damp crotch of her burgundy lace thong and tug it aside. She’s hot and soaking wet and soft and puffy between her thighs, and as bad as I want her in my mouth as I behold her smooth pussy, I need to be inside it worse.

      “Please, Luca,” she begs, her eyes glued to my thick, long cock.

      I stroke the head of my dick against her soft wetness and release a string of curses at how good she feels—and I’m not even inside yet.

      “I’ll go slow,” I murmur to her.

      We lock eyes as I breech her, pushing in a little at a time, feeling her walls adjust to both make room for me and adjust around me. She’s always been tight as a fist, and nothing has changed now. Sliding into that wet heat is the greatest moment of my life. Hands down.

      Mykie lets out a sharp, high-pitched gasp as I find her limit. I hook my arms under her knees and start slow, pounding hard and deep and making sure I hit every part of her. She grasps my waist, helping guide me to the pace she needs the most.

      “Luca,” she moans.

      We lost our virginity to each other, and this is far from the first time we’ve had sex, but five years is a long time. She feels brand new…and she feels like home. She feels like a place I belong, and a place I never want to leave.

      It’s time she hears the truth. My truth.

      “I love you,” I grunt, cupping her cheek. “Mykie, I’ve loved you my whole life. There’s never been anyone else. I’ve always been yours.” At the words, my heart and my cock somehow meet in the middle and pleasure like I’ve never known builds deep inside me.

      Corny? Maybe. True? Hell yes.

      Her brown eyes fill with tears as she smiles between moans. “Luca—I love you. It’s always been you. It always will be.”

      I take us flying over the edge.

      We come hard in each other’s arms, shattering into a million pieces that will be put back and made whole because we’re finally whole—together.

      We shed the rest of our clothes and take a long, hot bath together in the Jacuzzi bathtub in her luxurious bathroom. I rub her shoulders and wash her hair, and she scrubs my back. Then she straddles my lap and we make love again. She rides me slowly, the water lapping at the edges of the tub, the sounds of our moans echoing off the hard tile.

      Later, after we’ve fed the cats and eaten a quick dinner, we cuddle up on the large sectional that sits on her balcony. It’s freezing out, but we have a fire in the firepit burning before us, and a heat lamp positioned behind us provides plenty of warmth. And we have each other.

      “Shouldn’t you be working?” she asks, nuzzling my neck.

      “Yes,” I reply, toying with a lock of her hair. “But it’s hard to want to leave you. Besides, I had to make sure you were taken care of.”

      “Oh, you took care of me, all right,” she says, and the smirk in her voice is evident. I may have eaten her for dessert…three times. Seems excessive, maybe. But with her spread before me on the table, her creamy pussy tasting exactly like crème brûlée, what was I supposed to do?

      “I wish I could stay,” I say quietly, “but I’ll have to go back to the office to get my files. We’d just made some headway with the man on the security camera footage. He has an identifying mark on his eye, and that’s all we have to go off of.”

      Mykie shoots up in my arms, turning to stare at me. I blink back at her, slightly alarmed. “Did you say a mark on his eye?”

      I shrug. “It’s a scar. Like a—”

      “Like a Luciano scar?”

      It’s my turn to sit up straight. “Exactly like that.”

      “He talked about Nino like he knew exactly what’s been going on.” Mykie’s voice shakes.

      I pinch the bridge of my nose. “Tell me again what he said.”

      “He said Nino wasn’t anything personal—he was a means to an end. He said if I kept talking to the cops, he’d do to me what he did to Gio.”

      My instincts scream at me. The man with the scarred eyelid is Gio’s killer, and he implied Nino was his fall guy.

      “I need to figure out who he is—now,” I tell her, getting to my feet.

      She stands. “I’m going too.”

      I know better than to protest, even though I don’t like it. You don’t tell Mykie Mancini no.

      I change out of the fluffy robe she loaned me and put my now somewhat rumpled suit back on while she changes into jeans, a sweater, and flat-heeled boots. We head back to headquarters and back up to the tenth floor where Matt’s gone home for the night. It was around four when I left here to help Mykie, and now it’s nearly ten.

      There’s a note on the computer screen I’d been working on. Got a hit on the scar—sent file to you. Take a look. Matty.

      “I’m buying that kid a thirty-pack of his favorite beer,” I mutter, snatching the note off the screen and powering it up.

      Mykie grabs a chair and rolls it beside me.

      When I access the file he sent me, we both gasp.

      “That’s him,” she says in a hushed voice, unnecessarily.

      “Greg Anselmo,” I breathe, reading the digital file with his ugly mug splashed across the screen. “You motherfucker.”

      “Looks like he’s been in a little trouble,” Mykie says, scanning the screen.

      “That’s putting it mildly.” Auto theft, extortion, burglary, robbery, assault, and the two big ones, rape and murder. “His last known location was updated two years ago, and it wasn’t even here in Ridge City.”

      “Well, he’s here now, isn’t he?” she snaps. Then she sighs. “Sorry. That wasn’t directed at you. This guy—what a piece of shit.”

      I put my hand on her thigh and squeeze. “Don’t apologize for anything. You’re absolutely right.”

      She turns narrow, thoughtful brown eyes to me. “What if…what if we draw him out? Set a trap for you to nab him?”

      I kind of want to laugh at her use of “nab,” but her suggestion has me both intrigued and suspicious. “What kind of a trap are you talking about?”

      She shrugs. “We create a situation where he can’t help but come out into the open. Lay some bait. Then you guys pop out and, you know. Do your thing.”

      I really, really don’t like the way that sounds. “When you say bait…”

      “I mean me.” She raises her chin defiantly. “I’m the bait.”

      “No. Absolutely not.”

      Mykie tilts her head. “Sorry. Which part sounded like I was asking permission?”

      “All of it,” I say flatly. “I’m the cop, the one with the resources. You can’t do it alone without it going really bad, and I say no.”

      “Wake up, Luc!” Her voice raises a few notches. “We don’t have time to be precious here. He’s already murdered one innocent man in our neighborhood. He’s probably framed my uncle. How much more time do you plan to waste?”

      “Putting your safety—a civilian’s safety—first is not being precious,” I fire back. “It’s irresponsible. Do you think for a second I’ll be irresponsible where you’re concerned?”

      She purses her lips. The fire in her brown eyes is intense. I swear I can feel their heat. And if looks could kill, forget about it. I’d already be six feet under.

      “It never stopped you before,” she says in a low voice.

      The words slice through me like a butcher’s knife.

      She slowly rises from the chair. “Maybe what happened at my condo was a mistake.”

      I shoot to my feet. “Don’t you dare pull that shit with me, Mychaela Mancini. You ran from me.”

      “You sure didn’t chase me,” she says icily.

      I grab her hand. “What I told you earlier, I meant. I love you. I’ve always loved you, and I’m yours. If you want to throw me to the side because you’re scared, I won’t stop you. But I want you to know who put their cards on the table first.” I tilt her face to mine. “I know you love me. Don’t do this to us.”

      Her eyes fill with tears. “I want my family put back together,” she whispers. “And I can’t do that without your help.”

      I sigh, tensing my jaw. Then I brush my thumbs across her cheeks. “I’m not promising anything, but…tell me what you have in mind.”
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      The next night when it’s dark, I hurry toward the restaurant, my cell phone wedged between my ear and shoulder. The big, white “Closed Until Further Notice” sign I hung on the door earlier in the day glows in the moonlight. So many people who saw me hang the sign rushed over to ask me what was going on. I explained what happened in the same high-level, not-entirely-true terms as I did with my parents. There’d been a burglary and we were cooperating with police, and the restaurant would have to be closed for now.

      I dig the restaurant keys out of my purse and bring my shaking hand to the door. “Of all the times to forget my laptop,” I snarl into the phone, my voice echoing in the cold air. “Hold on, okay?”

      I unlock the door and open it, my head swiveling side to side and I flick on the lights and glance around. I head to the back office.

      When I come back out, the lights are off.

      My blood turns to ice in my veins.

      Have you ever had that sensation where everything around you is totally still and quiet and dark, and yet, you can sense another being in the room with you?

      That’s how I feel right now.

      “Who’s there?” I call in a low, trembling voice.

      A body materializes behind me. A heavy hand drops over my mouth, cutting off the scream bubbling up my throat.

      I drop the phone. Still lit up, it clatters to the floor and skitters under a nearby table. I pray the call stays connected.

      I struggle against the arms that hold me tight. It’s a pathetic attempt—they’re like a vise. I’m not going anywhere.

      And the man who holds me knows it, too, because he chuckles in my ear. “Couldn’t even last five minutes after I visited you last night, could you? I saw all those cops here last night. I saw you close down the restaurant this morning, but I’ve been following you for a little while now. I know you can’t stay away from here for long. Work, work, work, huh?”

      I whimper.

      The hand over my mouth tightens. “Refresh my memory. I told you what would happen if you kept running your mouth to the cops, right?”

      I nod.

      “Did you think I was kidding around?”

      I shake my head.

      “Am I a joke to you?”

      I shake my head again.

      He jerks my head back and pain shoots through my neck. “You sure about that? I think you think I’m a joke. I don’t think you take me seriously at all.”

      I cry out, the sound muffled.

      A flash of glowing light on the floor peeking out from the edge of a white linen tablecloth a few feet away catches my eye.

      Despite the pain and terror I feel, I’m deeply relieved. I try to speak against his palm, but it sounds like jumbled gibberish.

      “You wanted to say something?” he asks in my ear. Then I feel a sharp, pricking pain in the side of my neck. “I’ll let you talk. You scream, I’ll slit your throat. We clear?”

      I nod.

      He pulls his hand away about an inch from my mouth but keeps the knife where it is. “What is it?”

      I flex my jaw and move my lips, trying to work the pain out. “Why did you do it?” The pain in my neck grows sharper and I grunt.

      “Be more specific, doll.”

      “To Gio. To Nino.”

      The man—Greg Anselmo—chuckles. “I told you about your uncle. He was a means to an end. He used to work for my boss back in the day, then decided he wanted out. I wanted to kill him, but my boss didn’t. So, he gets to go inside for the rest of his life. And the other guy, well…he had the jewels. And the jewels mean money. Ten million.”

      I close my eyes. “You won’t get away with this.”

      He grips my neck hard. “You bet I will. You just won’t be around to see it.”

      “That last part might be true,” I say through clenched teeth, trying not to tremble, “but I guarantee you, you won’t get away with this.”

      Greg smacks a hand over my mouth again. “I’ve heard enough out of you. And now I’m getting bored.”

      A line of pain sears across my skin where he was poking me in the neck with his knife, and then I feel oozing warmth in its wake.

      I can’t contain a scream.

      Just then, several bright lights appear in front of me, seemingly out of nowhere. Loud, masculine voices shout, “On the ground! Get on the ground now!”

      My brain goes dizzy as I’m shoved to the side. I spin and hit a table, I think, and crumple to the floor.

      My last thought before I hit my head on the floor and black out is that Luca was supposed to be here to catch me.
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      When I come to, I’m lying in a hospital bed in a dimly lit room surrounded by quietly beeping machinery.

      Luca Romano sits at my side, holding my hand, dark eyes anxious. But when he sees me come to, a huge smile splits his face.

      “Hiya,” he says softly.

      “A hospital?” I grouse. “Really?”

      He lifts a shoulder. “I’m guessing you haven’t looked in a mirror anytime over the past couple hours.”

      I roll my eyes. “No, I guess I haven’t.”

      “You don’t look so hot, champ,” he says, touching my cheek. “Gash on your neck. Big bruise on your head. This time, a concussion really is a concern.”

      At the word “concussion,” my head starts to throb. Or maybe it’s been throbbing the whole time, and I’m only just now noticing. “That sucks.”

      He kisses the back of my hand. “You’re the bravest woman I’ve ever met. I’m royally pissed your brilliant idea caused you to wind up in this hospital bed, but we got your whole conversation with Anselmo recorded. He’s in custody, and he’s done.” He shakes his head. “He’s done.”

      “And Uncle Nino?” I ask hopefully.

      “We’re working on that as we speak,” Luca says. “Exonerating someone isn’t always a lightning-fast process, but I promise you, it’s underway.”

      I nod. It’s the best I can hope for. “Thank you.”

      “Mykie,” he says quietly, “I’m sorry about everything…how much time we’ve wasted all these years. For not looking more deeply into your uncle’s case. For not believing you when you said he was innocent. For not telling you sooner how much I love you.”

      Tears leak from the corners of my eyes. “Well. I haven’t exactly been a peach all these years. But we belong to each other, Luca Romano. You’re mine. And I’ve always been yours.”

      “Can we start fresh?” he asks.

      “I wouldn’t want to start fresh,” I murmur. “The past, our past, it’s part of our story. It’s part of who we are. The good and the bad. We can’t change it. And even though some parts of it hurt us both, it brought us here.”

      He tilts his head and kisses my cheek. “I can get on board with that. Then what should we call it?”

      I gaze into his loving brown eyes, and my sore mouth creates as much of a smile as it can. “We start…now. And we just keep on going. Is that okay?”

      He smooths my hair away from my forehead. “That’s more than okay. We start now. And, baby, I’m never going to stop.”

      “Good,” I whisper.

      He brings his lips to mine, and more than any hospital treatment, that kiss heals me.

      We start…now.
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        Luca

        Christmas Eve, one year later

      

      

      “Oh, yes, baby,” Mykie moans where she lays on the bed before me, thighs spread wide, my mouth buried between them. “Don’t stop!”

      I grasp her soft, curvy thighs and hold her flush to my tongue. She wails, her body shuddering hard. Her sweet nectar spurts across my tongue, and her fingers tangle in my hair as she greedily works herself against my mouth.

      I suck her climax from her, then rise, flip her over so she’s on her hands and knees, and push inside her nice and slow, like she loves. The only sounds in the room are my hips slamming against her ass and the backs of her thighs, our heavy breathing, my grunts and her whimpers.

      We don’t have time for this. We’re supposed to be on our way to the restaurant. It’s closed to the public for Christmas Eve, but the Mancini family is having a small Christmas Eve get-together.

      And…I’m invited.

      But when Mykie was getting dressed in our bedroom inside the condo we now share, I caught a glimpse of her just as she was rolling on her silk thigh-highs…and had no panties on. No bra. No nothing. Just stockings. Her thick, shapely thighs flowing down from that round, scrumptious ass, topped off with her perfect, round, bouncing breasts with pink nipples hard from the cool air?

      What the fuck else was I supposed to do?

      We’re going to be late, and it’s my fault. But I’m okay with that, because she’s coming around my dick now, and that’s my fault too.

      Smirk.

      “Oh, Luca,” she cries, arching her back and spreading her thighs even wider. I’m bottomed out inside her; there’s no possible way I can get any deeper inside her, and yet, it’s still not deep enough. “Yes, baby. Give it to me!”

      I muster all of my self-control. When Mykie is about to come, it’s the sexiest goddamn thing in the world. Her tight, wet pussy is already not conducive to me lasting an admirable length of time, but when she starts gripping me with her interior muscles and moaning like crazy and calling my name…it’s my kryptonite.

      I clench my jaw, grip two tight handfuls of her hips, and damn near throw my back out fucking her into an explosive orgasm. The tight, rapid fluttering of her inner walls around my cock make me shatter right behind her.

      We only have about two minutes to bask in the afterglow before I have to let her get dressed and follow suit myself.

      We feed our kitties Luna and Noir, then we skate out the door.

      Being late is never awesome when you’ve only just gotten back into your lover’s family’s good graces.

      We park outside the restaurant and stroll through the door, hand-in-hand. I catch sight of Angelo and Marie in the center of a big group of family. Angelo’s wearing a suit with no tie, and Marie is stunning in a bright red dress that’s the perfect complement to Mykie’s emerald green one. There are probably twenty people there—extended family and close friends. Everyone’s laughing.

      One male laugh in particular, a deep, hearty belly laugh, rises above all others.

      A tall man who looks like a younger version of Angelo with a similar stocky build holds a drink in one hand and rests a hand on Angelo’s shoulder.

      “Uncle Nino!” Mykie calls with a grin. “What’s in that glass?”

      He roars at the sight of her and folds her into a tight hug. He and Mykie have always been close, and since he’s been home the past nine months, they’ve been thick as thieves.

      Eh… No pun intended.

      We make a little small talk with everyone. Then Nino leads me to the bar and offers me a drink. “Anything you want,” he says warmly, clapping me on the back.

      “I want a cup of jolly, like you got,” I tell him with a grin.

      “Coming right up.” He slides behind the bar and starts mixing something that involves top-shelf bourbon.

      “So what did you ask Santa for, Uncle Nino?” I ask, leaning on the bar.

      “Me? Oh.” He blows air between his lips and waves a hand dismissively as he shakes a chilled shaker in his other hand. “I already got what I wanted. Freedom. I’ll never ask for nothin’ ever again.”

      “Yeah.” I nod, trying to smile. “Freedom. Something you should’ve had all along.”

      “Hey, kid.” Nino shakes his head and decants the drink into a highball glass, then pushes the glass toward me. “Don’t do that. Listen, you was doing your job. I hate I had to get caught in the crossfire like that, but I can’t blame you. Anselmo, he was really fucking good at framing me the way he did. The evidence was airtight, right?”

      “Still.” I shake my head. “An innocent man getting convicted… That’s every good cop’s nightmare.”

      “We’re all proud of you, you know,” Nino says, reaching out to pat my hand. “Always were. I’m a free man now. I’m back with my family. I’m even dating a little bit. I’m blessed. And so are you—you got to right a wrong.” He clears his throat and glances at something over my shoulder. “And you got the girl.”

      I chuckle a little. “Yeah. How the hell’d that happen?”

      “You’re a good man, that’s how,” Nino says quietly. He holds up his glass, and I tap it with mine. “You’re part of the family. Salut.”

      “Salut.” I toss back the drink and set the glass on the bar. Actually, I need it to fortify myself, for what I’m about to do. “Thanks for the drink, Nino. And Merry Christmas.”

      He taps the side of his nose and winks.

      I’m a part of the family now, says Uncle Nino…and I’m about to ask Mykie to join mine.

      I meet Angelo’s gaze across the room, and he doesn’t exactly smile, but his eyes crinkle in a way that’s friendly. He nods.

      He was much harder to win over, and it’s taken almost a year to do it. A couple weeks ago, we had a very in-depth conversation, and I think he understands me and my intentions with his girl, his only child, now.

      Mykie is giggling with her mother and another older lady when I take her by the elbow. She turns beautiful, smiling eyes to me. “What’s up?”

      “Just wondered if I could talk to you real quick,” I say.

      She chuckles and glances around. The room has fallen silent and all eyes are on us. “Um, do you want to go into the kitchen, or do you care if we have an audience?”

      I slowly lower myself to one knee, reaching into my pocket, and her face loses its grin. “I’m okay with an audience. I know how important family is to you.” I hold out an open ring box, revealing a sleek, diamond-encrusted band and a large cushion-cut diamond in the middle.

      As a matter of fact, Nino helped me pick it out.

      Mykie’s hands go to her mouth. Behind her, Marie is openly weeping, leaning against her husband.

      “Mychaela,” I say softly, grinning up at her, “we’ve known each other since we were in diapers. We grew up together, we shared some firsts, and we lost our hold on each other. A year ago, you came back into my life, and I made a promise to never let you go, ever again. I love you. I’ve always loved you. And I always will. It’s you, kid. It’s always been you.”

      I reach for her hand and slide the ring onto the fourth finger of her left hand.

      “Luca,” she whispers.

      “Last year you said our past, all of it, the good and the bad, is part of our story,” I go on. “Well, I want this to be the start of a new story. Starting now. Will you be my wife?”

      Her eyes glisten like glass. She nods. “Yes, Luca Romano. Yes, I will.”

      I’m barely straightened up before she leaps into my arms. Her family—my family—erupts into cheers and applause as I spin her around.

      It’s been a hell of a year. It’s been a hell of a lifetime. For both of us.

      But from here on out, we get to face the next chapter, the next challenge, and all the joy life has to offer us, the way we were always meant to.

      Together.
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