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          ANGELO

        

      

    

    
      You can learn a lot about the secrets of a neighborhood by listening to its sounds. About the asshole who beats his wife, and the monster downstairs who reminds him how it feels to be weak and defenseless in the middle of the night. About the young lady across the hall who doesn’t know how to cook and is too short to reach the smoke alarm. About the home lives of the kids who play in the streets and what they’re going through.

      I should have known by the strange mixture of sounds out on the street that something wasn’t right. The quieting of the kids’ laughter followed immediately by their raucous yells. Years ago, I would have been at the window to see what it was. But that was before the accident that left me dangling over a dark precipice, contemplating, once again, if it was worth it to live.

      The key sliding in the lock of my front door was my first true indication that something was wrong. The kind of people who would come to my apartment weren’t the kind who would use a key. That lowly asshole who thought he could fight back against the monster who left him in a coma but let his wife free. The kids in the building asking for one thing or another when they knew they weren’t supposed to.

      As the door swung open, with nothing but a book in my hands and my gun locked away in the other room, I knew one thing for sure: I was royally fucked.

      I wasn’t even able to set my book down in my lap before Paulo D'Angelo came strolling through. With appraising eyes, he stole a glance around my apartment before training his dark gaze on me. It felt like a challenge, and issued from anyone else, I might have been up for a fight.

      But not with him.

      Not D’Angelo.

      He was one of the most powerful men in the world, and he meant more to me than almost everyone I knew.

      I was so surprised to see him in my space, at first, I didn’t notice the man who slid in behind him. It wasn’t until Zeno Fierro peeked around D’Angelo’s shoulder that I realized what at least part of this visit was about.

      My hunched shoulders slumped, and I wanted to slide down into my chair and disappear. I felt just like I did back in juvie, when D’Angelo sat across the table from me and asked me why I killed, and if I would do it again.

      D’Angelo met my eyes and lifted his chin, but all he said was, “Santini.”

      Placing my book aside, I struggled out of my chair, trying, but failing, not to show how much it fucking hurt. My neck and shoulder had been messed up since the car accident nearly a year ago, and it’d only been getting worse.

      “You’ve been avoiding me.” Zee pulled his attention from the tattered baseball mitt on the floor. The look on his face was akin to disgust. I opened my mouth to respond, but he held up his hand and shook his head. “Don’t even try to make excuses.”

      Even with the kids yelling outside my window, the obnoxious hum of my refrigerator, and the loud clock ticking on the kitchen wall, I was sure Zee heard my teeth clack shut. The bastard had a self-satisfied look on his face, like he knew he’d just stopped me from telling a lie.

      It was true, of course. I had been avoiding him.

      But I didn’t want him to feel special.

      “You’re not the only one,” I muttered through my clenched teeth.

      D’Angelo stepped forward, moving around me like this apartment was his and he could make himself comfortable wherever he wished. I couldn’t object, considering years ago, it’d been him who’d secured it for me and given me enough money to live.

      Thus why he had the fucking key to my apartment when no one else did.

      “Do you know why I’m here, Angelo?”

      Some sort of warm sensation trickled through my veins as the man who ruled a mafia empire called me by my first name, like I was more than just a soldier in his army. Something more to him. But that sensation was gone as he circled around me. Turning my head to watch him wasn’t an option, not with the way my muscles seized at even the thought of it. Instead, I picked out a spot on the wall above Zee’s head and stared. “No, sir.”

      He looked over his shoulder at me as he came to a stop in the middle of the room, then dipped his head and stuck his hands in his pockets. “Dr. Fierro has informed me that you’re not following up on your treatment plan.” He tracked my hand as I lifted it to rub my throbbing shoulder. “It’s become a problem.”

      A grimace cut across my face as he turned toward me.

      “You do know what we do to take care of problems, don’t you?” I started to speak, but he pushed on as if I wasn’t there. “We send the most qualified person to take care of it.”

      “Yes, sir.” The words were out before I had a chance to think them through. Usually, it was D’Angelo’s newest lieutenant, Jet Pasternelo, and the crew he ran taking care of his problems. That crew included me. I chanced a glance at Zee, hoping to find some clue as to what he meant. There was nothing.

      “And since Jet is otherwise indisposed, I’ve decided to take it upon myself to make sure that this little problem is taken care of.”

      A groan rose from deep in my throat, and it threatened to tear me from the inside out as I pushed it down. I wasn’t sure what was worse: That D’Angelo was barging his way into my life to fix a problem that didn’t need fixing, or the reason Jet was “indisposed.”

      A year ago, Jet stumbled into Eliza Westbrook and the host of problems that came with her. As his loyal soldier, I was right there at his side. But a high-speed chase through the streets of New York City ended with me flipping my SUV and breaking more than just the bones in my body.

      It broke my spirit, too.

      Jet’s fascination with Eliza hadn’t ended with the death of the man who tried to murder her. In fact, it’d only gotten stronger. He was lost to her, the same way so many other men and women I’d worked with had been lost to their own relationships lately.

      The three of us here seemed to be the only ones immune.

      D’Angelo took a step closer, as if he could sense my wandering mind. Though I was taller than him, having him so close made me feel like I was only an inch high.

      “Zee and I have discussed your treatment, Angelo,” he said, his quiet voice more menacing than if he’d just yelled. “Since you refuse to seek help on your own, I’m going to see to it that you get what you need.”

      “What’s that mean?”

      Zee hadn’t moved since he came in the door, but as I glanced his way, he crossed his arms over his chest. “It means, I’m sending you to a specialist.”

      “No.” I was shaking my head before he’d even finished his sentence, despite the hot fire it caused to tear through my flesh.

      D’Angelo reached out and put a hand on my shoulder, and every tight muscle in my body tensed so hard I wanted to curl into a ball and pass out from the pain. I wheezed as I sucked in a ragged breath.

      “Zee tells me he’s tried everything he can to get you better. Your physical problems are outside of his wheelhouse.”

      The doctor shifted from one foot to the other. “I’m sending you to a physical therapist I know. She’ll be able to work with you more than I can.”

      “No.” The word came out just a whisper as my gaze locked on D’Angelo’s dark eyes. His head tilted to one side as a sad little smile tugged at his lips.

      “It’s for the best,” he told me, as if Zeno wasn’t even there. “I know it’s not going to be easy on you. But you’re too important to me to let you flounder here in this apartment for the rest of your days.”

      He stepped back, as if he hadn’t just shoved a proverbial knife in my gut. I would have rather had the real thing.

      “Beyond your physical limitations, I’m concerned about your mental health.”

      Pain ricocheted through my skull as I snapped my head up. My eyes widened as my nostrils flared, and I glanced between the two men. Zee had the wherewithal to lower his gaze, as if doing so could keep him out of this conversation.

      “You haven’t left your apartment in months. As much as I know you need your time alone, you also need to be a part of the world.” He turned back to me. “Starting tonight, I want you at Zee’s house for supper once a week. The three of us will sit down and have a meal. It will give us an opportunity to focus on your treatment and make any adjustments that may need to be made. And it will get you out of your apartment.”

      “I’m happy in my apartment.” The frown on D’Angelo’s face told me I’d said those stilted words out loud. And that frown screamed back at me, telling me he knew it was a lie.

      I wasn’t happy. Between the overwhelming pain and the dark hole I’d dug myself into, I wasn’t sure I’d ever be happy again.
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          LYNDSEY

        

      

    

    
      Years ago, ravaged by life and overcome with desperation, I made a deal with the devil just to try to survive. He kept his end of the bargain. He paid off my medical bills, helped me find a place to live, and gave me the means to move forward with my life.

      A small part of me hoped he’d never come to collect on the debt I owed. But in the back of my head, I always knew the deal was going to bite me in the ass.

      When least expected, the devil sent his lieutenant to do his bidding, calling in a favor I wasn’t sure I’d survive.

      Treat our soldier. Get him back to the state where he can live without constant pain.

      It was the unspoken, “or else,” that had chills running down my spine. Since that day, every time I glanced up at the doorway to my tiny office, I still saw that lieutenant standing there. Knowing he wasn’t didn’t erase the anxiety that flowed through my veins.

      He’d given me less than three days' notice until the soldier was supposed to be at my clinic, and his apology for the timing didn’t do anything to ease the sting. I had the time in my schedule. This fledgling practice of mine felt like it was going nowhere. My boss looked upon the money I brought in each month with disgust in his eyes. I wasn’t doing good enough, and if I didn’t start bringing in patients soon, I feared I’d be right back on the streets with even more debt to my name.

      This patient, this soldier, could be the saving grace I needed.

      If he didn’t kill me first.

      I’d spent the last thirty minutes dreading his arrival. Head in my arms on my desk, I prayed to a god I’d long ago stopped believing in to help me through this mess. There was more than just my life at stake if I couldn’t heal this man. The thought was so terrifying, it made me sick.

      The buzz of my intercom had me jumping in my seat, head whipping up as my heart raced. I reached for the phone sitting on the corner of my desk, and my finger shook before I forced myself to press the button.

      “Your nine o’clock is here.”

      “Thank you.” My voice wobbled, and I wiped my sweaty palms on my pants before I rose on shaky legs. I took a long look around my office, half wanting to run away, half wanting to hide. But I knew either would be pointless.

      The devil would always be able to find me.

      With a shake of my head, I gathered my laptop and left my office for the exam room down the hall. The door was ajar, and I braced myself for whatever came next.

      The lieutenant, a man who’d called himself Dr. Zeno Fierro, was standing just inside the door. He looked at me as I pushed it open, and his expression made me feel even worse. It almost looked like an apology sat on the tip of his tongue, but I didn’t know what I’d done to deserve it.

      I turned my gaze to my new patient, who was standing near the window with his back to me. The man was tall with broad shoulders, which wasn’t unexpected. But what I didn’t expect, for a soldier, was the wavey, dark brown hair that grazed his collar and hung in curls over his ears.

      This wasn’t the kind of soldier I was expecting.

      “Thanks for seeing us, doc,” Dr. Fierro said, breaking the silence that filled the room. He reached out to shake my hand, and I fumbled, shifting my laptop in my arms and almost dropping it in the process.

      “Of course.” Like I had a choice. “Good to see you again, Dr. Fierro.”

      “Please, call me Zee.” He jerked his chin over his shoulder, his face pinched. “This is Angelo Santini.”

      Angelo didn’t turn at his name. Instead, he fingered a wilted leaf on my little plant sitting on the windowsill, then pinched it off.

      A lump rose in my throat, which stifled the whimper that threatened to come loose. I swallowed hard, then summoned up the courage to speak while trying to keep the tremor out of my voice. “It’s nice to meet you, Angelo. I’m Dr. Lyndsey Mayer.”

      When he still didn’t turn or in any way acknowledge me, Zee snapped. “Santini!”

      Though I nearly jumped out of my skin at the sharp bite of his word, Angelo did nothing of the sort. It was as if the entire world had slowed as the man straightened his back, lifted his chin, and turned around.

      I braced myself for the worst.

      He didn’t train his eyes on me but instead looked to his lieutenant. But I felt his amber gaze as if I was stuck in the sticky sap of a tree. I was unable to move, not even to swallow the saliva that pooled in my mouth, or to wipe away the itch that raced through my fingertips. My thumping pulse struggled against the tightness in my chest, and the hair on my arms and the nape of my neck rose. Angelo turned his head before his eyes followed suit, and it felt like hot wax dripping across my skin.

      I was on fire from the inside out, dying to be doused in a lifesaving drink while my body pulsed with need. But there was an intensity about him that had everything in me withering, just like my pathetic little plant.

      When he narrowed his eyes, that instinct to run and hide replaced all thought. This man was dangerous, and I knew without a doubt, I wasn’t walking away from this unscathed.

      “Where would you like him, doc?” Zee’s question amped up the hard thumping of my heart.

      I opened my mouth but couldn’t make a sound. My stomach churned as I weighed my options.

      My table, where I’d soon be standing over him, touching his body that looked as hard as marble.

      The chair beside my countertop, where he’d be so close he could snap my head off the same way he’d pruned my plant.

      I swallowed, willing my mouth to work, then decided to leave it up to him.

      “Please, have a seat. I’d like to ask you some questions first.”

      Angelo glanced back at Zee, then used his foot to snag my stool from under my counter. He pulled it to the window where he stood, maneuvering it without bothering to look away from his lieutenant.

      Zee frowned as Angelo perched on the edge of the stool, his back as straight as it’d been when he was standing. “Really?”

      There wasn’t an ounce of emotion on Angelo’s face, but my brow creased with worry at how this day was starting out. Slowly, with my pulse racing, I went to the counter and put my laptop down before sitting in the chair meant for my patients. I opened the computer, then tried to focus my attention on the man made of stone.

      He’s just a patient, I told myself. Treat him like anyone else.

      But a voice screamed in my head, you’ve never seen someone as gorgeous as him.

      “Why don’t you tell me what brought you here today?”

      His eyebrow rose, and he turned his gaze from me to Zee.

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake.” Zee grimaced and sent an apologetic look my way. “Sorry.” He moved farther into the room, and every step closer had my muscles tensing up. “He was in a bad car accident nearly a year ago. He was pretty banged up, broke a lot of bones. I’ve been working with him to get him back to his former glory, but, well…”

      He gestured to Angelo, and the man turned his head away slightly, but I couldn’t be sure if it was from embarrassment or disgust.

      “Earlier this year, he had a, uh… incident,” Zee continued. “It aggravated his injury and his fuc—his attitude. He refuses treatment, refuses to keep in touch, even refuses to leave his damn apartment.”

      I watched Angelo as the doctor spoke, and the professional in me focused on things I hadn’t seen before. His posture wasn’t actually straight. He tilted toward the left, his shoulder creeping toward his ear. His arm was tucked against his side, though his face remained steely.

      I turned to my laptop, typing in some notes. When I was done, I stood, only to be knocked backward by the hard look in Angelo’s eyes. Like I’d done something to offend him. Like I somehow posed a threat.

      Swallowing hard, I gestured to my table. “Why don’t you have a seat over here and I’ll take a look.”

      For a moment, he didn’t move, and I shook as I braced myself for Zee to snap again. But Angelo stood. His entire being would have been menacing if it weren’t for his obvious pain.

      Still tilted to one side, the man moved around me, squeezing his big body in the space between me and his doctor, as if touching either of us would hurt. He sat gently, and I began to wonder if more than just his shoulder was acting up.

      “Can you…” I swallowed again, feeling like a fool for being unable to speak. He was my patient. I was supposed to help him, and I couldn’t do that if I let my fears get in the way. “Can you raise your arms to your sides?”

      Angelo lifted his right arm but didn’t bother moving his left.

      “What about this one?” When I touched his left arm, his whole body jerked. His right arm dropped like a brick, and his hand gripped the side of the table so hard his knuckles turned white.

      Zee ran a hand over his face and let out a groan.

      Without warning, Angelo snapped. “Get out!”

      Jolting at the sound, I let out a yelp. My knees trembled as I took a step back, but he spoke again as I reached for my laptop.

      “Not you. Him.” His arm shook as he lifted it, pointing toward Zee.

      The older man’s eyebrows dipped in a deep V. “I’m not—”

      “Get out.” This time, instead of the loud boom of his voice, Angelo spoke the words with a quiet menace that had me wishing it was me leaving, not Zee.

      The doctor lifted his hands in front of him, then pointed to the door. “I’m going to be right outside. So don’t get any hair-brained ideas that you can get out of this.” He tossed me one more apologetic look, then left me alone with the mafia soldier.

      The minute the door closed behind him, Angelo’s shoulders slumped. I chewed the inside of my cheek as the silence stretched. Finally, I gathered every last shred of courage I could and stepped toward him.

      “Can I assess your shoulder?”

      The deep rumble of his voice filled the air around me. “That’s why I’m here, isn’t it?”

      When he didn’t move, I took a chance, trying to slip back into doctor mode. I took another step toward him, my mind racing through every possibility before I’d even started. He turned his head away from me as I placed a hand on his shoulder and gently lifted his arm. There was so much resistance, I wanted to tell him to relax. But by the looks of him, I had a feeling relaxation was something he couldn’t do.

      He didn’t make a sound as I worked, feeling his muscles clench and release under my hands. I smoothed my fingers down the left side of his back and found the same tight muscles all the way down to his hip.

      Finally, I felt like I had this under control. Like I knew what I could do to help him.

      Releasing him from my grip, I stepped back and straightened my shoulders. “I’d like you to take your shirt off, then lay face down on the table. I’m going to step out while you do, but I’ll be right back.”

      By now, I stopped expecting a response, and I wasn’t surprised when I didn’t get one. I went to the door and swung it open, stepping out into the hall only to be confronted with a gun to my face.

      “Shit!” I jerked back, hitting my shoulder against the door jam. Zee dropped the weapon, glowering at me.

      “What’s wrong?”

      I squeezed my eyes shut, and my voice shook as I whispered, “You have a gun.”

      “Is he giving you issues?” I shook my head, opening one eye only to find the weapon still in his hands. He tucked it away under his jacket, then glanced up and down the hallway before stepping closer and taking my arm. “I’m sorry for the scare. I have reason to believe he’s a flight risk, and I’ve got orders to make sure he stays in your care, even if I have to threaten him to make him do it.”

      “Okay.” Nodding, I glanced back at the door, where I’d left a man in so much pain he could hardly move. Desperate to get away, I pointed over my shoulder. “I need to get something.”

      Zee’s brow dipped. “Everything okay?”

      I tugged my arm out of his grip and was relieved when he let me free. “Heating pads,” I managed to say. “In the other room.”

      He nodded, and I took that as his blessing to get the hell away from him. I sucked in long, slow breaths as I rounded the corner to the room where we stored all our ice packs and heating pads. I didn’t want to go back, didn’t want to face either one of them again.

      What if I left, though? What if I ran, taking with me only what I could carry on my back? What if I started another life somewhere else?

      They’d find me. I knew they would. Just like they had now. And next time, the punishment might be worse.

      After calming myself as best I could, I grabbed two heating pads and forced myself to go back. Zee was standing guard outside the exam room, and I supposed that meant Angelo was still inside. I gave a tentative smile to the man, then dipped my head and opened the door.

      But I wasn’t expecting what I found.
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          ANGELO

        

      

    

    
      I hated this. I hated every fucking thing about it. That D’Angelo had demanded I do this. That Zee was forcing me to follow through. That this physical therapist was seeing me at my worst, asking questions and seeing the weakness I’d been hiding from everyone for months.

      Worse than all that, though, was knowing this complete stranger would see how incapable I’d become.

      I couldn’t bring myself to look up when the door opened, but I could feel her gaze moving over me as I sat right where she’d left me. She nudged the door shut, then tucked herself into the corner like she thought I might bite.

      “Is everything okay?” There was still that same tremor in her voice that’d been there since she’d first come into this room. And I hated that, too. Hated that my presence brought her fear when I didn’t want to be here at all.

      “No.” I lifted my gaze and found hers swarming over me. My open shirt, the cuff of my sleeve still tight around my right wrist.

      I couldn’t undo it. It’d taken nearly an hour this morning to slip into the damn thing, and here she was demanding I take it off like I wasn't broken. Like I could get my hand to work with the pain that shot through my shoulder and back every time I tried to move my arm.

      After a moment, where indecision sat clear as fucking day in her eyes, she stepped toward me, dropping the shit she was carrying on the counter. Without asking, she undid the buttons on my sleeve, then tugged gently until it slid off my hand.

      She was undressing me. I was sitting here in the middle of her office, and she was undressing me because I was incapable of doing it myself. My mind spiraled further into the darkness, brought out only by the shock of pain that ripped through me as she tugged my shirt off my other arm.

      If she noticed my grimace, she didn’t show it. She turned, hanging my shirt up on the coat hook by the door. With her back to me, she lowered her chin like she wanted to look at me but didn’t think she should. “Can you lay on the table?”

      My response was a grunt, though it had more to do with the pain of moving than with trying to answer. I turned my body, lowered myself down, and was thankful she wasn’t looking. I was a goddamn fish out of water, flopping around as I tried to get as comfortable as I could, and her not seeing was the only thing staving off total embarrassment.

      “Good?” The word was quiet, just as her earlier question had been. I got the feeling she was trying not to talk too loud, though her reasoning was lost somewhere in the cloud that hovered over my head.

      “Yeah.”

      She turned, though I couldn’t see more than her feet with my head buried in the cold faux-leather tabletop. I heard her rummaging underneath it, then felt her cool hand on my skin.

      “Can you lift up a little?”

      I tried, though the pain that ricocheted through me nearly had me curling in on myself. She shoved a pillow under my chest, helping me maneuver it until I was as comfortable as I was going to get.

      “I’m going to put some heating pads on you for a bit. It will help relax your muscles so they’ll be a little looser for the massage.”

      “Massage?” Every muscle in my body tensed up, not just my back. I didn’t like people touching me, especially people I didn’t know.

      As she laid a towel across my shoulders, and another near my hips, she told me, “We’re going to focus on rehabilitating your muscles and joint strength. Once we loosen your muscles up, we can work on increasing mobility and function.”

      Two heating pads followed the towels on my back. She adjusted the one on my shoulders until it wrapped up along the sides of my neck. The lower one put pressure on my bad hip, and though my discomfort increased a notch, I tried not to move.

      Breathing was difficult, as it had become lately when the pain acted up. Though somewhere in the back of my mind, I knew it also had to do with her.

      This woman was taking up space beside me, with me in a vulnerable position and the inability to move the way I should. Worst-case scenarios tumbled through my head, clicking away like her fingers on the keys of her laptop.

      The tap tap tap was driving me insane.

      “What are you doing?” Unable to move, unable to see her, I could feel the very muscles she hoped to relax tightening instead.

      “Just typing up some notes about your condition and treatment plan.”

      A desperate need rose inside of me. “What are you writing?”

      For a moment, there was silence. Even the click of her keys had stopped. Then she shifted on her stool. “I’m just noting your obvious pain. Your decreased range of motion. It’s more for my benefit than anything, so I can keep track of how you’re progressing.”

      I let her words sink in as the heating pads warmed my back. I didn’t like not knowing what she was typing, not knowing who might see those notes. But I wasn’t exactly in the position to make demands.

      Which was another thing I disliked.

      Finally, her typing stopped, and she came around beside me, lifting the pads from my back. I braced myself for the pain I knew was coming. Pain that was just as much mental as physical.

      Her hand settled on my shoulder, but it wasn’t where I thought it’d be. Instead of standing over me, working the muscles like she’d insinuated she would, she had crouched down at the head of the table, her face close to mine.

      “Are you okay?” she asked, so quietly I had to strain to hear. “I mean, are you safe?”

      “Safe?” The pillows she’d shoved under my chest were the only thing that allowed me to lift my head. Still, a sharp stabbing pain sliced through my neck.

      Her attention darted to the door as she tucked her bottom lip between her teeth. “From him.” She looked back at me. “He pulled a gun on me.”

      “He did what?”

      “Shh!” She shook her head, her eyes wide as she pushed harder on my shoulder, trying to keep me from jumping off the fucking table and killing Zee. “It was… He thought I was you. When I opened the door, he thought it was you coming out. He said he thought you might run away, and I just…”

      Once more, she shook her head. She glanced at the door again, and my eyes caught on where her teeth sank into her bottom lip. “I just need to know you’re safe. That you aren’t in any danger with him.”

      Exhausted already, I let out a grunt, then lowered my head back to the table. It relieved only a fraction of my pain. “I’m fine.”

      “Oh. Are you sure? You’re not…” She trailed off, and I didn’t respond. I didn’t have it in me to say anything at all. Perhaps not saying anything was response enough. She rose from the floor, and I suddenly wanted to get up and run, to get as far away from her as I could.

      Since that wasn’t possible, I braced myself for one of my worst nightmares.

      After a moment, her hand was on my shoulder again before it slid lower on my back. “I’m sorry for my cold hands,” she said, voice louder than before, though still quieter than I was used to.

      I was used to men yelling commands, to the din of diners at my uncle’s restaurant, to the screams of the kids playing outside my apartment window. Not a calm, feminine voice.

      “Let me know if this is too much.”

      With that, she dug her knuckles or something into my shoulder, though it may as well have been a knife with how bad it felt. I clamped my teeth down on my tongue, as much to keep from screaming at her as to stop my teeth from grinding against the pain. The taste of copper coated my mouth, and there was nothing I could do about it. There was nothing to do but lie here and deal with it. I may have blacked out once or twice, which only made me more agitated over this whole ordeal.

      When she took her hands off me and stepped back, I didn’t feel one bit better than I had when I walked in the door.

      “You can get up now.” She was back to the near whisper.

      I lifted my head first, bracing for the shooting pain in my neck. It was there, just… not as much. As she turned back to her computer, eyes diverted as if she knew how much I hated this part, I climbed off the table, then sat on the edge. She typed more notes into her file, then grabbed my shirt off the hook on the wall. But I stopped her before she could touch me again.

      “Don’t… tell anyone.”

      Her gaze zipped over my face, and she bit down on her lip once more. “Of course not,” she said, just a whisper, before she reached for my arm.

      I didn’t fight it when she tried to help me back into the shirt. I still hurt. My muscles still fought with me to move, just not as much as they had this morning. Maybe, just maybe, I could live with this.

      Zee was waiting for us when we stepped out into the hall, his hand under his jacket until he saw her in front of me. He looked me over, like this whole experience was going to somehow change me into something I wasn’t: An angel, or a leprechaun, or an unbroken man.

      “All done?”

      She nodded, gaze darting between the two of us, that trace of terror still there in her eyes. “Be sure to drink lots of water today. You might want to ice your muscles and take some ibuprofen if you start feeling tense again.”

      Nodding, I started walking down the hall toward the door and Zee’s car outside. “Thanks, doc.”

      “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      I spun on my heel, whipping back to face her and my doctor. He was nodding, like what she just said was completely expected.

      But it wasn't expected.

      Not by me.

      Not after one of the most excruciating experiences in my life, second only to the car accident that put me here in the first place.

      “Are you fucking kidding me?”
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          ANGELO

        

      

    

    
      My breath flowed easier with each step I took toward Zeno’s car. The heaviness I’d been carrying around for months was gone, and I felt lighter than I had since before the accident. Like I was where I was supposed to be, doing what I was supposed to be doing. Like I was back in my former life.

      Zee watched me carefully as I got in, then circled around the hood before climbing in the driver's seat. He started the car as he tugged at his seatbelt, but that’s as far as he got.

      Because I’d pulled a knife from my pocket and had the blade pressed against the skin of his throat as his head slammed against his headrest.

      “What the fuck?” His hands shot out, one grabbing at the door, the other fumbling at my arm like he thought he could push me off. “The hell is wrong with you?”

      “Me?” I asked, voice quiet as it crossed the space between us. “I was going to ask you the same thing.”

      The blade moved as Zee swallowed, and I dragged my gaze to the trickle of blood on his throat.

      “You think it’s okay to pull a gun on an unsuspecting woman? Terrify her, as if having two mafia assholes showing up on her doorstep isn’t fucking terrifying enough?” I shook my head. “She couldn’t even speak without a tremor in her voice when she came back in after that.”

      Zee’s eyes narrowed. “How’d you know about the gun? You two barely said a word the whole time you were in there.”

      My lips twitched and I huffed out a breath. “She…” I couldn’t stop my mouth from curling up at one side. “She asked if I was safe with you. Like I’m some sort of abused housewife.”

      “What’d you tell her?”

      “Said I was fine.”

      A quiet chuckle rumbled through his chest. “I’d say you’re better than fine.” He squeezed his eyes shut as he swallowed again. “Considering you’re holding a fucking knife to my throat. You’re at more risk of hurting yourself.”

      “I’m fine.” I backed off, just a little. Moved the blade so the man could swallow without getting cut.

      I’m fine. Those two words had been my mantra since this whole damn thing began.

      “Sure you are.” Zee looked at me wearily. “Better now than you were this morning when I picked you up.”

      My lips twitched again, though this time they were pulled down into a scowl. I shoved off Zee, and he gripped his throat before wiping a hand across it. There was blood on his fingers. He turned his dark gaze on me.

      “You’re lucky D’Angelo likes you so much, or there’d be hell to pay for that.”

      “Yeah, whatever.” I scoffed, then adjusted myself in my seat and looked out the front window of the car. For a moment, my breath caught in my chest. Visions of the accident swirled in my head, and I became dizzy with it. Dizzy, like the vehicle had just flipped upside down the way it did back then. I braced for the impact that didn’t come and was rewarded with a sharp pain ripping through my shoulder and neck.

      “Put your belt on,” Zee told me. “Let’s get you back home.”

      It took a moment to recover from the shock of finding myself in Zee’s car and not upside down in my own. When I did, I put my blade away, then tugged on my seatbelt. It was easier this time than it was this morning, but that didn’t mean it was easy. Already, I could feel my muscles tensing up again.

      “You need anything?” He asked it in the same tone he always said those three words, that anything meaning literally anything. Zee may have been a doctor, but he was a mafia doctor, and more importantly, Paulo D’Angelo’s personal doctor. He had ways of getting things normal doctors didn’t.

      Like three hours of a physical therapist’s morning at a moment’s notice.

      “I’m fine,” I repeated before scrubbing a hand down my face. I leaned my head back against the headrest, then closed my eyes as Zee drove me home.

      When he pulled to a stop at the curb outside my apartment, I unbuckled my seatbelt and turned myself toward him. The pain was still there, but… less. For now.

      “Tomorrow.” I raised my collapsed knife in my hand, my threat clear in my posture and voice. “Leave the gun in the car.”

      Zee chuckled, and I could still hear his laughter as I walked up the front steps to my building. By the time I made it to my apartment, that laughter was in my head, telling me how fucking ridiculous I was.

      Zee was wrong. D’Angelo didn’t like me like he insinuated. He tolerated me because of what I came from and what I could do for him. The private tutor to help me finish my schooling, this apartment, even the job I’d had—it came to me because I’d proven I could kill with my bare hands.

      And I wasn’t afraid to do it again.

      I was standing in my kitchen, hands on the counter and head hanging as the pain I’d grown so used to ricocheted through my body, when a quiet knock sounded at the door. I lifted my head, eyeing the old crack in the ceiling that the maintenance guy still hadn’t come out to fix. I held my breath, counting the seconds while trying to remember how many weeks it’d been since I’d complained about the dripping coming from the floor above. Something I would have fixed myself, if I were able. The knock sounded again, just as quiet, but more insistent this time.

      “For fuck’s sake,” I muttered under my breath before turning around and going to open the door. “You’re not supposed to be here.”

      “Yeah, so?”

      I stepped back, letting the kid come in. He shut the door behind him, smirking like the little punk he was. “Your mother’s going to kill you if she finds out you’re here.”

      His smirk disappeared, replaced by a frown, and I was glad he at least showed some concern. “You’re not gonna tell her, are you?”

      Not saying a word, I raised a single eyebrow and watched that frown turn upside down until it was a blindingly bright smile. It almost made me want to smile too, but I forced myself to keep a straight face.

      “Is it fixed?” The kid’s gaze darted around my apartment, jumping from one surface to the next without pause. It only stopped when he drew his attention closer, and then his face fell as he found what he was looking for.

      His baseball glove was sitting in the exact same place it’d been sitting for the past two weeks.

      Guilt pulsed through me. He’d come to me in tears, and I’d all but promised him I’d make it better, knowing the whole time I couldn’t do what needed to be done.

      “There is no fixing it.” Turning on my heel, I stalked back into my kitchen. He followed along behind, urgency clear in every step of his feet.

      “You’re kidding me, right? You said you’d take care of it. I thought you were going to fix the stitches again.”

      At the kitchen counter, I spun to face him. “You left it out for your dog to chew on, Tate. You know, the dog you weren’t supposed to bring home? The one your mom grounded you for bringing home anyway? Does this ring any bells? It’s also the reason you’re not supposed to be here.”

      “It’s only one of the reasons.”

      I raised a brow again.

      He tossed his hands out at his sides. “So, that’s it? There’s nothing you can do?”

      “Never said that.” I grabbed the box sitting on the counter and opened the flaps. Uninvited, the kid came to my side and peered into it.

      “Is that—”

      “A new glove? What do you think?”

      “But it looks—” He didn’t finish the sentence as I pulled out the new baseball glove. He looked up at me as I stuffed my hand inside.

      “I broke it in for you.” That was a lie, and I only felt an ounce of guilt as I watched his eyes go wide. The truth was, I’d paid someone to break in his brand-new glove, because I knew I wouldn’t be able to do it myself.

      It was a small price to pay to give him the chance he needed to play in his baseball league with his friends.

      A much smaller price than the anonymous donation to the league that allowed them to go to Hawaii next week to play in a championship game.

      “Are those bite marks?” Tate grabbed the glove and twisted, and I bit back the scream I felt building before I shucked the glove and let him have it. “They are, aren’t they?”

      My lips curled from the pain shooting through my shoulder, and I hoped the look on my face didn’t scare the shit out of him, because there was no hiding it. “Your dog ruined your glove,” I said, voice tight. “Don’t you think your mom might notice if the glove you’re using is all shiny and new?”

      He nodded, his fingers roving over all the marks on the glove. Bite marks, smudges of dirt, a long gouge that matched the one on his from when he yanked it out from under a fallen board. “It’s perfect.”

      Before I had time to react, the kid wrapped his arms around me, pinning my left arm to my side. I couldn’t have moved it if I wanted to. I was frozen in place, unsure what to do.

      This kid had been grounded the first time his mother found out he was hanging out at my place. I didn’t want him to get in trouble again. I didn’t want this Hawaii trip, this trip of a lifetime, to be taken from his hands because of me. Not when I’d been the one to make it possible in the first place.

      “You’re the best, Angelo,” Tate murmured against my gut.

      I nudged him back with my free hand. “You should get out of here before you get in trouble.”

      He nodded as he looked up at me, and my chest tightened when I saw tears welling in his eyes. My skin felt like it was shrinking around me. I cleared my throat and stepped out of his grip.

      “Go on, now. Get out of here.”

      A crooked smile crossed his lips before he rushed to the door. He gripped the handle, then stopped and looked back at me. “Thank you.”

      I lifted my chin, letting one corner of my mouth curl up. “Good luck in Hawaii. Tell Roman and Dakari to have fun, too.”

      “Will do.” He blinked a few times, but the emotion sitting on his face didn’t clear. Finally, the kid turned and rushed out the door, leaving me wondering what the fuck I was going to do now.
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      A warm breeze blew through my open windows, the curtains billowing before falling back in place. The movement didn’t help my anxiousness. I was torn between wanting to get off the couch to peer outside into the dark night, and wanting to stay right where I was, wrapped up in my research where I knew it was safe.

      The anxious part of me won out in the end. Cell phone still held to my ear, I slid my laptop onto the couch beside me, then tiptoed to the window, pulling the curtain aside so I could peer out.

      “Everything okay, honey?”

      I drew my attention back to the phone in my hand. “Yeah. Sorry. I was just—”

      “You were just worrying too much again.”

      A sigh left me, but I took one last look out at the street below before turning away from the window. “I have reason to worry.”

      Jan clucked her tongue but didn’t press me. She knew every one of my fears. Instead, she asked, “How’s your new patient doing?”

      If she meant to ease my worries, she picked the wrong subject. Angelo Santini had only added to every fear I had in my life.

      “He’s fine. I mean…” I sat down with a huff. “He’s not fine. He’s in a ton of pain every day, but he puts on a front, like he doesn’t think I can see through it.”

      “He’s lying to you?”

      “Hardly. Lying would imply he was speaking to me.”

      His silence didn’t make my job any easier. The minute Dr. Fierro had left my office that first day, I’d insisted Jan take my daughter somewhere safe. I was alone here, without the barest conversation at work to fill my soul. My days were spent worrying over my daughter and Jan, worrying over myself…

      Worrying over Angelo.

      How could I heal him if I didn’t know what was going on in his head? Was the pain too much? Did moving a certain way aggravate his wounds? Was what I was doing helping him at all?

      “Maybe he’s just a quiet man,” Jan murmured, as if that would help me make sense of him.

      “He certainly is.” Other than a few grunts in greeting or goodbye, he barely made a sound; even when I knew what I was doing hurt him, judging by the way his face scrunched in pain every time I dug my fingers into the hard muscles of his shoulder. “And stubborn as hell, too.”

      Jan laughed, and the sound eased some of the tension that swirled around me. “As men are. Is he not following your instructions?”

      “Not even close.” I’d suggested he try wearing a T-shirt and shorts to therapy, rather than the button-up and slacks he continued to wear every day. He could almost take his shirt off by himself now, but still needed help with his cuffs.

      I’d learned it was easier to undo the buttons before I stepped out of the room rather than come back in and find him dejected and brooding and half-undressed.

      It was easier on my professional life, too. Because there was no denying the man was gorgeous. Something I might have enjoyed in my previous life. I couldn’t risk that now, especially with my patient.

      Being a doctor had been my calling since I was young. Becoming a physical therapist was something I’d chosen as a teen. I wanted to help people ease their pain and live their best life. And I couldn’t do that if I was distracted by the kinds of things I’d promised I’d give up when I got my second chance at life.

      It was better not to notice. Not to think of Angelo that way. It was the tight muscles that were causing him pain that I needed to focus on. Even the rash of scars covering his back and torso shouldn’t be on my mind. The gunshot wounds. The jagged edges of scars that looked as painful as mine. The roll and curl of his muscles every time he moved—muscles that were still there even though he’d implied he hadn’t been able to work out for nearly a year.

      I shook my head, trying to get my patient’s body out of it. Closing my eyes only made it worse.

      “Have you tried talking to him, dear? You know, sometimes people just need an opening. Once they feel comfortable, they’ll talk your ear off.”

      “I honestly can’t see this man ever talking anyone’s ear off.”

      “So you haven’t tried.” There was no question there, and I hated that she could so easily guess the truth.

      I let out a long sigh then told her, “I’ll give it a try.”

      “This isn’t some college class, Lyndsey. He’s not a research project that you can figure out on your computer. And you’re not trying to make friends with him, you’re trying to help heal him. Stop worrying what he’ll think of you and focus on what you need to do to make him feel better.”

      “Okay.” My voice was weak, and I felt like I had when Jan and I first met. Back then, I needed her guidance just to get the courage to get out of bed. I’d come a long way since then, and none of it would have been possible without her.

      I didn’t like thinking about that time. Jan meant the world to me, and I considered her more important than family. Especially considering my own family abandoned me in my time of need.

      That’s what made sending her away so difficult. I hadn’t been without Jan by my side in over five years. When Dr. Fierro showed up, Jan had agreed to take Laney and go to her friend’s house for a while. She hadn’t seen her in years and had been talking about taking a vacation sometime to do just that.

      Shifting my gaze from the window curtains, I asked, “How’s Carmen? Everything going okay?”

      I could practically hear the smile in her voice when she answered. “Everything is wonderful. Carmen is loving having us here, and everyone is getting along so well.”

      “Good. I was worried—” Jan’s light chuckle interrupted me, but I pressed on. “I was worried how everyone would react to having a child in the house.”

      Her laughter turned into a gentle hum. “There hasn’t been a child in this house for many years. But Carmen is so excited, and her husband is a natural. They couldn’t be happier.”

      “Good. Good, I’m glad. I don’t want your presence to cause any problems.”

      “Remember, my dear,” Jan murmured. “Our friendship goes back decades, and she has a heart of gold. She would never turn away a friend in need. We’re spending our days catching up and dreaming of the future. Her son is engaged now, and she’s got babies on the brain.”

      The thought brought warmth to my chest and a smile to my face. “That sounds exciting.”

      “It is exciting. So I’m going to need you to put those worries out of your head, because we’re welcome here, and I don’t want you thinking any different.”

      “Okay.”

      “It’s getting late. Why don’t you put your computer away? Go run yourself a warm bath and try to relax before you go to bed. We’ll talk again tomorrow. I’ll try to keep Laney awake until you call.”

      Nodding, I cast a glance at the dark windows. A shiver raced up my spine. “Tell her I love her?”

      “Of course I will, honey. And she loves you, too. Now, go get some rest.”

      I nodded again, my throat tight. “I love you, Jan.”

      For a moment, she was silent, and I wondered if she’d heard my whispered words. When she finally responded, it brought tears to my eyes. “I love you too, Lyndsey.”

      “Good night.”

      Jan hung up, and I stared at the black screen of my phone, aching for the comfort of her arms around my shoulders. A warm bath would feel good, would help me relax. It was getting to that point that was the problem.

      I forced myself off my place on the couch and into the bathroom. With the bath filling, I peeled my clothes off and placed them in the laundry basket. Then, with dread coursing through my veins, I turned toward the mirror.

      It never got easier, looking at myself. I traced my fingers over the long scar on my lower abdomen, as if doing so could put Laney back in my arms. But I couldn’t find it in me to touch the other scars that crisscrossed my stomach and chest. I couldn’t look at them without every one of my failures racing through my mind.

      It was only when I got in the bath that I could touch them. Then, I scrubbed at them as if doing so could wash away the past, as if somehow that might take away the nightmares that plagued me every night.
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          ANGELO

        

      

    

    
      The smells in the kitchen surrounded me, and for a moment, I basked in the silence. Zee had disappeared upstairs, and the thudding and thumping that had been going on before he left had finally ceased. I rose from my chair at the counter and pulled some baggies out of my pocket, leaving the fruit I’d been slicing on the cutting board.

      Zee had left the chicken to cook on the stove while he ran upstairs, insisting that it’d be okay until he got back. I wasn’t worried about it burning—I’d kept an eye on it while he was cooking and knew it needed more time. I just didn’t want to explain what I was doing if I was caught.

      Opening one of the baggies, I took out some of the dried green leaves and sprinkled them on top of the chicken. I turned the meat over, stirring some of the flakes into the sauce and adding a little more. I’d taken a few more leaves from another baggie and was putting them in the pan when I heard a noise behind me.

      “What the hell are you doing?” Zee rushed to my side, grabbing the bags off the counter and holding them up to the light. “What is this shit?”

      I let out a huff as I debated how to respond. Zee looked at me with more suspicion than warranted. I turned from the pan, holding the wooden spatula up to his face. “You’d recognize it if you bothered using fresh spices in your meals.”

      He swatted the spatula away. “I don’t have time for fresh spices. And besides, there’s nothing wrong with my meals.” Zee scowled at my raised eyebrow, then narrowed his eyes. “You’re not trying to poison D’Angelo, are you?”

      I let out another huff, then turned back to the pan. I covered the bay leaves with the sauce, then stood back. “I have no reason to poison D’Angelo.”

      “Don’t you?”

      Turning away from the doctor, I went back to my seat at the counter and picked up my knife to resume my cutting. What I said was the truth, whether he believed me or not. As much as I hated that D’Angelo had told us all to stand down last year, I’d come to terms with his orders. I’d had to. There was no denying I couldn’t handle doing my job after the accident. The mission I’d been on in February proved that much. All I’d done was lift my gun in the middle of a fucking battle, and I’d been incapacitated with pain.

      None of that was D’Angelo’s fault. It wasn’t anyone’s fault but my own. The only thing D’Angelo had done was set me on this path when he pulled me out of juvie and gave me a new shot at life.

      The chime for the front door camera rang, and Zee let out a sigh. “It’s like talking to a brick wall sometimes,” he murmured as he touched the screen hanging beside the kitchen door, then he left the room.

      He was back within minutes with Paulo D’Angelo in tow. I slid off my chair and turned to greet the man as Zee raced by me, setting a bottle of wine on the counter as he went back to the stove.

      “Angelo.” D’Angelo gripped my hand firmly before tapping my right arm with his free hand. “It’s good to see you again.”

      It was the same damn thing he said last week when he got here. The same thing he’d said the week before.

      “You too,” I managed, knowing it was the proper thing to say. Most of the time, I didn’t care whether I came off like a brick wall. But with D’Angelo, I tried to make an exception.

      Without another word, the man stepped back and grabbed the bottle of wine and the corkscrew I’d dug out of a drawer earlier. Once he’d pulled the cork out, he handed the bottle to me. “I’ll let you do the honors.”

      I wasn’t sure if it was a slight, him giving the bottle to me. When he pulled the plug on our normal operations, I’d been forced to work for my uncle at his restaurant as a maître d'. Pouring wine was part of my job.

      But at the same time, D’Angelo had never been the type to talk down to me. And I tried to hold onto that thought as he stepped away and started grabbing dishes to set on the table.

      After Zee had transferred the chicken cacciatore to a serving dish, he joined us at the table. While neither of them were looking, I tossed a handful of parsley atop the chicken, then busied myself with scooping some roasted vegetables onto my plate. Sadly, there was nothing I could do about them. I’d tried last week, but Zee’s oven door was too heavy for me to pull open to toss some spices in without being consumed by excruciating pain.

      We passed the dishes, scooting them across the table rather than handing them around, on account of my inability to hold them up. Even that little detail nagged at me, threatening to start the spiral of my dark thoughts.

      “Oh.” D’Angelo let out a groan, and Zee’s gaze zipped to him so fast I thought his head might fall off.

      “What is it?” Zee was poised to stand from his spot, and the glare he threw my way didn’t go unnoticed. “Is it the food?”

      D’Angelo nodded, swallowing down the bite in his mouth. “You’ve outdone yourself this time, Zeno. This”—he jabbed another bite of chicken from his plate, holding it up near his mouth—“is the best chicken cacciatore I’ve had in a long time.”

      Zee’s brow furrowed, and it deepened when he turned to me and found me holding two of the three bay leaves on the end of my fork.

      “You’re supposed to take these out.”

      “I didn’t put them there in the first place,” he hissed.

      “Ahh.” D’Angelo chuckled, and the smile on his face was disarming. “Did you help him cook, Angelo?”

      Before I could speak, Zee cut in. “I came down from upstairs and found him tossing shit into the pan.”

      “It’s not shit,” I told him, taking time to cut the chicken with my fork. It was embarrassing as fuck watching Zee cut my steak for me last week, and I was determined to do this on my own. “They’re spices.”

      “From your herb garden?” D’Angelo still had that smile on his face, and I wasn’t sure what to make of it.

      “What herb garden?”

      I lifted my gaze from my chicken to Zee. “The one in my apartment.”

      Brow furrowed, he tilted his head to one side. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      D’Angelo shook his head. “I thought you were more observant than that, Zeno. Did you not notice the plants in his apartment?”

      “Yeah, it’s a fucking forest. Looks like he’s losing a game of Jumanji.”

      Scowling, I said, “It’s not that bad.”

      “His herb garden is near the windows. Rosemary, thyme, parsley, and”—he lifted his fork, holding up the last of the three—“bay leaves. Among other things.”

      “Fresh spices taste better,” I murmured, turning my attention back to my meal.

      “That they do,” he agreed. “Pippa doesn’t quite have the green thumb my previous cook did, and I dare say, the meals at my estate have suffered for it.”

      I shoved a bite of chicken in my mouth, as much to feed my empty stomach as to end this conversation. I didn’t want to talk about myself. Taking care of my plants was one of the only things I could still do, and the reminder of my feebleness left a bitter taste in my mouth.

      As if he’d caught on to my line of thinking, D’Angelo asked, “How’s your treatment going?”

      “Fine.”

      Both men paused and sat back in their seats. Zee at least had the decency to pretend to be interested in his glass of wine, while D’Angelo stared at me, waiting for me to give him more.

      That was the last thing I wanted. I was a grown-ass man. I didn’t need them worrying over me. I didn’t need a fucking babysitter watching my every move. That’s what this interrogation felt like.

      And I fucking hated it.

      While I kept my eyes on my plate, I felt them shift in their seats. Finally, Zee spoke up.

      “He refuses to allow me to go to his appointments anymore.”

      “I don’t need you terrifying her,” I snapped.

      If I thought it was quiet before, it had nothing on this. I bet you could hear a pin drop on the third level of Zee’s brownstone. D’Angelo lifted his chin, and I felt like a child once more. Like I’d just walked into his home for the very first time, unsure of the dynamics of the household and how to get along.

      When D’Angelo spoke, there was a sharp bite to his words, and I was relieved they weren’t directed at me. “You’re terrifying her?”

      “I’m not—”

      “He pointed a gun in her face.”

      “I thought it was you—”

      “You scared the shit out of her!” My booming voice was emphasized by a giant thud from upstairs. Though I seemed to be the only one to notice.

      As if I hadn’t just yelled in the middle of dinner, as if dust wasn’t still trickling down from the ceiling, D’Angelo asked in a normal voice, “So you’ve been going to your appointments on your own?”

      “I’ve been checking in with Dr. Mayer every day—”

      “You what?” Another thud from overhead drowned out the sound of my voice and my fists slamming on the table, tempering the rage I felt at his harassment of my doctor. This time, both men drew their gazes to the sprinkling of dust falling down. “What is that?”

      “Zeno,” D’Angelo murmured. “Do you need to go check on your houseguest?”

      Zee tossed his napkin on the table, mumbling something under his breath I couldn’t hear as he stormed out of the kitchen.

      “What’s going on?” I asked once the room had fallen silent again.

      D’Angelo shook his head, then took a sip of wine from his glass. “Clara Vinci. She’s staying with Zee while she completes her schooling. She’s his apprentice.”

      “Since when?”

      He looked up at me before taking another long sip. “Since last year. Though I’m afraid the whole thing might be a bit much for the good doctor.” He shook his head. “Now, tell me about Dr. Mayer.”

      My brow furrowed, and I glanced at my nearly full glass of wine. Why did it feel like I was drunk? Following this conversation was making my head spin.

      “She’s my physical therapist.”

      He chuckled. “Yes, I am aware. How is everything going with her?”

      “Fine.”

      “Have her fears lessened since Zee stopped coming to your appointments?”

      I busied myself with my vegetables, pushing them around my plate and wishing I’d been able to get the damn oven open earlier.

      And I wished the fog of pain didn’t take up so much of my brain power all day long.

      Was I supposed to be paying attention to my doctor’s feelings now? The only reason I’d noticed before was because she was literally shaking—body and voice. Was she still trembling and I was too dense to notice? Or was she… better now?

      “She’s fine,” I said, as much to placate him as myself. I wasn’t an expert on human emotions. I never claimed to be.

      She was a doctor. If she was having troubles, she’d know to find help, right?

      Right?

      “And you? You look like you’re feeling a little better. Not in quite so much pain.”

      A grunt was my only response, because my mind was no longer focused on me and my pain. Instead, I was focused on trying to remember every minute she’d been in my presence.

      Light brown hair cut straight at her shoulders. A narrow jawline. An overly long nose. And her eyes, they were…

      What color were her eyes?

      I couldn’t remember, and my inability to recall that simple detail had me hating myself even more.

      “Everything okay?”

      I jerked my head up, only to find Zee taking a seat at the table. Immediately, he grabbed his glass and drained the wine from its bowl.

      “Sure,” he said, though it sounded like he was anything but. “Everything’s just great.”

      We finished our meal. D’Angelo peppered in more questions about my physical and mental health while I sat there wondering about everything else. About the apprentice tearing up Zeno Fierro’s house. About everything else I’d missed the past year.

      About the woman whose life I was forced into, and whether my presence could ever be considered good.
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          LYNDSEY

        

      

    

    
      Monday mornings always seemed to be the worst for Angelo. He saw me three days a week, but the clinic was closed down on Saturday and Sunday, and come Monday morning, it felt like the progress we’d made the week before was reversed. I dreaded seeing him in pain again, but I was determined to get him feeling better, so I wasn’t giving up.

      Trying to put some pep in my step after my phone call with Jan the night before, I pushed through the door to my exam room, expecting to find the dejected man I’d become used to. Instead, I ran face first into a broad chest and nearly fell to the floor.

      “Angelo!” I pushed my hair from my face and lifted my chin, trying to meet his usually-cloudy eyes, only to be drawn to the wide expanse of his bare chest and all the scars that covered it—and all the muscles underneath. “What are you doing?”

      The man had his shirt unbuttoned and untucked from his slacks, and only his right cuff was still done up. He frowned at me, raking his gaze across my heated cheeks. “Waiting for you.”

      Ducking my head, I scooted around him and set my laptop on my counter. “I’m sorry if I kept you waiting.”

      “You didn’t.” He shifted on his feet, and though I was so tempted to look at him, I could already feel my face flaming at just the thought of his bare torso.

      I needed to focus on his health. Already this morning, he’d said more to me than he usually did. I only hoped I could keep him talking.

      “Why don’t you have a seat on the table? I have some questions I’d like to ask you before we get started.” When he didn’t move, I drew my attention away from my computer screen. My brow furrowed. “Is there a problem?”

      “Why?”

      I shook my head. “Why what?”

      “Why the questions?” he asked, staring me down in a way that had me simultaneously trembling and suddenly hot. “What purpose do they serve?”

      I swallowed hard, tugging at the collar of my shirt, only to remember my scar too late. Angelo’s eyes locked on the jagged cut along my collarbone, staying there even after I pulled my shirt back up.

      “It’s, umm, a way to…” I turned to my countertop, adjusting the cards and papers until they lined up in their trays. My stomach quivered. “To see how you’re doing. Mark your progress and see if we need to make any adjustments to your treatment. You’ve been here for three full weeks now, and I, umm, want to make sure you’re doing okay.”

      “Do I scare you?”

      “What?” Jerking my head back, I peered up at him as my grip on the countertop tightened until it hurt.

      “Do I scare you? Are you afraid of me?”

      “Oh. I—”

      “You’re shaking again.” He took a step back, and when he tilted his head to the side, one of his curls, which he wore pushed back from his forehead, fell into his face. “You stopped trembling after I forced Zee to stop coming here. But you’re doing it again.”

      “You forced—” I blinked, and he took another step back.

      “I’m terrifying you, aren’t I?”

      “What? No!” Standing from my stool, I lifted my hands, trying to keep him from getting the wrong idea. But he only stepped back farther the minute I stood up. “You don’t scare me. I mean, it’s not just you.”

      I slapped a hand over my mouth as my eyes went wide, and I imagined my face was as red as a tomato with as hot as it felt.

      “I’m so sorry.” I wasn’t sure if he heard the words as I muttered them into my hand. But his normally straight face had pulled into the deepest frown, and I knew I needed to get us back on track. Lowering my hands from my face, I gestured to the table. “Please. Just… take a seat.”

      Again, he didn’t move for a moment, and I was beginning to wonder if I’d made a mistake choosing this profession when he finally stepped toward the table and sat down. I, too, took a seat, pulling my stool away from the wall but still leaving ample space between us. If he noticed the gap, he didn’t comment, though if history were any indication, I shouldn’t expect him to.

      “You don’t… scare me.” I glanced at the closed door, wishing I could escape this room and the man sitting here staring at me. “Now—”

      “Do you ask all your patients these questions?” I swear he caught my grimace, the way his brows pinched together, his eyes zipping across my face like he was reading an open book.

      Head down, I murmured, “I should, but…I don’t really have any other patients.”

      “You’re a doctor.” His emphasis made it sound like he didn’t believe me, and his sharp tone didn’t do anything but make me sweat.

      I swept my hair out of my face, then adjusted the collar of my shirt once more. “I’m still new at this. I haven’t developed my own client base, and Dr. Martin hasn’t really given me any of his.”

      It took him a beat to respond. “He hasn’t given you any?”

      “I mean… There’s Edna. She’s a sweet old lady who needs a friend more than physical therapy. And there was another guy, but I honestly think he was just looking for drugs. He hasn’t been back since his first appointment.”

      Angelo clenched his fists in his lap, and I couldn’t help it, the trembling in my hands came back. Having him in my space made me nervous, and my mind raced with every worst-case scenario, from death to losing my license, because… I couldn’t look at him, at his exposed body and handsome face. I raised my shaky hand to my computer, swiping the trackpad until I got to the place on my screen where I could enter his answers. Maybe if we could just move forward I could get my mind settled and back where it needed to be.

      “How would you rate your pain today?”

      “I’m fine.”

      “Angelo—”

      He raised his hand, cutting my reply short. Instead of answering, he closed his eyes, sucking in a deep breath. Then he reached for the buttons on his cuff and ever so slowly worked his fingers until one of them came undone.

      “You did it!” I was out of my chair and standing in front of him in a flash. But when his eyes snapped open and trained on me, the sheer intensity there had me stumbling back, raising my hands as if that alone could fend him off.

      “What else are you scared of?”

      Shaking my head, I reached for my collar, tugging at it before realizing what I’d done. His gaze followed my movements, locking once again on the exact location of my scar. Every concern I’d had in my life came racing back, and my nervousness turned to outright fear as my heart began to race. “Plenty,” I managed to whisper.

      “Like what?” He shifted forward, his quiet voice matching my own. When I glanced at the door, he narrowed his eyes.

      I started easy, choosing the most pressing concern. “Your people?” His lips twitched, and one side lifted into a smirk. I rushed on, trying to prove to him my fears were founded. “Dr. Fierro told me I had to fix you. And if I don’t?” I shook my head, wrapping my arms around myself. What if I wasn’t good enough?

      “If you don’t, what?” he asked. “What’s he going to do?”

      “Kill me?”

      That smirk grew, and a low rumble churned through the room. “Did he tell you that?” I nodded, but he slowly shook his head. “Think hard, doc. Did he really say that?”

      “It was implied…”

      His face fell, the smirk dropping into a frown as his brow pulled down in a deep V. “You really believe that, don’t you? You think he’d kill you because I’m too fucked up to fix?”

      My chest felt like it’d been ripped in two. The dejected man I’d expected to be greeted with this morning was back. Thoughts of my imminent death for not getting him back to health took a back seat to my concern for him. I took a step toward him, his mental turmoil drawing me to him even though something in my brain told me to stand back. “You’re not too fucked up, Angelo. We’ll get you feeling well again, I promise.”

      He traced my face with his gaze like he was studying me, like he didn’t believe the truth in my words. It was uncomfortable, being the sole focus of his attention. I shifted on my feet, then took another step closer. For both our sakes, I needed to move forward.

      “Can you raise your arms to your sides?” He did, the right one coming up faster than his left. They weren’t quite to shoulder height, but I didn’t want him to force it higher and hurt himself. “Good. And now forward?”

      He slowly brought his arms together until his hands were nearly touching, his fingers mere inches from my blouse. If I hadn’t been watching his face, I wouldn’t have noticed how much that motion pained him.

      “Ok, you can drop them.” I tapped his hands and, expecting him to do so quickly, I stepped forward, only to get his fingers snagged on my shirt. “Sorry, sorry!”

      I grabbed his left hand and arm, worried that I’d hurt him more, and became locked in his amber gaze. The warmth of his skin heated more than just my hands, and I could feel the blood creeping to my face.

      But I couldn’t pull away.

      I couldn’t force myself to move from his side, to loosen my grip.

      I was stuck there, suddenly unwilling to let go of this man who held my life in his hands. I clung to him, like doing so could save me.

      “Your eyes are brown.”

      I blinked. “Um, yes, they are.” I released him then, and he lowered his hand to his lap.

      His brow furrowed. “I thought your nose was too long, but I see now, it’s not. It’s really rather perfect. You’re very attractive, actually. Perfectly symmetrical. Simple, even. No scars.” His gaze dipped below my face for a fraction of a second. “On your face.”

      Ducking my head, I took a step back, my hands going to my collar as I spun away. Hiding was impossible. He’d already seen the jagged scar, and there was nothing I could do to take that knowledge away. But that didn’t stop me from trying.

      Behind me, I heard him shift, and I hoped his discomfort was at least a fraction of mine. But suddenly, his hands were on the outside of my arms, and I froze in my place, terrified.

      “I’m sorry,” he said, his voice just a whisper. “I didn’t mean to offend you.”

      I spun in his grip and was greeted by his bare, scar-covered torso. The slight definition of his muscles had my face burning again, and the little bit of softness around his middle did nothing but fan the growing flames.

      He wasn’t perfect. He was broken and terrifying and littered with reminders of the brutal world he came from.

      Yet I couldn’t stop staring. Could barely stop myself from reaching out to touch him.

      “I’ve been in a fog for so long.” His right thumb grazed along my blouse, his warmth seeping into my arms. “I didn’t think I’d ever come out of it, but I feel like I finally am. I don’t want you to be scared of me. I just want… to be capable again.”

      My heart thudded in my chest, pushing that terror out of my bloodstream and filling me with something I had no words to describe. Something I was sure I’d never felt before. My fingertips settled against his skin, as much to try to comfort him as to keep this simmering connection between us. “You will be, Angelo. I promise, I’ll do everything I can.”

      He nodded but didn’t step back. He didn’t let me go. I stood there, wrapped up in him, wanting to get closer and knowing I shouldn’t feel this way. I shouldn’t want to be wrapped up in his arms, to take comfort in his presence while giving him some sort of comfort in return. It wasn’t natural. It wasn’t right. And it wasn’t until a voice rang out in the hallway, and my head whipped toward the door, that his grip finally loosened.

      “Be with you in just a minute!”

      “Shit!” I stepped back as all the blood and heat drained from my face and my stomach twisted in the tightest knot. “That’s Dr. Martin.”

      Angelo moved backward immediately, putting space between us. The way he studied me made me think he could read every thought in my head. And that terrified me because I couldn’t want more. For the first time since I met him, a hint of emotion flashed across his face, and one corner of his mouth pulled up into an almost-smile. He extended his right arm toward me, and his voice was just a whisper when he asked, “Where do you want me, doc?”

      I quickly undid the last button on his cuff and tugged at the sleeve until it slid off his hand. “On the table, please.”

      His head dipped with a nod, but I stopped him with a hand upon his arm.

      “And Angelo? Thank you.”
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          LYNDSEY

        

      

    

    
      My alarm tore me from a fitful sleep, with my heart racing and my skin coated in a thin sheen of sweat. I slapped the button to turn it off, then flopped onto my back, willing my heart rate to return to a normal level. My body ached like I’d been running all night, my legs sore and my lungs burning. I stared through the darkness at the ceiling. Though I felt like I hadn’t slept more than a couple hours, I had no plans to close my eyes and be subjected to the nightmares that had tormented me all night.

      The only option left was to get up and get moving. I was a mother, after all. My daughter was back home now, so I no longer had the luxury  of staying in bed late like I had the past couple weeks.

      Tossing back my blankets, I stumbled to the bathroom so I could splash cold water on my face. I avoided my reflection. I was unwilling to have that image in my head, mixing with the horrors I’d tried, but failed, to sleep through. I was still barely awake as I made my way down the hall, only to stop when I got to the living room.

      “Laney?” My daughter was sitting at the small table just this side of the kitchen counter. A coloring book and a rainbow array of crayons were spread out in front of her, and she was hunched over her picture, intent on staying within the lines. At the empty seat beside her sat my favorite mug, white licks of steam still coming off the top.

      She glanced up at me before her pale blue eyes trained back on the picture she was coloring. “Hi Mommy.” Her sweet voice made my heart clench.

      “Cookie, it’s only five o’clock. What are you doing up?”

      She didn’t bother hiding her eye roll as I took the seat beside her. She hated being called any endearment. The only reason she tolerated me calling her “Cookie” was because it broke my heart when she told me not to. “You couldn’t sleep,” she said after she finished filling in the balloon in her picture and set her red crayon down.

      “You’re right—”

      “I know.”

      I let out a sigh. “But why are you up because I was having trouble sleeping?”

      She looked at me like the answer was clear, and it made me shrink in my seat. “Your nightmare woke me up again.”

      A small cry tore through me, and I buried my face in my palms. Wasn’t it bad enough that my past plagued me every night? Did it really need to torment my four-year-old, too?

      She touched my arm, and I pulled my hands from my face, grasping her little fingers like she was my life preserver.

      She really was.

      If it hadn’t been for Laney, I would have given up long ago. All the pain, the surgeries, the nightmares, and the constant fear for my life.

      She was the only thing that made it worth it. She was the one bright spot in my darkest days. My overly intelligent, delightful little girl.

      “Did the bad man catch you this time?”

      Overly observant, too.

      “Why do you think there’s a bad man in my dreams?” I choked out, grabbing at the cup of coffee in front of me. “And when did you learn to use the coffee maker? Haven’t Jan and I both told you to leave it alone?”

      The look she gave me reminded me so much of Angelo that I had to blink. She pulled her hand free from mine, then held up a finger.

      “You talk in your sleep.” She held up a second finger. “It’s super easy”—she added a third—“but you both treat me like a child.”

      “Cookie, you are a child!”

      “I’m almost five.”

      Five going on thirty-five.

      This kid. I swear, she was too smart for her own good.

      She turned her attention back to her picture, and for a moment, I thought she might let go of the whole conversation. But once she’d placed her broken yellow crayon back in its place on the table, she looked up at me again.

      In a whisper, she asked, “Did he catch you this time?”

      Tears sprang to my eyes, and my throat became so tight I couldn’t have answered if I’d wanted to. My little girl climbed from her chair into my lap, and I wrapped my arms around her, holding her as tight as I dared.

      A love deeper than any I’d ever known swarmed through me. Laney was my life. The one good thing I could always count on, even on the days when I couldn’t understand her. When she refused hugs and kisses. When her knowledge or her keen observation skills confounded me. When she didn’t act like a normal child should.

      She was a product of my greatest mistake, but she was my greatest success, and I could never, ever regret her.

      “I’m sorry I made you cry, Mommy.”

      I sighed, giving her another gentle squeeze. “It’s not your fault, Laney.”

      She edged back, and with her tiny hands, she wiped the tears from my cheeks. With her pale eyes focused on mine, she gave me a shaky smile. “Does that mean I can have some of your coffee?”

      Laughter shook me, but I schooled my face as quickly as I could. “How about some hot chocolate instead?”

      Her smile? It was the balm to the heaviness in my soul. “Can I make it?”

      The word “no” was poised on the end of my tongue, but I stopped myself from saying it. Because if there was one thing I knew about my daughter, it was that she wouldn’t handle the rejection well. Not when it was over something “so easy.”

      “Why don’t you show me how to do it? That way we can make sure your drink tastes as good as mine.”

      She beamed once again, then scrambled off my lap, immediately going to the step ladder she’d left right in front of the coffee maker. While I grabbed her a mug and filled it with ice cubes, she busied herself with placing the pod of hot chocolate into the machine. After she pushed the button, I watched her watching the hot liquid pour out into her cup. Her sense of wonder was so child-like, I felt my throat tightening and the heat of unshed tears welling in my eyes.

      Since the day she was born, my heart had been beating outside my chest.

      I would do anything for this child.
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        * * *

      

      If I never had to leave Laney’s side, my life would have been perfect. Unfortunately, as a single mother responsible for not only our lives, but the welfare of my full-time nanny as well, I had no choice. There were bills to pay, debt piling up every minute with little income coming in, and I needed, more than anything, to make more.

      I glanced at my watch again before turning my attention back to the pad of paper in my hands. My to-do list was growing every minute I sat in this chair. Dr. Martin had never been on time for any of our weekly meetings, but I knew there was nothing I could do but sit here in his office and wait for him to grace me with his presence.

      It had irked me when he strolled into our very first meeting, two minutes late but with a fresh cup of coffee from the shop next door in his hands. I was frustrated the next few weeks, when those two minutes had grown to five. But as the clock ticked on past the ten-minute mark, which meant I’d now been sitting here for close to twenty, my frustration had turned to anger.

      Anger, that I’d had to leave my baby’s side to rush out the door so I could get to this meeting on time.

      Anger, that the list in my hands was growing exponentially and there was nothing I could do about it.

      Anger, that I could hear Dr. Martin out in the hallway, flirting with his favorite of his assistants, Iona. Her giggles as he spoke to her grated on my nerves, and I wanted nothing more than to stand up, walk out of this office, and leave this whole damn place behind.

      But I couldn’t.

      Not with my financial position the way it was.

      And not with Angelo coming in later today.

      I needed to make this work, needed to lay my case before Dr. Martin and make him see that this wasn’t fair. I needed more work, more money. I needed so much, and I wasn’t getting any of it.

      When the door finally opened, my to-do list had passed thirty items, my grocery list was complete, I’d finalized what I still needed to buy for Laney for her first day of school, and I’d moved on to a list of ideas to help me stay organized. One that didn’t involve making lists while I was waiting on my boss.

      “Lyndsey, Lyndsey, Lyndsey.” His hands landed on my shoulders before I was able to put my pen down and turn his way, and the click of the door shutting behind him left a chill racing down my spine. His grip tightened, and he gave me a shake as he pushed down on me, as if he could keep me planted in his office forever. “What am I going to do with you?”

      I couldn’t move. Couldn’t breathe. It was as if all the words I’d planned out escaped from my tongue into a different dimension, without me. It was as if I was being held down on cold concrete, my life flashing before my eyes.

      As if my nightmare was coming true.

      When I finally looked up, he was sitting across his desk from me, though I had no memory of him releasing me from his grip. With his hands steepled in front of him, he gave me a smile that made me think there was no happiness left in the world.

      I swallowed down the lump in my throat, hoping it’d take memories from my past with it and let me speak. “Dr. Martin—”

      “Please.” He held his hand up, stopping me and interrupting my line of thought. “I’ve told you before. Let’s drop the formalities. Call me Dave.”

      Swallowing again, I gave him a nod. “Dave. I wanted to talk to you about my patient load and income—”

      “That’s what these meetings are for, right?” His smile shifted into something I couldn’t read.

      “As you know, I don’t have many patients—”

      “Two,” he interrupted again. He leaned forward on his desk but kept his hands steepled in front of his lips. “You have two. That old bitty, Edna, and the guy who came in specifically asking for you.”

      “Right. I’d like to take on more. I want to contribute more to the clinic and start paying off my debt to you.”

      He rose from his seat, and my stomach twisted in my gut. “There’s nothing I’d like more.”

      “It would be helpful if you could have the staff direct some of the new patients my way. I could help ease your burden and get them seen faster, get them back to health.”

      He rounded his desk, then perched himself on the edge in front of me. Folding his hands in his lap, he stared at me, not saying a word. It felt like he was judging me, like he could see through the perfect makeup and hair to the chaos that swirled around inside me. If he was trying to make sense of it, there was no point. I’d been trying for years, and my understanding hadn’t moved an inch.

      “Tell me,” he said, his voice quieter and less friendly. “How does that help me? If I give you my patients, that’s income not coming to my pockets. The only thing that does is decrease what you owe me.”

      “Think of the patients,” I told him. “You’re booking out twelve weeks in advance. Meanwhile, I’m just sitting here, racking up debt and pulling my hair out.”

      “Lyndsey, Lyndsey, Lyndsey.” He shifted where he sat, pinching his pant legs and pulling them up his thighs an inch. “I’m not going to give you my patients. I brought you on to make me more money, not less. If you want more patients, you’ll need to bring them in yourself.”

      “But how?” I hated that it sounded like I was begging.

      “You need to make friends with doctors, get on their list for referrals. Talk to the hospitals and do the same.”

      “You told me I need to be available here at all times. How can I talk to doctors if I’m stuck here during their office hours?”

      He turned, hiking one leg up on the desk while he adjusted his pants once again. I kept my eyes on his face, unwilling to let his closeness divert my attention from my reason for being here.

      “That is a good question,” he finally answered, before reaching forward and tucking my hair behind my ear. I was so shocked, I couldn’t move. As if he knew that, he cupped his hand beneath my jaw and tugged, until there was no doubt he had my full attention right where he wanted it. “I’m sure you’ll figure something out. There has to be another way for you to work off your debt to me.”

      Another way.

      Another way, like dealing with the small bulge pressing against the seam of his pants.

      I swallowed down the bile that crept up my throat, and, trembling, I nodded my head. “I’ll figure out something.”

      Before he could read into that, before I could lose the breakfast Laney had helped Jan make while I showered before work, I pulled out of his grip and rose. I rushed to the door, whipping it open so hard it crashed into the coat rack as I raced out.

      The small postage stamp-sized office he’d allowed me was at the far end of the hall, but there was no way I was going to make it there. I ran straight for my exam room, tearing open the door and shutting it behind me as quickly as I could, then collapsed to the floor.
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      Years in foster care, followed by my stint in juvie, had taught me not to startle at every little sound. I’d heard the footsteps rushing down the hallway outside the exam room, so the door opening behind me was no big surprise. The tip tap of the heels informed me it wasn’t a man, thus, not likely to be a concern. I finished pouring the small glass of water I held into the soil of the plant in the windowsill, then turned around to deal with whomever came in.

      What I found, though, surprised me. Dr. Mayer was sitting on the floor in the corner, her entire body shaking more than she had when Zee and I first showed up in this very room. Though I couldn’t see her face, which she’d buried in the small cave she’d created as she curled around herself, the quiet sounds she was making led me to believe she was crying.

      And there I was, empty water glass in hand, stuck in a room between a window that wouldn’t open and the sobbing woman blocking the door.

      Foster care hadn’t provided me with the necessary skills to deal with emotions. Being shuffled from one place to the next, not knowing what awaited me at each house, left me more prone to finding somewhere else to be when the tears started flowing than to sitting around and watching it.

      Anger, I could deal with. But tears? Crying? Bodies racked with so much emotion they were literally shaking?

      Not my wheelhouse.

      Not my cup of tea.

      I eyed the plant I’d brought with me to my appointment today. I’d intended to give it to her the minute she walked in the room, with the understanding that I would take her little African violet she’d done everything she could to kill along with me when I left. But even my inability to interpret people’s emotions didn’t keep me from understanding that this was not the right time.

      She hadn’t moved from her spot, even as I shifted on my feet and counted the seconds in my head. After four full minutes of discomfort, I decided, why not make it worse?

      This had worked before the one time I’d tried it. And that little girl…

      I knew I would regret this, in more ways than one. I’d gone overboard with my prescribed exercises and hurt myself again, and getting out of bed had been a chore I wasn’t ready for. Getting up from the floor, though, was going to be a thousand times worse. At least at home there was no one around to watch me.

      She stiffened as I slid down the wall next to her and turned her head away from me as I stifled a grunt, my shoe slipping and my ass hitting the floor with a thud.

      “What are you doing?” she mumbled to the door.

      “Sitting.” Already, my shoulder ached and my hip had started to throb. I gritted my teeth, shifting so my left leg was straight, my body twisted to help ease the pain. She turned toward me, tears smeared across her pretty face, and I gave her what I hoped looked like a smile.

      Whatever she saw on my face had her letting out another sob. Then, without warning, she was right fucking there: head on my chest, arm wrapped around my waist, her warm tears soaking into the thin fabric of my shirt.

      “Shit,” I murmured, half due to the pain in my side, half due to the woman who’d decided I was the kind of person who could offer her comfort. I’d set myself up for this, and I wasn’t sure I’d made the right choice. I patted her head, feeling awkward as fuck, only for her to squeeze me tighter.

      Somewhere in that awkwardness, something inside me shifted. I didn’t like being touched, didn’t like being hugged. But being there for the woman who had tried to heal me even though she feared for her life, who had continued to do everything she could to fix the broken man I had become… It gave me something to live for.

      “What happened?” I asked after her sobs had quieted and her shaking stopped.

      She peered up at me, her arm still wrapped around me, and shook her head. Then her eyes widened. “I can’t…”

      She scrambled out of my grasp, pressing herself into the door as if she were frightened of me once again.

      “I’m so sorry.” She wiped her hands across her face, smearing the remains of her makeup and leaving brown streaks across her cheeks. “That was highly unprofessional and never should have happened.”

      After adjusting her shirt, she started to get up, only to be forced back to the floor when I flung my leg out and pinned her there.

      Those wide brown eyes of hers zipped to mine as her hands fell upon my shin and thigh. My muscles tensed, ready for her to try to push me away. “What are you doing?”

      “I want to know what happened.”

      She gave me her profile, and I watched her while I waited for the answers she didn’t want to give. All the while, I felt something stirring inside of me. Something that made me feel like myself, like the man I’d been before the accident and injury that had ruined my life.

      Her shoulders lifted as she filled her lungs with a deep breath. If I hadn’t been staring at her face, I wouldn’t have noticed the tiny tremble of her bottom lip before she opened her mouth to speak.

      “I’m in a tough position. Financially.”

      I ignored the pain that shot through my lower back as I tightened every muscle in my thigh, stopping her from pushing my leg off her lap. She sighed. Her shoulders slumped and she had defeat written all over her face. She spread her fingers out against the fabric of my pants, and anticipation rolled through me like it did every time me and my crew entered a building to take care of business.

      As the weight of her hands settled upon my legs, she turned her full attention to me. “You and Edna are my only patients, Angelo. And it’s not enough to pay the bills. It’s just not. I asked Dr. Martin to give me some of his patients so I can help, so I can earn more money to pay off my debt to him, but—”

      “What debt?”

      Another sigh. “For rent. For the ability to practice at his clinic, for my office down the hall and this room, and all the other things I use in this building.”

      I nodded, more to keep her going than because I understood. There had to be more to the story.

      “He won’t give me any of his patients. He said it’s just taking income out of his pocket, and I need to bring in my own. But I can’t do that, not when I’m required to be here from eight to five, Monday through Friday. There’s no time to go out and meet doctors and get my name in for referrals, and without that, I’m stuck here, falling further in debt. Every measly paycheck is basically a loan, each week stacked upon the last. I can’t survive on this. Not with my daughter and my nanny to think about.”

      Daughter.

      That word was a blaring siren in my head, and though her mouth kept moving, nothing else she said reached my ears.

      She had a daughter.

      A daughter she couldn’t earn enough money to support.

      I knew what happened to children like that.

      They were shuffled from one place to the next, pushed off on this family member or that, until there were no more options. Until the only thing left to do was sit there in handcuffs as your child was taken away and placed in the custody of the state. Only for the child to be shuffled around some more, as they grew up in cold, abusive environments, devoid of the love a child should have.

      I couldn’t let that happen. Not to this child. Not to this woman who ...

      “What do you need?” I blurted the words out, not even bothering to tune back into whatever she was saying. The furrow in her brow deepened and she shook her head. “What do you need to get out from under him? How much?”

      She kept right on shaking her head, and she pushed harder at my leg than she had earlier. Pushed, until the pain that shot through my back left me unable to keep her in place. She left me there, sprawled uncomfortably on the floor as she scrambled to her feet and paced the length of the room.

      “I don’t know. I don’t know!” She shoved her fingers in her hair, pulling it back from her face and revealing a long, slender neck she’d never shown off before. “He has it all in his computer, and I don’t understand his calculations. I just know the balance keeps going up, and I don’t know how I’m ever going to pay it back.”

      “Let me help you.’

      She shook her head. “I can’t do that.”

      “Why not?” I demanded even as my mind spun.

      Her voice dropped to just a whisper. “I can’t, Angelo. I can’t ask that of you.”

      “You’re not asking. I’m giving—”

      “No! You don’t understand!” She returned to pacing, hands still pulling at her hair. Even from my place on the floor, slumped against the wall, I could see a jagged red line across the back of her neck.

      It matched the one along her collar bone.

      “Make me understand.”

      She stopped in front of me, her feet mere inches from my side as she stared down upon me. Her gaze drifted over my soaked shirt before she squeezed her eyes shut, then squatted down next to me.

      “I can’t go into debt to anyone like”—her gaze lifted, and her eyes met mine—“you.” That hit harder than a punch to the chest. “Not again.”

      I wasn’t sure what it was about her, why her words affected me the way they did, or even what the hell to call what I was feeling, but I didn’t like it. I didn’t like that I was incapable of breaking through to her when all I wanted to do was help her out.

      I needed to help her out.

      That’s what these feelings twisting my insides every time I thought of her meant, right?

      She reached for a smudge of makeup she’d left on my shirt, rubbing her thumb across it before she registered what it meant. Her eyes widened and she lifted her hands to her face, rising from her squat as she frantically wiped at the streaks of brown across her cheeks. She turned to the reflective surface of the paper towel dispenser beside the sink, trying to clean up the mess on her face. I tried to breathe easier, knowing I wasn’t the sole focus of her attention, yet something unsettling curled around in my chest at the sight of her fingers wiping away her tears.

      Tears that I may as well have put there, since there was nothing I could do to take them away.

      Once she’d done what she could using her shaky silver reflection, her gaze darted sideways to me. I was where she’d left me, hunched over on the floor.

      “I’m sorry for my”—she waved her hands in front of herself—“outburst. At least you were early.” Her face buckled briefly before she donned that perfect little mask she wore so well. She gestured to the table. “Shall we get started?”

      “Love to,” I muttered, though it sounded more like a grunt as I squeezed the words around the ball of pain that’d been growing in my shoulder since yesterday afternoon.

      When I didn’t get up, she cocked her head to one side. Then her face buckled once more. “Oh no, Angelo, what have you done?” She rushed to my side and I caught a whiff of her clean scent and her subtle, yet somehow familiar perfume. “Are you hurt?”

      There was that focus again, descending on me until I couldn’t breathe. It took effort to nod my head, yet somehow, she noticed. She pulled me by my good arm, dragging me up so I was no longer crooked on the floor. After too much maneuvering, she finally got me up off the ground, across the room, and seated awkwardly on the table where I belonged.

      “What did you do to yourself?” Her almost-harsh tone had me withering the way only one woman had ever done before. That, too, felt too familiar, even though she looked nothing like my old tutor.

      “I was doing the exercises you gave me,” I told her, though she saw straight through what I hadn’t said.

      “You did too much, didn’t you? And here I was—I didn’t—I’m so sorry—”

      She stopped speaking the minute I raised my hand to her face. Under her eye, there was a smudge of mascara, and I couldn’t just leave it there. She always looked so perfectly put together, and I didn’t want her to think badly of herself anymore.

      “It’s not your fault,” I told her as I dropped my hand back to my lap. “I chose to sit there with you, just like I chose to do too much yesterday. I take responsibility for my own actions.”

      Her hands fluttered at her collar, revealing just a hint of that jagged scar. She nodded, then reached for the buttons on my shirt. “Let me help you with this. I feel like such a fool, Angelo. Here I am complaining while you’re sitting here—”

      I grabbed her hand, stopping her rapid descent down my shirt. “Stop apologizing to me. I told you, it’s my fault.”

      “Right. I’m sorry.” She grimaced. “Sorry.” She shook me loose, then finished with my buttons before grabbing for my sleeves. Soon, I was partially undressed, and she was maneuvering me once more, helping me face down onto the table. “How about a massage first, then we can finish with electric stim? We’ll hold off on your exercises today. I don’t want to hurt you anymore.”

      “Thanks, doctor.”

      “Please,” she said, resting her palm on my shoulder. “Call me Lyndsey. It’s the least I can do for… well, you know.”

      As she dug her hands into my muscles, my mind wandered through our conversation. From her daughter to the smell of her clothes, from the feel of her crying against my chest to the asshole who’d trapped her into her mounting debt.

      I may not have been capable of getting up off the floor on my own, but I sure as hell wasn’t incapable at life.

      And this woman was going to find out exactly what having someone like me on her side would do.
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          ANGELO

        

      

    

    
      “Angelo? What are you doing here?”

      The feminine voice pulled me out of my head and stopped me from barging through the door the minute it opened. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d been to Jet Pasternelo’s apartment, but I was sure it was before Eliza moved in.

      “Good morning. Is Jet available?”

      Her brow pulled downward and she stepped aside, letting me in the door. “He is, but… it’s three-thirty in the afternoon.”

      I scrubbed a hand down my face as I came to a stop just inside the living room. For all the changes that had happened in Jet’s life, there had been few changes to his apartment. A new throw pillow on the couch. An extra glass on the drying rack beside the kitchen sink. It was still the sparse space I’d come to know, to rely on, each time I came here.

      At least there was that simple comfort. My brain had been working overtime since Lyndsey spilled her tale on the floor of her exam room. I hadn’t been able to let it go, even as I exchanged the croton plant I’d brought her with her African violet and left for home. Or as I put that little dying plant on my bedside table, where I could keep watch over it and it could thrive without the direct sunlight and dry air it had struggled with in her windowsill. Or as I bent to pick up the exercise bands she’d given me from the floor where I’d been unable to get them from the day before.

      “Angelo?” Eliza’s hand upon my arm startled me, and I jerked back, out of her grip.

      “What?”

      “I asked if you were okay.”

      “Fine. I just need—”

      “Well, well, look what the cat dragged in.” Jet came down the hall from the bedrooms, a warm smile on his face. As he reached the living room, something brushed against the back of my leg.

      I recoiled the minute I saw the big, furry fluff ball at my feet. It was gray and white with orange eyes and looked like it had blood splashed across its cheeks.

      Eliza swooped down and scooped the damn thing up, and I could hear something rattling and jingling from it from where I stood. Jet stopped in front of me, hand extended to shake mine. “Long time, brother. How’re you doing?”

      “Good. Is that thing okay?”

      “You haven’t met Mr. Jingles the Third yet, have you?” Eliza tilted the cat’s face toward me, and I could see now, he wasn’t coated in blood. Instead, those deep rusty-colored streaks were the brightest orange fur I’d ever seen.

      As if it had a mind of its own, my hand reached out to pet the wretched creature. The rattling sound amped up a notch, and I realized it was purring.

      “He likes you,” Eliza cooed as the cat turned its head toward my fingers.

      “What’s not to like?” Jet tapped the back of his hand against my arm at the same time the cat decided to vacate Eliza’s grip. He lunged across the gap between us, climbing my front until he was perched near my ear.

      The rattle-like purr increased yet again as Mr. Jingles nudged my earlobe with his nose. I reached for him, grimacing as pain shot through my left arm. But the cat didn’t care that I could only hold him with one arm. In fact, he seemed thrilled to be held at all.

      “He’s beautiful,” I murmured, my finger knocking against the little bell on his collar as I gave him an awkward scratch under the chin.

      “He’s an absolute joy.” Jet was smiling in a way I’d never seen him before, like the terrors from his past that haunted him were finally gone. Even when he looked up from where the cat had wrapped itself around my arm, his spark of happiness didn’t fade. “What brings you out and about? You’re looking a little better.”

      For a moment, I couldn’t remember why I’d come. All I could see is something I never imagined would happen in my lifetime. Jet was happy, with a beautiful woman by his side, and a life one thousand times better than when we’d first met.

      It was that woman, though, that brought my purpose here back to my mind. When Eliza wrapped her arm around Jet’s waist and leaned her head on his shoulder, all I could think of was Lyndsey. Of her arm around my waist, of her tears soaking through to my skin.

      Of her story of woe.

      I was here to do something about that.

      “I have a situation that I need your help with.”

      Eliza’s eyes widened—brown eyes, just like Lyndsey’s, though not quite the same tone—and she let go of Jet. “Why don’t I let you two talk?”

      Reluctantly, I let go of the cat when she took him from my grip. She started to walk away only for Jet to grab her arm and yank her back to his side. I was entranced by the way he kissed her. The way he didn’t hide his feelings for her. The way he held her by the throat, pulling her upward into the kiss. The way she reached for him, held on to him, didn’t let go until he’d set her back down so her heels touched the floor.

      I couldn’t hear their quiet murmurs, but I felt them, like they were stirring something inside of me. I didn’t know what it was, and I wasn’t sure I liked it. It wasn’t logical. It wasn’t something I recognized. There was an immense need to analyze the feeling, but how did you examine something that wasn’t real?

      Eliza skittered away across the apartment without looking back, but Jet didn’t turn his attention to me until she’d disappeared inside his bedroom. When he did, his gaze zipped across my body like he was sizing me up. Then he lifted his chin, and a hint of a smile creased his lips.

      “Come on in. Have a seat.”

      Without waiting for more direction, I took my usual seat in the chair closest to the door. No matter how often I was here, I always felt like I was imposing, and that option gave me the quickest route to vacate Jet’s space. I’d barely sat back in the chair before Jet was beside me, two tumblers in one hand and a bottle of whiskey in the other.

      After expertly filling both glasses, he pushed one my way and raised his own. “It’s been too long.”

      I watched him as he drank, as he watched me over the rim of his glass. He licked at the corner of his lips, and I hated the way his gaze felt stuck on me.

      “You’re not drinking.”

      Shaking my head, I sat forward enough to push my glass away.

      Jet sat, resting his arms on his knees while still holding his tumbler. “What’s going on?”

      That same phrase had left my lips the last time we’d shared a drink, back before the accident. Back then, he’d called me to some no-name bar, and under the cover of night, he single-handedly tried to tear apart my world. D’Angelo had given us orders to stand down, to lie low and stop doing the very things that gave me reason to live. He didn’t want more unwanted attention drawn to the Syndicate. Jet had defied his own order by asking me to meet so he could tell me in person, as if that could somehow ease the blow.

      He pushed my glass toward me, but I sat back in my seat and turned my head away.

      “I don’t need it.”

      “Need?” He tossed the remnants of his whiskey back, then set his glass on the table. “Sometimes it’s not about the need, Santini.”

      I turned to face him, my eyes pleading with him to leave it alone.

      Only, Jet wasn’t the kind of man to leave anything alone, and I should have known better than to try to hide anything from him.

      He shook his head. “You’re not going to turn out like him.”

      “It started with one drink,” I told him in my defense. “One drink turned to one bottle, turned to beating every fucking kid in the house.”

      Marvin Harland hadn’t needed an excuse once the liquor started flowing. My ex-foster father had injured himself on the job, and he’d never been right after that.

      At least, that’s what his wife had whimpered to me the first night he’d beat us both.

      One drink to ease his pain had turned into some of the worst pain we’d ever felt. And I refused to give in to the pull of alcohol like he did.

      “How long has it been since you had a drink?”

      “Since our last together.”

      It was his turn to look away, and him doing so felt like a knife to the gut—something I could vouch for, courtesy of Marv.

      “And pain meds?” he asked. “I suppose you’re abstaining from those as well?”

      Scowling, I narrowed my eyes at him. “What’s this have to do with anything?”

      “It tells me your state of mind, Santini. How cloudy is your judgment if you’re disabled by your pain?”

      “My pain is fine,” I told him, but even I knew that was a lie. The pain was only marginally better than it had been before I saw Lyndsey this morning. I had begun to think it was finally letting up, prior to straining it while exercising. And while she did help me today, it felt like half as much as usual.

      Still, my pain wasn’t distracting me. I was clearer now than I had been in a year. I might still need her, but she needed me more.

      Jet prodded at the corner of his mouth with his tongue, but he let go of that line of questioning in favor of something else. “Zee’s got you going to physical therapy?”

      I gave him a nod, then shifted in my seat. “That’s why I’m here.” I’d known Jet long enough to catch the minute twitch in his eye. His mind was already racing, and I needed to put a stop to it before he got some cockamamie idea in his pretty little head. “Lyndsey’s in a financial predicament, and I need your help getting her out of it.”

      “Lyndsey.” This time, the twitch was in his lips. He gestured toward me with his hand, as if giving me the floor. “Tell me what you’ve got.”

      “Her boss is taking advantage of her. Has her stuck in the office, unable to go out and find new referrals. At the same time, he’s charging her some undisclosed amount every fucking day she’s there, and refuses to give her a way to work off the de—”

      For a moment, I zoned out, remembering the way she’d looked. Bawling into her lap as she shook, harder than when Zee and I had first shown up. Then, she was terrified. But this time?

      Was there more to the story than what she’d said? Had he threatened to get what she owed him some other way?

      “What is it?” Jet’s voice snapped me back to the present.

      Fist clenched at my side, I lifted my attention to my friend. “I want to pay him off. I want to get her out from under his thumb. Get her some of her own clients so she can afford to stay there and not run into any issues with him.”

      “And what’s she say about that?”

      That old knife wound from Marv throbbed. Yet as I reached for it, my hand drifted instead to my throat.

      She had a knife wound along her collar bone. Another along the back of her neck. They were too jagged to be surgical. I had plenty of those to compare.

      “Santini.”

      I shook my head, drawing my attention back to him once again. “She said…” I swallowed hard. “She refuses to go into debt to someone like me. She said, ‘not again.’”

      With pursed lips, he gave a slight nod. “What do you want to do?”

      What I wanted was to pummel her asshole boss. I wanted to pay off her debt and move her out of that asshole’s building and into her own. I wanted to set her up so she’d never have to worry about someone taking advantage of her like that again.

      Jet sat forward, grabbing the bottle of whiskey and pouring some into his tumbler. When he lifted it, he swirled the golden liquid in the glass, then lifted it to his nose, taking in a deep whiff. “You taught me how to drive,” he said before taking a sip. He sat back in his chair, looking at me like his words should make sense. “Out at D’Angelo’s estate.”

      “Yeah, I remember.”

      “The first time you brought me into the city to drive, I nearly killed us both.”

      “You were tailgating like you were playing bumper cars.”

      “One of the first things you taught me was how to look through the windshield of the car in front of mine. To pay attention to the vehicles in front of that one.”

      “Keeps you from rear ending someone if you pay attention to what’s coming down the road. You have to—”

      “Anticipate their next move.”

      “Right.”

      The corners of his lips twitched up, and he took another sip. “It’s good to have you back, brother.”

      Brows furrowed, I asked, “Back? I haven’t been gone.”

      “But you have. This past year, you haven’t been here.” He tapped his finger to his temple, then moved his hand to cover his shoulder. “You’ve been here. You’ve struggled to focus on anything but your injury, and you’ve refused to do anything to ease your pain. Even in February, I saw your struggles. I only asked you to come along because I hoped it’d help you see that you needed help.”

      “I’m fine,” I answered, though I couldn’t look at him when I said it. The response was so automatic I wasn’t sure if it was the truth or not.

      “You will be. This… Lyndsey. She’s helping you get better. And now you want to help her.”

      “She’s got a daughter.” It came out a whisper, and it somehow felt like a plea. I hadn’t met her, but I couldn’t fathom allowing that man to hurt her child.

      I wouldn’t allow it.

      I’d kill him first.

      Jet set his glass back on the table, then lifted his dark gaze to mine. “Are you sure you’re ready for this?”

      “For what? For helping a woman in need?”

      At first, he didn’t respond. As each second ticked off, I felt my heart rate amp up, just like that rattling purr of the cat in the other room. My fists tightened into balls, and for the first time since I got hurt, I felt the need to let out my aggression on whatever was available.

      Finally, he nodded. “Alright. I’ll help you. But I want you to come up with the plan.”

      It took hours, that plan. Jet questioned every decision I made for the sole purpose of being a giant pain in my ass. But by the time we were finished, I knew this would work.

      I was going to help Lyndsey and her daughter out.
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          LYNDSEY

        

      

    

    
      In the week since my complete and utter breakdown in front of Angelo Santini, I’d done everything in my power to avoid my boss. It wasn’t too difficult, to be honest. When he wasn’t with his patients, he could be found flirting with his staff or taking trips to the coffee shop. If I stayed in my office when I wasn’t seeing Angelo or Edna, no matter how boring that was, I was able to stay away from him.

      Staying away from him was the only thing keeping me from having another breakdown.

      But the problem with having weekly meetings was, unless he canceled them, they happened every week. And here I was, rushing into the clinic feeling like I was going to puke, fretting over being five minutes later than I wanted even though I knew I would likely sit in Dr. Martin’s office for another twenty before he bothered to show up. I was rummaging through my purse for my keys when I turned the corner and pulled up short.

      “Oh!”

      “There you are.” Dr. Martin had his hands shoved in his pockets and a tight smile on his face. “I was looking for you. Are you ready for our meeting?”

      My stomach churned even harder than it had been since I woke up, but I forced myself to stay strong. I couldn’t let him bully me. I couldn’t let him take advantage of me, that much I knew. “Let me put my purse in my office. I’ll be right there.”

      I pushed past him, desperate to get away from him and, at the same time, dying to get this meeting over with so I could hide back in my office until Angelo showed up for his appointment. It was just my luck, really. The one day I was even remotely off my own schedule, Dr. Martin decided to show up early.

      After unlocking my office door and setting my purse in my desk drawer, I took as many deep, calming breaths as I could before I decided I couldn’t delay any longer.

      Dr. Martin was at his desk, and once again, he gave me a tight smile as I came in and took a seat. For a moment, he didn’t speak. For a moment, all he did was stare at me, as if I’d sprouted horns like some sort of mythological creature. I swallowed hard as he sat forward and clasped his hands in front of him on his desk.

      “I’d first like to offer my condolences.” When I didn’t respond—because, why the heck was he offering condolences?—he continued. “I was quite close to my own grandmother, and I understand how hard it is to lose someone you love. But I have to ask, Lyndsey. Are you sure this is what you want to do? That’s quite a chunk of money, and your email this weekend seemed… unusual, to say the least.”

      “Oh. Um….” I reached for my collar, only to remember my scar. My hand fluttered around the ends of my hair before I forced it back into my lap. Mind racing for answers I wasn’t sure I’d even understand, I asked, “What… What did I say in my email that was unusual?”

      That tight smile loosened, as if he was getting what he wanted. It made all my senses go on high alert. “Paying off your entire debt to me, plus two months’ rent in advance? While I appreciate the wire I received this morning, don’t you think your inheritance could be put to better use?”

      “My entire…” I swallowed. Fingered my collar. Blinked, then blinked again. Then I sat up in my seat, forcing a smile to my face that I hoped didn’t look too maniacal. “Of course. It may seem odd. I’m sure it does. But that’s what I want. My debt to you, paid off.”

      It was his turn to swallow, and that smile of his morphed again, this time making the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end. He stood from his desk, and that was the last thing I wanted. I stood too, which seemed to surprise him.

      “Is that all?” I asked before pointing over my shoulder toward the door. “I have a patient coming in this morning.”

      He frowned. “Actually, no. I have one more thing I’d like to discuss. Please, have a seat.”

      But I didn’t. Not until he realized I wasn’t going to until he sat back in his own damn seat. Once he did, I perched on the edge of my chair, ready to rise at a moment’s notice.

      I wasn’t going to be stuck in here again. Not like last time.

      Dr. Martin shifted uncomfortably in his chair, his fingers touching the knot of his tie before he slid his hand down the ugly yellow fabric. “It appears you’ve had an influx of patients over the past week. Five people have come in and they all specifically asked for you.”

      “Oh?” It was news to me. I tended to skip the front desk when I arrived. Months of disappointment over having no new patients had made me shy away from it. “That’s wonderful.”

      “Yes. Well. More patients for you means more of my staff’s time is being used. All the intake paperwork, the scheduling, and the billing.”

      He paused, like he was trying to let that sink in. Like he expected me to understand what he was getting at without coming right out with it.

      But I didn’t get it.

      He cleared his throat. “Since your patients are taking up more of my staff’s time, I’m going to need to increase your monthly fees to help cover that.”

      Anger flashed somewhere deep inside of me, and it felt like a fire burning to the surface. “No.”

      “Excuse me?”

      I sat up straighter in my seat and shook my head. “I said no. That’s not fair.”

      He gave me a patronizing smile. “That’s business, Lyndsey.”

      “If that’s business, then it’s Dr. Mayer. And I’d like to point out that our contract stated that my monthly fees included a rather hefty portion for the use of your staff.”

      His brow dipped and he pulled his head back until the shadow of a second chin formed beneath his slightly stubbled face. I suddenly noticed his messy hair. The wrinkles in his shirt. His overall disheveled look. It gave me the courage to speak all the words that came tumbling from my mouth.

      “In fact,” I continued, “if you're changing our arrangement, I’d like to see it in writing before I agree to anything else. I also expect a reimbursement for services not used. I hardly believe the three measly patients I’ve had since I started warrant the kind of fees I’ve been paying to you so far. In fact, I’d love to see a breakdown of those fees and the number of hours, or should I say minutes, that your staff has dedicated to me since I started here. And upon receiving that reconciliation, and the new written agreement, I’ll be sure to consult my lawyer to make sure it’s in my best interest to continue practicing here.”

      Never in my twenty-five years had I seen someone’s eyes go as wide as his. And yet, it had my guts twisting in my stomach and blood pumping hard through my veins.

      Was that too much? Had I just ruined my chances of practicing physical therapy by telling off my boss?

      Finally, Dr. Martin seemed to shake off his surprise. “Right. You’re right. The contract did state my staff hours were covered. Thank you for reminding me. There should be no need to redo our agreement.”

      Somehow, I felt that like a blow to the chest. I wondered if maybe I should ask for a new agreement. Did he give in too easily? Was there something more I should ask for?

      “Is that all?”

      That tight smile returned, and he sat back in his chair. “How is your patient doing? What’s his name? Anthony?”

      Angelo.

      “He’s fine,” I said, caution filling me at the shift in conversation.

      “He should be nearing the end of his treatment. He’s been here, what, six weeks now?”

      Nodding, I said, “Yes, that’s correct.”

      He lifted his chin, lifted his brow. “He’s not better yet? Still coming three times a week?”

      Heat rose in my chest once more, though this time, it was directed at myself. Angelo had been coming to me three times a week for six weeks, and I still hadn’t made him better. A small portion of my brain screamed out that I better get it right. He was mafia, after all. Maybe my initial fears were correct. Maybe they’d actually kill me the way I’d thought if I couldn’t bring him back to health.

      “He’s shown improvement. His injury was quite severe.”

      “What brought on his injury?” Dr. Martin shifted forward in his chair. “Was it his job? What does he do anyway?”

      My tongue grew thick, and I shook my head, Angelo’s plea the first day he came to me pulsing in my brain. “It was a car accident. He hasn’t been able to work since.”

      He pressed his lips together, then gave me a once-over that left my skin crawling. “Let me know if you need a second opinion. I wouldn’t want him to suffer unnecessarily.”

      Suffer unnecessarily?

      As if I wasn’t capable of treating him myself?

      “Of course.” I rose from my seat, that heat rising straight to my face and burning at my fingertips. “If you’ll excuse me, I need to get ready to see my patient.”

      I didn’t wait for a response. Instead, I turned and left his office, letting the door drop shut with a bang as I went.

      Let me help you.

      I can’t, Angelo. I can’t ask that of you.

      Rushing down the hall, I entered my office. My keys shook in my hands as I unlocked my desk and pulled my laptop out.

      You’re not asking. I’m giving.

      Dr. Martin wasn’t lying. My calendar had five new patient appointments scheduled for the rest of the week. But then…

      No!

      My breath caught when I saw it. When I found the email he was talking about in my sent folder.

      
        
        Dr. Martin,

        Due to the recent passing of my grandmother, I have come into an inheritance that I thought best used to pay off my debt to you. Come Monday morning, you should have in your account enough to cover what I owed you, plus two months future rent.

        If you find my accounting of my debt incorrect, I welcome a statement from you showing your calculations.

        

        Regards,

        Dr. Lyndsey Mayer

      

      

      An email I didn’t send.

      Money I didn’t have, paying off a debt I couldn’t afford.

      Make me understand.

      I can’t go into debt to anyone like you.

      “Not again.”

      The buzz of my phone’s intercom cut through the quiet of my office, and my finger drifted to the button to accept it, though I didn’t move it on purpose.

      “Your nine o’clock is here.”

      Shaking, I rose from my desk, doing everything I could to hold it together as I walked down the hall to my exam room. Angelo spun when I opened the door, but even the sight of his open shirt, his bare chest, his strong muscles rippling under the surface of his marred skin… it wasn’t enough to stop me from slamming my palms into his chest.

      “What did you do?”
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      Tears.

      All the fucking tears.

      I could deal with anger. With her slamming her hands against my chest. With her taking a baseball bat to my head, if that’s what she wanted to do.

      What I couldn’t take was the slick of tears that fell down her cheeks, or down my chest as I grabbed her and pulled her to me to keep her from falling to the floor.

      She reached behind me, her hands under my shirt, and while I was prepared for a knife to the back or, at the very least, fingernails clawing at my flesh, I wasn’t prepared for the soft pads of her fingers lightly touching my bare skin as she held on. For the heat of her hands against me when I expected her usual cool.

      Jet had asked me if I was ready for this, and I thought I was. I truly believed I could handle anything she threw at me. But I was wrong. So fucking wrong.

      Because I didn’t know what to do with this.

      “What’d he do?” I tried, because that was the only reason I could come up with for her tears.

      Slowly, she lifted her head, giving me a good look at her tear-stained face. My breath caught in my chest as she blinked, as tears splashed from her lashes, some splattering her cheeks, some showering my skin. “You.”

      With a sob, she unleashed me, pushing off my chest. I stumbled and nearly fell as the back of my legs hit the table. She spun away from me but kept right on going until she’d made a full circle and was facing me again.

      This time, with her finger raised and pointing at my face.

      “What did you do?” The anger that was there the first time she asked was nowhere to be seen. She jabbed her finger at my chest, and I relished the sharp press of her fingernail even as her voice shook.

      I wanted her anger.

      I needed it. Needed something.

      Because… what the fuck was going on?

      “What do you mean, ‘what did you do?’ I didn’t do anything.”

      “Don’t you dare lie to me, Angelo Santini. Don’t you dare.” With each word came a harder press of her finger, until her nail slipped, until her finger followed suit.

      Until it was her open palm pressed against my chest.

      Her eyes landed there, on the scars that marred my skin. Her smooth, unmarked flesh was such a contrast to mine.

      But that wasn’t true, was it? She, too, was scarred.

      I wondered if she had other jagged marks across her skin.

      “You…” Her fingers spread, and the movement sent shivers across my chest. She raised her gaze from her hand, though her palm remained firmly planted, like it was ingrained in my flesh. “You did something.” She licked her lips. “You paid him off.”

      Tearing my gaze from hers, I stared at the closed door. I wanted to leave, to not deal with her tears, with the emotions I could feel raging through the entirely too-small room. I wanted the cool, calm Lyndsey. The one who didn’t cry, who didn’t talk, who didn’t…

      No.

      No, I didn’t.

      I wanted this Lyndsey. This one, with the tear-streaked face and the red-rimmed eyes. With the warm hands she wasn’t afraid to press against my skin.

      Covering her hand with mine, I dragged my attention back to her. “So what if I did?”

      “You can’t just… pay off someone’s debt for them.”

      “I can, and I did.”

      “But I can’t pay you back,” she told me, a plea in her voice. “Don’t you get it? I have nothing!”

      “That’s not true. You have your brain. You have your hands. You have your desire to help people.”

      She turned her head away, and I lifted the hand not covering hers to brush her hair from her face and tuck it behind her ear.

      That jagged scar on the back of her neck was just visible, and as if she realized that, she froze up. “Besides”—I settled my hand on her shoulder—“I don’t need it.”

      Her brow was furrowed as she whipped back to look at me. “You don’t need tens of thousands of dollars? Really?”

      A grimace cut across my lips. I pulled my hand from her shoulder and wiped it down my face. She yanked her hand from under mine, then paced the floor of the exam room.

      “You just have thousands of dollars lying around? And you just give it away like it’s nothing? Where’d you get the money, Angelo?”

      It was my turn to turn away. Except, with the table behind me, and Lyndsey blocking me in, I had nowhere to go. I plopped down ungracefully onto the table, staring down at my open palms.

      Palms that were still warm from the heat of her.

      “I get bored easily,” I murmured, tracing the jagged white scar that cut across the length of my ring finger and palm.

      “You get… bored? That’s it? You’ve got tens of thousands of dollars you don’t need because you get bored?”

      “I used to gamble. Illegally. I wasn’t old enough, but I looked like I was. And I was good at counting cards. So I made a small fortune, then got out before I could get caught.” I twisted my neck, and it popped so loud you could hear it across the room. “Then I funneled it into the stock market. I’m good with numbers. I’ve got more than enough to live comfortably without ever leaving my apartment again.”

      Something I was aiming for when Zee showed up and led me to her.

      “But…” I felt her movements as she shifted on her feet, then stepped carefully toward me and took a seat at my side. Each breath I took was filled with her scent, and I felt like I was choking on it. Like she’d wormed her way inside of me and there was no way to ever get her back out. “You work for the mafia. You work for Paulo D’Angelo.”

      When I shrugged, my shoulder brushed hers. The feel of her so close had me turning my attention to the small gap between us. “Yeah. I do.”

      “Why?”

      “Boredom?” Her eyes zeroed in on the upward tilt of my lips, and her own lips were deliciously close. It brought to mind Jet and Eliza, to how they kissed as if I wasn’t there. How he took her by the throat and she gripped him by the shirt, and the world around them ceased to exist even when I was right fucking there. My smile fell, and her eyes met mine. “He’s a good man who does good things for people who need help.”

      Lyndsey lowered her chin, then, without warning, her head was on my shoulder. “Just like you.”

      My throat tightened and my shoulder started to throb. But it wasn’t pain that coursed through me. Instead, it was one of those damn feelings I didn’t understand.

      She covered my hand with hers. “Thank you, Angelo. For helping me with Dr. Martin. For bringing new patients my way. I didn’t… I was afraid of what would happen if I didn’t find a way to pay him, and I…” She lifted her head again, putting her chin on my shoulder. Her pretty brown eyes were right there, rimmed in red, though her tears had dried. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      Her smile was one of the prettiest things I’d ever seen. Too soon, she rose from her seat beside me, hands a flutter at her collar. She then tucked her hair behind her ears before pulling it back to the sides of her face.

      “I’m going to pay you back,” she said, turning to me. “I promise. Just tell me how much it is.”

      “Don’t worry about it.”

      Her lips pinched, and she looked like she had more to say. But instead, she gestured to my lap, curling her fingers in a “give it here’’ movement. I lifted my hand, allowing her to undo my cuffs even though I was sure I could do it myself.

      “Face down,” she said after she’d stripped my shirt from my arms, after her fingers had burned a path across my flesh each time we touched. But she was standing too close, and she didn’t move back even when I stood up. Our skin touched, and shivers raced, and I didn’t know what the fuck was going on. I laid down as she asked, and I wanted to die when she touched me again. When her hands smoothed down my back, when her fingers dug into my muscles and soothed away my pain.

      And when she made it to my bum hip, heat flashed through my entire body, stirring up something I’d never felt before. Never like this. Never with these fucking feelings attached to it.

      These fucking feelings that wouldn’t stop.

      She’d barely taken her hands off me and said those beautiful words, “That’s it for today,” before I was jumping off the table and reaching for my shirt. With my back turned toward her, I shoved my arms through the sleeves and buttoned up as quickly as I could.

      “Thanks, doc,” I mumbled before I was out the door, jogging down the hall, outside, and to the safety of my car.

      Only then did I address the problem.

      My problem.

      My fucking dick.

      I adjusted my pants, keeping my eye on the street the entire time. As if someone was watching. As if someone could see that I’d just gotten a hard-on for my doctor.

      And I didn’t know what to do about it.
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      I knew something was wrong after Angelo raced from my exam room with barely a word. I worried when, two days later, he didn’t show up for his appointment and didn’t answer my calls. But when he didn’t come again on Friday, I was going out of my mind.

      What if he was hurt? What if he was laying in an alley somewhere, unable to get up? What if he was dead? What if he was gone, and I’d never had the chance to heal him?

      Pacing my office floor, I held my phone to my ear, desperation pulsing through my veins as I waited for the answer on the other end. It took three rings until he finally picked up, and his “hello” had barely reached my ears before I was jumping in to speak.

      “Dr. Zee? I need your help.”

      “What’s going on?”

      “It’s Angelo. I haven’t seen him since Monday.”

      “Goddammit.”

      “He was getting better,” I promised, partially because it was true, partially because I was still afraid for my life. “Then he just… ran away.”

      Zee grunted out some unintelligible sound, then fell silent. I pulled to a stop, clutching my phone harder to my ear.

      “Dr. Zee?”

      “It’s okay, Lyndsey. I’ll take care of it.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      When Zee said he’d take care of it, what he really meant was, he’d show up at my apartment, unannounced, on Saturday morning. Without concern for my daughter or my nanny, who were thankfully at the park, he dragged me into his car.

      “Where are you taking me?”

      He peered over at me out of the corner of his eye, his brow dipping down in a way that made me think the other was raised. “You said you’d do anything to help Santini, right?”

      Santini. I gulped, remembering, not for the first time, that these were brutal mafia men I was dealing with. When I spoke, it came out like a yelp. “Yes?”

      With his lips pursed, he turned his attention back to the road. “What do you need to do… whatever it is you do… from his apartment?”

      His apartment?

      I sat back in my seat, hands twisting in my lap. “I have a massage table back at my apartment. Really, I just need that and my hands.”

      Zee slammed on the brakes before he swung his car around until he was headed back the way we came. He followed me upstairs, then hauled my folded-up massage table down to the trunk of his car.

      Within minutes, we were back on the road, and not long after that, he was pulling into a parking spot in front of a building that looked as beaten down as my own.

      “He lives here?” I wasn’t sure what I expected, but it wasn’t this. I stared up at the crumbling fascia of the apartment, wondering how a man who so easily threw money at someone else’s problem to make it disappear, could find himself living in a part of town as bad as this.

      This was… almost as bad as where I lived.

      “For the past ten years,” Zee said, unbuckling his seat belt before climbing from the car. I joined him near the trunk, anxious to not be left here alone.

      But upon further inspection, the neighborhood didn’t look that bad. I eyed the kids playing basketball at the side of the building, then the others catching pop flies in the middle of the street. They were all smiles and bravado, the way kids should be. It was certainly louder than my own neighborhood, yet the noise made it feel more real.

      “You coming?” Zee was standing at the top of the stairs, my table strapped over his shoulder as he held open the front door.

      “Coming.” I rushed up the steps, dodging three young boys as they raced out the door and into the street. We took the elevator to the third floor, and I followed Zee to the end of the hall. He slid my table off his shoulder, then bent down in front of the door. “What are you doing?”

      Something in the door clicked, and Zee stood up and gave me a smile. “Just making myself at home.” He reached inside his jacket and I gasped when he pulled out a gun. “Stay behind me and you’ll be just fine.”

      With that, he threw the door open, leading with the gun as he barged inside. The door ricocheted off the inside wall, and it had almost slammed shut again when Zee popped his head back out and motioned me in.

      “It’s all clear.”

      Struggling under the weight of my table, I gave a hard swallow, then followed him inside.

      The first thing I noticed were the plants. They hung from above the window, covered the entire low table sitting below it, and were scattered around many other surfaces in the room. The next thing I saw were the books. The bookshelves to the right of the door were full of them. Top to bottom, wall to wall, there was barely space for one more.

      It wasn’t until after I’d stared in awe at the massive collection that I happened to notice the man I’d come here for. Angelo was sitting in a chair in the corner, looking more dejected than I’d ever seen him before.

      My heart clenched. I hadn’t done enough to heal him. I hadn’t been able to make him better. I’d let my emotions overcome me, I’d let my desire to touch his warm skin interfere with my true purpose and the thing I should have been focusing on.

      I wanted to run to him, to kneel at his feet and beg him to be okay. To plead with him to forgive me, because I was sure whatever had caused him to stay away was my fault. I wanted to touch him, to make sure he was whole, to make sure he was well.

      I wanted to take care of him.

      I wanted to do all of those things, and while my head screamed at me to stay put, to stay professional and keep my distance, my heart wouldn’t listen.

      Zee tried to grab my arm as I zipped past him, but he was too slow. I was on my knees before Angelo, my hands on his legs, before a glint of light at the corner of my eyes caught my attention.

      A gun.

      He had a gun, sitting on the table beside him, with the barrel facing me.

      “Angelo?” I forced my attention away from the weapon, but it wouldn’t have mattered if I did. He wasn’t looking at me. He had his eyes trained on some spot on his lap, as if he’d already used that gun on himself. I knelt up, grabbed his chin between my fingers, forced him to look me in the eye. “Are you okay?”

      His throat worked hard to swallow, and though I was tempted to look, to admire the bob of his Adam’s apple under his skin, I ignored temptation. I was here to help him, not ogle him.

      “Fine.” With his lips set, he pulled free from my grasp, and it felt like he’d hit me in the chest with his fist.

      “Damn straight you’re gonna be fine,” Zee muttered behind me, and I jumped forward at the sound, having forgotten he was there. Angelo squeezed his eyes shut as he clenched his jaw. I tried to soothe him, smoothing my thumbs across his hard thighs. “I have to drive over here on my fucking day off—sorry—and you’re just fucking sitting here in another goddamn funk?”  Zee shot an apologetic look my way. “Excuse my cussing. There’s gonna be more.”

      “Leave me alone.”

      “I’m not leaving you the fuck alone, Santini. This was the deal, remember? D’Angelo’s orders were to stick to your treatment plan. At this point, I don’t see why he cares so fucking much about you when you quite obviously don’t give a shit about yourself, but orders are orders, and he’s not taking my head off because you’ve lost yours.”

      D’Angelo… cared about him?

      I don’t know why that surprised me. The man was human, after all. Certainly he had emotions, the ability to care about people he loved. I just hadn’t thought about him in that way. In any way, really, other than as a man who held my life in his hands.

      Suddenly, Angelo’s eyes flashed open, the look in them so hard it was scary. A split second later, he was standing. He knocked me over when he did, knocked me right onto my ass, and I let out a yelp as I tumbled to the floor.

      “Lyndsey!” With wide eyes, Angelo lowered himself to one knee by my side. That hard look had been replaced by… something else. Something softer, more caring. He extended a hand toward me. “Are you okay?”

      How could someone switch between hard and soft so quickly? And why did my heart lurch when he did?

      I curled my fingers across his palm, let him pull me from the floor until I was back to kneeling before him. “I’m okay,” I promised, but I was sure it was a lie.

      It had to be.

      Because my heart was thumping out a raging beat, and I couldn’t get the thoughts in my head to quiet down. I couldn’t stop looking at his gorgeous amber eyes. At his thick, pouty lips. At the curls of his hair that fell across his brow.

      I couldn’t stop thinking of the feel of his smooth skin under my palms, of his strong muscles, of his scars that matched my own. And when his free hand curled around my waist, helping me rise from the floor, I couldn’t think of anything else.

      “If you two are about done with your moment, I need to get going. Santini, go get yourself fucking cleaned up. You look like you haven’t had a bath in a week.” He wrinkled his nose. “And you smell even worse.”

      Angelo twisted where he stood, his hand trailing across my side before it fell free. I hated the loss of his touch, though I could hardly admit it, even to myself.

      It was better this way.

      He was my patient, not some lover I had the right to touch.

      “Get out of my house.”

      “Gladly.” Zee’s gaze darted to me before he grimaced. “Can you get home by yourself?”

      “I’ll take her.”

      “Sure.” He turned toward the door, muttering under his breath as he went. “Can’t be bothered to show up to his fucking appointment, but he’ll sure as hell take the pretty girl home.”

      My cheeks heated, and I ducked my head when he turned back around, pointing a finger at Angelo.

      “You better be there tomorrow night, or D’Angelo will have your head.”

      The door slammed shut and all the air went out of me. I grabbed the armrest of Angelo’s chair, gripping it so I could hold myself up.

      “What’s wrong?”

      I wasn’t imagining the space he kept between us, nor the ache I felt at the distance. I looked up at him, at the dark stubble on his face. He looked like a mess, and it made me feel like a failure. “I just need a minute.”

      He turned then. Not just his head, but his entire upper body. His movements were stiff, his posture crooked once more. I fumbled my way into his seat, unwilling to tear my eyes off him.

      “Why didn’t you come to your appointments? Or answer the phone?”

      “I don’t want to talk about it.” There was a quiet snap to his voice, and had I not been so attuned to him, I might not have noticed it. Even with him turned away from me, I felt it like a sharp knife.

      “Will you at least tell me if I did something wrong?” My fingertips fluttered over my collar, and when he turned to face me, that’s exactly where his attention focused. “I’m trying, Angelo. I’m trying to make you better, and it just feels like everything I’ve done isn’t good enough.”

      “You’re doing fine—”

      “If you don’t want to see me anymore, just tell me. Maybe Dr. Martin was right. Maybe I can’t do this—”

      “What?” This time, the snap wasn’t quiet, and his full, intense focus was directly on me. “Did he tell you you’re not good enough?”

      I shook my head, my fingers picking up speed as they fiddled with my collar. “No. He didn’t say it. But he insinuated it. He was asking questions about you. And he—”

      “What did you tell him?”

      “Nothing.” It came out just a whisper. “I didn’t tell him anything. He wanted to know your name and what you do and how you got hurt, and I didn’t want to tell him. All I said is, you’d been in an accident and hadn’t been able to work. And then he said he was going to start charging me for the use of his staff, because of my new patients taking up their time, and I told him no. It’s not fair. It’s in our contract that they’re covered. And if he insists on charging me more for their time, then I insist he pay me back for time not used, and… What’s so funny?”

      Angelo was laughing. Laughing! And oh, my, it was a wondrous sight. His eyes sparkled in the mid-morning sunlight shining through his windows, and he had the tiniest little lines tugging at the corners of his eyes. With his mouth open, the corners of his lips turned up, and his head tilted toward the ceiling, it was all I could do to keep my own smile from creeping across my lips.

      But his laughter stopped suddenly, and he grabbed at his neck like he’d been hurt, that smile falling and being replaced with a pained, pinched look as he nearly doubled over.

      “Angelo!” I jumped from my seat, racing to his side, grabbing onto him like maybe, just maybe, the magic I always dreamed was in my fingertips when I was a child could come out and heal him. “Are you okay? What’s wrong?”

      He sucked in a sharp breath, those lines around his eyes deepening as he squeezed them shut. I couldn’t help myself. I traced my finger along his temple, trying to soothe away some of his hurt. Little by little, those lines disappeared, and I was struck by his amber gaze as he turned it on me. He blinked, slowly, as my fingers slid down his face and across his jawline. His stubble prickled my fingertips, and it was so fitting for this man.

      So hard and prickly, yet so calm and smooth.

      “Are you okay?” I whispered, because there was no forcing my voice to be any louder. Not with his face so close to mine. Not with those heavy-lidded eyes staring me down, with those pouty lips within inches of my own.

      He shook his head so slightly I wasn’t sure I would have noticed if we weren’t so close.

      “Are you in pain?”

      His eyelids drooped, and he gave a tiny nod.

      “Oh, Angelo.” I cupped his cheeks, careful not to twist his neck and cause him to hurt anymore. “What am I going to do with you?”

      “Heal me, doc,” he said, his own voice just a whisper.

      “I’m trying,” I promised. “I really am.”

      “You’re doing good,” he said, eyelids falling shut. I wanted him to open them again. I wanted him to look me in the eyes and tell me that I was doing the right thing. Because I couldn’t stand the thought of him hurting anymore. Every time I saw him in pain, it broke my heart.

      “Did you want to shower?” His eyes zipped open, and I fumbled to clarify. “To clean off? Before we start?”

      There was the tiniest twitch around his mouth, almost like he wanted to smile but couldn’t force it out. “After?”

      Nodding, I lowered my hands from his cheeks. He stood slowly, and I automatically started undoing the buttons on his shirt. I couldn’t be sure, but it looked like the same thing he’d been wearing the last time I saw him. Only, it was covered in wrinkles now, like he hadn’t bothered changing out of it.

      And I hoped it wasn’t because he couldn’t.

      I helped him out of his shirt, then handed it to him as I gestured toward the front door. “Let me get my table set up, then we can get started, okay?”

      “Okay.” Meek. Powerless. This man wasn’t the same man I’d come to know. I pressed a hand to my chest, wishing it could ease the ache that was pounding through me with every heartbeat.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            14

          

          ANGELO

        

      

    

    
      It didn’t happen again. At least, not on the table. Whether it was the pain I was having or something else, I didn’t know. But my traitorous dick was kind enough not to grace me with its hard and unwanted presence until I was showering in my locked bathroom, away from prying eyes.

      Though I tried to ignore it, tried to will my erection to go the hell away, it wouldn’t fucking listen. And with Lyndsey in the next room, I was loath to take matters into my own hands.

      But wanting it to go away didn’t matter. My dick throbbed like it had its own heart pumping its own blood into it, and I was just along for the ride. I scrubbed a week’s worth of sweat from my skin, and the entire time my dick stood at attention. Persistent. Unwanted.

      Getting in my way.

      When I finally wrapped my hand around my shaft to clean it, it nearly brought me to my knees.

      Images flashed through my head. Images of my doctor. Of the woman in the other room. Images of her standing up to her boss, of her kneeling between my legs.

      Of her hands smoothing along my thighs like she had earlier.

      Fuck. It had been years since I’d had sex, years since I’d wanted to. I was used to taking care of myself. Used to jerking off in my shower just to get it over with. It was easier than finding a woman, than trying to negotiate a relationship where there was sex without any form of messy emotional attachment.

      I’d never wanted sex more than I did now, but I couldn’t let that happen.

      I couldn’t let her get hurt.

      Get drawn into this world where I lived and she didn’t belong.

      But fuck! Just the thought of her sweet lips, or the curve of her hips, or the way her hands felt as they slid over my bare skin… Just the thought of her brought me so close to the edge, it took nothing to put me over.

      I burned with embarrassment even as the water ran cold. To think of her like that, to want her like that, wasn’t something I should do. But fuck if I could stop it.

      And fuck if it didn’t feel good.

      The zip and zing at the base of my spine, the shiver that ran through my entire body before my cum sprayed across the shower wall. Spurts of it, heating my hand and dripping to the floor before that embarrassment scorched me from the inside out.

      It wasn’t logical, this feeling. It didn’t make sense. I’d trained myself to not need that physical release, to not be overcome with desire when I looked at a woman.

      But all that training went right out the fucking door the minute I’d dried off, dressed, and returned to the living room. She was sitting in my chair, fingers knotted together as her gaze zipped across the pages of the book I’d left open on the footstool. She chewed on her bottom lip as she read, and I got the sense that she found it as interesting as I did. Especially when she reached forward and gently turned the page, keeping her fingers in place so she wouldn’t lose my spot.

      I stared longer than I should have, trying to work through the puzzle of my thoughts. Trying to figure out what it was about her that was so different. Was it the perfect symmetry of her face, or the jagged scars that marked her skin? Was it her healing hands, and the fact that I couldn’t shy from her touch the way I usually did?

      Perhaps she was the puzzle. Maybe she held the key. If I could just sort her out, find the corner pieces, then the straight edges, maybe then I could uncover the picture of who she really was until she was bare before me.

      Until she made sense.

      “Oh!” Her voice startled me out of my thoughts, and I blinked to bring my focus back to her. She was smiling, and the look was disarming, so much so that I almost stepped backward into my bedroom when she rose from the chair. “I didn’t see you there.”

      She came straight for me, and it took effort to contain the desire to flee in light of what I’d just done with her image in my head. She reached for me, and my eyelids fell shut and my brow pinched as I awaited her touch.

      Except it landed on my collar. She adjusted the fabric around my neck, then ran her fingers over each button on my shirt until both sides were cinched shut. She slowed as she reached the bottom, and my gut clenched as she lingered there. And when she didn’t move away, I peeked at her.

      “How are you feeling?” she asked, her head tilted to the side as she stared up at me. The corners of her lips curled up, and I set aside that puzzle piece so I could study it later.

      “Fine,” I muttered, tearing my gaze away from hers.

      “Don’t lie to me, Angelo.” She reached for my hand, and I was about to throw the whole damn puzzle out the window when she pulled it between us and flicked through the two buttons on my sleeve. “You had me so worried.”

      She carefully lowered my arm, like she thought she might hurt me, then reached for my other.

      “I couldn’t stop imagining you dead in an alley somewhere. I didn’t know what happened, or where you were, and I was terrified I did something to hurt you. Or that I’d never get the chance to finally heal you.”

      “Don’t do that.” She stilled at my words, still holding my arm, and I wanted to smooth away the furrow in her brow. “Don’t lose sleep over me. And don’t believe for a second that you’re at fault for me not getting better.”

      “But I do.” It came out just a whisper, and the warmth of her hand holding onto me flashed through me like a fire. “I care about you.”

      It felt like my heart had stopped beating in my chest, and I struggled to pull in a breath as my ribs clenched around my lungs.

      “You’re my patient,” she amended, and that clenching tightness grew stronger, until I was sure I wouldn’t survive. Even the red flush to her cheeks and the fact that she still held my hand didn’t ease the feeling of ineptitude from my thoughts.

      I was her patient. Of course she cared about my health.

      She lowered my arm to my side, then released me from her grip. “That’s all you can be.” Then she spun away, hand rubbing at the back of her neck as she paced the floor of my kitchen the way she often did in her exam room.

      She was muttering to herself so quietly I couldn’t hear what she said. I had half a mind to stop her, to demand she tell me what was wrong. Demand she lay her pieces out on the table so I could figure out where they were supposed to go.

      When she finally stopped, she had her face buried in her hands. Her perfect almond-shaped eyes taunted me with her secrets as she peered up at me between her fingers.

      She looked… terrified. She looked like she had when she told me Zee had pulled a gun on her. She looked like she was scared of me, though she had no reason to be.

      Didn’t she know I wouldn’t hurt her? That I’d do everything I could to protect her from the violence in my life? That I’d stop at nothing to keep her safe?

      My eyes lost focus.

      It was true.

      I’d keep her safe. And in order to do so, I had to keep this professional.

      To hell with what my fucking dick thought.

      “Why don’t I bring you home?”

      Lyndsey nodded profusely, and she looked like I’d just handed her the world. Her bottom lip quivered before she sucked it into her mouth. “Yes. Thank you.”
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        * * *

      

      She didn’t live far from my apartment, and we should have been able to get there in under ten minutes, even with heavy traffic. But traffic wasn’t the problem. The problem was my neighbors.

      First, there was Shannyn, the lady across the hall. She stopped me before I could pass her door and asked that I help her get her colander off the top shelf of her cupboard. Then, there were Tate, Roman, and Dakari, who were conducting an inquisition over the woman carrying the heavy table at my side—the table she wouldn’t let me touch, for fear it would aggravate my shoulder.

      The boys did all they could to help her out, juggling the table into the elevator, then down the front stairs, between them, and out to the back of my SUV. But they didn’t stop there.

      Of course they didn’t.

      And their questions had me itching as a tingling sensation swept across the back of my neck. I’d wanted to grab Lyndsey’s hand and toss her into my car, take her away from the three little punks who wouldn’t stop staring at me as she not-so-gently pounded the nail in the coffin of anything happening between us.

      That’s all you can be.

      Not that I wanted anything to happen between us. I didn’t need sex. I didn’t need a woman in my life. I was fine with everything just the way it was.

      My chest clenched and I pressed a hand to it, trying to ease the pain that had bloomed there.

      “Whew!” Lyndsey leaned her head back against the headrest as I pulled away from my apartment building, and I watched her out of the corner of my eye. I watched her smile. Watched her wring her fingers together. Watched her turn her pretty brown eyes on me. “I don’t think your neighbor likes me.”

      I pulled my attention forward, but my focus blurred for a moment. “Why would you think that?”

      “Did you see the looks she was giving me?”

      Peeking at her again, I asked, “When?”

      “When you were reaching for her colander, which was completely unnecessary, I might add.”

      “She can’t reach it by herself.”

      “No? And she can’t pull the step ladder in from where she was painting in the living room?”

      My brow furrowed, and I shifted in my seat to take the weight off my left hip.

      “And she was glaring at me the entire time those boys were talking to us, too.”

      I’d noticed Shannyn standing near the front door to our building, but I hadn’t given her presence any thought. She often watched the boys play when I was out with them. She was always around.

      “She likes you.”

      “She’s just being a good neighbor.”

      Lyndsey reached across the center console and set her palm on my leg. “She likes you, Angelo.”

      I shifted again, sitting forward in my seat, trying to ignore her touch burning through my pant leg.

      “Do you… like her?”

      “No.” I didn’t realize how sharp I’d snapped until cooler air replaced the warmth from where her hand had been on my thigh. Without glancing her way, I muttered, “I don’t need a woman in my life.”

      Other than to direct me to her apartment, Lyndsey didn’t make another sound.

      “You can just let me out here,” she said, hand on the door handle as I drove past the front of her building.

      I didn’t like the looks of it. It didn’t look safe, didn’t look like the kind of building a woman like her should be living in. I shook my head as she twisted in her seat, staring after her front door like it could be her saving grace.

      There was a parking spot not far down the block, and I pulled into it, putting my car in park before reaching for my seatbelt.

      “You don’t have to get out.”

      “I’m coming with you.”

      Her lips mashed into a straight line. “I won’t let you carry the table, Angelo.”

      “I’m not letting you carry it up there alone.” She jumped at the boom in my voice. A grimace cut across my face, and I tried again, softer this time. “The table is heavy. What if you fell? Who would be there to protect you?”

      Her gaze cut a path across my face—from my eyes to my jaw, lingering on my mouth—before landing on my shoulder. Her tongue flicked out to wet her lips, and her delicate throat bobbed on a swallow.

      “Okay,” she said, wringing her hands. “You can come.”

      I didn’t wait for another word. I was out my door and to the back of my SUV faster than I’d moved in my last gun fight. I needed to get her safe upstairs. I needed to get her into her apartment. I needed to get the hell away from her. Because that thing was stirring inside of me again. That feeling that I couldn’t understand.

      Did she put it there? Was it a piece of the puzzle she’d brought to my life? How long would I have to stare at her, watch her every move, before I could figure her out?

      “Are you okay?” She stood before me, the strap of the table weighing down her shoulder as something else seemed to burden her soul. She reached for me, her hand resting on my good arm, and I simultaneously wanted to soak in her touch and run far, far away.

      “Fine.” I didn’t move a muscle. Doing so would have stopped her from smoothing her fingers over my arm. But my single word was enough to stop her anyway.

      She gave my arm a squeeze. “Shall we?”

      At my nod, she released me, but I felt tethered to her, a string pulling tight between us as she walked away. I relieved the tension the only way I could—by staying close behind her. I followed her up the stairs to her apartment, my hands never far from her back as she struggled under the weight of that table.

      It made me feel like a worthless fool, being unable to help her. As much as I wanted to disregard her worries and carry the damn thing myself, I wanted, more than anything, to prove to her what she was doing was helping me. I couldn’t do that if I hurt myself again.

      One last time, I steadied her as she climbed the last stair to her floor, and the smile she gave me, while so similar to every single smile she’d tossed my direction on our way up, seemed sad.

      “I’m right down here.”

      Nodding, I rose off the stair behind her. We were closer than we had been since she’d last cried in my arms, her body unmoving as I brushed against her. Her gaze climbed my chest until her attention focused on my face. She pulled her lip between her teeth, my fingers spread against her back. I slid my hand lower, to the dip of her waist, and I told her, “Lead the way.”
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          LYNDSEY

        

      

    

    
      He followed me through my apartment door, and I tried to breathe in air that wasn’t laced with his smell. But it didn’t work. Less than one minute in my home, and the only thing I could smell was him. I needed to know what kind of soap he used in the shower, both to bottle it up and to stay as far away from it as I could.

      I was losing my mind. Even when he snapped at me when I pressed him about his neighbor, I couldn’t rid myself of the strange desire to curl up in his lap like a cat. My fingers itched to touch him, and when his touched me, my entire body burned.

      “I’m just going to put this away,” I told him, needing to put some distance between us. Without looking back, I hauled my table through the apartment and to my bedroom so I could stash it away in the back of my closet where it belonged. Then I paced the small space between my bed and my closet, trying not to tear my hair from my head.

      “Get a grip, Lyndsey,” I muttered to myself. “He’s your patient, for God’s sake! You can’t get involved!”

      I knew I couldn’t, knew getting wrapped up with a man like Angelo was as dangerous as it was wrong, but I was having a hard time convincing my heart to care.

      Was it the money? That he’d paid off my debt with no explicit requirement to pay him back? Was that the reason I was attracted to him? Because he helped me when others who were supposed to love me just turned their backs on me instead?

      There was no doubt he was gorgeous. There was definition below the thicker rolls of skin around his waist, but that softness to him was just as intriguing as the brutal, hard muscles underneath.

      Then there was the way he looked at me. Like he cared enough to try to figure me out, even though I’d made my life as simple as I could.

      Heavy footfalls stopped my pacing. I peeked in my mirror, ensuring I didn’t look as bad, as messy and flustered, as I felt. Then I rushed out of my room, intent on stopping him before he got this far.

      But I didn’t need to.

      Angelo had stopped himself, right outside the door to Laney’s bedroom. He was staring in, brow furrowed and mouth ajar. I didn’t have to look in to know what he was seeing.

      Laney wasn’t your typical four-year-old child, and nothing about her tiny bedroom would be considered normal. From the small bed covered in a pink, castle-like tent, to the scale model of the solar system hanging from her ceiling and the giant telescope pointed out her window.

      When I stopped at his side, he didn’t turn to me, not at first. Just kept looking in at the posters on the walls and the toys and science experiments that lined her shelves. I braced myself for the questions I always got about my daughter when strangers met her.

      Instead, when Angelo turned to me, his furrowed brow relaxed and his gaping mouth closed as his lips curled upward into a smile.

      And instead of making up excuses, instead of allowing my frustration over rude questions and assumptions to drag me down, I allowed that smile to calm my nerves.

      Then I surprised myself when my own question tumbled from my mouth. “Would you like to stay for coffee?”
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        * * *

      

      Angelo shuffled over to the table with his mug and sat down. I’d caught him eyeing Laney’s little hot chocolate pods as the first cup of coffee brewed, and his eyes lit up like hers always did when I offered one to him. He turned another smile my way, causing my skin to turn hot as something fluttered inside my chest.

      “You’re adorable,” I murmured before what I said registered. Heat flared in my cheeks as I fumbled to amend my statement. “You remind me of Laney.”

      He dipped his head, then peeked back up at me. “Your daughter?” When I nodded, he averted his gaze. “No one’s ever called me adorable before.”

      My hand was on his wrist before I realized I’d moved. And though I wanted to pull back, I was stuck there, like the amber of his eyes was the sticky sap of a tree, covering the two of us and refusing to let go. It wasn’t until he lifted his attention to my face, the furrow in his brow as noticeable as the downward tilt of his lips, that I could summon the strength to pull away.

      Pulling my mug to my mouth, I took a sip of my coffee, then let out a sigh. “I suppose you have questions.”

      He set his mug down and pointed over his shoulder, toward my daughter’s room. When I nodded, he opened his mouth and asked, “Where’d you get the telescope?”

      A huff of a laugh left me before I could bottle it up, and his brow furrowed again.

      “What?”

      “That’s not the kind of question I was expecting.”

      Angelo shifted in his seat, lifting his mug before setting it back on the table without taking a drink. “What were you expecting?”

      “Questions about Laney. About the things in her bedroom.”

      “Like the telescope.”

      I pursed my lips, then clutched my mug with both hands. “It was a gift from my nanny.”

      “An expensive gift.”

      I shook my head. “No. No, she promised me it was on sale. She got it at a consignment store at a deep discount.”

      He nodded, though I couldn’t tell if he believed me. In the back of my head, I still questioned whether Jan had told me the truth. He took another drink, and when he looked up at me again, all those unasked questions were in his eyes. “How old is she?”

      “Four,” I started, scrambling to go on before the judgment I was so used to hearing came floating out. “She’s very advanced. She’s in private school, learning well above her age level. But she loves science. And reading. And learning.”

      “Me too.”

      His words hit me like a brick. A big, gooey brick. It wrapped itself around me, squeezing until it felt like my heart was too big for my chest.

      “And her father?”

      And my heart burst. I grabbed for my collar, and no amount of self-control could stop me from tugging at the fabric, trying to ease the pain that still existed five years later. Scrambling from my chair, I paced my small living room, as if the movement could take me away from the pain.

      As if I could outrun the past.

      But I could hear the footsteps in my head, the same cadence I heard on that fateful night.

      “I was stupid.” I shook my head, refusing to go on, refusing to slow my pace while Angelo sat, judging me.

      “Your scars.”

      At that, my head whipped up, and I stumbled to a dead stop. Angelo stared at me, more like he was studying me than expecting me to continue. He moved his hand to his stomach, right below his ribs.

      “I got this one from my ex-foster father.” He moved to cover his right side, where I knew he had an old, jagged wound. “This one too.”

      His confession had me moving toward him. I wanted to know more. I wanted to know about the rest of his scars. Did he get them in foster care as well, or was it from the mafia life, like I’d always assumed?

      He glanced up at me, an earnest look in his eyes, before his gaze dripped down my face to where my fingers tangled around the collar of my shirt.

      I forced my hand to still, forced myself to reach for my chair, to move forward and sit once again.

      “I was young,” I said quietly, attention on my hands in my lap. “Stupid. So stupid. I thought I was invincible. I’d heard horror stories, and I knew better. But I went running through Central Park at night, and…”

      He shifted, and for a moment, I froze. That moment lasted forever, as visions of that night flitted through my head.

      I couldn’t remember much. The fall of his footsteps before the bite of the pavement against my palms and knees. The sharp slice of his knife as he cut off my clothes, cut my skin like he could rid me of that, too. The pain as he broke through the barrier that was never his to break.

      But that’s all I remembered.

      “I woke up in the hospital two months later. They’d done surgery after surgery to save my life. And sometimes, I wondered if they should have just let me go.”

      “Don’t say that.” His voice similar to the hard crack of a whip, causing me to startle, to spill a splash of coffee onto my lap. I grabbed a napkin from the center of the table to clean up, and when I looked up at him again, he wasn’t looking at me.

      “It was bad, Angelo,” I whispered, worried that I’d upset him with my words, with the things I’d believed in my darkest hour. “I wasn’t even able to get out of bed before we found out I was pregnant. And my parents…”

      His fist on the table clenched so hard his knuckles turned white. He shifted his attention to me.

      “They abandoned me.” The confession tore through my throat, hurting worse than the knife that had nearly killed me. Almost as bad as when they left me in the hospital, scared and alone. “They were very religious and had these insane expectations for my life. They blamed me for getting pregnant, for ruining my chances at becoming a doctor. They told me they never wanted to see me again, that I was no daughter of theirs.”

      Knitting my fingers together, I swallowed down the emotion that clogged my throat. I pictured Laney’s little face, knowing it was the one thing that kept me from wanting to give up. She was precious, even if she didn’t fit within society’s idea of a “normal child.” Even if my parents disowned me the minute they found out about her.

      “When I was well enough to leave the hospital, I was on my own, with hundreds of thousands of dollars' worth of debt and a baby on the way. I ended up at a shelter, and my life changed forever.”

      “D’Angelo.” His voice was just a whisper. I peeked up at him and found him watching my every move. As I fiddled with my mug. As I pulled it to my mouth for a drink. As I stared right back at him.

      “He paid off my debt,” I told him, fingers tangling in my collar again. “He set me up in my apartment and gave me money to buy the things I needed for my baby. And he insisted I go to school. That was his main stipulation, that I not let this setback take me away from the dreams I’d had before the attack.”

      Angelo gave a nod, though I didn’t know what it was for. Was it an understanding toward the man who’d set me back on my feet? Or was he finished asking questions? But when his eyes drifted downward, to where my fingers were bunched in my collar, I knew he wasn’t done.

      “Did they find him?”

      When I shook my head, his lips flattened into a straight line. His fingers curled into a tight fist once more as he jerked his head away.

      The harsh movement made tears prickle in the corners of my eyes. There was that brutal side of him, taking place of the gentle, quiet side of him I’d come to know. And though I knew it shouldn’t have been, it felt like all his anger was directed at me.

      “It was dark,” I told him, trying with all my might to keep my voice steady. “There were no cameras nearby. And I couldn’t see him, not with the pain and the darkness and the…” I rose from my chair once again, intending to pace through my apartment once more. But before I could move away, Angelo’s thick fingers wrapped around my wrist, pulling me to his side.

      He looked up at me, and I couldn’t decipher what he wanted, what the look on his face meant. His silence stretched on forever, until suddenly, his brow twitched.

      “It’s not your fault.”

      My breath squeezed from my chest and my knees gave out. But something kept me from hitting the floor. My body moved without me telling it to, and my butt settled gently into my chair, right at Angelo’s side, where it hadn’t been a moment before. He was close enough that I felt like I was in his shower with him, like I’d been doused in the scent of him while heat and water rained down upon the both of us. He was wrapped around me, arms snug and comforting, and I never wanted him to let go.

      He edged back, and his face was so close to mine it would have taken nothing to lean over and kiss him.

      But I couldn’t.

      I couldn’t do what my entire being was screaming at me to do.

      Not with my patient.

      “Thank you,” I whispered at the same time as he repeated, “It’s not your fault.”

      Lowering my gaze, I raised a hand to the side of my head, brushing a strand of hair from my face. Angelo released me, but I couldn’t breathe any better with that given space. My fingers tangled in my lap. “It feels like it. It’s what my parents would say.”

      He covered my hands with one of his before he pried them apart. I had a trickle of blood on my cuticle, where I’d worried it until it broke. He set my hand down on my leg, let go, and sat back. “I’d kill him if I could.”

      It was so matter-of-fact, so conversational, that it took me a moment to realize what he said. There was no doubt in my mind he spoke the truth, though. That his threat would be carried out, if only I knew who was responsible for the crime.

      And as I sat there, Angelo’s warmth pressing to my side and his scent still surrounding me, I realized, I was okay with that.

      I lifted my chin, meeting his gaze head on. “Thank you.”
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        * * *

      

      Not five minutes after I’d shooed Angelo out my door, Laney came running into the apartment. She had a habit of racing to her bedroom the minute she got home so she could put all her things away. But this time, with her backpack still strapped to her back, she came to a halt not ten feet into the room.

      My little girl turned to me, her blue eyes wide and her head tilted to the side. “What’s that smell?”

      Heat flushed my cheeks just as Jan walked in and shut the door. I rubbed at the back of my neck, feeling like I’d been caught in a lie, though I hadn’t spoken yet.

      “I had a friend over,” I told her, though my eyes flicked to where Jan stood. The older woman raised an eyebrow, concern etched on her face.

      Laney moved through the room, sniffing the air as if she were hunting someone who was still there. She paused at my side, then pressed her face into me before she wrapped her arms around my legs. “I like it,” she mumbled into my clothes, though I could hardly make out her words. She lifted her face, resting her chin on my leg. “Is your friend a boy or a girl?”

      Smiling, I nudged Laney back, then knelt beside her. “My friend is a boy.”

      Her head tilted once more, gaze lifting to the ceiling, and I tried to prepare myself for a slew of questions I didn’t know how to answer. “Okay.”

      She spun, racing away with her backpack bouncing until she’d disappeared into her room.

      “A boy?” Jan squeezed my shoulder, and I shook my head as I stood. “Is it your patient? The same one you were terrified of not too long ago?”

      It was my turn to gaze at the ceiling. Except I couldn’t stop from scrubbing my hands over my face, as if that could wipe away the day. But that movement didn’t help. I hadn’t had a chance to wash my hands, and my skin still smelled like Angelo.

      “Yes,” I said, shaking my head. “And I know I shouldn’t have had him here, but it was an emergency this morning, and his doctor couldn’t stay after we found him, and I needed a ride home, so he—”

      “It’s okay, Lyndsey.” Jan chuckled before giving my shoulder a good squeeze. “I know you well enough to know you wouldn’t do anything you’re not supposed to.”

      I nodded, then gave her a smile.

      But inside, my chest squeezed and my stomach twisted. Because no matter how hard I tried not to think of him that way, it was getting harder and harder to ignore what was brewing inside of me.

      I couldn’t deny it: I had feelings for Angelo Santini.
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          ANGELO

        

      

    

    
      The crick in my neck was almost unbearable. I couldn’t turn my head without pain ricocheting through my skull, and the ibuprofen I allowed myself wasn’t touching it. Sitting through dinner with Zee and D’Angelo was going to be pure hell, especially considering I wanted nothing more than to fall asleep.

      To be honest, my entire body ached, and I had no one but myself to blame. Once I got home from Lyndsey’s yesterday afternoon, I sat myself down in my chair in the living room, propped my feet up on my footstool, and set my laptop in my lap.

      And I researched.

      Five years ago, there had been a rash of rapes and murders in Central Park. The one thing they had in common: they all died.

      All but one.

      One woman who was put in a coma. Who’d nearly lost her life due to the injuries she’d sustained.

      A woman who survived when so many hadn’t been able to.

      When I’d exhausted my attempts at learning more about her with what I could access online, I reached out to Zak Shaw, the notorious hacker who’d been helping D’Angelo’s cause for longer than anyone realized. Within an hour, Lyndsey’s medical records and all the police files from those still-open cases were at my fingertips.

      It wasn’t until this afternoon that I’d gotten any sleep, and that was only because my eyelids fell shut during my last pass of Lyndsey’s case. I’d fallen asleep with her on my mind, had wicked dreams of the retribution I wanted to carry out in her name.

      And I’d awoken to my cell phone ringing with a crick in my neck and too few minutes to spare.

      I hated being late.

      Hated it with a passion.

      Yet here I was, trying to find a parking space outside of Zee’s brownstone with only two minutes until we were supposed to sit down and eat.

      I’d never done this before, and Zee’s phone call asking where the fuck I was only made me feel worse.

      Squeezing my SUV into a too small space, I gave a curse, then struggled out of my seat. I hated my inability to get better. I hated how much I needed Lyndsey. I hated that I’d allowed her to take over my mind the way she did.

      This was the exact kind of thing I’d avoided all my life. Getting mixed up with a woman, getting so distracted that I couldn’t focus on the things that mattered most.

      Like getting through this dinner while trying to act like I wasn’t in a boatload of pain.

      Moments after I pushed the doorbell outside Zeno’s house, a buzzer rang and the door clicked. I pushed it open and slipped inside, making a beeline for the kitchen while thinking this dinner might be exactly what I needed. Time with two single men who had no intentions of losing themselves to a woman’s charms.

      I opened my mouth, set to apologize for my tardiness, but my apology halted on the tip of my tongue while I struggled to make sense of what I saw in the middle of the kitchen.

      D’Angelo.

      Wrapped around some woman.

      Kissing her in a way that had heat flooding my veins as my jaw clenched so hard, my teeth hurt.

      “The hell is going on here?”

      The woman jolted. D’Angelo’s grip tightened around her as he murmured something too quiet for me to hear through the pounding of my heart in my ears. Zee crossed the kitchen to my side, and I was about to ask him what the fuck was happening when he said, “About that…”

      I waited. Watched him drag a hand across his chin. Wondered at the fucked up smile that sat crooked on his lips.

      “I took it upon myself to make alternative arrangements for tonight.” He shrugged when nobody responded, every last one of us waiting for him to tell us what was going on. “I didn’t figure you’d be sticking around.”

      Staring at him, I tried to make sense of what he said. But the fog my obsession with Lyndsey had left in my brain didn’t leave enough room for me to compute this complicated equation. I glanced back at D’Angelo and caught sight of a look on his face that made no sense to me.

      Yet somehow, in someplace deep inside me, it made all the sense in the world.

      I scratched at my temple, then forced my feet to move, to make room for him so he could move past me over the threshold I had only just crossed. Shaking my head, I said, “I suppose Zee will fill me in.”

      With D’Angelo’s dismissive nod, I chanced a glance at the woman he was with. The way she held onto him reminded me of Lyndsey holding onto me. And once more my mind raced through the fog, trying to figure out what I could have possibly missed.

      Lyndsey was a puzzle inside a puzzle, and I wanted nothing more than to crack her open and reveal every last one of her secrets.

      The woman’s squeal caught me off guard, and I looked up in time to see D’Angelo dragging her past me as they raced for the door. I turned my attention to Zee, ready to ask, once again, what the hell was going on. But the look on his face stopped me before I could make a sound.

      “Mind telling me what the hell is going on with you?” He had his arms crossed over his chest, and I wasn’t sure I’d ever seen the man look so disturbed.

      Hooking my thumb over my shoulder, I said, “I was going to ask you the same thing.”

      He left out a huff and shook his head, turning toward the kitchen island and grabbing the small plate of sandwiches from the counter. “That’s Paulo’s old flame.”

      Even waking up in the hospital after my accident, I wasn’t as confused as I was now. “What old flame? He hasn’t shown an ounce of interest in anyone since Summer left him nearly fifteen years ago.” Zee was shaking his head, but I didn’t let that stop me from making my point. “I lived with him, for God’s sake! I should know!”

      He grimaced like he’d tasted something bad before he sat back in his chair and gestured for me to sit down. I did so slowly, conscious of the pain my every movement brought me.

      “Nadia Fattore Trapani.” He shook his head. “Some say he loved her from the minute they first met. All I know is, he loved her before Summer came into his life. But Nadia was sent away for a while, and Summer was here, and before they could reconnect, Summer showed up on his doorstep, pregnant with Queenie.”

      I would have jerked my head away if I could have. Instead, I lowered my eyes to the plate of sandwiches between us. Zee grabbed one and dropped it on his own plate, before shoving the rest of them my way.

      “He wanted to do the right thing and be there for his child, so he gave up the love of his life. And then he lost her for good. Her family shipped her to Italy and forced her into her own marriage. It wasn’t until recently that her cousin reached out to me, hoping to get her out of there and back here in the States.”

      Zee tucked into his food for a minute, giving me time to process what he’d said. But I couldn’t. What I’d seen in the kitchen moments ago didn’t match up with what I knew about Paulo D’Angelo in my head.

      He’d put all his efforts into the Syndicate. Into poor schmucks like me who needed a leg up in life.

      Into people like Lyndsey.

      My poor, innocent Lyndsey.

      “You gonna tell me what the hell is going on with you?”

      “I’m fine.” The words came out automatically, before I’d even had a chance to refocus on him.

      “The hell you are. You ditched two appointments this week, your doctor called me nearly in tears, fearing for your fucking life for some reason, and we found you in your apartment looking like a beat up sack of potatoes. That’s not fine.”

      “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      “Yeah? Well I really don’t want to interrupt Paulo’s reunion with Nadia just to tell him his soldier has gone off the rails and needs a talking to.”

      Heat flared through me, and I glanced at the door, wondering just how bad it would be if I got up and left. Zee sat forward in his seat, trying to catch my eye, but there was no way in hell that was happening.

      “Tell me what had you freaking the fuck out.” I shook my head. “Now!”

      My body jolted in my chair at the loud crack in his voice. I swallowed hard, trying to get words to come out of my mouth. Any words. Anything that could explain the absolute horror I felt at what I’d done.

      My voice was just a whisper when they finally came out. “I got… hard.”

      “Hard? You mean an erection?”

      I nodded. “On her table.”

      “Well, congratulations big guy. Welcome to adulthood.”

      A scowl cut across my face as I glared at him. “It’s not funny.”

      “No, it’s not fucking funny. You had a natural biological reaction, and your response was to ditch life and pretend you don’t exist? It’s not funny at all.”

      “It wasn’t natural.”

      One of Zee’s eyebrows rose, hiding itself behind the hair on his forehead, making me wish I could find somewhere to hide too. He leaned forward, and when he spoke, his voice was only a notch above a whisper. “You’re not a virgin, are you?”

      Someone just shoot me now.

      “No!” I wanted to curl in on myself, but even slouching in my seat hurt too much. “I’ve had sex. But it’s a physical thing. There’s a time and a place for it. And getting… an erection… on my physical therapist’s table is neither the time nor the place.”

      He didn’t look away. Didn’t smile, didn’t turn, didn’t do anything to absolve me of my discomfort. I wanted to tear my skin from my body, both to relieve the itch his watchful eyes left upon me, and to release the heat that threatened to roast me alive.

      “You like her.” He said it so nonchalantly it took me a moment to realize what he meant. But after that moment, the weirdest sensation snaked through my entire being, that insane heat turning to a comforting warmth that felt too much like her. Like her hands on my body, like her head on my chest.

      Like her tears soaking into my skin.

      “No.” I didn’t. I couldn’t. “No, I don’t.”

      Zee looked at me like he didn’t believe a damn thing I said.

      “Even if I did,” I told him, pushing away from the table and regretting it immediately. I settled back in my seat and rubbed at my aching shoulder. “She’s not part of this world. I’m not bringing someone from the outside in. Look what happened to D’Angelo. Look what Summer did to him. She screwed him over, took away his child, and left him completely devastated. I promised myself I would never let that happen.”

      He chuckled quietly before taking a sip of his wine. “It’s funny that you think she’s not part of this world. She’s been part of this world since Paulo first decided to help her. That’s the thing, Angelo. No one is outside of the syndicate once he’s helped them. Lyndsey will forever be tied to him, whether she knows it or not. Paulo will always look out for her, so don’t be dense. Don’t let that stop you from being with her, if that’s what you want.”

      I wasn’t sure that was what I wanted. Because the only thing I really wanted was for things to go back to the way they were. Before Nadia. Before Lyndsey. Before Eliza. Back when Zee and I weren’t the only ones who didn’t have a fucking love interest in our lives.

      “So nice to see you blow off dinner but show up for cookies.”

      “Huh?” I drew my attention from my uneaten sandwich, thinking once again of Lyndsey. She told me she sometimes called her daughter “Cookie,” and that Laney hated it. And once again, I felt that fog encroaching. Because there in the kitchen, coming our way, was some teenager it took me far too long to place.

      “Sorry,” she said, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear with her cookie-holding hand. At the same time, she reached over Zee’s shoulder to snag a potato chip from his plate. He grabbed her wrist, stopping her. “I didn’t think I should intrude on such a”—she shot me a quick glance before meeting his gaze—“personal conversation.”

      What was the chance of the floor opening up and giving me a hole I could fall into?

      Scowling, Zee said, “It’s rude to eavesdrop.” He snatched the cookie from her hand and shoved half of it in his mouth.

      Clara’s mouth dropped open and it finally hit me. She was Clara Vinci. The twenty-year-old daughter of D’Angelo’s lieutenant, Adalberto, and Zeno’s new apprentice. Her lips curled into a wicked smile. “So sorry, Daddy. It won’t—”

      Zee shot from his seat, hovering over her with her wrist still wrapped up in his hand. “Get out of here.”

      Her gaze dripped over him, and the blood-red shade of his face, the vein popping out on his forehead, had me shifting in my seat.

      “You going to punish me for it?”

      “Get out!”

      The girl didn’t jolt the way I did at the loud crack of Zeno’s voice. She merely turned her blue-eyed gaze my way and offered me a smile. “Good luck with your lady.”

      With that, she turned on her heel and strode out of the kitchen, snagging another cookie off the counter as she went. Zee plopped back into his seat, shoving the rest of the cookie into his mouth. I picked at the cold cuts on my sandwich, wishing I could have made the same escape.

      “On second thought…” He turned back to the table and picked up his glass of wine. “Run. Run far, far away. Don’t get involved with Lyndsey or any other woman. It’ll only ruin your life.”
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      “Angelo!” Lyndsey bounded through the exam room door, pulling some machine on wheels behind her. Her energy level was astounding, but the smile on her face was so brilliant as she bounced my way, wrapping her up in my arms felt like the right thing to do.

      For a moment, I embraced her much the same way D’Angelo had held Nadia the night before. Even with Zee’s warning in my head, I couldn’t bring myself to let her go.

      Run far, far away. Don’t get involved with Lyndsey or any other woman. It’ll only ruin your life.

      How could something so bad for me feel so damn good?

      Lyndsey peeked up at me, eyes bright and smile wide before it tempered. She lifted her hand, fingering my collar and the top buttons of my shirt. She cleared her throat. “How are you feeling today?”

      “Fine,” I said, but she was already shaking her head.

      “Don’t lie to me, Angelo Santini.” She caught my grimace as I shifted my weight, then edged back enough to look me over like she could see my pain. “Are you any better after Saturday?”

      “Worse.”

      Her face fell, and it felt like my heart followed after, dropping straight to my stomach. It was my fault I hurt more, and I didn’t want her feeling like a failure. “I want to try something different today,” she said, just a whisper.

      “What’s that?”

      That bright glimmer returned to her eyes. “I found an ultrasound machine in our storage room.”

      My brow furrowed. “I’m not pregnant.”

      Had I never heard her laugh before? It was light and musical and had to be full of some sort of voodoo magic, because I was enchanted. “Not that kind of ultrasound, silly.” She turned from me, and much to my chagrin, I let her free from my grip. “This is for thermal ultrasound. It can be used for treating a wide range of health problems. The wand causes the skin and muscles to heat up, and it helps tissue fluids flow better. Which can help transport more white blood cells throughout your body, which then helps your damaged cells heal faster.”

      “You sound like you’re reciting something out of a medical text.”

      Again with the laughter. It tugged at something inside of me and brought a smile to my lips. She tucked a hair behind her ear, either not remembering that the gesture caused her scars to show, or not caring. “I spent all weekend thinking of you.” Her eyes widened and flashed to mine. “I mean, thinking of ways I could help you. To make you feel good… Better.”

      Pink rose to her cheeks before she spun, pacing the length of the small room. I stepped forward, into her path, and stopped her with a hand on her shoulder. Except, whatever I had been planning on saying slipped straight from my mind once my skin touched hers. She was wearing a sleeveless blouse, and I realized the moment my palm touched her bare arm that she’d never been so uncovered. My mind threatened to take that detail and run. My eyes threatened to eat up every last ounce of her exposed skin.

      And my mouth watered, wanting… her.

      “You’re crooked this morning.” She was quiet when she said it, and it didn’t dawn on me what she meant until her fingers had plucked through the top three buttons of my shirt. “I’ll just… help you out of this. And then we can get started.”

      “Lyndsey.” She didn’t look up, not until she’d reached the bottom button, and I had to grab her hand to keep her from finding something that she wasn’t meant to know. My dick stirred in my pants as I became ever so aware of the short distance between us. Of her smell and her eyes and the way her lips trembled before her tongue swept out and left a thin coating of moisture there.

      “It won’t hurt,” she whispered, the most soothing of sounds. “I promise.”

      In that moment, I would have done anything she asked. Stripped bare before her, cut my heart out with my knife and served it to her on a silver platter. I’d kill for her, I’d die for just one touch.

      With my nod, I released her. She finished with the last button, then slid my shirt off my shoulders, her fingers grazing against my bare skin. I shivered and stirred and couldn’t control my wanting. Not anymore.

      “Can you…” She paused, and the uncertainty there in her voice had me focusing my attention back on her. “Can you undo these? Just a little?”

      Her gesture was so slight, I missed it the first time. But when her cheeks flamed red, and she pointed again to the button on my slacks, the heat that colored her face jumped the divide between us and ignited mine.

      “Just a little,” she repeated, raising her gaze to catch mine. “Your gait was crooked on Saturday, and I’d like to work on your low back and hip.”

      My dick jumped, like the fucker thought he had a chance. And fuck, how I wanted that. I wanted a pussy instead of the strong hold of my hand. I wanted her pussy, warm and tight and…

      Fuck.

      “I’m sorry, what did you say?” I wasn’t sure she could get any more red.

      “I asked if you needed help with it, or if you’d like to take care of it on your own?”

      It.

      The button.

      Not my throbbing dick.

      I covered myself and turned toward the table, not even caring that she might take my aloofness the wrong way. I undid the button and laid down before either of us could say another word. Uncomfortable as I was, with my dick hard and unhappy where it was pinned to the table, the sound of her quiet humming as she plugged in the machine and maneuvered it into place soothed some of my nerves.

      Run far, far away.

      Maybe Zee was right. Maybe I should forget about all my wanting. Forget about the woman standing over me, pouring some sort of gel all over my shoulder. Forget about the woman who was so afraid for my life that she’d put aside her terror of the man who pointed a gun in her face so she could come to my apartment to try to make me feel better. The woman who’d been raped and almost murdered, abandoned by her family and left to take care of a baby alone.

      A moan tore through me unexpectedly, and Lyndsey pulled the wand she was holding away from my shoulder and put her hands on my side. “Are you okay? It’s not too hot, is it?”

      “No.” I swallowed, shifting my weight to discreetly adjust myself. “It feels good.”

      “Good.” One of her fingers brushed at a longer hair that had fallen in my face. “I’m glad it feels good.”

      Our eyes connected, and for the first time in my life, I wanted to make someone else feel good too. As long as that someone was her. But she returned to the gentle prodding of that wand to my shoulder and neck, and I reminded myself what Zee had said.

      That reminder worked, right up until she moved that wand down my side, when she tucked a towel into the band of my underwear and tugged them down.

      And holy hell, did I feel good in an entirely different way. The heat did something to the achy pain in my hip, relaxing it away until I felt like I was breathing normally for the first time since before I got hurt. I wanted to kiss her for how good I felt.

      That thought caught me off guard. I peered back at her. She kept her focus on my hip, and I got the feeling she was ignoring me. Avoiding my gaze.

      Did she like me like that?

      Did I sound like a fucking teen, fretting over a girl for the first time in my life?

      “Almost done,” she promised, tossing a quick glance my way. Her cheeks pinked again. It was more subtle this time, but it was there.

      What did that mean? What was that pinking for? Was she embarrassed for me, that I was showing off half my ass as she poked and prodded at me with a plastic wand? Could she sense the things that were flitting around in my head?

      Could she possibly like me the way I was beginning to like her?

      “There we go.” She set the wand aside, then used the towel she’d shoved in my pants to wipe up the gel that covered my hip. She grabbed another towel, working her way up my back until she’d wiped every inch of my skin. She paused there, fingers smoothing over one one the longer curls that hung over the collar of my shirt when I was clothed, before returning her eyes to mine. “All done.”

      I didn’t move. I didn’t want to breathe. She was kneeling at my side at the table, face so close to mine I could smell a hint of coffee on her breath. With her hand on my back, her fingers in my hair, I could have stayed there forever.

      “How do you feel?” Her voice was just a whisper, and it spoke to something buried so deep inside of me, I didn’t even know what it was. But that something grabbed hold of her words and curled around them, holding on so firmly I was sure it’d never let them go.

      “Good.” It was all I could manage, that word. All the pain left in my body was focused on the fluttering feeling in my chest. And the smile that grew across her lips had that fluttering turning into a pounding as my heart tried to claw its way free from between my lungs.

      She looked at her fingers, at the curl of hair she had locked around it, before she dropped her gaze to her lap. Her hand slid free, across my neck, down my shoulder, until it became the focus of her attention.

      “I think we should see how this does. I don’t want to irritate your shoulder or hip with massage today. But I also don’t want you to do anything that might aggravate it. No heavy lifting. Only do your stretches if you feel like you can handle it. And don’t…” She looked back at me. “Don’t be stubborn, Angelo. I know you want to do everything on your own, but you need to accept help until you’ve healed. As much as I enjoy your company, I’d rather you get better so you can stay off my table.”

      The fluttering stopped, but my breath didn’t return with the sinking feeling in my gut.

      Was she trying to get rid of me?

      Would this feeling go away when I was no longer in her presence?

      Slowly, so I wouldn’t hurt my shoulder or ruin the warm comfort her ministrations had left in my muscles, I rose from the table. She turned her back on me for a moment, but rather than grabbing my shirt like she usually did, she grabbed a card off her counter and wrote something down.

      “Here. I want you to have this.”

      “Your business card?” I asked, taking it from her hand.

      She lowered her voice, until I had to strain to hear. “It’s my personal number. I want… I want you to call me if you need anything. Anything at all. If you can’t reach a colander on the top shelf, or if you need to move a table across the room.” She smiled, something warm and shy and so intriguing it was like she was spreading that voodoo magic again. “Or even if you just need to talk.”

      Lyndsey eyed me as I rose from the table, and I wanted to wrap her up in my arms the way I had when she first came in. But then her cheeks flushed and she turned her head, tucking a hair behind her ear as she shifted her weight from one side to the other.

      “Your pants.”

      “What?”

      She gestured to them, saying, “They’re still undone,” before she ducked her head and turned away.

      I grabbed for my waistband, hurrying with the button and zipper so I wouldn’t make her uncomfortable again. When she came back with my shirt, I let her help me into it, even though the pain I was feeling on arrival was nowhere to be seen. When she was done, when my shirt was fixed and she’d smoothed her hands down my chest to ease away the small wrinkles left from where it had hung, she peered up at me, and stole my mind again.

      “Promise you’ll call me if you need anything?” she asked, and I wanted so much for the plea in her voice to be real.

      “Promise,” I told her, voice raspy as I pushed it through my dry throat.

      She smiled again, smoothed a hand down my chest once more. “I better get the ultrasound back in the storage room before my next patient gets here.”

      I could do no more than nod, but she didn’t need more than that. She turned away and wheeled the machine out the door, and I nearly pulled my hair out as my sanity followed her right out of the room.

      Run away.

      I couldn’t, though. No matter how much I wanted to, my feet wouldn’t heed Zee’s warning. Instead, they pursued her like it was the only thing they knew how to do.
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      It was the right thing to do. Rushing out of the exam room as quickly as I could, I pushed the ultrasound machine back toward the storage room, where I fully planned on having a complete meltdown.

      It was impossible to stop my desire to curl into that man. Having him hold me in his arms when I entered the room was one of the best things I’d ever felt, and I couldn’t bring myself to pull away. But I couldn’t allow it again, and that had never been clearer to me than when he stood from the table and all I could think of was sliding his pants off rather than helping him do them up.

      There was something wrong with me. That was why I couldn’t stop thinking about my patient. That was why I’d given him my number and nearly begged him to call me. It was wrong, having even a hint of a relationship with him, but I couldn’t stop myself.

      After stowing the machine back where I’d found it, I turned to shut the door so I could have my meltdown in peace. But there was no peace to be found. Because standing in the doorway was something I never expected.

      “Lyndsey. Just the person I wanted to see.” Dr. Martin came into the small space and closed the door behind him. With only the light coming from the small window set near the ceiling, it was hard to see what he was doing. But my mind twisted, returning me to a cold, dark night in Central Park five years ago. That first bite of the knife through my skin pierced my consciousness, and as I did then, I raised my hands in front of me, not caring for an instant whether the scars on my forearms were showing.

      “No! Don’t touch me!”

      The loud bang that came next didn’t fit with my nightmare, and I blinked myself back to the present in time to find Angelo holding Dr. Martin up against the wall, my boss’s feet kicking the air between the wall and Angelo’s shins.

      “The fuck did you do?” The low growl that came from Angelo’s throat sounded so menacing, my knees grew weak.

      “Nothing!” Dr. Martin squealed, grabbing at Angelo’s wrist like he could loosen my patient’s grip. “I didn’t do anything!”

      Angelo turned his darkened gaze my way, and my attention flashed between his narrowed eyes and the whites of Dr. Martin’s bulging ones. “Did he hurt you?”

      My head shook as I wrapped my arms around myself, as if I could fend off the memories from that cold December night. “No,” I whispered, unable to get my voice to come out louder. “He… startled me.”

      Angelo turned his attention back to my boss, dragging his hardened gaze down the front of the doctor, like he didn’t believe me and was sure he’d find the truth written in the button up shirt and gaudy tie held tight in his grip.

      “She’s telling the truth,” Dr. Martin stammered. “I di-didn’t touch her. Now put me down!”

      At first, I didn’t think he was going to. Then, ever so slowly, Angelo lowered him to the floor. “Why did you follow her into this room,” he asked, hand still fisted in his shirt.

      “She’s my employee.”

      “That’s not a reason to follow her into a tiny storage room and shut the door.”

      Dr. Martin’s throat bobbed, and he moved his mouth as if trying to get it to work. “Who are you again?”

      I couldn’t be sure, but I swore Angelo pushed him harder into the wall. “I’m an interested party who doesn’t take kindly to men taking advantage of unsuspecting women.”

      “I’m not! I swear!”

      “You better not, or you’ll have me to answer to.”

      Dr. Martin shook his head so hard, it knocked against the cold concrete wall behind him. Angelo released him, scowling even as he turned his head toward me.

      “You okay?”

      It was my turn to shake my head, because I wasn’t okay. It wasn’t often I had flashbacks to that night, but every time I did, I was left shaken and weak. I needed to sit down. I needed to hug Laney, to prove that we were still alive. That we made it.

      “I don’t feel very good,” was all I could manage, and I couldn’t bring myself to look at either man.

      “Will you be okay here?” Angelo asked, the viciousness from moments ago tempered.

      I was nodding before his question even hit me. Once it did, I couldn’t contain the shudder that raged through me, as if I was coated in wrong.

      “No,” I said, shaking. My head, my legs, my hand as I reached for the wall. “No. I need to go home.”

      Angelo extended his hand toward me, giving me an offer I couldn’t refuse. “I’ll take you.”
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      “Mommy? What’s wrong?” Laney crawled into my bed beside me, draping her little body over me in an awkward, one-armed hug. I pulled her toward me, wrapping her up and breathing her in.

      Movement at the door drew my attention, and I looked up to find Jan looking in. I tried for a smile I didn’t feel before kissing Laney on the head.

      “Mommy had a tough day, Cookie.”

      My daughter wiggled from my grasp and peered down at me. “Do you need hot chocolate? Hot chocolate always makes me have a good day.”

      Lightness trickled through me, the first I’d felt since Angelo followed me into my bedroom earlier and tucked me in. “No hot chocolate for me.”

      Her blue eyes widened. “Can I have hot chocolate?”

      Jan and I both laughed.

      “Silly girl. You had some this morning.”

      “I only had one cup. You had two cups of coffee before you left for work. How many cups did you have after that? Maybe that’s why you had a tough day.”

      After being consumed by my own personal hell for hours, it felt good to laugh. I curled a strand of her brown hair around my finger as she gave me a pointed glare.

      “You’ve got me there. It was probably that third cup of coffee. I’ll tell you what. If you promise you’ll be good tonight, I’ll let you have one more cup of hot chocolate.”

      Her eyes lit up like Christmas and she scrambled from the bed. Before she dashed out of the room, though, she turned back to me. “I know it really wasn’t the coffee that gave you a bad day. And thank you for the hot chocolate, even if it is only so the grownups can talk.”

      Jan shook her head as Laney raced from my bedroom. “Too smart for her own good.”

      “She is.” I pulled my pillow to my chest, hugging it the way I had been since Angelo left my room.

      Jan walked forward, taking a seat beside me and running a hand over the top of my head. “You going to tell me what has you looking like your world has come to an end?”

      Scrunching my face up, I pressed it into my pillow, as if that could take away my pain. “I don’t know,” I mumbled into my pillow.

      “Don’t you give me that nonsense.” She tugged the pillow from my grasp, forcing me to face her. To face the rest of the world.

      With a sigh, I lifted myself until I was sitting. I took the pillow when she handed it back to me and snuggled it against my chest. “I don’t know where to start.”

      “Was it a patient?”

      “No. No, not really. This morning went so well.” That heat that had plagued me for so much of Angelo’s appointment came racing back to my cheeks. “I found an ultrasound machine in our storage room.”

      “Good!” Jan beamed at me. “Did it help?”

      Nodding, I told her, “Yeah, I think it did. He really relaxed into it, and he didn’t look so stiff when I was done.”

      “That’s wonderful, Lyndsey. See, I told you you’d figure something out.”

      “But I—” I buried my face in my palms, not wanting to say what was on my mind.

      “What is it?” she asked, her voice soothing as she put a hand on my arm.

      “I really like him, Jan. I like him so much. And I can’t do anything about it. Dating a patient isn’t only wrong, it’s unethical. I just can’t do that. I’ve worked so hard to be where I am, to provide for myself and Laney and you. I can’t allow this man to come in and ruin that.”

      “Does he like you too?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. I think. Maybe. But that’s not the point. Even if he does, it’s not like we can act on it. He’s still my patient.”

      “But he won’t be forever.” Jan gave me a sad smile. “That’s the thing about your profession. Your goal is to get your patients healthy again, so they no longer need you. At some point, after you heal him, he’ll move on with his life and he won’t be a patient anymore.”

      “This is the man I’ve been treating for two months. I’m not sure he’ll ever be healed.”

      “Oh, he will. Because he’s got the best doctor in the world on his side.”

      Tightening my grip on my pillow, I lowered my gaze. “That’s very sweet of you, but you don’t have to say that.”

      “I know I don’t have to. I choose to because it’s the truth.” She shifted her weight but didn’t get up. After a stretch of silence, she asked, “What else is bothering you? The Lyndsey I know wouldn’t let some guy troubles keep her bed bound the whole day.”

      A deeper sigh left me, but this time I wanted to curl back into a ball. My throat tightened and my heart pounded in my chest at just the thought of what happened at work. Still, I tried to brush it off.

      “I think I was overreacting.”

      “You think? Why don’t you try talking it out and we can see?”

      Dredging up old memories was the last thing I wanted to do, but I knew Jan wouldn’t stop until I told her what was wrong.

      “I went to put the ultrasound machine away after his appointment. When I turned around, Dr. Martin was there. He shut us both in the storage room, and it was dark, and I couldn’t see, and—” I buried my face in my palms.

      “What happened?” Her voice was tight, as was her grip on my leg.

      “Nothing,” I said, shaking my head. “I screamed, and the door crashed in, and then Angelo was there, holding Dr. Martin against the wall.”

      “Angelo?”

      My eyes widened as I realized my mistake, and I slapped a hand over my mouth. I never said my patients’ names when I was talking to Jan.

      “Angelo is your patient? The mafia man?”

      “Please don’t say anything.”

      She pursed her lips and lifted her brow before shaking her head at me. “Do you really think I’d tell?”

      “No, but it was wrong of me to say it. I could get in trouble if anyone found out.”

      “You worry too much, dear.” Jan patted my arm. “What did your Angelo do?”

      My Angelo?

      Why did that thought feel so good?

      “He questioned him. Threatened him.”

      “Threatened?”

      “Said Dr. Martin would have to answer to him if he ever took advantage of me.”

      Jan’s laughter tumbled free, and I looked up at her, aghast.

      “It’s not funny!”

      “Oh, but it is.”

      “What is? Tell me, what about my patient threatening my boss is funny?”

      “You’re right,” she told me, a glint in her eyes. “Nothing about your asshole boss getting the shit scared out of him by a big burly mafia man is funny.”

      “Jan—”

      “I know, I know. Little ears.” She patted my leg. “I’ve always wished that man would get what was coming to him. I’m glad he finally did.”

      “Jan!”

      “I’m too old to take it back, and I wouldn’t if I could. I just hope this is the end of your troubles with that conniving little—”

      “Jan!”

      She raised her hands. “I’m done. I’m done.” I waited for her to start again, but it looked like she really was finished. “Are you going to be okay?”

      Once again, my throat got tight. “I will be. I just… Being locked in that room, unable to see, unable to get out… All I could think of was that it was happening again. And I just pictured Laney’s eyes, but it wasn’t… It wasn’t her. It was him. And I was so scared!”

      “Shh. Shh. It’s okay.” Jan pulled me into her arms, hugging me the way she had so many times the past five years. “You’re safe now. You and Laney are safe. Nothing’s going to happen to you.”

      After she dried my tears and calmed my heart, Jan left my side to get supper ready for Laney. I stayed in bed, trying not to let my past take up any more space in my head. It was hard, though. As the sun crept behind the buildings surrounding my own, casting the city into darkness, that dark spot in my history was too close to the forefront of my mind.

      Close to tears once more, I had just buried my head in my pillows when my phone buzzed on my bedside table. So few people knew my number, and I questioned who it could be even as I pulled my cellphone to my ear. “Hello?”

      For a moment, the only sound was the hiss of the open line. Then a deep, familiar voice asked, “Lyndsey?”

      “Angelo? Is everything okay?”

      “I’m… good.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah.” Something clicked, as if his phone was knocked against something. “The pain is not bad.”

      “I’m so glad.” I’d gotten used to his silences in my office, but over the phone, they were unnerving. “Did you—”

      “I wanted—”

      We both stopped. Laughed. Warmth spread through my chest. “Did you need anything?”

      He answered faster than I expected. “I wanted to check on you. Are you doing okay?”

      “I will be.”

      I knew I would be. Because even as the night rolled in and the city fell asleep, I had Angelo Santini’s voice in my ear. And somehow, when he whispered to me that everything would be okay, I believed him.
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          LYNDSEY

        

      

    

    
      My phone rang on Tuesday night, minutes after I’d left my sleeping daughter’s side. I rushed to my room, closing the door before I bothered to answer. “Angelo? Are you okay?”

      There was a brief moment of silence, and fear grew inside of me before his quiet breath on the other end of the line whispered past my ear. “I’m good. Are you okay?”

      My chest seemed to flutter, as if something in there had taken flight. “Good.”

      “How was your day?”

      Curling up against my headboard, I tried to control the smile that threatened to break my face in two at the sound of his concern. “It was okay.”

      “Did he bother you?”

      That sobered me. “I hid in my office when I wasn’t with my patients.”

      He didn’t respond immediately. Though he’d done the same thing last night when we spoke, I still wasn’t used to it. Not without him here, so I could watch his face and see the way his brain was working. “He didn’t bother you?”

      “No.”

      He huffed out a long breath. I grabbed a pillow and pulled it to my chest. “That’s good. I want you to tell me if he does anything. Anything at all.”

      “I will,” I promised, the way I had last night.

      “I was worried about you,” he murmured, the sound stirring up those fluttering wings in my chest. “I’ve been thinking about you all day.”

      “Angelo.” I squeezed my eyes closed, and his image flashed in my head. His handsome face. His complete and total concern. Heat rose to my face as I whispered a secret that I’d been carrying with me since I woke up this morning, my phone on the bed beside me and his name on my screen indicating we’d never hung up the night before. “I’ve been thinking about you, too.”

      “Is your daughter asleep?”

      “She is.”

      “Do you have time to talk?”

      “I do.” It came out a whisper. I spread my fingers over my pillow, pulling it to my face. It was the same one he’d hugged to his chest as he waited for me to climb into bed yesterday afternoon, and it still smelled vaguely of him. “Tell me what you did today.”

      Something that sounded like a laugh came through the line. “It’s boring.”

      “Tell me. I promise I won’t fall asleep.”

      “Like you did last night?”

      I scoffed, and he laughed. I felt like I was floating on the moon. “I’ll try not to fall asleep.”

      Angelo hummed, the sound tickling my ear and racing through me to the tips of my toes. It felt like his touch; warm and comforting and something I couldn’t get enough of. When he spoke, I felt like he was with me again, the rich sound of his voice worming its way through me, melting me in a puddle before him, even as I tried to stay whole.

      That was the problem with Angelo. Even when the topic was the stock market, or the research he was doing to try to find the man who had raped me and murdered so many others, I couldn’t help but melt.

      And once melted, he did everything in his power to build me up.

      “You’re a survivor, Lyndsey,” he whispered at one point in the middle of the night. I’d fallen asleep with his voice in my ear, and the quiet scream that ripped through me after another nightmare woke us both up. “You’re strong. Just look at what you’ve done. How much you’ve overcome.”

      “I’m scared.”

      “Don’t be.” Though quiet, his demand was a sharp snap. “I won’t let him hurt you again.”

      Angelo talked to me until my fears had lessened. He read to me from a book until the soothing sound of his voice wrapped around me and lulled me into sleep. When I woke up in the morning, my phone was dead. I plugged it in, soaking up just a few more minutes of quiet in my bed, waiting until there was enough charge for me to pull up my texts. My smile felt too big for my face when I saw what was waiting there for me.

      Angelo: Sleep tight, Lyndsey. I’ll see you in the morning.
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        * * *

      

      That morning, I locked myself in my office again until it was time for Angelo’s appointment. My body was a jumble of nerves as the time ticked down to seeing him again. It took everything in me to hold myself back from rushing to him and wrapping myself in the safety of his arms. I soaked up every smile, every touch, every ounce of his comfort until the dreaded time when he had to leave.

      Angelo stood behind me as I rolled the ultrasound machine back into the storage room after we were done. I soaked in his promises that I would be safe, that he was just a phone call away. And I swallowed down my fear as I watched him walk away, locking myself back in my office as I waited for my next patient in the afternoon.

      But it wasn’t long after he said goodbye and left the building that my little corner of solitude was interrupted by a knock on the door.

      Without waiting for me to answer, for me to get up and unlock the door, the knob twisted and the door swung open.

      And Dr. Martin stepped in.

      “Ah, Lyndsey. There you are.” He casually tucked his keys into his pocket, then rolled back on his heels like we were old friends and he’d been invited in. “You’re a hard person to pin down. I keep expecting to see you in the breakroom, or for you to come to my office and talk to me about what’s been going on around here.”

      My already raised hackles lifted toward the sky. “Why? What’s been going on?”

      He looked at me like he thought I was dense. He bumped the door shut behind him with his foot, but his hands still stuffed in his pockets didn’t make his presence any less intimidating.

      “Please, don’t.” My voice trembled, and I hated showing this man any weakness, but I couldn’t get it to stop. “Leave the door open.”

      “Now, now. I don’t think this is the kind of conversation you want the others to overhear.” He stepped closer, across the small spot where I usually paced, past the visitor chair that took up most of the empty area that wasn’t taken up by my desk. Then he sat. Sat his ass down on the corner of my desk, encroaching on my personal space.

      It made every hair on my body stand on end. Made my palms sweat and my stomach roll.

      And there was nothing I could do to escape.

      “I see you found my old ultrasound machine in the storage room, and you’ve been using it without permission.”

      “Permission?”

      “You can’t just take what isn’t yours, Lyndsey. That machine was very expensive, and I’m going to need to be reimbursed for its use.”

      My head was shaking before he finished his demand. “Our contract states that I have the right to use any of the equipment in the office for my patients’ use.”

      He sent another condescending look my way. “The ultrasound isn’t included.”

      “Then you should have made sure that was stated in the contract.”

      “I would have,” he told me, shifting on the desk until he was sideways, until one leg was pulled up on the desktop and he’d boxed me in with the other. “But I forgot it was there.”

      I swallowed hard. As tempted as I was to look away, I couldn’t bring myself to do it. Angelo had called me a survivor. He told me I had lived when others hadn’t. That I was strong, and he was proud of me. That I could do anything I wanted.

      What I wanted was to hide behind his strong body. To have him protect me and keep me safe.

      But Angelo wasn’t here.

      No one was.

      No one except my boss.

      “So you expect me to pay you extra for the use of a machine you forgot to explicitly exclude in our contract, that you forgot even existed?”

      His smile filled me with fear. For myself. For my child. “That’s right. I knew you’d understand.”

      My chin trembled, but I clamped my teeth together to make it still. “What…” I stopped. Swallowed hard. Then met his eye. “How much money are you talking?”

      Was that disappointment I saw flicker in his eyes? I was sure it was.

      “For use of the machine, an extra thousand a month going forward. For the unauthorized use this week, I’m charging you five.”

      Five thousand dollars? Just to help my patient?

      “Of course, there are other ways of paying off your debt.”

      I wanted to vomit. I felt bile rising in my throat. But I swallowed it down—twice—and turned a tight smile his way. “I’d rather pay your extortion fees than listen to what you consider to be other ways.”

      “Now, Lyndsey—”

      “I’d like you to leave. Please. Get out. You’ll get your money as soon as I have it.”

      “So be it.” He stood but didn’t move backward an inch. Instead, he stood over me, as if he thought he could intimidate me into giving him what he wanted. “But I’ll have you know, I’m not giving you an open-ended payment plan this time. I want this five thousand paid off by the end of the month, or we will definitely be talking about other options.”

      With that, he took a step back, keeping an eye on me and a smirk on his face until he’d exited my office.

      “Asshole!” I whispered under my breath as I bent at the waist, shoving my face into my hands in my lap. Tears struck me, and I hated every minute of it. Hated that this wasn’t fair, that this man had done nothing but try and try and try to get me indebted to him.

      But I wasn’t going to stand for it.

      I’d heard what Angelo had said.

      I was a survivor. I wasn’t going to give up.

      Wiping the tears from my cheeks, I grabbed my cell phone out of my purse and fumbled with the screen until the phone started to ring. Before that ring was finished, Angelo’s voice came on the line. “Hello?”

      “Angelo?”

      “What is it?”

      “I need your help.”
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          ANGELO

        

      

    

    
      I’d always been an early riser. It wasn’t that I didn’t like to sleep in. It was that, after years of being awoken in the middle of the night, of dealing with the fear of what could happen while resting in my bed, my body had been trained to wake up before other people did.

      Those early hours when everyone else was asleep were the prime time for me to get work done. Working out. Making breakfast. Breaking into places I wasn’t meant to be in.

      It was the life that I’d come to know while being part of the D’Angelo Syndicate. That life had brought me far from where I’d once been. Out of the foster care system, out of juvie, into a world where killing became second nature as long as the reason was right. There were days when holding back, where not killing someone, took more effort than I wanted to expend.

      Today was one of those days.

      The slide of a key in the door preceded the turn of the handle. There was a slight jiggle, as if the man outside realized something wasn’t quite right. But it wasn’t until he’d pushed the door all the way open and found me sitting at his desk, that Dr. David Martin became fully aware of the danger that awaited him inside his office.

      He took a single step backward before he saw the handgun on the desktop illuminated by the little stainless steel lamp at my side, and I’d never seen eyes go as wide as his. Trembling, he looked up at me, and his face crumpled for a fraction of a second before he tried—but failed—to school his face.

      “What are you doing here?” For all his trembling, his voice was relatively steady. I wondered if it would be the same after I covered my gun with my hand.

      “Have a seat, Dr. Martin.” He swallowed hard, hesitating before he stepped forward out of the hall. He hesitated again, his hand on the door, and even though I kept my voice quiet, he jumped when I told him, “Close the door.”

      I’d seen men die faster than he moved. He slipped into one of the visitor chairs on the other side of the desk, eyeing the gun under my palm. He jumped when I moved, as if I’d shot off a bullet from my gun rather than curled my fingers around the handle, and I let out a sigh.

      “My eyes are up here, Doctor.”

      His gaze rose slowly, but when it finally met mine, he asked, “What do you want?”

      “What do you think I want?”

      He shook his head, hands gripping the armrests so hard his knuckles went white.

      “How easily you forget.” I rose from my chair, made my way around the desk until I was perched on top of it in front of him, exactly as Lyndsey had told me he did to her. “I told you, you’d have to answer to me.”

      “I didn’t do anything!”

      “Five thousand dollars for use of a machine you forgot you owned.” I lifted my gun hand, raised it toward my face, because it appeared to be the only way he’d bother looking anywhere else.

      When his eyes connected with mine, some sort of bullshit, unrighteous indignation rose to the surface. “That little bitch!”

      He didn’t have time to flinch. But with the muzzle of my gun pressed to the soft spot beneath his jaw, he let out a whimper more pathetic than any I’d ever heard.

      “Don’t you dare talk about her like that.” The words were a low growl, the gun in my hand quivering as my anger caused my heart to race. I sucked in a slow breath, trying to calm myself before I put a bullet through the bastard’s head. “You make a habit of taking advantage of women, don’t you?”

      He whimpered again, squeezed his eyes closed, and swallowed hard. “I have never—”

      “Don’t bother lying to me, doctor. I’ve seen the files.”

      His eyes flashed open. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      One side of my mouth curled into a smirk. “Of course you don’t. I didn’t know about them myself until Wednesday night. Funny, how quickly hackers can work nowadays. The things they can get their hands on with hardly any effort at all.”

      If I thought his eyes were the biggest I’d seen before, I was wrong. I could see his twisted thoughts rolling through his head like a fucking movie as he wondered what, exactly, I knew.

      “Ainslee Simmons.” He tried to shake his head, but I pushed my gun a little harder into his flesh. “Jessica Hoffman. Cherise Clay. Do any of these names ring a bell?”

      “They’re lying. I didn’t touch any of them. They—” He gripped the arm rests harder, trying to get away from the hard press of my gun.

      I clucked my tongue. “That’s right, doctor. Blame your victims rather than yourself. Let’s see how far that gets you in life.”

      Slowly, reluctantly, I pulled my gun from his throat. I could feel that thing inside me, the temptation to ignore what society expected of me and let my anger free. I’d relinquished control only once in my life, and it hadn’t ended well for either of us. Sitting back on the desk, I lifted my leg—the way he had to Lyndsey—and rested my thigh on the desktop. But my gun rested in my lap, a not-so-subtle reminder of what he’d done to her. The threat was clear. Here, in this room, it wasn’t my dick he should fear. My weapon was far more deadly than his limp piece of shit could ever be.

      “It’s a pity, really. You’ve caused so many people trouble this week. Me. Your staff and patients. Detective Rinaldi.” I leaned forward, ensuring I had his attention. “Aubrey Carlsen.”

      “No!” He looked like he was going to jump from his seat, and oh, how I wished he would.

      “What I don’t understand”—I told him, taking a moment to run my gaze across his pathetic body—“is how a beautiful woman like Aubrey could be convinced to fall in love with a giant sack of shit like you.”

      “Leave her out of this!”

      Clucking my tongue again, I shook my head. “That’s the thing, Dr. Martin. You weaseled your way into her father’s company, took claim of his daughter, and yet you still didn’t feel you had enough. At least she was wise enough to keep partial ownership of this practice. Someone will need to wind down the business and help refer all your patients to other doctors once you’re locked up in jail.”

      “I didn’t do it!” His wail covered the sound of the door swinging open, and he jerked in his chair when my longtime friend, Detective Billy Rinaldi of the NYPD, spoke up.

      “That’s what they all say.” Rinaldi chuckled, pulling his handcuffs out of their pouch on his belt. “Unfortunately for you, we’ve got more than just allegations, Davey boy. We’ve got proof. What you did to Ainslee alone should put you away for the rest of your short life.”

      “Short?” I asked, though I didn’t have to. I knew where Rinaldi was going.

      “Didn’t you hear?” he asked, his smile turning into a scowl as he faced Dr. Martin. “When it comes to the rape of a minor, it’s not the courts you need to fear. It’s your fellow prisoners.”

      “No. No! I won’t go!” He struggled against Rinaldi as the cop slapped the cuffs on his wrists. If it were any other occasion, I would have been happy to help. But I had an appointment with my doctor after this, and I knew she’d be pissed if I got hurt trying to subdue this asshole.

      Rinaldi pushed the doctor out of his office and into the lobby, where a crowd had already gathered. One of Rinaldi’s men rushed forward to help hold Martin steady as he was forced to walk through the tattered remnants of his miserable life.

      His three staff members, Iona, Rainn and Tinley, stood beside the front desk in tears. Cherise and Ainslee’s mother stood closer to the door. Across from them stood my friend, Quinn Radnor, a man who’d helped Shaw dig up as much evidence against Martin as he could in the past week, who’d been there with us in the gun battle that had aggravated my injury seven months ago. And next to him was none other than the no-longer-future Mrs. Martin, Aubrey Carlsen.

      The woman was shaking in her anger, shaking her head when her fiancé started screaming at her for help. She tore the rock off her finger, and it hit Martin in the face as she threw it with all her might as he passed on by.

      My friend took it upon himself to comfort Miss Carlsen, ushering her out after Rinaldi and his charge had cleared the door. I hung back near the hallway to the back rooms, my adrenaline from the confrontation waning as my worry for something else began to strangle my throat.

      My timing had been off.

      Lyndsey wasn’t here.

      I’d wanted her to witness Martin being hauled away in cuffs. I’d wanted to be there for her, to comfort her and let her know everything would be okay.

      I wanted to hold her, to take her in my arms and promise that man would never hurt her, or anyone else, again.

      As Martin’s staff cried their tears and tried to assure the patients who had seen the spectacle that they would figure out a way to continue their care, fear began to creep in as I watched the clock.

      It wasn’t until a rash of yelling sounded outside, a siren wailed, and I saw the cop car pull away, that the door swung open, and my heart leapt in my chest.

      Lyndsey’s wild eyes sought me out first thing, and she was moving my way before she cleared the threshold. But my need to hold her was promptly squashed the moment her mouth opened so she could speak.

      “What did you do?”
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          LYNDSEY

        

      

    

    
      My hands tangled in my hair as I paced the small space inside my exam room. I was late again this morning, and I couldn’t decide if that was a good thing or not. Seeing cop cars surrounding my office, seeing my boss being hauled away in handcuffs, was enough to leave me shaken.

      But it was the man sitting on my table that I didn’t know what to do with. I wanted to yell at him, to pound my hands against his chest, to fall into his arms and cry as he held me, like he’d done more than once before.

      “What were you thinking?” I asked, pulling to a stop in front of him.

      He narrowed his eyes, tilted his head to one side, and his lips pressed into a firm line. “You asked me for help.”

      “Yes. Help. I called you and asked if I could borrow five thousand dollars to pay him off! I didn’t ask you to have my boss hauled away to jail!”

      When his mouth curled into a frown, I dragged myself away from him, pacing the room once again. Standing there, so close to him, watching his confusion and his stubbornness, watching him react to my complete meltdown the way Laney did whenever I got emotional around her, it was too much. It short circuited my brain, made me want to put away my anger and curl up in his lap, to hug him and tell him it was okay. It made me want to throw caution to the wind and kiss those pouty lips.

      “He had it coming,” Angelo murmured. “Nothing I could have done would have stopped it. He got off easy as it is.”

      “What does that even mean?” I threw my hands up at my sides, then dragged them through my hair once more.

      “Things were set in motion the minute I asked my friends to help me help you out of your financial situation.” He snagged my arm as I passed, and I stumbled as he tugged me toward him, but he wouldn’t let me fall. At least he removed his hand from my hip before my brain decided to fail. “We won’t stand for that kind of shit.”

      His voice was so earnest, I believed him wholeheartedly. But still. “I don’t understand what that means.”

      “D’Angelo—” I cringed at that name, and even his thumb smoothing over my wrist didn’t calm me. “He doesn’t tolerate the abuse of women. I’ve killed men for less than what Martin has done.”

      With my eyes squeezed closed, I shook my head. “You can’t just… tell me things like that and expect me to be okay with it.”

      He tugged me closer, until I was standing between his knees. Though we were only touching where his hand wrapped around my wrist, I could feel his warmth heating every inch of my skin.

      “I thought it would make you happy. That being rid of the threat of him would help you sleep better at night.”

      “Better? Angelo, he’s my boss. Without him, there is no practice. No practice means no paycheck. No paycheck means no life. What am I supposed to do?”

      “Miss Carlsen still owns part of the practice—”

      I held my hand in front of his face to stop him. “Who’s Miss Carlsen?”

      “Aubrey Carlsen. Martin’s fiancée.”

      “He’s engaged?”

      The corners of his lips curled up, and I got lost there, studying the little lines that simple gesture left etched in his skin. “Not anymore. There’s a gigantic diamond ring somewhere out in the lobby. It hit him in the face when she threw it at him when he came out of his office in cuffs.”

      Even though he was smiling, my heart sank. “So many lives have been ruined.”

      That, apparently, was the wrong thing to say. All Angelo’s softness seemed to dissolve in an instant, and I wanted to back away from him, but I was frozen in my spot. “Ainslee Simmons was sixteen when he first molested her. She was a star basketball player who sprained her ankle, and now her son gets to grow up knowing that his father is a rapist.”

      Bile rose in my throat. I wrapped my arms around my middle, dragging Angelo’s hand right with me as I did. He let go, only to raise his other hand, to cup his palms around the outsides of my arms.

      “There are others, Lyndsey. Somewhere out there, there are other women who have suffered at his hands. Cherise and Jessica and Ainslee, they’re just the three most recent we were able to find. What he was doing to you, extorting you, threatening you with other ways to pay your debt? That’s nothing compared to what he did to them. He was their doctor. They trusted him to heal them, and this is what he gave them in return.”

      A sigh left me, and with it went my strength. I broke free from Angelo’s grasp and joined him on my table. But even sitting was too much. I laid my head on his shoulder, and he lifted his arm, wrapping it around my shoulders.

      “I don’t know what I’m going to do. It took me forever to find this job. I don’t have money to live on until I find something new.”

      “You don’t have to rush.”

      “But I do!”

      “Aubrey promised to keep you on if you wanted. She still has to figure out what she’s going to do with the practice. She could bring in someone new, or she could shut it all down. But she wanted time to figure it out and wants you here, on payroll, until she does.”

      “Really?” I looked up and got lost in him. In his closeness. In his scent. In the curls hanging over his ears, the tilt of his full lips. In his warmth and his kindness and his amber gaze.

      “Really.” The word was just a whisper, the movement of his lips so enticing I wanted to lean forward and press a kiss to them.

      But I couldn’t.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked as I stood once more, taking up my path through the middle of the floor.

      “How are you feeling?” I asked without looking at him. “What’s your pain level today?”

      “I’m fine. Why do you do that?”

      “Do what?”

      “Pull away from me. Every time I get close.”

      “Angelo.” I stopped in front of him. I couldn’t stop myself from reaching out and tucking that curl behind his ear. “You’re my patient. Your health will always come first.”

      “As opposed to…?”

      “As opposed to us. Being close? Being anything other than doctor and patient? It can’t happen. I can’t risk my license, everything I’ve worked for, just because—” I tugged at my hair again. “Gah!”

      He stopped me, this time rising from the table and standing in front of me. He didn’t touch me—God, I craved it so much. “Just because, what?”

      My whisper was meek, crawling across the chasm between us, and I hoped he could hear me, because I couldn’t stand to speak the words again. “Because I really like you.”

      His brow furrowed, and something like terror flew through me when he didn’t respond. Had I read him all wrong? Was the attraction between us entirely one-sided?

      Why wouldn’t he talk to me?

      He moved back to the table, sitting on the edge like he always did when he was awaiting my arrival in the room. It killed me, not knowing what was on his mind. Not knowing if I’d just fucked up the one good thing beyond Laney and Jan I had in my life.

      But his actions were the right thing to do. I needed to focus on his health and making him better. Otherwise I was no better than Dr. Martin.

      “Shall we get started?” The slight dip of his chin was his only response. “I’ll go get the ultrasound.”

      Tears threatened to fall as I left the room. My throat was so tight it hurt, and it felt like someone was squeezing all the air from my lungs. At the storage room door, I’d only just gripped the handle when Rainn popped her head around the corner at the end of the hall. “There you are.”

      The girls had never paid me much attention. They were more likely to ignore me completely so they could continue flirting with Dr. Martin. But the shaky smile on Rainn’s face and her tear-reddened eyes had me stopping in my place.

      “What’s up?” I asked, wanting more than anything to ignore her, to get this day over so I could go home and sulk.

      “Aubrey…” She looked like she wanted to throw up, saying that name. “She wants us to close down for the day. We’ve contacted all Dave’s patients who had appointments today and told them not to come in.”

      “Okay.” I pursed my lips, wondering what I did to make these women hate me so much.

      Rainn looked down at her hands. “Would you like me to contact your patients, too? Dr. Martin told us you didn’t want us helping you, but after this morning…” She peeked up at me. “I thought it would be best to talk straight with you.”

      A heavy breath left me, and I closed my eyes. “Of course.”

      Of course, he told them not to help me.

      Of course he pitted them against me.

      It’s the exact kind of thing a man like him would do, manipulating me until I felt I had no choice but to give into his demands.

      “Thank you, Rainn. I’d appreciate all the help I can get.”

      She nodded with a teary-eyed look. I reached for the storage room door, but she stopped me. “What are you doing?”

      Raising my brow, I looked at her, and instantly, her face crumpled.

      “I’m so sorry.” She covered her face with her hands. “He made us all so suspicious of you. Told us to question everything you did. I never thought—”

      “It’s okay.” I put a hand on her shoulder. “I know now, it wasn’t your fault. And I’m just getting the ultrasound machine for my patient.”

      “Your nine o’clock?”

      I nodded. “I’ll finish his treatment, then we can all go home.”

      Rainn nodded, her bottom lip trembling. “Okay. We’ll see you soon.”

      After I’d retrieved the machine, I rushed back to my exam room, this uncomfortable feeling in the pit of my stomach. Angelo was still there, face down on the table, his pants loose around his hips and his shirt already removed. That discomfort turned to hurt, as I realized he’d done it all by himself. He didn’t need me to help him with his shirt anymore.

      “Sorry for the wait,” I murmured as I plugged in the machine.

      He didn’t respond, and somehow, that hurt too. Though not as much as his silence as I finished his treatment, at his wordless grunts when I asked him if he was doing okay.

      But what hurt the most was the long look he cast around the room before he left.

      It was a look that felt like goodbye.
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      It killed me watching my child pack her own suitcase. She was four. She wasn’t supposed to be independent enough to do things like getting ready for a sleepover all by herself. But Laney had always proved she was more capable than I gave her credit for, and she rarely did what I expected.

      “Are you sure I can’t help you?”

      She paused with her fuzzy pajamas in her hands, looking over her shoulder at me where I stood by the door. Her eyes fell from mine to my hands before she frowned, as if my fingers I’d wrung together somehow offended her.

      “You can get my toothbrush and toothpaste,” she finally said before stuffing her jammies in her suitcase. “And my floss.”

      I crossed the hall to the bathroom and grabbed her things. When I got back, she was holding up her two favorite stuffed animals in her hands. I sat down on the bed beside her suitcase and smiled.

      “It’s okay to take both, you know. There’s plenty of room for Wilson and Hazel in your bag.”

      She frowned, then hugged the tie-dyed bunny and wiener dog to her chest before settling them both in her suitcase beside her clothes. Her frown didn’t leave her when she looked back up at me.

      “Are you going to be okay?”

      “Oh, Cookie.” I pulled my daughter into my arms and wanted to cry when she wrapped hers around my neck. I savored each and every hug she so sparingly doled out, and this was one of the best. “I’ll be okay. I just…”

      “Need some alone time? That’s what Jan told me.”

      Nodding, I edged back so I could see her. “That’s right. But that doesn’t mean I don’t want you here.”

      She tried, and failed, to raise a single eyebrow. Her resulting face was comical. One eye squinted. Her mouth pulled to one side. Her nose was scrunched up and her two front teeth were showing. It took all my effort not to laugh.

      “I know, I know. If anyone here understands needing alone time, it’s you.”

      Usually it was me fretting over her and her desire to sit by herself and think. Yet here I was, sending my child off to a sleepover so I could be by myself with my thoughts.

      “Jan said we might go to Carmen’s for dinner.”

      “That’s what she told me,” I said, letting her wiggle out of my arms.

      “I’m going to try to have fun.”

      “You should,” I told her solemnly. “Have so much fun you wear yourself out and want to come home first thing in the morning.”

      My child rolled her eyes at me, but a smile crept across her lips. “You’re silly.”

      “But you love me that way.”

      Pink tinted her cheeks as she looked at the floor. “I do, Mommy. I really do.”

      “Well, I love you, too.”

      “I know.”

      She struggled with the zipper on her suitcase until it was fully closed. Then she yanked it off the bed, and it fell with a thud to the floor before she righted it on its wheels and dragged it out of the room.

      Jan was waiting for us on the couch, a book in her hands and a cautious smile on her lips. She stood as I approached, and I walked into her outstretched arms, letting her wrap me in a hug.

      “Don’t you worry too hard while we’re gone.” She smoothed a hand over the back of my head. “It’s all going to work out.”

      “But what if it doesn’t?” I whispered.

      “You can’t think like that. You’ve made it through so much. You’re a strong woman, and you’ll survive this, too.”

      Survivor.

      That’s what Angelo had called me. He, too, told me I was strong.

      Jan gave me one last squeeze, and Laney begrudgingly allowed one last kiss and hug. Then the two were off. Off to see Carmen. Off to have a fun-filled day away from mopey old me.

      I plopped down on the couch where Jan had been sitting, grabbed the light throw off the back, and curled into a ball. Then I hosted the most pathetic pity party known to man.

      Fear nagged at me. It wasn’t the kind of fear I’d felt on the night I was raped, or when I’d been abandoned and forced to fend for myself. Instead, it was the kind that felt like my entire life was up in arms. Would I have a job on Monday morning? Would I have the money to pay my rent and feed my kid?

      Would I ever see Angelo again?

      Each night this week, he’d called me after Laney went to bed. We talked, though sometimes just sat quietly with each other. I’d fallen asleep more nights than not to the sound of his breathing in my ear.

      I missed that.

      I missed him.

      He hadn’t called me last night, and I desperately wanted him too. I needed him to tell me it would be okay, to assure me that this would all work out. Because I hadn't really been listening to him before he left my office, and his words hadn’t stuck in my head.

      The only thing that stuck was that goodbye-look on his face.

      “Gah!” I flung my arm across the back of the couch and dropped the other across my swollen eyes. Like that could stop the tears from falling. Like it could stop me from missing him.

      I let myself cry again, for all the things I had lost or could potentially lose. I cried until my eyes couldn’t cry anymore, not even bothering to get off the couch when the intercom from the front entrance buzzed near my doorway.

      It wasn’t until the hard knock sounded on the door that I bothered to move. I snagged a tissue from the box under the side table and wiped my face and nose. Then, with heavy feet, I made my way to the door, wondering what kind of trouble the person on the other side would bring.

      A neighbor asking for sugar I didn’t have?

      The maintenance man coming to spray for bugs that were always finding a way in?

      The landlord coming to tell me I’d better find a different place to live?

      I started to unlatch the door, but paused, thinking better of it before I did. One could never be too careful. I peered through the peephole in the door.

      And what I saw caused my heart to skip a beat.

      Twisting the lock at the same time as the doorknob didn’t do anything but make a lot of noise. I tried again, unlocking the door before turning the handle, jerking too fast, pinching my finger in the process. Slowly, I tried yet again, this time pulling the door open and feasting my eyes on the man in the hall.

      “Angelo? What are you doing here?”

      With a furrowed brow, he raised his gaze from where I held my sore finger, dragging it to my face. When our eyes met, he blinked slowly, then shook his head. He took a step into my apartment when I forced myself to move back. “I came to tell you…” He paused, and his hesitation rattled me. I braced myself for the next words he let fall from his lips. “You’re fired.”

      One more thing.

      Piled on top of everything else.

      This man I’d slowly fallen for over the past few weeks was shoving his proverbial knife in my gut.

      Before I could turn away, ask him to leave, find logic in those two little words, Angelo burst forward, and I awaited the pain that always accompanied the knife.

      Instead, gentle hands cupped my jaw and neck, pulling me forward into a hard, strong chest. Instead, those pouty lips of his covered mine like a wave, sealing the breath in my lungs as I struggled to breathe.

      And instead of reeling from the pain, or pushing him away, I found myself gripping him tight and holding on for dear life.

      I gasped, and his tongue swept out, darting into my mouth.

      I breathed in, and he stole my breath as he deepened the kiss.

      I held on to him, as if he was the raft in the middle of this ocean wave I was riding, as if he was the only thing in this world that could keep me afloat.

      But I was lost. Lost in the feel of him, the smell of him, the… taste. Oh, God, the taste. Angelo tasted like hot chocolate and cinnamon sugar, and I’d never craved anything more.

      A whimper left me as he slowed his kiss and edged back. He pressed his forehead to mine, holding me to him, and I hoped he’d never let me go.

      “I’m sorry.” It was just a raspy whisper. I smoothed my palms over his chest, smoothing out the wrinkles I’d left when I’d grabbed hold of his shirt.

      “Me too.”

      Angelo ran the pad of his thumb over my bottom lip. “I want to do it again.”

      I nodded before I gave thought to what he said, but before I could correct myself, before I could tell him we couldn’t do this, his mouth had covered mine.

      And this second kiss was even better than the first. Angelo slid one hand down my shoulder and over my back, tugging me closer, closer, until there was no space between us. My hands had a mind of their own, refusing to listen to logic, refusing to let this man go when we so clearly were in the wrong.

      “Stop,” he said on a gasp, then continued with his kiss. His mouth was driving me insane, slipping and sliding over mine. “Stop over thinking it. I’ve done enough thinking about it for the both of us.”

      I couldn’t stop. Couldn’t stop kissing him. Couldn’t stop touching him. The hard planes of his chest, the softer spots around his middle. And damn, if I thought his shoulder muscles were perfect, they had nothing on his perfectly curved butt.

      But his hands were driving me crazy as well, touching me as much as I was touching him. Smoothing along my sides, creeping up my back. His touch was brutal and gentle and unlike anything I’d ever known. I didn’t want him to stop, didn’t want to give this man up.

      “Angelo!”

      He responded to my cry with a raspy, “More.”

      Then I was in his arms, this strong man wrapping my legs around his waist and holding me against him until I could feel his hard length between my thighs. I held tight, terrified of what would happen if I let go.

      Terrified of what would happen if I didn’t.

      He groaned as I sank down his hips, then yanked me back up and lowered me again. All thoughts of how wrong this was fled my brain. All I could focus on was that spot. That. Right there. That spot between my legs.

      “Oh God!”

      “Not God,” he growled, and that sound sent fear straight through my heart. “Just me, Lyndsey. Just you and me.”

      “Please,” I whimpered, hands gripping his shoulders as he dragged me down his length once more. “I don’t know… how to do this.”

      At that, he hesitated. His kisses slowed, the dragging stopped as he pulled me close against his chest. “Do what?”

      “Make love.” Heat raced to my cheeks. “I’ve never done this before.”

      “Lyndsey.” He sank to his knees. At first, I thought he’d drop me to the floor, abandon me the way everyone else had before. Instead, he gently set me on the couch, then knelt between my legs. “You’ve never…”

      I shook my head, then tried to glance away. He gripped my jaw, kept me from moving my face, so I closed my eyes in order to avoid whatever look he’d give me that would make me feel more pathetic than I already was.

      “I’m a mother of a four-year-old, and I’ve never made love to anyone.”

      “Neither have I.”

      My eyes flashed open. “What?”

      “I’ve never… made love to anyone either.” He smoothed the backs of his fingers across my cheek, as if that alone could wipe away my confusion.

      A man his age, a man as gorgeous as he was, surely couldn’t have gone his whole life without that. He smiled, and that simple look had my heart picking up a beat.

      “I’ve had sex,” he explained, taking my hands in his. “Sex does not require feelings. Sex is a physical act between two people with a simple goal in mind. But with you, Lindsey, I feel… something, and don’t want just sex. I want to make love to you.”

      Emotions washed over me. I pulled my hands free of his and used them to cover my face. Angelo tugged me toward him, sliding his arms around me and holding me close. Then his hot breath hit my neck. His lips grazed the skin at my jaw, and he worked his way upward until his mouth was at my ear. “Do you want to?”

      Eyes still closed, I nodded.

      “With me?”

      Lowering my hands, I looked into his amber gaze. That tone he used, I hadn’t heard it in weeks. That dejected tone that made me think he hated himself.

      “Yes.” It was my turn to grip his cheeks, to hold his face and force him to look at me. “You’re the only one I’ve ever wanted to—”

      Could I be more pathetic? Admitting that the man who raped me was the only man to ever touch me? Topping that off with the admission that I’d never wanted to be with anyone until I met him?

      Angelo’s eyes dripped down my face, and it felt like embers scorching my skin. But it had nothing on the heat of his kiss when he returned his lips to mine. He kissed me until I couldn’t take it any longer, until my hands tangled in the fabric as I tried to undo the buttons on his shirt.

      Angelo scooped me off the couch, pausing only to ask, “Can we take this to your room?” With my nod, he was off, his mouth on mine, his strong arms carrying my weight as I fumbled through each button, trying to reach his skin.

      He laid me down as if I was made of glass, then tore his shirt off, tossing it on the floor. He crawled over me, mouth back on mine as his hands smoothed down my sides before inching under the bottom of my shirt.

      I stilled when he reached my scars. Tore my mouth away from him and slammed my eyes closed.

      That night pressed at my mind. With each swipe of his thumb across my scars, I dove deeper and deeper into my head.

      Then something else touched me, pulling me back to my bedroom and today instead of five years ago. Angelo had lifted my shirt, had bared my scars and…

      He was kissing them.

      His thick, pouty lips grazed across each one, and each kiss he pressed to my damaged flesh felt like warmth and goodness.

      Felt like it was right.

      “I want to make you forget him,” he said against the scar on my collarbone, before sucking his way along the skin on my neck. He took my hand, pressed it against his side, then whispered near my ear, “I want to rid your mind of any thoughts of him, until you look at your scars and see your match.”

      My fingers trembled against the jagged scar on his side. The scar I had seen every time he came to my office. The scar I had touched so many times, marveling at the way his skin felt like mine.

      Smooth, and different, and so much like mine.

      A tear leaked from my eye, and I let go of a cry as Angelo curled his arm around my back and pulled me up the bed. My naked chest pressed against his, but I wanted to climb inside of him, to take comfort in every inch of his being.

      He kissed away my tears, then brought his lips to mine, and the salty tang made me so hungry for him. The need I felt for him increased tenfold, and I pressed closer, closer, until he lifted me, settling me atop his big, beautiful body.

      “I don’t want to push you,” he whispered, peering up at me through lust-filled eyes.

      “I don’t want to stop you,” I promised as I reached between us and popped the button on my shorts.

      A breath heaved out of him, and he grabbed me around my waist, flipping me until I was underneath him once more, his hands at my waist. “Tell me if it’s too much, and I’ll stop. I promise, Lyndsey. Just tell me, and I’ll stop.”

      With my nod, he peeled off my shorts, snagging my panties and taking them with. I watched as he bared each inch of my skin, my heart racing and my blood pumping in my ears.

      My heart skipped a beat when he undid his own, as he tucked his thumbs in the sides of his waistband and peeled his trousers down his long, thick legs. But it was the long, hard length protruding from him that had my breath and my heart and every drop of blood in my entire body seizing up.

      How was that supposed to fit inside of me?

      My God, he’d break me in two.

      Angelo put a knee on the bed, one hand reaching for me while he watched me as if I was going to bolt.

      Is this okay? He seemed to say. Can I touch you here?

      And oh, how I wanted him to touch me. I wanted him to hold me. I wanted so many things with him, and I couldn’t bring myself to say a word.

      He didn’t make me. He climbed over me, his dick bobbing between us as he pressed his lips to every inch of my skin. By the time he’d made it to my lips, I wanted to cry again. I wanted to cry because I wanted him.

      “Please,” I whispered as I wrapped my arms around his neck, holding him to me as I lifted my hips. “Please,” I said again, hoping he’d understand what I didn’t know how to say.

      And he did. Once more, he didn’t need a word from my mouth. With more gentleness than a man like him should have, he drew the head of his dick between my legs. I gasped, I cried, I silently begged him for more. And he gave.

      He gave.

      He gave, so much more.

      I was soaked by the time he finally pressed in. Inch by inch, he entered me, as if he was waiting for me to ask him to stop. I didn’t want him to stop, and I lifted my hips, asking him to fill that empty space inside my soul.

      “You okay?” he asked against my ear when he was so far inside of me I thought I might break.

      “Yes,” I cried. Cried, because my body was rebelling, twitching and pulsing when we hadn’t really gotten started.

      When he moved, I thought I might die. He pulled out, and I ached in the places he had been. Each slide of his dick inside me made that ache turn into a throbbing twinge. I got lost in his movements, lost in the rocking of his body over mine, lost in the beautiful sensations that tumbled through me. I held onto him, crying my pleasure into his skin as he poured himself into each and every thrust. And I broke in two, shattering around him even as it felt like he was picking up all the fragments of me that had ever existed, gluing me back together in a mosaic that was fit for a king.

      “Fuck,” he grunted, his thrusts becoming more powerful, and though the pained look on his face should have scared me, I couldn’t get enough. It was me, causing this beautiful man so much pleasure. It was me, watching him fall apart in my arms. It was me, feeling his warmth spread across me as his thrusts stilled, as he filled me, as he gave me all the love he could give.

      Love.

      My God, did I love him? This man I couldn’t imagine being away from my side?

      When he looked down upon me, brow dripping sweat and his cheeks glowing, I decided, maybe I did.

      “You okay?” he asked again, sweeping a hair out of my face.

      I turned into him, chasing his touch, because I’d never get enough. “I’m okay,” I whispered back to him, and I wanted to bottle up his smile and keep it with me forever.

      “Good.” He dropped a kiss to my lips, dropped five more. Then we were kissing like we had when he first showed up. Desperate, needy kisses, our hands roaming and our bodies alight.

      He broke me again and again, each time putting me back together until the picture he’d painted of me didn’t fit the one I held in my head.

      Who was this beautiful, scared woman who had learned to love in two short months? Who took pleasure in a man’s body, who wasn’t satisfied with just a kiss?

      Who was I now that I’d had a taste of Angelo Santini?

      What would I do if he ever walked away?
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      Sex had never felt as good as Lyndsey did. I was addicted to her warm, tight body, to the sounds she made as I sank into her over and over. Each time I took her, I worried I would break her, that my need for her would fracture whatever held her together, breaking the dam that held all her strength.

      I took her anyway. I couldn’t stop. Not when filling her seemed to fill some empty crevice inside me I hadn’t known existed until she walked into my life. My addiction consumed me the way she had consumed my thoughts for so long, and I didn’t want to stop until I’d finally had enough.

      Unfortunately, my stamina wasn’t as strong as my addiction. Throughout the day and night, I could do nothing more than pull Lyndsey to my chest and hold her. Touch her. Let her presence consume me the same way making love to her did.

      She cried, of course. For being fired, in relief of the reason I did.

      She’d healed me. The ultrasound had done what her hands alone could not. I hadn’t felt any significant pain in my shoulder since Wednesday afternoon, and that freedom from the pain had made the empty place inside of me so glaringly obvious, I couldn’t ignore it anymore.

      Even our breaks for supper and to try to rest had felt like too much. I found her reaching for me in her sleep, and I was only too happy to oblige. To take her, fill her, keep her in my arms.

      I’d never felt this way, whatever it was. But I liked it. I liked having her.

      I awoke to the sun streaming through the window, heating me as it sliced across the foot of the bed. I stretched, reached a hand behind me to verify Lyndsey was still there. When I found her, I opened my eyes, intending to turn to her and tease her with my cock until she woke up. But I froze, my gaze landing on something I never expected to see in my life.

      There was a child beside me, standing by the bed. Looking down at me as if trying to understand what I was. Her straight brown hair matched Lyndsey’s to a T. Her cute little nose twitched slightly. But it was her eyes, her piercing, pale blue eyes that tore through me, and pain ricocheted through my gut like a knife.

      “Son of a bitch.” I threw back the sheet that covered me, startling the child as I jumped from the bed. Snagging my clothes off the floor, I yanked on my pants as I rushed out of the apartment, not bothering with my shirt as I raced to my car.
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      Sixteen Years Ago

      

      I didn’t set out to be a juvenile delinquent. Years of dealing with foster families who didn’t want me around had led me to find somewhere other than my current place of residence to hang out. Being sent back into the system for being “too quiet” or “too smart” had made me quieter, causing me to dive into books as a way to still my thoughts.

      It wasn’t like I was doing anything I wasn’t supposed to. Unless you counted loitering when I couldn’t go home. Or stealing the occasional package of chocolate donuts from the vending machine at the library because I hadn’t eaten supper in three days.

      Staying away from my current foster family was about more than keeping in their good graces. With five boys sharing a bedroom, a foster brother who was never there, and a foster mother who was a doormat for my always drunk and abusive foster father, there wasn’t much calling me home.

      There was only one thing in that apartment I cared about.

      One person.

      Little Bronwyn.

      The girl had only been with us for a couple weeks, and I’d been sticking around more often than usual, keeping an eye out for the blonde-haired girl, just in case. My foster father, Marvin, tended to give a few weeks reprieve when a new kid showed up, before his typical beatings resumed, but you could never tell.

      Don’t smile and say Hi when you walk in? BAM!

      Smile and say Hi when you walk in? BAM!

      He didn’t need a reason to hit you, it just depended on his mood.

      And since Bronwyn arrived, he was… different.

      His biological son, Nelson, always escaped his sour moods. The kid was always gone, always hanging out on the street corner with his friends, bumming smokes and stealing drinks from a flask old man Dunajski was always happy to fill. But since Bronwyn, Nelson took the heat that was normally reserved for us.

      With Bronwyn’s arrival, Nelson had been forced to vacate his cushy, albeit small, bedroom down the hall from ours so she had a place to stay. Nelson’s constant complaining could be heard day and night, and I regretted my choice to stick around the apartment only because of that.

      The kid was more delinquent than I’d ever be, and probably deserved getting smacked upside the head. But Joann, Marv’s wife, was protective of him. She’d let herself get beaten so he could get away.

      The rest of us weren’t so lucky.

      But I could hardly blame her for trying to save herself. Not when she was the sole breadwinner. The one who cooked or cleaned, the one who kept us all alive.

      As I neared our apartment building, I could see Nelson and his friends out on the street corner. Mike Romily, the local drug dealer, was there too, giving out handshakes like candy before slipping his hand full of cash in his pocket and returning with another baggie. I kept to the shadows, both to stay hidden from Nelson, and to keep out of Romily’s sight.

      It was then, hidden behind the steps across the street from my building, that I saw Marvin. He came out the front door, a rolled-up rug hanging over his shoulder. For a man on disability for breaking his back while on the job, this was quite a feat. I hadn’t seen him lift anything heavier than a bottle of vodka in the years that I’d been here, unless you counted body slamming my foster brother, Jared.

      Marv looked up and down the street before descending the stairs. I watched as he entered the alley where the garbage bins were. But I didn’t wait around to see what happened when he came out, because hanging from the end of the carpet roll was what looked like a hand.

      And a string of long, blonde hair.

      I crept into the alley behind him, coming up on him before he reached the garbage bin. My shoe scuffed over loose gravel, and Marv turned, tossing a glare my way.

      “The fuck do you want, you stupid sack of shit?”

      “What’s in the carpet?” I crept closer, the way I did when I was trying to sneak past him while he was sleeping in his recliner.

      “None of your fucking business. Now get out of here.” He tossed the rug into the garbage, then limped my way with an evil glint in his pale blue eyes. “You deaf? I told you to get out of here!”

      His fist collided with my cheek, knocking me to the ground. But I only stayed down long enough for him to walk past me. Then I was up, climbing over the edge of the bin, yanking at the edge of the rug until it unrolled.

      And revealed the horrors beneath.

      It was Bronwyn. Black and blue and bloody from head to toe. It looked like he’d used her body as a pin cushion for his favorite knife. The same knife he’d used on me more than once. The same knife he’d used on Joann and my former foster brother, Kit.

      Kit had been committed to a hospital. Joann tried claiming it was a suicide attempt. But the rest of us boys knew the truth.

      Kit had been lucky to get out.

      I couldn’t say the same for Bronwyn.

      Beyond the bruises and the knife wounds was something that had me more horrified than I’d ever thought possible. The thin fabric of her skirt was covered in blood, the slice through the middle revealing her private parts.

      I’d learned about sex in school last year. I knew the mechanics, knew what went into where and that it was supposed to feel good. I’d even heard about the dark side of it, that men would force themselves onto women to take pleasure in something they wouldn’t freely give.

      That’s what he’d done to her, to Bronwyn. He’d raped her. He’d stuck his sick, twisted dick inside of her as he slashed her with his knife.

      He’d raped her. He’d killed her.

      This poor, innocent girl.

      Rage unlike any I’d ever felt pulsed through me. Without realizing it, I’d jumped off the bin, landing on the ground with nearly silent feet. Without thinking, I ran toward my foster father, pushing him down to the ground and jumping on top.

      My fist hit his cheek like he’d just hit mine. Unlike him, I didn’t stop at one. I pounded away with both fists until his feeble cries faded to nothing. Until rough hands gripped my arms and pried me away.

      They took me to jail. Locked me up.

      I was sure they’d thrown away the key.

      Until that door opened one day, and in walked Paulo D’Angelo.

      And he asked me if I’d kill for him.
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      My fist hit the door with a resounding thud as I put all my strength into pounding on the hard wood. On the other side, a voice called out, but I couldn’t hear what was said over the noise I was making and the blood pumping through my ears.

      Finally, after what felt like forever, the door swung open and Jet showed his face.

      “What the hell is wrong with you?”

      “I’m going to fucking kill him!” I pushed through into his apartment without an invitation. This wasn’t something that could wait for fucking niceties. “It was him, Jet. I know it was him. He fucking raped her and tried to kill her. He left her for dead in the middle of fucking Central Park. He—”

      “What the hell are you talking about?” Jet grabbed my arm, yanking me backward and spinning me around. With my back against the wall and his hand pressed to my chest, he shook his head. “Slow down and tell me what’s going on.”

      “I saw it. The evidence. She’s got his eyes.”

      “Who has whose eyes? You’re not making any sense.”

      “Lyndsey’s daughter, Laney. She’s got Marv’s fucking eyes!”

      Jet lifted his chin, took a step back. He shoved his hands in the pockets of his pants. “Marv’s dead, Angelo. You killed him sixteen years ago.”

      Squeezing my eyes shut, I took a deep breath. “Don’t you think I know that?”

      “It doesn’t sound like it at the moment. You come barging in here accusing a dead man of fathering Lyndsey’s child?”

      Another deep breath filled my lungs, then leached out of me as I tried to temper the rage that had been racing through me since the moment I woke up.

      “Not Marv,” I told him through gritted teeth. “His son. Nelson.”

      I caught the slight widening of Jet’s eyes before he schooled his features. But I saw it, I knew I did. And that told me the one thing I needed to know more than almost anything else: He was on my side, as invested in this as I was.

      Turning, I moved past him, into the main room, saying, “I drove past the old apart—” before I stopped in my tracks.

      We weren’t alone.

      Not even close.

      Gathered around the kitchen counter were four more people than I’d expected to see in Jet’s space. Not only was Eliza sitting there in the high chairs around the counter, but also D’Angelo’s daughter, Queenie, her boyfriend, Mateo, and the hackers, Quinn and Shaw.

      Their presence knocked me off balance, and my mind raced back through everything I said since I’d arrived.

      Did I spill any of Lyndsey’s secrets? Did I say something I shouldn’t? I’d been so worked up, it never dawned on me that someone else might be here, might hear things I shouldn’t say aloud.

      Fuck. Did I just race out of her apartment without a word?

      As if Jet was witness to every last thought in my head, he put a hand on my shoulder, then steered me toward the kitchen counter and the small crowd gathered there.

      “Everything okay?” Queenie asked, slipping off her chair and revealing a good-sized baby bump I also wasn’t expecting. Her usual pale skin was about as pink as her spiral curls, and I realized Mateo’s tan skin was even darker than usual. Eliza’s freckles had popped, and Jet… He looked like he’d gotten a tan.

      They all looked ... vacation happy, which felt like a punch to the gut in light of what I’d just found.

      At least Quinn and Shaw hadn’t changed. At least something in this world was right and normal, as it was supposed to be.

      “Santini is in need of some help,” Jet answered for me as I mechanically lifted my hand to reach for Queenie’s as she offered hers for a shake.

      “Then he came to the right place.” She smiled, but it gave me no comfort. This was Lyndsey’s business. I didn’t need the Syndicate getting involved.

      While Mateo and Quinn shook my hand, even when Shaw came over and I gripped her hand in mine, I was trying to think of a way to back out, to get out of here so I could take care of this on my own.

      But then Eliza came to my side and fucking gave me a hug, and fuck, everything came rushing back.

      My night with Lyndsey. The comfort I’d taken in her arms, in her body, as I moved over her. My obsession with her wouldn’t let me walk away. Because I needed to kill the man who had hurt her. And the very people who I’d need to help me were right here in this room.

      “Why don’t you tell us what’s going on?” Mateo said as Jet ushered me to Shaw’s vacated chair and forced me to sit down.

      I’m glad he did. As bad as I felt for taking her seat, my legs felt weak. As if my night with Lyndsey was finally catching up to me. As if storming from her apartment and racing to my old neighborhood had been too much work. I’d gone there with the wild idea that Joann and Nelson might still be there. Sixteen years later. Sixteen years after I’d killed that bastard Marvin for something he might not have done.

      Hadn’t I noticed Nelson acting stranger than normal on the curb before Marv came out? Hadn’t that thought niggled in my brain as I’d followed him down the alleyway before he tossed that rug in the trash?

      And yet I’d still done it, taken all my rage out on the man who had no qualms against hurting a child or hurting his wife.

      So I told them. About Marv and Joann and Nelson. About Kit and Jared and my other foster brothers, and what we’d endured. About Bronwyn, and juvie, and D’Angelo taking me in, making me part of this organization.

      And then I told them what happened to Lyndsey five years ago. About her parents, and Laney. And about Laney’s piercing blue eyes.

      The same as Marv’s. The same as Nelson’s.

      Those slashes across Lyndsey’s skin, they were the same I’d seen on Bronwyn’s little body. Her rape couldn’t be a coincidence. It couldn’t. I was sure, more sure than when I’d crushed Marv’s face with my fists.

      “Nelson Harland was picked up for possession a few weeks after Lyndsey’s rape,” Shaw said, eyes on her phone. “That could explain why the murders stopped.”

      “But he’s been out for the past year,” Quinn added, not bothering to look up from his cell. “I’ll see if I can track him— No, parole officer hasn’t had recent contact. I’ll keep looking.”

      At the counter, Mateo sighed. “I just can’t get used to him.” He tossed a glance at Quinn, Shaw’s new boyfriend. An ex-cybercrimes cop turned syndicate hacker.

      Queenie slapped the back of Mateo’s head. “Be glad he’s here. You’re going to be a father soon. The poor girl needs someone to take over those late-night hacking sessions while you’re helping me with the baby.”

      Mateo scoffed. “Late-night hacking sessions?”

      “Whatever you want to call it.” Queenie smiled, then pressed a kiss to his lips. “Your late nights are going to be full of dirty diapers and bottle feedings.”

      They kissed again, and I had to look away. Had to, because I couldn’t get Lyndsey out of my mind. The same way she’d come to mind when Eliza hugged me, she was all I could think about when they kissed.

      There was a knock on the door, but before Jet or Eliza or anyone else could move from their places around the counter, the door swung open, and everyone glanced that way. I shook my head, trying to focus, to get Lyndsey off my mind so I could figure out how the hell to find Nelson and kill him.

      But there was no getting her off my mind. Not when she walked right in the door behind Zee, her daughter on her hip and…

      My old tutor behind her?

      “Jan?” The name fell from my lips at the same time it came from Jet’s.

      At the same time Lyndsey gasped. “Eliza?”
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      Jan rushed past me, toward Angelo and the man at his side. But I couldn’t move, I was stuck in my spot. Because the woman who had introduced me to my nanny when I was at the women’s shelter was sitting in the chair beside them.

      Zee hooked an arm behind me, pressing the palm of his hand to my back as he tried to usher me inside the—there was no other way to describe it—the opulent apartment. My arms shook, but I feared putting Laney down. She may have been the cleanest, most respectful four-year-old on the planet, but even she was known for having dirt and crumbs in places one wouldn’t expect. I couldn’t get over my worry that she’d somehow smear chocolate chips across the white fabric of their couch, or smash dirt into the beautiful area rug, or leave sticky fingerprints all over the squeaky clean windows that opened out onto a gorgeous skyline view.

      As it turned out, I didn’t need to let her down. Because in the seconds it took for me to stumble past the small entryway, Angelo had crossed the entire space between us, bypassing Jan in order to end up at my side.

      “Lyndsey.”

      The way he said my name took me back to last night in my bed, and heat raced through me, muddling my brain, so I didn’t even protest when he took my child from my arms and set her on his hip, like he’d done this every day for the past four years. Then I was in his arms, pulled tight against his chest as he pressed a kiss to the side of my head.

      “I’m going to kill the bastard,” he murmured against my skin. “I promise, you Lyndsey, I’m going to gut him and make him pay for every ounce of suffering he put you through.”

      “Do you mean the man who chases mommy in her nightmares?” Laney asked, her sweet, sweet voice cutting through the thin space between us like a serrated knife.

      Angelo edged back, looking down at my daughter, who looked so tiny in his big, strong arms. Her blue eyes connected with his as his brow furrowed, and for a moment, neither of them said a word. Then, Laney’s lips twitched. She reached her hand up until she was smoothing her fingers across the stubble on his cheek.

      “Good,” she said, almost a whisper. “I don’t like him.”

      Angelo huffed out a breath that could have been a laugh, then reached his own hand out toward my daughter’s face. His big palm engulfed her, sliding around the side of her head until his fingers were wrapped around the back. Then he tugged her closer and pressed a gentle kiss to her forehead, before murmuring there, “Me neither, Laney. Me neither.”

      I melted into a puddle of goo as my baby girl smiled up at him with wide blue eyes. But that gooey puddle turned to cold, hard ice as I turned and found every single person in the entire apartment staring at us with gaping mouths.

      “Come on,” Angelo said, grabbing my hand and dragging me across the room. “I want you to meet my… friends.”

      Eliza was the first to greet us. She took my free hand in both of hers, and I felt a wave of calm covering me, stealing away some of my anxiety with her gentle smile. “Lyndsey, it’s so good to see you again. This must be Laney?”

      My daughter, my quiet, curious daughter, ducked her head slightly, and I swore I saw her grip tighten on Angelo’s shirt.

      “My goodness,” Eliza murmured. “Look how big you are. The last time I saw you, you were just a tiny little thing.”

      I stifled my need to apologize for my daughter’s silence. I’d done enough of that in my past, and Laney had always scolded me for it, telling me there was no need to apologize for her being herself.

      Luckily, Eliza didn’t seem offended. She turned her attention away from her as Jan came to Angelo’s side. The older woman gave his arm a squeeze, but otherwise gave him space, just like she always did with Laney.

      “Angelo,” she said, dropping her hand from his arm. “How are you?”

      “Good.” He glanced between the two of us. “You’re Lyndsey’s nanny?”

      She nodded, beaming at my daughter.

      “How do you know Angelo?” I managed to ask, but just barely.

      “Once upon a time, I was his tutor. Jet’s, too.”

      “The way you say that makes me feel old,” said a man with the blackest hair I’d ever seen.

      Eliza let go of my hands and reached for his arm. “Lyndsey, this is my fiancé, Jet.”

      The way she looked at him made me ache, and after I shook his hand, I twisted around to look back at Angelo. Then a different ache filled me. Because the man who’d spent the whole of yesterday afternoon and last night showing me what it felt like to be worshipped, was staring at me like he couldn’t wait to do it again.

      He pulled me to him, pressed a kiss to my head, and I couldn’t help but feel like this was right. With me under one arm, with Laney wrapped up in his other, the man looked happier than I’d ever seen him, and I realized I felt the same.

      Except…

      “What the hell is wrong with you?” Zee slapped Angelo alongside the head, startling him, Laney, and me.

      Angelo scowled as he let go of me and pulled Laney from his hip, settling her right onto his other one. “You’re scaring the kid.”

      Laney gripped his shoulder, her bottom lip stuck out. “I’m not scared.”

      Zee flashed a petulant smile at Angelo, only stopping when Laney stuck her tongue out at him.

      “Laney!” The reprimand was off my tongue before I registered the men’s laughter.

      “You’re cute, kid,” Zee said before addressing Angelo. “And you’re in trouble. How many times am I going to have to come to the rescue when you abandon your girlfriend?”

      I watched as Angelo’s eyes went wide, as his head jerked back. He spun toward me, causing Laney’s hair to whip through the air, and looked down at me with a furrowed brow.

      “Shit, Lyndsey.” Before I could move, he had his arm wrapped around my waist, tugging me close until the only thing I could see was him. His shirt, his chest rising as he held me tight. And I was enveloped in his scent and his warmth. “I’m sorry. I would never…”

      He edged back, and if it weren’t for my daughter’s knee pressing into my side, I would have been content to stay there forever.

      “You said a naughty word.”

      He side-eyed my daughter, a grimace cutting across his face. “You’re right. I’m sor—”

      “It wasn’t as many as Dr. Zee.”

      Silence filled the room, then it shifted as everyone turned toward Zee.

      He raised his hands as if he could fend off the ire that was directed his way. “What? I’m sorry, okay? I’m not fucking used to being around kids! Ouch!”

      A woman with pink spiral hair and the cutest little baby bump swatted Zee upside the head. “You better get used to it, Zee. At the rate we’re going, we’re going to repopulate the entire Syndicate.”

      Then the woman turned to me, holding out her hand. “Lyndsey Mayer, I’m Queenie D’Angelo. It’s nice to finally meet you.”

      D’Angelo?

      My God, what was going on?

      Before I could say a word, though, Laney spun and pointed toward the door.

      “Mommy, look! It’s Rolly! It’s Carmen’s son!”
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      As much as it pained me to admit it, Zee was right. Lyndsey was a part of the Syndicate, whether she knew it or not. My old tutor was her nanny. My boss’s fiancée was one of the women who’d helped her when she showed up at the women’s shelter after she was abandoned by her parents. And apparently, Jan had brought Laney to the home of D’Angelo’s sister, Carmen Giordano, where she’d met and befriended half the fucking family.

      It was a lot for me to take in, and I’d known these people for over half my life. But Lyndsey? She wasn’t having it.

      I had to take her into the other room to calm her down, to explain to her what the fuck was going on. That Rolly, son of Carmen, the woman whose house her daughter had stayed at the first week we met, had just walked through Jet’s door. Had shown up here, at D’Angelo’s lieutenant’s house, for a baby shower for D’Angelo’s daughter, Queenie, and we were all fucking here in this convoluted mess.

      Lyndsey started hyperventilating at the sudden realization of her connection to the D’Angelo Syndicate. I’d done everything I could to try to calm her, until I found the one thing that finally worked: I kissed her.

      I kissed her fucking senseless.

      And I would have done more if there hadn’t been people in the other room.

      She looked up at me, her eyes blown out and her lips a swollen mess, panting as she tried to catch her breath. “Angelo.” She licked her bottom lip as her fingers smoothed down the buttons on my shirt, making me wish that we were alone, back in her bed. My dick stirred, and I wanted nothing more than to slide into her warm, wet center, to tear all those wonderful gasps and moans from her throat. “I’m scared.”

      Those words were ice water thrown on me on the coldest day of the year. My heart stuttered, my breath froze, and my dick fucking shriveled up and hid, like it’d been properly chastised and was listening for once. “Why?”

      She squeezed her eyes closed, and I couldn’t keep from smoothing my fingers over the little lines it created on the side of her face. “I don’t want Laney to get hurt.”

      Taking her chin between my thumb and my finger, I forced her attention back on me. “We’re in an apartment full of Syndicate men and women. We’re more than capable of keeping your daughter safe.”

      She lifted her hand along my stomach, stopping when she reached my chest. “It’s not her physical safety I’m worried about. I…” She dropped her gaze, then lifted it again, meeting my eyes before she continued. “I don’t want her heart to get hurt.”

      I couldn’t muster more than a whisper. “Why would she get hurt?”

      “She doesn’t… She’s not like other children. She doesn’t make connections with people easily. And without you even saying a word to her…”

      She paused and looked up at me, eyes pleading, but for what? If she thought I knew what she was trying to say, she was completely wrong. Brow furrowed, I shook my head.

      “We were both so confused, Angelo. You bolted out of my apartment without a word. You startled her. You didn’t say a thing to her. To either of us! I thought you knew I had a kid, and while I understand how unsettling it is to wake up to a child staring down at you, you just… left.”

      My mind spun. I loosened my grip on Lyndsey, backed away until I fell into the chair at the side of the room. Lyndsey followed after, kneeling on the floor between my legs and peering up at me with a look I couldn’t decipher on her face.

      “And then we showed up here after Zee hunted you down, and you took her from my arms like she was your own kid. I’m just… confused, Angelo. We haven’t even talked about what this is, and I’m just terrified you’re going to break our hearts when—”

      She broke off, casting her gaze to the floor.

      “What do you want this to be?” I forced out through the tightness constricting my throat.

      Pink colored her cheeks, and her fingers fluttered at her collar, brushing along the scar that was hidden beneath her shirt. Her voice was a trembling whisper when she finally spoke. “I’m scared I want more than what you’ll be willing to give.”

      “Lyndsey.” Gripping her by the arms, I lifted her off the floor and guided her into my lap. With her thighs on each side of mine, with her ass settled atop my legs, I smoothed my hands over her back. “I’d be willing to give you everything. I’d be willing to give you my life, if that’s what it took to keep you happy and safe.”

      “Don’t say that.” She gripped my cheeks, eyes searching mine while every-fucking-thing inside me stirred. Her focus fell to my lips, and her tongue swept out of her mouth, tracing along that delicate pink seam. “Don’t promise me more than you can give.”

      “Can,” I told her, my breath mingling with hers. “And will.”

      I gripped her ass as my mouth claimed hers, gliding her against the solid ridge that had grown in my pants. She whimpered and I groaned, because damn, no one had ever felt this good.

      “I want you,” I told her, breaking our kiss. “Every piece of you. I want your laughter and your pain, your body and your heart.” My fingers slipped under the edge of her shirt. “I want you and Laney both in my life.”

      “Angelo.” She shuddered against me, her hands gripping my shoulders so hard, I’d surely need her to soothe away my pain.

      “Get up,” I whispered in her ear.

      Lyndsey looked at me with hooded eyes, lips parted as she shook her head. “What?”

      “Get up.” I helped her off my lap, helped her onto shaky legs.

      “I don’t—” I flicked through the button and zipper on her shorts, then yanked them down to her ankles before she could finish her thought. Her eyes landed on my open pants. “Oh!”

      “Now come here.”

      “Angelo, I don’t—”

      I covered her mouth with mine as I pulled her back into my lap, her protest dying as I settled her over my cock.

      “Want you,” I promised as I pressed into her tight hold. “Only you,” I said as I pulled her down, sinking in as far as I could go.

      She whimpered in my arms as I fucked into her with everything I had, praying the whole time that the chair beneath me wouldn’t give out. I could tell when she was close. I’d made a study of her every movement and sound each time I’d taken her in the middle of the night. That tremor in her whimpers rose, her grip tightened around my shoulders, and I would have fallen in love with her right then if she didn’t already own my heart.

      But I wasn’t about to let her tumble into ecstasy without a little push. I slid my hand down her back, sliding over her smooth ass before slipping my fingers into the space between us. With a finger on each side of my cock, I pressed at her lips, putting pressure on her as she bucked and jerked and fell apart.

      I swallowed her cries as she shook in my arms, then spilled my cum inside of her, coating her womb and marking her as mine.

      Mine.

      “Mine.” The word tore through me on a growl, and Lyndsey shivered against me, her sweet pussy clenching once more around my spent cock. “Fuck, you’re mine,” I told her, tightening my hold on her to fend off her protests. “You’re mine.”

      But she didn’t protest. She fell against me, surrendering her body, her life, to my hands.

      “Promise,” she whispered some time later, as our breathing slowed, as the clock on the wall ticked away the minutes while she laid there against my chest. “Promise you won’t let Laney get hurt.”

      I yanked her closer, up my chest, and felt my cum drip out of her, onto my legs. With her face trapped between my hands and her eyes locked on mine, I told her, “I promise I’ll never let either of you get hurt again.”
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      Back in Jet’s living room, I kept Lyndsey by my side. It wasn’t that I felt the need to protect her, or to control her, I just felt a need to be with her. A need that grew every moment I was in her presence. A need that grew exponentially every time she walked away.

      Sending her off to the bathroom to clean up while I went back to my friends had been—ridiculously enough—one of the hardest things I’d ever done. When she returned, I couldn’t bring myself to let go of her, clamping my hand down on her thigh as if that act alone could secure her by my side.

      I stayed that way, as Queenie and Mateo opened their baby gifts, as Eliza and Jet passed out glasses of champagne and sparkling apple cider, and Shaw and Quinn whispered at the kitchen counter as they continued to hunt for the man I was going to kill.

      It wasn’t until Laney settled herself at the coffee table at my side, her crayons spread out in a rainbow between her coloring book and Jet’s cat, that something settled inside me enough to finally loosen my grip.

      Leaning forward, I peeked over her shoulder at the perfect orange sunset she’d created over her gingerbread town.

      “I love your picture,” I told her, watching as she settled her tan crayon back in its place at the end of the rainbow.

      Laney turned, peering up at me with the most haunting eyes I’d ever seen. She dragged her gaze over me, studying me the way I often found myself studying others. Then her cheeks turned pink, and a tiny smile curled her lips. “Want to color with me?”

      I raised my eyebrow at her and wanted to laugh at whatever the fuck she did in return—some sort of weird squinting, with her two front teeth showing and her mouth twisted into what barely passed as a smile.

      But I didn’t laugh.

      I couldn’t.

      Because the child was so serious. And somehow I knew deep inside of me that my laughter would go straight to her heart.

      “I’d love to.”

      She beamed, then shifted closer rather than giving me space. For the first time since Lyndsey had sat down next to me, I lifted my hand, forcing myself to let go.

      “What are we coloring?” I asked Laney, running a hand over the back of her head.

      She flipped a few pages, then pointed to a black and white outline of a penguin holding a gift. She grabbed the nub of a black crayon and held it up to me.

      I narrowed my eyes and gave an exaggerated frown. “It’s broken.”

      Laney stared at me for a long moment, her gaze traveling over me, landing on my shoulder before finding my face again. “Broken crayons still color.”

      Something in me shattered, the shards of it splintering and stabbing every inch of my skin. It hurt to breathe, hurt to sit there under the watchful eye of this tiny little child. When she pushed the broken crayon toward me, I forced myself to take a deep breath and lift my hand to hers. But she frowned when I wrapped my fingers around it, refusing to let go.

      “Do you promise to do your best and stay within the lines?”

      My lips twitched, but the solemn look in her eye kept me from breaking into a smile. I covered my heart with my free hand, giving her a nod before I told her, “I promise I’ll do my very best.”

      Her eyes narrowed, and she looked me over before a smile returned to her face. “Okay!” She released the crayon and spun back to her picture, picking up the red.

      I set to work coloring the penguin as her little hands scratched out red and green gift wrap for all of the presents in the picture. But staying in the lines was harder than I expected, because the kid wouldn’t leave me alone. When she wasn’t wiggling closer, she was directing me where to place the tip of my crayon. By the time I was finished with the blasted thing, Laney snatched the broken nub from my hand, set it back in its place, then settled herself into my lap, where she’d finally decided to sit still.

      “You know…” Jet handed me a tumbler of whiskey, then snatched my untouched champagne from the table beside me. He pulled his chair up close, his silvery gaze locked on mine. “Back when I asked you if you were ready for this, I didn’t really believe you.” He shook his head and tilted the champagne glass toward the child on my knee as she snuggled her face into the cat’s long fur.

      “What?”

      Jet took a sip before settling back in his chair. He raised one eyebrow and the movement had me smiling so hard, I started laughing. Laney whipped around, brow furrowed as she searched for the source of my laughter. I raised a brow at her, causing her to make that face again, and fuck it if I could stop now.

      I pulled her to me, pulled her against my chest as it shook with the kind of happiness I hadn’t felt enough in my life. And when her little giggle followed, rising up into the room, a warm sort of contentment filled my chest.

      “You’re silly,” she murmured as Mr. Jingles scampered from her lap. Then she wiggled away, going back to straightening her crayons before choosing the next color for her picture.

      Running a hand over the back of her head, I took a sip of my whiskey before turning back to Jet. He was still staring, though something new glinted in his eyes.

      “I’ve never seen you like this.”

      My defenses rose, but I stuffed the feeling down. It was true. I’d never been like this before. So calm, so settled, so happy with where I was and what my future held. I covered Lyndsey’s leg with my palm and took heart when her hand settled over mine. “I’m happy.”

      His own happiness shone on his face. “I’m glad. It’s been a long time coming.” He glanced away, toward the child at my knee, the woman at my side, before he cast his gaze back toward the kitchen counter. Then he leaned forward, that happiness diluted as the seriousness this man was known for came racing back.

      “Are you sure you’re ready for what comes next?”

      Though every cell in my body screamed in the affirmative, I took a moment to respond. Not due to hesitation. Not due to indecision or doubt. But because the weight of this moment called for extra thought.

      Was I ready to make Lyndsey mine in every sense of the word?

      Was I ready to be whatever Laney needed me to be?

      Was I ready to take out the man who had nearly killed Lyndsey, who had killed Bronwyn and so many others, who I’d known so many years ago?

      “Yes,” I told him, more sure about my place in life than I’d ever been. “Yes, I am.”

      “Good.” He nodded, then stood, clapping a hand to my shoulder. “Welcome back, brother.”
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      “Angelo! I don’t want you hurting yourself!” Against my direct orders, Angelo once again picked up my sleeping daughter, carrying her against his shoulder like she weighed nothing at all. I knew she wasn’t that heavy, but the fact that he’d been on my table just yesterday, getting treatment for long-term, residual pain in his shoulder, only exacerbated my fears.

      “I’m fine, Lyndsey.” He closed the rear door to his SUV, pushed the little button on his key fob that made the door locks click and the vehicle beep, then bent and pressed a gentle kiss to my forehead. “I told you already. The best doctor in the entire world took away all my pain.”

      Heat rushed to my cheeks yet again. This man never failed to cause this reaction in me. From him giving me the strongest orgasm I’d ever experienced while my daughter and his friends were on the other side of the wall, to claiming my mouth in front of every last one of them, to telling me I’m beautiful as he lifted my sleeping daughter into his strong arms back at Jet’s apartment.

      He edged back, then cupped my cheek with his palm. “Let me take care of you.”

      I couldn’t help it. I pressed my face into his palm, breathing in the scent of him while soaking in his warmth. He tugged my face back toward his, and his sinful lips touched mine before he whispered against them, “Lead the way, doctor.”

      It took me a moment to find my footing. To remind myself where I was and what I was supposed to be doing. When my eyes focused on the broken streetlight across the way, I was able to shake off the spell he’d put me under and come back to life. I led the way up the stairs to my apartment, and like before, Angelo stayed close behind me. Even though I didn’t have a heavy table slung over my shoulder. Even though I wasn’t falling apart.

      The fact that he was there both soothed me and thrilled me. I was far from immune to his charms. This brooding, quiet man could turn into the sweetest, most sexual being I’d ever encountered, and one touch from him had heat lapping at my skin.

      “Almost there,” I told him, twisting to look at him over my shoulder. As if he didn’t know we were almost at my floor. But I needed to see with my own eyes that he really existed, and that my entire world still rested on his shoulder.

      He placed his hand upon my back, then rose on the steps until his face was almost level with mine. “She’s fine,” he told me, as if he could hear my thoughts screaming through the stairwell. He smoothed that hand down, across my ass, then gave a gentle push. “Up you go.”

      Up. Up one more flight. Down the hall and in my door. I was sweating by the time we got there, and it had little to do with the climb.

      It had everything to do with the man holding my child.

      “Can I tuck her in?” The way he asked had my heart clenching in my chest. How was I supposed to function when he acted like this? So sweet to my child. So caring and understanding. As if she hadn’t encroached on his space the entire time we were at Queenie’s party. Asking him to play, begging him to color, sitting on his lap for God’s sake! She wouldn’t even sit on mine, yet here she was, crawling over him like he was some sort of jungle gym!

      That thought had my cheeks flushing again, because hadn’t I felt the same way last night? The man had me bending in two, climbing all over him, our limbs pretzeled together as he made love to me on an endless loop.

      Angelo’s brow furrowed, and that deep V between his eyes reminded me his question required a response. “Of course!” I said, too loud. I winced, peeking at Laney to ensure I hadn’t just woken her up.

      He followed me down the hall to Laney’s bedroom, then tucked my baby into her little toddler bed. She was getting too big for it, but I couldn’t afford another. I couldn’t afford so many things, not with the position I’d been in.

      I was in.

      Or worse, I might be in, depending on what Monday morning brought.

      After pressing a kiss to Laney’s forehead, Angelo stepped back and let me do the same. I followed him out to the hallway, only to find that deep V hadn’t gone away.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked, a hand upon his chest.

      He covered mine with his own, pressing, as if he wanted me to feel the hard pounding of his heart. His brow dipped and rose, his eyes zipped across my face like he was reading a book. Then he let out a breath I hadn’t known he was holding, sighing before he finally spoke.

      “I don’t want to go.”

      My body sagged as relief flooded through my veins. Because I’d been thinking the same thing. “I know I shouldn’t do this,” I told him, leaning into him, trying to get closer. “Not with Laney here, and this whole thing between us being so new. But I can’t make myself make you go away.”

      His head tilted to one side, and he traced my bottom lip with his thumb. Then his mouth was on mine, his lips moving in a slow slide across my own. Hot breath rained down upon me, and his hands cradled me, pulling me against his hard body even as he turned, pushing me into the wall.

      I felt hot and weak and achy all over, as if my need for him would never be satisfied. Each swipe of his hands across my skin left me burning, each hard press of his body had my nerve endings firing from head to toe. Angelo’s hand snaked up under my shirt, the thumb that had just swiped at my lip slipping under my bra and sweeping across my hard nipple. I gasped as an almost painful sensation rushed straight through me, down my breast, down my stomach, straight to where dampness was gathering between my legs.

      “Want you again,” he murmured as he pressed the long length of him between our stomachs. “Can’t get enough.”

      I nodded, a gasp coming through me as his touch ignited something beneath my skin. “Yes.” It was just a whisper, not because I was afraid of waking my sleeping daughter, but because he’d stolen my sanity and I couldn’t say anything more.

      Angelo swept me up, his mouth still on mine as he carried me into my bedroom and quietly shut the door. “Lock?” he whispered against me as he pressed me against the thin wood.

      “Yes,” I managed once more, but could do nothing but stare at his beautiful features in the moonlight as he broke our kiss and found the lock on my door.

      Then he was kissing me again, holding me again, carrying me to my bed before he laid me down and covered me with his body. We moved together, fully clothed, hands roaming and touching and gripping as he brought me so close to the brink. Then he slowed. Pulled back to look down upon me, his hand sliding my shirt up over my ribs. Breath filled my lungs as his hand went up, up, until my lungs were so full I thought I’d burst. Angelo tore my shirt over my head, then lowered his mouth to my neck, sucking and licking along the skin as he made a slow path down my chest.

      That breath left me, and it made me feel like I’d never be full again.

      Then that thought left me as Angelo’s mouth latched onto my nipple. I yelped as he sucked, my skin so sensitive it almost hurt. But good God, I couldn’t do anything but grip his head and hold him steady as a shockwave raced straight from my nipple to my core.

      “Angelo,” I whined, then whimpered as he let loose, that devilish mouth of his sliding across my chest to my other breast. Then I cried, because I was coming. Coming, and he wasn’t even touching me between my legs. It was all heat and fire and delicious pain zipping through me as I came. And I loved it, loved him, wanted to scream at the top of my lungs that this man was mine and mine alone.

      Panting, my hands dropped to the bed beside me when Angelo let go of my nipple and stared through the moonlit darkness at me. We locked eyes, and I was sure the amber in his was melting with the heated look he was giving me. His tongue snaked out of his mouth, licking the skin covering my ribs, the man making a slow path downward as his fingers danced over my stomach and legs.

      Then he took hold of my waistband between his teeth, tugging until the button unclasped. We watched each other as he undressed me with his mouth; first my shorts, then my underwear. Then he was licking a path up my calf, up my thigh, until I was squirming at the nearness of him, at the breath that heated my skin, at the fire that preceded him as my anticipation rose to exaggerated heights.

      When his tongue swept out across my clit, I knew there was no exaggeration. This man was sin. This man was the devil come to bring me to hell. Because every swipe of his tongue had me shaking where I lay, each touch he gave me had me questioning my life.

      I didn’t need a job, right? I didn’t need to use that degree, that medical license, I’d spent so much time working toward. I could just lay here all day, letting Angelo do wicked things to me as my body melted into an unrecognizable puddle that I’d never recover from.

      Somehow, it got better. When the swipe of his tongue turned into a suck, when his teeth teased me, nipping and biting before he soothed my ache. I didn’t exist anymore. I was nothing but a puddle, the feelings he was giving me too much for my mind. Too much, the only thing I could see were bright, white lights that sparkled like the stars.

      When those stars went away, when I could breathe, when I could think, when I could understand where I was, I found myself lying on my stomach atop a pile of pillows, my ass propped in the air.

      “You okay?” Angelo murmured across my skin as he left a trail of kisses along my spine.

      I made some noise in my throat, but even I wasn’t sure what it was. And Angelo, he must have assumed it meant everything was okay.

      Because he was behind me, his big body leaning in, his cock filling me, reaching places it never had before. He pulled my hips back, pushed his dick in further, until I was sure it was going to break something inside of me and come out the other side.

      “Fuck, Lynds—” He paused, holding me against him, and I was so full of him I was scared to breathe. “Feels so damn good,” he finally murmured, before he started to move, pulling out slightly before shoving back in.

      My nerve endings had gone haywire. Each deep thrust had my body exploding. Each long drag out had me shivering in relief. With his hands on my hips, Angelo used his thumbs to tug at my ass cheeks, splitting me open as he pumped into my pussy. It scared me, how good that felt, and the idea of him touching me there had my skin going so hot, it was a relief when he finally let go.

      A relief, when he wrapped his arm under my stomach and pulled me against him as hard as he could.

      He was grunting incoherent nonsense as he fucked into me so hard I was seeing stars. I tried to listen to him, tried to pay attention to each garbled word that fell from his lips. But my body had betrayed me, splitting me open like a cataclysmic event, and I could do nothing but lay there and ride the wave.

      Angelo grunted his completion, his dick spurting inside of me, and I hurt. Every inch of me hurt. Every damn inch of me craved him and wanted him again.

      “You okay?” he asked, his body covering mine, his weight falling upon me like a heavy blanket. “Did I hurt you?”

      There was tenderness and worry in his voice, and I lifted my droopy eyelids, turning to look over my shoulder at him.

      “Okay,” I managed, though I wanted to tell him more. I wanted to tell him that I hated him for making me want him so much.

      I’d thought he was inside me before, his scent, his touch, his every sound and movement. But now…

      Now I knew, there would be no getting rid of Angelo Santini.

      He’d be in me forever.

      I was fully, truly, and utterly in love.
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        * * *

      

      When I awoke in the morning, with the sunlight streaming in the window and the birds chirping in the trees outside, every muscle in my body ached. Stretching hurt. Moving hurt. Laying there and not doing anything hurt.

      I forced myself to turn over, to reach for Angelo so I could curl up beside him and fall back asleep.

      But the fear that had been niggling at my brain all night long had come true. I blinked my eyes, wiped the sleep away, and found the truth right there, as plain as day.

      Angelo had left me once again.

      I knew my heart couldn’t take it.

      I wasn’t sure my daughter would understand.

      And I knew that was the worst of all.

      Trembling, trying to hold myself together, I tossed on my robe and tried to put one foot in front of the other. I was a single mother, and feeling sorry for myself wasn’t something I could afford.

      Not when my daughter depended on me to be strong, to be present, to keep her safe.

      Holding back tears, I stumbled down the hall, trying to figure out how I could tell Laney that he’d left again.

      I needed coffee. Before I could do anything, I needed coffee to wake up my brain. Then I could think. I could make breakfast. Bacon and eggs sounded so good, and maybe I could thaw some frozen fruit so there was something to put in our empty stomachs to fill us up.

      Fill me up.

      My knees nearly gave way as my night with Angelo flashed through my head. I gripped the wall and stifled a cry. But when I looked up, that cry fell free.

      I couldn’t believe what I saw.

      Angelo was there, with Laney at his side. On the table in front of them were two mugs and a stack of pancakes.

      “Mommy!” Laney spun in her chair, my cry alerting her to my presence. Her smile could have rivaled the sun. “Angelo made us pana-cakes!”

      Angelo’s lips lifted in the slightest smile. He rose from his chair, brushing his hand over Laney’s head before he came my way and took me in his arms.

      “Lyndsey,” he murmured before pressing a gentle kiss to my lips. “Good morning.”

      Good.

      Morning.

      I squeezed my eyes closed, held tight to his shirt, as if that alone could hold me up. But I didn’t need to, because Angelo was here.

      Angelo was fucking here!

      Holding me in my arms and pressing kisses to my head.

      “I…” I hesitated. I licked my lips, trying to get some moisture to my mouth. Then I turned my gaze onto this amazing man. “We didn’t have any pancakes in the cupboard.”

      His smile was as blinding as Laney’s was. “Your daughter convinced me to place an order for groceries and have them delivered so we could make you breakfast in bed. We just… didn’t get that far.”

      “We made pana-cakes from scratch!” Laney chirped from the table. “And Angelo made bacon and eggs, and I made coffee for you and hot chocolate for us.”

      “From scratch?” I asked, tears building in the corner of my eyes, because this man was too good to be true.

      He shrugged, then pulled me closer. “I’m in trouble,” he whispered against my ear, and for a moment, my entire body froze. “I can’t say no to that girl.”

      Once again, relief struck through me, and laughter huffed out of my throat.

      Angelo edged back, looking me in the eye. “She takes after her mother.”
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          ANGELO

        

      

    

    
      I swung open Lyndsey’s door and took her hand, pulling her up from the front seat of my car. Both she and Laney were staring wide-eyed up at the brownstone I’d parked in front of, neither looking like they wanted to get out—though likely for very different reasons. Lyndsey lowered her gaze, finding mine, and forced a shaky smile.

      “You’re going to be okay.”

      Her bottom lip trembled, and she lurched forward as she took a step, her toe snagging on a small lip in the sidewalk. I grabbed hold of her, holding her steady and trying to soothe away her fears.

      “Everything’s going to be fine. There’s no need to worry.”

      Her voice shook as she told me, “I’m sorry. I’ve just… never shared a meal with the head of a mafia family before.”

      A quiet roll of laughter fell from my chest, and I tugged her tighter into me, lowering my lips to her ear. “You’d never dined with his daughter until last night, either, and that turned out fine.”

      Lyndsey ducked her head, pressing her face against my chest. But I didn’t let her disappear. I slid my hand down her back, slid it down until I was clutching her ass. I let my lips graze her skin as I asked in a whisper, “Do I need to take you in the other room and help you calm down again?”

      “Angelo.” My name left her on a gasp. She lifted her head, her brown eyes finding mine for a split second before I captured her mouth. She whimpered as I pressed my lips to hers, gasped as I swept my tongue inside, and she clung to me like she thought she was going to drop her, but I’d never let her fall.

      “Come on,” I told her, edging back enough to press my forehead to hers. “Let’s get inside before Zee decides he can hit me upside the head again.”

      After righting her, making sure she wouldn’t stumble if I stepped away, I opened the back door of my SUV and stuck my head inside. “Ready to go?”

      Without looking at me, Laney let out a sigh. “Can I bring my book inside?”

      I ran a hand over the back of her head, pulling her toward me so I could press a kiss to her forehead. “I already told you the answer to that.”

      “But what if you changed your mind?” she asked, allowing me to hook my hands underneath her arms and pull her from her new car seat.

      “I didn’t change my mind.” I settled her, book and all, onto my hip, then turned back to Lyndsey. She took my extended hand, and I pulled her with me, keeping her close to my side.

      Laney was more than happy to ring the doorbell for me since my hands were full. And I even pulled a giggle from her as I pretended to drop her to the ground.

      But I lived for the moment when she clung to me, her laughter weaving its way through my heart as the smile on Lyndsey’s face wound its way around me, tethering me to these two girls in a way I never knew was possible.

      The door swung open, and Zee stuck his head out, his eyes narrowed and his lips pursed. Laney pointed her finger at the doctor, her little face turning a shade of bright pink. “Don’t do it!”

      But Zee did it. He raised one eyebrow at her, and she couldn’t control her giggles as she tried—and failed—to give him the same look. With Lyndsey’s hand wrapped up in mine, I could have listened to those giggles for hours. My heart felt too big for my chest, and when Lyndsey leaned her head on my arm and placed a palm upon my thundering heart, I decided I’d make it my mission to do just that. To bring laughter and light to both of them, to hold them both and keep them safe.

      “Come on in,” Zee said, taking a step back and ushering us in the front door. “Everyone’s waiting on you.”

      “Everyone?”

      I peered down at Lyndsey, letting go of her hand so I could wrap my arm around her and pull her close. “Nothing to worry about.”

      She nodded, then moved to stop Laney from falling as the girl wiggled free from my grip. Once settled on her feet, the child took off, racing through Zee’s house after him like she’d been there a thousand times before and knew just where to go. Lyndsey chased her with hands extended, as if Laney was nothing more than a baby taking her first steps. And I followed after, for once not dreading what was waiting for me in the other room.

      Tonight, it wasn’t only D’Angelo seated at Zee’s table. Nadia and Clara were also there, the two ladies sitting side by side as Paulo rose to greet the woman I loved. I found Lyndsey stuck in her place, with Paulo holding onto the outside of her arms, pressing a kiss to each of her cheeks.

      “So good to have you here,” he told her, stepping back and looking her over with a smile on his face. “And you.” He dropped to his knee in front of Laney, and she clutched her book to her chest. “What’s your name?”

      Laney’s brow dipped as a frown pulled down both corners of her mouth. She peeked up at me, as if asking permission to speak.

      “It’s okay. You can tell him.”

      She turned her attention back to D’Angelo, tilting her head to one side. Then, as if he’d passed her harsh appraisal, she told him, “I’m Laney Marie Mayer.”

      “Well, Laney Marie Mayer.” He stuck his hand out to shake hers and waited for her to join hands with him. “My name is Paulo D’Angelo, and I’m so happy to finally meet you.”

      “You are?”

      “My friend Zee has told me great things about you.”

      “Like what?” Laney’s brow pulled down, and her bottom lip stuck out. And I could see D’Angelo trying to keep a straight face as, behind him, Nadia and Clara laughed.

      “That you are one smart little cookie,” he told her, chucking her lightly under the chin with his finger. “And that you’re an accomplished artist and a comedian, too.”

      Her lips twitched, her brow relaxing as her frown disappeared. “Zee’s silly.”

      “He also told me you’d say that.”

      My heart thudded as she flashed him a grin. But it was gone in a second the moment he stood, turning to introduce her to the two ladies at the table.

      Nadia rose from her seat, coming to stand by D’Angelo’s side, but Laney backed up, plastering her back to my leg and hiding half her face behind her book.

      It took a moment before the introductions were made and we were able to take our seats. Laney insisted on sitting between the two of us, the caution she’d held tight to for a good portion of our time at Jet’s the afternoon before still raging to life. With everyone settled and the food passed around the table as we filled our plates, D’Angelo started in on the one thing I wished he’d leave alone.

      “Angelo, how’s the shoulder doing?”

      Lyndsey looked up from the slice of bread she was buttering, tossing a shy smile my way. I cleared my throat, then set down my fork and took a drink of water. “It’s fine.”

      “That’s what you always say.”

      “Because it’s the truth,” I snapped.

      Clara paused with her glass of wine midway to her opened mouth, like this was one train wreck she didn’t want to miss.

      Lyndsey reached across Laney’s head to put her hand on my shoulder, and her touch soothed away the spark of anger I’d felt at his question. I lifted my hand to hers, giving it a squeeze as I let out a long breath.

      “Lyndsey found an ultrasound machine and used it on me this week.”

      D’Angelo wiped his napkin across his lips. “And that’s helped?”

      “The pain is gone.”

      “Gone, like better?” Zee asked from beside me. “Or gone, like gone?”

      “Gone,” I murmured, ducking my head as I felt the weight of everyone’s stares falling upon me.

      “That’s great.” Zee picked up his glass of wine and lifted it to his face. “And you’re going back tomorrow?”

      He shouldn’t have stopped to take a drink. Because the minute I answered, “No, I fired her,” the wine he had yet to swallow came spraying out of his mouth.

      “You what?”

      Clara and Nadia both reached for the stack of napkins in the middle of the table as Zee pushed back from his chair and stood up.

      “What the hell is wrong with you?” Zee grabbed the napkins straight out of Clara’s hands and started wiping away the drops of red splattered across his shirt. “Do you have any idea what kind of trouble your antics have caused for me? Not showing up for your appointments, running away and leaving you poor doctor wondering where the fuck you’d gone? I’m not your goddamn babysitter, Santini. You’re going to your fucking appointment tomorrow if I have to take you there myself!”

      The silence following his outburst was one of the quietest, most uncomfortable moments I’d ever felt. Then, as that moment stretched toward oblivion, beside me, Laney said, “He said a lot of naughty words.”

      Laughter burst first from Clara, but I wasn’t far behind. I turned in my seat, dragged Laney out of her chair, and set her on my lap.

      “You’re right, Laney,” I said, looking from her to the man covered in his own wine. “Zee needs to learn some manners and listen before he reacts.”

      “Listen? To what?”

      “Zee.” D’Angelo’s quiet voice cut across the table, stilling us all like he’d announced he had a bomb. “Why don’t you have a seat and let Angelo speak.”

      The doctor glared down at me, relenting only when Clara barked out another laugh and I realized Laney had stuck her tongue out at Zee. I dropped a kiss to her head, helping her back into her seat as Zee regained his.

      “Dr. Mayer,” D’Angelo said, grabbing the attention of the entire room. “What is your medical opinion on Angelo’s current state?”

      Wide-eyed and frozen from being put on the spot, Lyndsey swallowed hard and tossed a look my way. That look was full of all her fears, every one of her worries, and it took everything in me not to wrap her up in my arms.

      She swallowed hard, then turned her attention to the man on her left. “He, umm… His pain seems to have gone away. He has full range of motion, and while he hasn’t, umm, been able to exercise”—her cheeks flushed a delicious shade of pink—“I believe he’ll be able to work at gaining back some of his lost strength.”

      “And do you believe it’s in his best interest to keep his appointment with you tomorrow?”

      Lyndsey shook her head, her lip trembling as she looked at me. “He can’t.”

      “He can’t? What does that mean?” Zee asked.

      She squeezed her eyes closed and took a deep breath. When she exhaled, all her words came tumbling out. “It means, my boss got arrested and the clinic might shut down and I can’t be his doctor if I’m sleeping with him.”

      That earlier silence descended on us again. D’Angelo pursed his lips, but it left a crooked line across his face, like he was stifling a smile. Nadia reached for his hand on the table, drawing his attention away from Lyndsey, though with the way she was staring at her lap, she probably didn’t notice.

      “I assume we have you to thank for that arrest,” he said, and when I looked away from the drape of Lyndsey’s brown hair covering her face, I found him watching me.

      With my nod, his brow rose, then he dipped his head in acknowledgement. “Then it’s done. I assume you’ll be talking to Jet about getting back to work in the near future?”

      Without thought, my hand drifted over the back of Laney’s head, smoothing over her hair. She looked up at me with those piercing blue eyes. Eyes that had haunted my dreams for years. Eyes that now belonged to a little girl I already loved. A smile tilted my lips until she glanced back to her food. Then it was gone.

      I raised my head and found D’Angelo watching me. “Already done, sir.”

      The smile that was absent from my face flickered across his. “Of course. I’m sure Jet already has something in mind for you too.”

      “As it turns out”—I locked eyes with Lyndsey for a second—“he does.”
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      One glass of wine was all I allowed myself as I dined in the presence of a mafia kingpin. The whole experience was… nerve-racking, to say the least. The man I’d been terrified of for years was actually quite pleasant, if you could get around the knowledge of who he was. I could see a deep well of caring in him, something that extended beyond the gorgeous woman at his side. He took time to talk, and really listen, to all of us throughout the evening, and being the subject of his undivided attention was almost as unnerving as it was when Angelo did the same.

      While one glass was fine while dining, I felt like I could use a whole case while I sat in the vacant office across the hall from Dr. Martin’s the next morning. Aubrey had summoned me, and I found I was more nervous now than I’d been last night.

      This was my life.

      This was everything I had worked toward since I was just a kid. My medical license, my ability to practice.

      Being able to provide for my child.

      It all hinged on how this meeting went. If my sweating palms were any indication, I should just pack it all in and head home.

      Two minutes before nine, the door to the office swung open and Aubrey burst in holding a coffee in each hand. I could see why Dr. Martin had wanted her. She was a pretty blonde with the kind of curves I only had when I was swollen with my child, and I couldn’t help but be jealous. But jealousy had no place in my life. Not with everything else I had to worry about.

      “I’m so sorry I’m late,” she said, blowing a perfectly curled hair from her face before stopping in front of me. “The girls didn’t know how you take your coffee, so I got you a vanilla latte. I hope that’s okay.”

      I fumbled to take the scorching hot beverage from her outstretched hand, bumbling through something that sounded like half-apology, half-gratitude before she turned away. “Sorry. Thank y—Oh! That’s hot! That was so nice of you.”

      Aubrey plopped down in the chair across the desk from me, heaving out a breath before taking a long sip from her drink. I tested my own, finding it to be as delicious as she’d hoped.

      “Before we start, I’d like to formally apologize for Dave’s behavior. I know,” she said, putting a hand up to stop me from interjecting. “I know, what he did isn’t my fault.”

      She gave me a reassuring smile, then lowered her hands and her gaze to her lap. She breathed out again, then pulled her eyes up to find mine.

      “While what he did to you, to our staff, and to our female patients isn’t my fault, not stopping him before it got to the point it did is on me.” She swallowed hard and licked her lips. “This practice was my father’s, and while he liked Dave well enough when he sold it to us before his death, he did ask that I keep an eye on him. I promised I would, and I failed him. And so many people have suffered because of it. I stepped out of the office after we got engaged to focus on the wedding and a charity I’m involved in, and I never thought—”

      Aubrey looked away, and I fumbled with my coffee cup, trying to decide if it was better to ignore her pain and take a drink, or sit in silent, unmoving solidarity. Finally, mid-sip, she turned back to me.

      “I’m so sorry for what Dave did to you. I’ve only had a chance to talk to Rainn and look through your contract, but I met with my accountant and my lawyer over the weekend and I’m just appalled. I want to make it right. I don’t have all the details because we’re still going through the books, but I’m going to pay you back for all of the unfair charges Dave made you pay. He altered the contract that I’d approved before he gave it to you to sign, and what he added in just makes me sick. I’m not okay with it, and I won’t rest until I make this up to you.”

      “Oh, I—”

      “And you don’t have to tell me the details if you don’t want to, because I understand how horrifying working with him must have been, but I plan on giving you something for the emotional turmoil you went through at his hand. Rainn told me he pitted the staff against you, that you were often locked in your office and never came out. She confessed she was so suspicious of you, because of what Dave had said, that she was spying on you. She saw him corner you in the storage room—” she paused as her voice cracked. “And she said if it hadn’t been for your patient barging in on you, she’s not sure you would have made it out of there unharmed.”

      Though I wanted to respond, I couldn’t. Because I’d felt the same. It was only Angelo’s presence that stopped Dr. Martin from doing whatever he had planned.

      I would have been at his mercy. And I wasn't sure I could have found the strength to fight him off. Not after what I’d been through. Not with my fear for my job and my child on my mind.

      Aubrey didn’t push me as I let her words simmer in my head. This was it. The end to everything I’d worked so hard for, and my heart ached at this new loss. Finally, when my throat was less constricted and the tears that had welled in my eyes had dried or been blinked away, I looked up to the woman who had shown me kindness when her ex-fiancé had not.

      “Thank you.” It came out just a whisper, so I cleared my throat and tried again. “Thank you. I appreciate any help you can give me. It took so long to find this job, and I don’t have any savings I can live on anymore. I hope I can find something before what I have is gone.”

      “What? No! Please, tell me you aren’t leaving.”

      “I’m sorry?” I was halfway out of my chair, and her words came as a surprise. “I thought… I thought you wanted me gone?”

      “No. No, no, no! Please, don’t leave me. I’ve just—I’ll give you a retention bonus. Whatever you want. Just please, don’t go.”

      “I don’t understand.” I shook my head, and my fingers fumbled at my hair, at my collar, before I realized her eyes were locked on my scar. I adjusted my shirt and tried to sit up straight in my chair. “I thought the money you were giving me was a settlement to make me go away.”

      “What? No!” Aubrey rose from her chair, then dragged it around the desk until she was right in front of me. “Lyndsey, the money isn’t to make you go away. In fact, it’s quite the opposite. I don’t know how we can proceed without you. I’m going to be hiring at least one more doctor, if not two, but all of Dave’s patients need someone now, not whenever I find someone to fill these positions. You’ve done such an amazing job with the patients you have, and I want to reward you for that. I want you here, as one of our doctors, not only as we transition but going forward as well.”

      “You do?”

      She took my hand, and the sincerity in her eyes made my throat grow tight. “Of course, I do. I’m sorry if I led you to believe you were anything other than a valued employee. Losing you would ruin us, and I wouldn’t be true to my heart if I didn’t do everything in my power to raise you up. After what Dave did…” She shook her head, and it didn’t go unnoticed when her eyes flicked to the collar of my shirt. “I want to make this right for you. This settlement we’re putting together is to right past wrongs. And the retention bonus, whatever it takes to keep you here, it’s yours.”

      Shock froze my tongue, but boldness I didn’t recognize unstuck it, allowing me to ask, “What about a raise?”

      “Of course!” Her beaming smile was as bright as the morning sun shining through the blinds. “Of course, that’s perfect! The settlement, a retention bonus, and a raise. And what about…” Her eyes widened, that smile of hers blinding as it grew. “We can negotiate a new employment contract. Something with proper raises and performance bonuses. And overtime pay, as we try to get over this hurdle until we get other doctors hired. And we’ll have revised scheduling practices, so no one doctor gets all the new patients. We’ll have proper meetings, you and me and the doctors we hire, so we can keep tabs on each other. You can tell me how things are going with the practice so we can make any changes that are needed as we go.”

      “That sounds amazing,” I somehow managed to spit out, the excitement bubbling through her rising in me, too.

      “So you’ll stay?”

      Stay? As if there were any question. Not when I thought I’d be losing my job.

      “I will.”

      Aubrey let out a squeal like I hadn’t heard since I was in high school, then jumped from her seat and pulled me out of my chair, wrapping me in a quick hug that jarred me as she jumped in her place. “Yay! I’m so excited. Let’s go speak with Rainn and let her know she doesn’t have to cancel all this morning's appointments. I know this will be a lot of work, but between the two of us, I’m certain we can do this.”

      My new boss, who was beginning to feel like my new friend, pulled me out of the office and to the front desk. She worked with me, through lunch and long past our normal closing time, to take care of all the patients who were still scheduled and some we were able to work in after their appointments were canceled last week.

      By the time I left the building and hopped into Angelo’s car, I was bone tired, but happier than I’d ever been.
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      I’d never been one to hate Monday mornings. Having never had a nine-to-five, or any other job that could pass for normal, I’d never learned to dread getting up early to get ready for work. But today, even sinking my cock into Lyndsey’s pussy as the sun hovered above the horizon hadn’t made the day any easier to face.

      It was her getting out of bed that was so intolerable. Her leaving my side when all I wanted to do was make love to her again. I wanted to soothe away her agitation, all her worries and fears of what today would bring—and let her know I’d take care of every last one of her needs if she’d let me.

      That was the last thing she needed, though. She was a strong woman with dreams of her own, and those dreams included helping others to live happy, healthy, pain-free lives. Just like she’d done to me.

      With Jan taking Laney to school, I drove Lyndsey to work, dropping her off with a kiss and a promise that I’d be there for her, no matter what. Then I crossed to the nicer side of town, going back to Jet’s apartment and a little dream of my own.

      “How’s the hunt coming?” I asked as he let me in the door. He expelled a huff of a breath, then sucked down some disgusting looking green sludge from the glass he was holding.

      “I’ll let you ask the lovebirds over there,” Jet said after wiping the back of his hand across his lips. “They’ve been at it since dawn.”

      As he tromped off to his bedroom, his sweaty chest bare and his athletic shorts hanging low on his hips, I turned my attention to Shaw and Quinn. They were on either side of the couch, legs tangled together in the middle as they sat with their laptops in their laps, each ignoring the world but for the words dancing across their screens.

      I dropped into the chair I normally sat in when I was here, watching as they kicked and pushed at each other, some sort of love language that I’d never understand. “How’s the hunt?” I asked, after being ignored long enough.

      Quinn jerked in his seat, while Shaw merely raised her eyes to look up at me. Her nose scrunched up as she twisted her lips. “We’re working on it.”

      “Do you have anything?”

      Quinn glanced over his shoulder at me, then returned to his screen. “This guy is proving difficult to find.”

      “You wouldn’t think a drugged-up, murdering rapist would be quite so good at hiding. He got out on parole, made his first check-in with his parole officer, but the PO hasn’t seen him since. We’ve looked into all his old haunts, followed up with known associates, and we’ve found nothing. It’s like he disappeared off the face of the earth.”

      “No cell phone, no email address, no social media profiles. You can’t track a nobody like this with our usual ways.”

      “What about his mom?” I asked, fisting my hand on the armrest. “She’s been protecting the bastard since he was a kid. She took the blame anytime he did anything wrong. Marv almost killed her once—would have if Jared and I hadn’t stepped in. And she didn’t once stop to shift the blame from Marvin to Nelson when Bronwyn was found dead.”

      Shaw had that look again—face scrunched up, mouth pulled into a grimace. “Joann Harland?”

      “That’s right. Why?”

      She chewed on her lip, eyes darting to the window, to her laptop screen, to her fucking boyfriend before she returned them to me. “She’s dead.”

      “Dead.” For some reason, that word bothered me. Joann hadn’t been a loving foster-mother. She was often too busy working her three jobs and cooking and cleaning up after Marv and Nelson to give me or my foster brothers more than a glance. But she had been the only mother-figure I could remember. I’d moved into that hellhole of an apartment after being tossed out of a dozen other homes, and hers was the first I’d stayed in for longer than a few months. I’d gone from that hell to an even worse one at juvie, until D’Angelo had saved my ass.

      But still.

      “How’d she die?”

      Shaw grimaced again. “She was raped and murdered about eight years ago.”

      “She probably bled out,” Quinn said, not looking up from his laptop. “She had about two dozen stab marks all over her body and—Ouch! What was that for?”

      With wide eyes and an angry look on her face, Shaw stared at Quinn. But she didn’t need to stop him. He didn’t need to finish. I saw where this was going and the thought made me sick.

      “He raped and murdered her,” I said, voice shaking as my stomach rolled. “He fucking raped and murdered his own mother, then turned around and did it to those women in Central Park. How many others were there? If there were three years between Joann and Lyndsey, how many others out there died at his hands?”

      I hadn’t realized I had started yelling until the words stopped coming out. Hadn’t realized I’d gotten up from my chair until the silence filled the room. The lack of sound felt deadly, like the rage that was pounding through me was threatening to tear loose and come out. Both Shaw and Quinn stared up at me, eyes wide and mouths opened, as I clenched my fists.

      “Broaden the search.” Jet stepped from the doorway leading to the bedrooms, commanding the room the moment he moved. “Find out if there were any others who died the same way. The police must have records. Triangulate the victims, figure out where he could have been staying, and start searching there.”

      “On it, boss!” the two hackers said simultaneously, snapping back to their positions on the couch.

      With their minds occupied and their mouths closed, I retreated into my own head. Pacing the space in front of the window, I wracked my brain for any memories that might give us a lead.

      But there was nothing.

      Sixteen years had passed since I’d last seen Nelson Harland standing on that street corner near our apartment. Sixteen years since I killed his father for a crime that he likely did. I hadn’t seen him since then. Not in person. Not since he watched me get shoved in the back of the police cruiser and hauled away from the only home I’d known.

      They both stood there and watched.

      “Santini!” Jet grabbed my forearm, stopping me in my path. But I wasn’t expecting it, had my mind on something else, and I raised my hand to fend off an attack that wasn’t even coming.

      He grabbed my fist, stopping it from whapping him in the face, and looked at me with this quiet calm that made the chaos in my head feel like a war zone.

      “Let’s go work out.” Though his sweat hadn’t even dried, Jet jerked his head toward his spare room where he kept his floor mats, kick bags, and the other equipment he used to keep in shape. “Work off some of this tension.”

      “Now?”

      He gave a sharp nod. “I need to assess you. Find out what your new limits are.”

      New limits, meaning, how much of a piece of shit had I become? How much muscle had I lost in the past year of not being able to move? How much had my reaction times slowed, how much of a liability was I now that I’d been out of the game for so long?

      I pursed my lips, closed my eyes, and Lyndsey’s face flashed in my head. Lyndsey, and the little girl with Nelson’s eyes.

      Jerking my head up, I looked at the two hackers working away on their computers, trying to find the man I was intent to kill.

      And it hit me. Just like Lyndsey’s face flashing in my head. Just like Laney’s piercing blue eyes.

      “Mike Romily.”

      Shaw looked up from her screen, eyes narrowed and lips pursed. “Who’s that?”

      “The drug dealer from our old neighborhood. He was there with Nelson when he watched me get taken away.”

      “I’ll add him to my search.”

      Jet clasped my shoulder, giving me what could almost pass as a smile. “Come on. Let’s get to work.”
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      After what felt like the longest week ever, I walked out of my office, purse slung over my shoulder and a strange contentment running through my veins. Aubrey looked up from the open laptop in her hand as she rounded the corner from the lobby to the back hall.

      “Hey! You heading out?”

      My exhaustion felt like a heavy load across my back. “Yeah. Are you going to be okay on your own?”

      “Of course. I’m just going to go through next week's patient’s files and see where we sit. No more patients tonight.” She sighed. “I’m hoping to have time to look through resumés. Try to get someone in here to help us out.”

      “Do you want me to stay and help?”

      “No, no. You go on.” A smile crept across her face. “There’s a big burly man out there in the waiting room for you.” Then her smile dropped. “Is that okay? Iona was a little bit scared of him, but I told him he could sit and wait.”

      That exhaustion that was weighing me down? It felt like it’d shot off to the moon. My smile grew so wide I could feel my face splitting in two. “That’s fine. It’s great!”

      Aubrey’s nose scrunched up as she grinned at me. “I thought it might be. Enjoy your weekend, Lyndsey. Thanks for all your help this week. I couldn’t have done it without you.”

      “Of course! Have a good weekend.” I rushed into the lobby, my heart thumping hard in my chest. The sight of Angelo sitting there, book in hand and his ankle on his knee while he relaxed back in his seat, had a kaleidoscope of butterflies raging in my stomach. “Angelo!”

      He took his time to place a bookmark between his pages, a smile growing wide before he even looked up. And when he did, it was just in time to rise from his chair and catch me as I dashed his way. “Lyndsey.”

      Arms wrapped around me, he breathed me in, and I held on to him as if I hadn’t seen him in weeks. That’s how it felt, every minute I wasn’t with him. That it had been forever and a day without him by my side.

      “I missed you,” I murmured into his shirt.

      He hummed deep in his throat. “Not as much as I missed you. Did you have a good day?”

      Lifting my head, I rested my chin on his chest. “It was good. Long, but good.”

      “Let’s go home.”

      My, how those words warmed my soul. Each night this week, Angelo had picked me up from work, had dinner with me and Jan and Laney, then followed me to my bedroom after we tucked my daughter into bed. And then he took care of me, lavishing me with attention I was all too happy to soak in.

      I’d never dreamed I’d have so much sex. I never knew the human body could orgasm as much as I had this week. I knew half my exhaustion was because of him. Because each time either of us awoke in the middle of the night, we’d reach for each other, making love before we’d fall back asleep.

      More than anything, I was happy it was the weekend, because it meant I could sleep in.

      With my hand in his, I followed Angelo out to his car, resting my head against the back of the seat as he drove through the evening traffic. I happened to look up as he passed the corner I always turned at to get to my apartment, and realized we’d missed our turn.

      “Where are you going?” I asked, pointing out the window as if doing so could make the car turn around.

      Angelo reached across the center console and took my hand, squeezing it as he shot a quick glance my way. “My apartment.”

      “But what about Laney? I need to tell Jan we’ll be late.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” he said, stopping me from reaching for my phone. “They already know.”

      “They do?”

      The corner of his mouth tilted up, but he didn’t take his eyes off the traffic. He didn’t speak again until he pulled into an empty spot near his building. Then he turned to me, golden eyes sparkling in the evening sun. “I made you dinner.”

      Leaning forward, I ran a finger along his jaw. “You’ve made me dinner every night this week.”

      “But I did it here tonight. I brought Jan and Laney over earlier, and Jan said she’d watch the food while I came to pick you up.”

      “You’re too sweet,” I murmured before brushing a kiss to his lips. “You don’t have to cook for me all the time.”

      He raised an eyebrow at me. “What would you eat if I didn’t?”

      I let out a sigh, then chewed on my lip while I looked away. “I’m sure I’d find something.”

      “Chicken nuggets?” He said it with a tease in his voice. “Macaroni and cheese.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with either of those.”

      “There is if the chicken is frozen into dinosaur shapes, or the cheese is some sort of processed, shelf-stable milk product that will probably kill you in ten years.”

      A grimace cut my face, and Angelo chuckled before cupping my cheek and pulling me back to him. “Besides, Laney likes what I cook.”

      “She does,” I whispered as his lips grazed across my mouth. “So do I.”

      “Mmm.” He kissed me then, full lips coasting along mine before he gripped my face and pulled me into him. His tongue swept along the seam, then slipped inside to tangle with my own.

      Even with the growl in my empty stomach, the ever-present worry for my daughter and my nanny, and the lack of privacy we had as we sat in his car, I would have been content to stay there for hours, kissing his lips and letting him devour my mouth. But the sounds of cheering from outside intruded on our little world, and I pulled away from him and looked out the front windshield.

      And I immediately wished I hadn’t.

      Three boys were leaning against the hood of the SUV, grinning wildly and laughing as they cheered. I recognized them. They were the three boys who’d helped me carry my table down the steps the first time I’d come here.

      “Dammit.” Angelo gripped my cheek, pulling my face into his chest as he murmured, “I’m sorry,” against my head. Then, with a kiss, he let go of me and climbed from the car. “The hell is wrong with you?”

      I opened my door and stepped out on the sidewalk in time to hear the taller one, Tate, sing, “Angelo’s got a girlfriend, Angelo’s got a girlfriend.”

      “Damn right, I do.” He grabbed the kid’s head, tucking him under his arm as he rubbed his knuckles into the top of his hair. “You got a problem with that?”

      Tate squealed while the other two, Roman and Dakari, whooped and hollered at the sight.

      “You know Miss Shannyn ain’t gonna be happy,” Dakari said when he let Tate go and stepped over to shake hands with the boys.

      Angelo glanced up at his building, and the look on his face made me think his neighbor, Shannyn, was there. I did everything I could to avoid looking, but as it turned out, I didn’t have to try for long. Because he came right for me, grabbing hold of my cheeks and kissing me so hard it stole my breath from my chest.

      “Mine,” he whispered when he finally pulled away. “And I’m yours.”

      “Mine,” I whispered back, holding tight to his shirt even as he edged back. Then my face flushed as I realized those boys were still standing there, watching us. “Oh no.”

      Angelo chuckled as I hid my face in his chest. He smoothed a hand down the back of my head before turning slightly. “You three behave yourselves.”

      “Could say the same to you,” one of them quipped, and the other two laughed.

      He grumbled something under his breath, then tugged at my arm. “Come on, Lyndsey, let’s go eat. Leave these punks to find something to do other than harass us.”

      Behind us, the boys made kissing noises, continuing to tease even as Angelo grumbled and pulled me away.

      “Just looking out for you, Angelo!” Tate called. “You know you’d do the same for us!”

      Finding the front steps free of his jealous neighbor, I gladly followed after Angelo as fast as I could. He unlocked the door to his apartment and held it for me as I walked in. Jan was in the kitchen, pulling a glass dish from the oven.

      “That smells delicious!”

      My nanny looked up at me after she’d set the dish on top of the stove. “It should be, after everything he put into making this meal.”

      Angelo put his hands on his hips. “You helped me with this meal.”

      “If by help, you mean I taste-tested your sauce and watched the lasagna in the oven while you went to pick Lyndsey up, then yes, I helped.”

      “What is it with people today?” Angelo grumbled as I wrapped an arm around his waist. “I’m about two seconds from joining Laney in her hideout.”

      I glanced around the room. “Where is Laney?” A sudden panic took hold of my heart, because she wasn’t there.

      Angelo strung his fingers between mine, then used our joined hands to point to the jungle of plants in front of the window. There, laying on her tummy under all those leaves, was my little girl.

      “What are you doing, Cookie?” Angelo let me go and I crouched down beside the plants.

      Without looking up at me, Laney said, “I’m reading a book.”

      “I can see that. What are you reading?”

      Finally, my daughter pulled her eyes away from the pages. She pushed the gigantic encyclopedia toward me.

      “Oh my. Reading about plants while hiding in the plants. Sounds like a good way to end the day”

      Her brow furrowed and she peeked around me to look at Angelo. “It’s not bedtime yet.”

      He crouched down at my side. “Not yet. But it is time to come out of your hideout and have supper.”

      “I don’t want to.”

      “Lane—”

      Angelo raised his hand between us, cutting my reply short. Then he and my daughter had some sort of silent conversation while I sat beside them, completely lost.

      “Okay.” She lowered her gaze, then reached her arms out across the floor. Angelo took her hands and dragged her right past me, pulling her up as he stood and settling her on his hip. Her giggles rang throughout the apartment as he did a lap around the kitchen island, jostling her the whole way until he plopped her down in her chair.

      “There you go.”

      She beamed up at him, and my heart swelled in my chest. Jan squeezed my arm, and I shifted until I had my arms wrapped around her.

      “He’s a good man, Lyndsey. He only wants what’s best for you both.”

      “I know,” I told her as we watched him plate slices of lasagna for all of us.

      “I think Laney’s fallen in love.”

      Tears welled in my eyes because the man was too sweet to my little girl. “Me too.”

      He was everything I could have ever hoped for.

      For her, and for me.
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        * * *

      

      After supper, after we’d cleaned up and Jan had gone home, Laney fell asleep in Angelo’s arms as he read to her from her favorite book. It warmed my heart, seeing my little girl with him. She’d never gotten attached to people the way she had with him, never clicked with anyone quite like that. The love I felt for him only grew each time I saw how gentle and loving he was with her.

      “Shall we get you home?” Angelo murmured against Laney’s forehead, though his amber eyes were locked on mine.

      Nodding, I rose from my chair by his side, ready to steady him should his shoulder decide her little body was too much. But he never faltered, never showed any hint that less than two weeks ago, he’d been in so much pain he couldn’t even lift his hand above his shoulder. He deftly adjusted her against his chest, then slid his shoes on as I grabbed my purse and Laney’s bag and opened the door.

      He buckled her in her car seat before making the short drive to my apartment. Then he was scooping her up in his arms again, carrying her upstairs to her room.

      What I found there, though, had my mind freezing while my body grew hot. In place of Laney’s little toddler bed stood a giant pink castle complete with a slide and a curved staircase. It had bookshelves and a loft with turrets and its own lights in the many windows, including strands of fairy lights strung over the opening of the bed.

      And on the bed sat Wilson and Hazel, Laney’s two favorite stuffed animals, tucked under the satiny pink comforter like she’d put them there herself.

      I barely noticed that Angelo had pulled back the covers and tucked her in. Saw nothing but red as he bent to press a kiss to her forehead. And I wanted to scream when he stood and walked toward me as if nothing were wrong at all.

      But something was wrong.

      There was a castle the size of a piece of playground equipment taking up over half of my daughter’s room.

      There was a man with no concept of right and wrong walking toward where I’d stopped at the door.

      And as he frowned, as he took my hand and dragged me down the hall to my own room, I realized that warmth that had enveloped my heart earlier had turned into a raging fire.

      “What’s wrong?” Angelo asked as he turned away from my closed door.

      My feet stopped beating a path across my bedroom floor. I pulled to a stop in front of him, and I swore, smoke was coming from my ears. “What’s wrong?” My voice bordered on hysteria. “There’s a gigantic castle in my daughter’s bedroom, Angelo. A gigantic castle that looks like it cost more than I’ve made this year!”

      “It’s nothing,” he said, as if spending that much on a fucking castle for a four-year-old was okay.

      “It’s not nothing! My God, what were you thinking?”

      His brow furrowed and his lips turned down, and I had to turn away to keep from letting that pouty face steal my sanity. He didn’t respond, and every word I wanted to say stalled on the tip of my tongue while I forced myself to wait.

      But I couldn’t wait any longer.

      Turning to him, I thrust a finger toward my door. “You bought her a castle. You spent more money on a bed for my child than I make, and I—”

      “She needed a new bed.”

      “A new bed, yes. But she’d be fine with a new mattress and a frame. She didn’t need that thing!”

      “She likes it.” He crossed his arms over his chest. “She picked it out.”

      “She’s four! Of course she likes the pretty pink castle! But Angelo, it’s too much!”

      His silence was deafening, pounding out a beat against the hard drumming of my heart. I spun and paced the floor again, trying to keep the tears that were building in my eyes from falling down my cheeks.

      “You paid off my debt to Dr. Martin,” I said, quieter, my volume tempered by the quiver in my voice. “You have done nothing but take care of me since. You make us dinner, you play with my kid, you drive me back and forth to work. And now this? A castle for a four-year-old? It’s too much, and I’ll never be able to pay you back.”

      Without making a sound, he’d come up behind me, so when I spun, I crashed right into his chest. His big hands wrapped around my biceps and he gripped me hard, holding me in place. “I don’t want you to pay me back.”

      “I can’t accept it,” I told him, a wail in my voice. “I can’t—”

      “I didn’t do any of this to make you indebted to me. I did it because—”

      “Angelo.” I shook my head, then froze at the next words out of his mouth.

      “I did it because I love you.”

      Breath stalled in my throat, I peered up at him with wide eyes. I swallowed, trying to get the lump lodged in my larynx to go away.

      “I love you. I love you, I love Laney, I love everything about being with you both. The way you make me feel, the way you love me back. I love this family. Jan, you, your daughter. I love your body, and your heart, your drive to do better for yourself, your strength. I told myself I would never fall in love, Lyndsey. That I’d never put myself through that kind of pain. But I’d go through hell and back if it means I get to spend this lifetime with you.”

      “Angelo—”

      He placed his finger over my lips, stopping me from saying a word.

      “I love you, Lyndsey. I’ve never wanted anything in my life as much as I want you.” He removed his finger from my mouth, but I couldn’t have spoken if my brain had allowed the words to come out. Because his lips were crushed to mine, and his hands roved over my arms, down my back, under my shirt as I kissed him with all I had. My fingers curled into the soft flesh around his middle, tugging at his shirt as I tried to get closer to him. To touch him. To hold him.

      To love him the way he loved me.

      “Can’t stop needing you,” he murmured as his fingers snagged my waistline and he yanked my pants down. “Can’t stop wanting you,” he said as he lifted me and wrapped my legs around his waist.

      Then he touched me, sliding his fingers under my underwear as he dipped into the sudden wetness between my legs. But it wasn’t his fingers. It was the crown of his dick, and he split me open as he shoved his way inside.

      “Can’t stop loving you,” he told me, fucking into me as he held me tight. “Just want your pussy around me. Want your warm body in my bed. Want my ring on your finger and my baby in your stomach. Want everything I’ve never allowed myself to want before.”

      “Angelo—”

      “Don’t,” he whispered, dropping slowly to the bed with me still curled around his waist. “Let me live this dream, if just for this minute. Let me love you, please.”

      “Angelo.” His name came on a cry, my entire body curling around him and holding him tight. Each time he pounded into me, I felt it in my heart. His hands cradled me like I was the most precious thing he’d ever held, and I shivered against him as, together, we made love.

      A hard, brutal, beautiful kind of love.

      The kind of love I never knew I could have.

      What was a castle when all I wanted was him? When he would be my protector, my white knight, the Prince Charming that woke me from a nightmare and saved me and my daughter’s lives?

      My climax tore through me, racing up my spine and weaving its way through every fiber of my being. My heart waved a white flag, surrendering to him and all his majesty, to the dark terror coated in a beautiful light.

      He shuddered against me, and warmth covered me as he coated my insides with his seed, and I couldn’t help but think of the words he had spilled into my ear.

      Want my ring on your finger and my baby in your stomach.

      I wasn’t sure I was ready for a baby just yet, but maybe, just maybe, with Angelo at my side, caring for me and Laney, maybe…

      Maybe a baby with this man would be the thing that healed our hearts.

      “Fuck, Lynds—” He broke off, his own kiss silencing him as he pressed his mouth to mine. He rocked against me as I shivered and shook, as he wrung every last bit of pleasure from my exhausted, over-sexed body. “I love you.”

      A cry left me, and I wrapped my arms around his neck, holding him to me as I buried my face in his neck. “I love you too, Angelo.”

      “I’m sorry.” He kissed my cheek, once, twice, again and again. “I’m sorry if I hurt you. If I made you angry. If I stepped over some boundary you have every right to have. I just want to give you and Laney the world, because you’ve given me back my life.”

      I sucked in a breath, then let it out. “It’s not okay,” I told him, then gave his cheek a kiss. “But it will be. We’ll get through this, you and me.”

      “Mommy?”

      Angelo jerked against me, and every sensitive part of my body screamed as he moved. It was worse when he pulled out of me, when his dick sliding against my wet panties put pressure on my clit.

      But my baby was calling, and no matter how much I wanted him, she would always come first.

      “Laney? Cookie, what is it?”

      The door, which was cracked just a hair, fell open and her head appeared. “I had a bad dream.”

      Angelo scrambled, tucking himself into his underpants and adjusting his shirt. And Laney came wandering in, her two stuffed animals clutched to her chest, and no idea what she’d just walked in on.

      “What was your dream about?” I lifted her from the floor to my lap, and with her eyes barely open, she leaned back. Back, until my arm gave out and she flopped onto the bed between the two of us.

      “I dreamed that the bad man from your nightmares tried to take me away.”

      I sucked in a sharp breath, my heart lurching as I rushed to clutch her to my chest. But she didn’t like to be held, and she wiggled away until she was curled up at my side.

      “It’s okay, Cookie. No one’s going to take you away.”

      She yawned, drawing in the longest breath. I looked to Angelo, who had his hand settled upon Laney’s chest, and found him yawning too. When he stopped, he looked lovingly down at my daughter, the most serious smile I’d ever seen on his lips.

      “Don’t you worry, Laney. I’m right here. I won’t let anything bad happen to you or your mom ever again.”

      With her eyes closed, she nodded, then snuggled into the bed as if she slept there every night. Then, as her breathing slowed, and I was sure she’d fallen asleep, her eyes suddenly blinked open. She turned her head, glancing up at Angelo with heavy-lidded eyes.

      “Are you going to be my daddy now?”

      Laney didn’t wait for an answer, just flipped over and curled up against his chest. Angelo closed his eyes, running a hand over the back of her head before he dropped a kiss to her cheek. Then he looked up at me, so much hope in his eyes that it cracked my chest in two. And when I gave him a tiny nod, the smile that beamed across his face glued me back together again.

      He grabbed my hand and strung his fingers between mine. “You’ve made me the happiest man in the world.”
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      Laney wanted to go to my apartment and hang out in her hideout underneath all my plants. I was beginning to think I should have just bought her a small potted jungle rather than that castle jungle gym that housed her bed. It would have kept me in Lyndsey’s good graces and saved me a hell of a lot of money too. But Laney loved her castle, and Lyndsey probably would have killed every last plant in the house if I had.

      With Laney curled up under my plants with her book, and Lyndsey cuddled in her chair with a cup of coffee and a blanket, I felt better than I had since Laney had told us her dream last night.

      The bad man from your nightmares tried to take me away.

      My own sleep had been littered with nightmares. Of Marvin coming back from the dead. Of Nelson doing exactly what Laney had been so afraid of. Even Lyndsey hadn’t slept well. After tucking the child back in her own bed, Lyndsey had tossed and turned in my arms, flailing in a way she hadn’t in the week I’d been there by her side.

      An uneasy feeling sat beneath the surface of my skin, and I cornered Jan in the short hall by my bathroom. “I want you to keep this by your side,” I told her, handing her one of my spare guns.

      She took the pistol from my grip, checking the chamber with a practiced efficiency, like she did this every day.

      “Do you have reason to believe I’ll need it?” she asked as she tucked the gun in the pocket of her skirt.

      “I don’t know.” I frowned, then rubbed my hand over my tired eyes. “I'd feel more comfortable with you armed.”

      Jan gave my arm a squeeze. “I’ll take care of them, Angelo. You go do what needs to be done.”

      It took more willpower than I wanted to summon for me to leave my apartment and go to Jet’s. But Jan was right. I had things that needed to be done. I needed to find Nelson Harland, needed to kill him to make up for what he’d already done.

      Bronwyn.

      Lyndsey.

      Joann and all those other women he’d killed.

      He wasn’t long for this world.

      But I had to find him first.

      “Angelo?” I lifted my gaze from my phone and found Eliza standing in the doorway to Jet’s apartment. “Is everything okay?”

      Brow furrowed, I stepped through the doorway when she stepped back. “Why would you think something’s wrong?”

      “You were standing there for the past few minutes, even after I invited you in.”

      “I was?” Shaw and Quinn were camped out on the couch again, but both were looking me over like I was about to come unhinged. I shook my head, then dropped my gaze back to my phone. “I'm thinking of buying a condo.”

      Eliza’s hand fell over my arm as Jet walked into the room. “Umm … That’s … not a condo.”

      “What’s not a condo?” Jet asked, coming over to shake my hand.

      Eliza had the decency to lower her voice, though it didn’t seem to matter to the hackers in the room. “The wedding rings on his screen.”

      “What?” Shaw was off the couch in a second, rushing my way and grabbing my phone. “Holy shit! This thing is huge!”

      “That’s what she said,” Quinn quipped from the couch.

      Jet snagged my phone from Shaw and gave her a withering glare. She slunk back to her seat as he turned to me. He lifted the cell phone, barely glancing at the screen before he turned it off. “What’s going on?”

      It wasn’t a “Hey, how’s it going?” kind of question. Nor was it a “What are you doing today?” His tone told me he saw something I hadn’t meant for him to see.

      He saw straight through me, like he always did.

      And he wasn’t happy.

      Jet dipped his head closer. “A condo and wedding rings? Do you have something to tell me?”

      “No.” I tried to take my phone out of his hand, but he was too quick and I was too weak. He grabbed my arm, twisting it behind me until I couldn’t move.

      “Jet! Don’t hurt him!” Eliza cried, but he ignored her, pushing me forward before shoving me in my favorite chair.

      “What’s going on?”

      I rubbed at my shoulder but couldn’t bring myself to meet his glare. “Something’s not right. I feel…” Shaw perked her head up, like she enjoyed watching the train wreck called my life. I scowled at her, then said, “Lyndsey’s apartment isn’t safe. It’s dark and crowded, there’s no doorman to keep unwanted people out. And mine’s not much better. It’s not safe for them, and I need them to be somewhere where I can trust they aren’t going to get hurt.”

      Jet shifted on his feet as he tugged at the thin fabric of his T-shirt. “Is the condo for them or for you?”

      Silence stretched between us. The sun outside the window glinted off the surrounding buildings, casting a shape across the far wall that looked like a jagged knife. Jet let out a quiet sigh and sat down on the edge of the coffee table in front of me.

      “And the wedding rings?” He smoothed a hand over his chest. “Don’t you think you’re moving a little fast, Angelo?”

      “Jet.” Eliza crossed her arms over her chest. “That’s not fair.”

      “What?”

      Behind him, Shaw spoke up. “I counted six weeks between you and Eliza meeting before you moved her in here. He’s known Lyndsey for nearly a month longer than that.”

      Jet scowled at the wall behind me, and Eliza moved to him, running a hand through his hair.

      “It’s okay, sweetie,” Eliza cooed. “Everyone moves at their own pace, and—”

      “Ooo!” Shaw interrupted. “Is this the ring you’re going to get? I can totally help you find a condo, too. I’ll make sure—”

      “Shaw!” Jet barked, grabbing my phone from out of her hand. “Back to work. You can play house later. Right now, we need to find Nelson. Do you need to get your friends from Chicago in on this?”

      “No, sir.” She scrambled back to her computer while Jet turned his steely gaze to me.

      “Other room, let’s go. We’ve got a workout to do.”

      I rose from my chair, heading toward the spare room. Jet tossed my phone on the table before he followed after. When he had the door closed between us and the others, he ran a hand through his hair.

      “What’s your problem?” I asked, shoving my hands in the pockets of my pants.

      “This is a lot, Santini. Lyndsey. Her kid. A condo and an engagement ring. Are you sure about this?”

      “I’ve never been more sure about anything in my life.”

      One corner of his mouth twitched up. “And what does she think?”

      A frown slashed across my face. “Laney crawled into bed with us last night.”

      Jet wasn’t known for displays of emotion. Beyond his usual anxious fidgeting, he was about as emotive as me. So when his eyebrows shot to his hairline, I knew I’d told him something he hadn’t even considered. “And?”

      I cut a path past him, pacing the room like Lyndsey did whenever she needed to think. “She asked if I was going to be her daddy now. And all I can think about is how much I want that to be true. I want to be her father. I want to make Lyndsey my wife. I want to have a brood of baby Lyndseys and Angelos running around the house. But I can’t do that if we’re living in those tiny, unsecured apartments with a rapist chasing after us.”

      “Chasing you?”

      Pulling to a stop in front of him, I tugged a hand through my hair. “She came to our bed because she had a nightmare that the man who raped Lyndsey took her away.”

      My friend’s face turned as hard as his cold eyes, and his nostrils flared as he sucked in a breath. “We’re looking.” He turned away, hands spearing through his hair as his agitation showed clear as day. “Every lead we have has fallen through.”

      “What about Romily?”

      He shook his head. “He’s dead. Police found his body behind a dumpster near the Williamsburg Bridge last week.”

      My mouth opened, but the tightness in my chest made it difficult to speak. “What condition was he in?”

      “Same as all those women.”

      My breath left me on a huff. “So he killed his dealer. Means he’s probably doped up. Maybe has access to Romily’s stash. This isn’t good, Jet.”

      “Not good at all. I’ve got Nazario out running down their leads, but I think it’s time to get the others on the case. Maybe even pull in Detective Rinaldi.”

      “Good idea. We need—” A knock sounded at the door, but before either Jet or I could answer, Eliza popped her head in the room.

      “Sorry to interrupt. Angelo, your phone keeps ringing. I was worried when she kept calling back.”

      Jet took my ringing phone from Eliza. His eyes widened as he looked at it, then he handed it to me. But I couldn’t focus on anything but the name flashing across the screen. My stomach dropped, that feeling I’d had creeping around in my gut swirling through me at high speed.

      “Jan? What’s wrong?”

      “Angelo!” The voice on the other side was not the older woman I was expecting. “Angelo, it’s Tate! You’ve got to come quick!”

      “Tate? Where’s Jan?”

      “She’s here, but she’s hurt. Angelo, some trashy white guy just kidnapped Lyndsey and her daughter, and he shot Jan.”

      I was out the door and halfway through the living room before Jet stopped me. He grabbed my phone from my hand, though he didn’t let go of my arm. As if he was worried I’d run off if he didn’t keep hold.

      He was fucking right. His grip on my arm was the only thing keeping me from racing to my car. He spoke into my phone, but I heard nothing through the hard pounding of my heart in my ears.

      I needed to get to Lyndsey and Laney. I needed to protect my family.

      And I couldn’t do it if I was standing here.

      Before I could jerk my arm out of his grip, Jet let go, tossing my phone at me as he spun toward Shaw and Quinn.

      “Track Lyndsey’s phone. One of the kids thinks he saw it in her back pocket as Harland forced her into his car.”

      “On it!” Shaw said as Quinn rushed forward with his hand outstretched.

      “For you.”

      Jet grabbed the two earpieces from his palm, and he handed one to me as he started for the door.

      “Let’s go.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Nelson Harland might have been an idiot, but he was a lot smarter than I ever gave him credit for. He’d escaped notice of the police for years, both with help from his parents and then on his own. His rap sheet was clean up until eight years ago, when he murdered Joann and she was no longer there to protect him, and it showed nothing but minor drug charges until his imprisonment over the past year.

      But he picked the wrong people to mess with. There was no denying that.

      In the seat beside me, Jet relayed information to his crew as I followed Shaw’s directions to the Lower East Side. Tate had been right—Lyndsey had taken her phone when Nelson forced her from the apartment. I could only hope he didn’t realize it was there.

      “Just talked to Tate,” Quinn said, his voice in my ear, cutting through the momentary silence that had fallen over us. “The ambulance arrived and took Jan to the hospital. He said she was in pain but was more worried about the girls than herself.”

      “Sounds just like Jan,” Jet murmured, and I had to agree.

      “He also said she got off a shot. He’s pretty sure she hit the guy, judging by the way he was limping toward the car.”

      “How’d he find my apartment?” I asked, taking a corner a little too hard. “How’d he get in?”

      For a beat, he didn’t respond. Then, almost hesitantly, he said, “The kid told me your neighbor let him in. A Shannyn Carerra? Rinaldi is talking to her now.”

      I shot a glance at Jet, and I could see the scowl tearing across his face.

      “Get with Rinaldi,” Jet barked. “Find out what she knows. I want to know how she knows Harland and why she thought it was fucking okay to let a rapist into the building. And find out Zee’s ETA. I need him on standby in case shit goes down.”

      “Will do,” Quinn said before the line went quiet.

      One more turn, and Shaw’s voice was back in my ear, directing me to the tenement apartment Lyndsey’s phone had stopped at. Any thoughts I had about my apartment or Lyndsey’s being bad were nothing compared to this. Seated atop a Chinese laundry, the building looked like a prison. The fire escapes on the front looked old and rickety, the black railings looking like bars meant to keep the dangerous inhabitants inside.

      It was those inhabitants that had me worried, and I wasn’t the only one. Before I’d even pulled into a parking spot, Jet was tugging his gun from under the seat. He hopped from the car, waiting until our crew and I came to stand with him before he moved toward the door.

      “Nazario, I want you to stay here. Keep an eye on the neighborhood and let us know if anything comes up. The rest of you, with me.”

      We followed Jet in through the door at the side of the building, past the old woman with no teeth smoking a cigarette on the sidewalk. Inside, the halls were narrow and the smell was overwhelming, and I couldn’t focus on what I was seeing for fear that I’d lose my sanity and be no use to Lyndsey and Laney.

      “The phone looks to be on the third floor,” Shaw said. “East side of the building. There are no cameras on property, not even at the laundry downstairs. The only thing I can access are blueprints at the DOB, but there’s no telling how much things have changed since these were loaded into their system.”

      Jet paused at the bottom of the stairs, his gaze dragging over the halls before turning up to the stairwell. “If the third floor is like this one, there’s not going to be room for all of us in the hall. Marconi, stand guard here. Let us know if anyone comes up after us. I want to make sure we’re not getting more than we bargained for.”

      “Sure thing, boss.”

      We climbed to the second level, and Jet left Gallo there as he, Fontana, and I continued on to the third floor. There were a few tenants hanging around the halls, but they disappeared back in their rooms the minute they saw our guns.

      “Room’s on the right,” Shaw said. “That’s where her phone is, so hopefully they’ll be in there too.”

      Jet stepped past the door then put his back against the wall. He pointed at me and Fontana, but he didn’t need to tell me what to do.

      This was my rodeo. This was my family we were here to save.

      This was my enemy, and it was my job to take him out.

      I leaned against the wall beside the door, took a deep breath, then pounded on the wood.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            34

          

          LYNDSEY

        

      

    

    
      The man had eyes the exact same color and shape as my daughter’s. Stringy blond hair hung in patches around his head, looking like it, too, wanted to be as far away from him as it could. Filthy, dirty clothes dangled from his lanky, almost emaciated body, and blood dripped from the bullet wound in his leg. His face was pockmarked like a war zone, his cheeks sunken and the teeth that weren’t missing were rotting and brown. Every minute I’d been near him had made bile creep up into my throat, and my stomach lurched dangerously from his wretched smell. I’d wanted to run, run like I had that night in Central Park when I was raped and almost killed. But the gun he held in his hand, the one he’d shot Jan with, was always pointed at my head.

      When he shoved me inside the disgusting apartment, I almost dropped Laney from my arms. But for once, his weapon was no longer pointed at my head. For the first time since he barged into Angelo’s apartment, I could see more than the barrel of his gun, and my mind cleared enough to remind me to move.

      I had to protect my daughter.

      Lowering Laney to the floor, I pushed her down into the corner, then crouched in front of her so her entire body was hidden behind mine. My normally quiet child whimpered, and the sound ripped through me like a knife.

      “Think you can take my daughter away from me? Not fuckin’ likely.” He paced the room, his hands and arms gesturing wildly as his feet crunched over the litter-strewn floor. “She’s my daughter! You think you can have her? You’re fucking’ wrong!”

      Laney’s little hands gripped my clothes, but not a word came out of her mouth. I reached behind me to touch her, trying to give her any comfort I could.

      “She’s not yours,” I promised, my voice stronger than I could have hoped. “She already has a father, and it’s not you.”

      The man spun to face me, gun pointed at my chest. “You’re fuckin’ lyin’! Did you see her? She looks just like me!”

      He didn’t wait for a response. Instead, he resumed his wild pacing, mumbling incoherently with the occasional burst of a yell or a word I couldn’t understand. He stopped at the small table shoved against the wall and started messing around with the baggies and other garbage covering the top. He picked up a broken pen and stuck it in his mouth, then brought a lighter to the bottom of a strip of aluminum foil. And as he lifted the foil to the end of the pen, I noticed a slash of red across his arm, blood oozing from one of the many open wounds that covered his skin.

      “Mamma’s gonna be so proud,” he mumbled around the pen. “Gonna see her grandbaby and love her like she should.”

      He sucked in another deep breath, and I eyed the door, wondering how quickly I could grab Laney and run. His gun was on the table. He was distracted with his drugs. Maybe, just maybe…

      A hard knock pounded at the door, making both me and Laney jump. And he jumped, too. Jumped up and grabbed the gun, letting his lighter and pen drop to the floor.

      “No one’s here, go away!”

      “Nelson Harland, open the door.”

      “No fuckin’ way!”

      “Mommy,” Laney said in a loud whisper. “He keeps saying bad words.”

      “Shh, I know, Cookie.”

      “Shut up!” Nelson screamed, raising his gun and pointing it at me. “Shut up! Don’t you talk to her!”

      “Nelson, I need you to open up,” called the voice at the door, and my heart shuddered in both terror and relief as I recognized who it belonged to.

      “Angelo!” Laney’s grip tightened on my shirt, and when she yelled, “That’s my daddy!” Nelson fumed.

      Gun waving wildly in our direction, Nelson screamed at the top of his lungs, “Don’t you say that! Don’t you fuckin’ say that!”

      The door handle turned, and the flimsy wood squeaked open an inch, causing the man to spin in his place. He nearly lost his footing, nearly fell to the floor. But he recovered and pointed the muzzle toward the door. “Don’t fuckin’ come in!”

      “Nelson, it’s me, Angelo Santini.”

      “You fuckin’ fuck!” He stumbled backward, like he’d seen a ghost. Then, laughter tumbled out of him, so loud and obnoxious, I was sure the whole floor could hear. “You’ve got some nerve, coming here.”

      The door swung open farther, enough so I could see a sliver of the hallway, but nothing more. Nelson raised his gun as one of Angelo’s shiny black shoes cleared the door.

      “That’s close enough!”

      Though I couldn’t see his face, I could see Angelo’s pant legs, his raised arms, the heel of his palm. And with that door open, his fresh, clean smell swirled around me, fighting off the stench that clung to every surface of the apartment.

      “What do you want?”

      “I came for the girls, Nelson.”

      The man scowled. “Sure you did. Same as you came for that little bitch? You think you can take me out like you did my daddy? Think you can take them away from me like you did her?”

      “I didn’t take anybody away from you—”

      “Don’t you fuckin’ lie to me! I watched you kill him, asshole. I watched you murder that son of a bitch so you could have that girl for yourself. They thought they could keep her from me, but I took her. I took what was mine, and you had to go and take that away.”

      Angelo’s foot crept forward, his body shifted, and I could almost see his face. “It was the police that took her—”

      “Fuckin’ pigs—”

      “They took Bronwyn away, just like they took your mamma, right?”

      Nelson’s hand shook. “They got my mamma?”

      “That’s right. It was the police, Nelson. They did this. They locked me up. Me, your brother. They lied and said I killed Marv.”

      “No.” Nelson gripped his head, the hard metal of his gun slapping his temple. “No, I saw you.”

      “You saw what they wanted you to see, Nelson. They blamed it on me just to get me away from you. But we’re brothers, and you can’t keep brothers apart.”

      Angelo took another small step in, and this time it allowed me to see his golden eyes. But he kept his focus on Nelson.

      “They aren’t your family,” Angelo continued, pointing a steady finger our way. “They don’t know you like I do, Nelson. They won’t have your back like I will.”

      “No?”

      “No.” He shook his head, and his hands dropped a little lower. “We’re brothers. Remember how close we were when we were younger? Remember, it was us against the world? And it was the police that had it in for us. It was them, Nelson. They took me away from you, but I’ve found you now, and I’m not going away.”

      “You’re not going away?”

      “But they can’t be here. It’ll ruin everything. The police will track them and they’ll find us, and they’ll keep us apart. We can’t allow them to keep us apart, Nelson. We can’t.”

      “We can’t.” It was as if Angelo’s calm words had hypnotized the man. His shoulders dropped, his gun fell to his side. His eyes even glazed over, like he was lost in memory.

      Angelo shifted his hand without looking our way, motioning like he was telling us to go. “They’re going to leave now. The faster they get out of here, the faster it’ll be just us, okay? Just you and me, Nelson. Just us brothers.”

      Nelson nodded, and my heart lurched in my chest. I was getting out of here with my daughter, but what about Angelo? What about my love?

      Angelo curled his fingers again, motioning me to come his way. I grabbed Laney’s hand, pulling her up from the floor and racing toward the door. But my daughter tripped over the garbage strewn across the room, her hand slipping from mine before she landed with a loud splat.

      I didn’t know what happened next. Angelo surged toward Nelson as somebody grabbed my arm and pulled. A scream tore through my throat as a gunshot rang out.

      “Laney!”
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          ANGELO

        

      

    

    
      It took everything in me not to turn at Lyndsey’s scream. With Laney’s name ringing through my head, I had to pray my crew was keeping my girls safe. Because even though Nelson was a shadow of his former self, his body wasting away due to his continued drug use, he had the strength of ten men.

      What Nelson didn’t know—couldn’t know—was that I had my own super strength. I’d learned about it when I found Marv dumping Bronwyn’s body into the trash, when I let my anger overcome me and take over my life for those few moments it took to end his. I harnessed it through every single asshole I’d taken down in the past fifteen years in D’Angelo’s army. And when it came to my family, to my Lyndsey and my Laney, that strength grew a thousandfold. I wouldn’t let him come between me and them.

      I wrestled Nelson’s gun hand, pushing him against the table, tripping over the drug paraphernalia scattered across the floor. The shock of that hit, the table slamming into the bleeding bullet wound on his leg, had his attention wavering from me. I twisted his arm until his weapon was pointed right at his gut. Then I squeezed his finger over the trigger, heard the shot as I felt the jolt of the blast reverberating through me. I watched my one-time foster brother’s life slip from his body, and as his eyes rolled back into his head, Laney’s name was in my ears once more.

      “Laney!”

      I couldn’t turn, I couldn’t move. What if something had happened? What if, somehow, the bullet meant for Nelson had hit my little girl? What if Jet and Fontana had been overpowered by Nelson’s druggie friends out in the hall? What if Lyndsey and Laney, Jet and Fontana, Nazario and Gallo and Marconi… What if they were gone? If I’d lost them too? What if I was all alone?

      Or, what if all was fine, and I turned to find my little girl watching me with those pale blue eyes, watching as the man who gave them to her fell to the ratty, filthy carpet with the gunshot wound I’d put in his gut bleeding all over the floor?

      I couldn’t let her see that. I couldn’t face a world without Lyndsey and Laney, just as I couldn’t face a world where Laney didn’t look at me like I had given her the world.

      Lowering Nelson’s limp body to the floor, I dropped to my knee, hanging my head and sending up a prayer.

      Please God, don’t take them away from me. Please, don’t let anyone else be taken away.

      Nelson was gone. Joann was gone. Marvin was gone. Bronwyn was gone.

      It was too much loss. Too much pain, losing these people.

      I couldn’t stand the thought of losing those I actually loved.

      “Santini.” Jet’s hand clamped down on my shoulder, more gentle comfort than the let’s get the fuck out of here attitude I would have expected from the man. “They’re okay. Everyone’s safe. It’s time to go.”

      “Where are they?” My voice shook as I said it, as I was confronted with the reality that I’d just killed a man trying to protect the two people I loved more than anything in my life.

      “Fontana and Gallo have them, they’re bringing them downstairs.” Jet paused, but I didn’t move. “Zee’s here now. He’ll take a look at them, but Angelo… they’re fine. Laney has a scraped knee, and Lyndsey’s shook up, but they’re fine. They’re both fine, because of you.”

      Nelson laid there, dead on the floor, and for a moment, memories from the Harland home flashed through my head. Joann talking a wired Nelson down the way I just did. Marvin sucking down vodka like water and beating us up while ignoring his wayward son. Jared and Kit and the others, each now free of the plague that was Nelson Harland.

      And little Bronwyn.

      The girl who started it all. Who gave me the life I now lived as a soldier in the D’Angelo Syndicate when her own life was taken from her too soon.

      My grief felt heavy, but I laid it down by Nelson’s side, letting a few tears fall there in memory of all of them.

      “Come on, brother.” Jet helped me from the floor, then guided me from the apartment, down the narrow halls, past the curious neighbors who gossiped behind our backs. We came out into the warm afternoon as the sunlight beat down and a light breeze blew through the streets.

      And there they were, Lyndsey and Laney, cuddled together in the back of Zee’s car. I took no time going straight toward them. Zee stood from where he crouched in front of them and stepped away, making room for me. I wrapped my girls in my arms, holding on tighter than I’d ever held them before.

      “Angelo,” Lyndsey sobbed into my shoulder. She didn’t say more, and I didn’t need her to. I could feel everything she was feeling, the rage and the terror, the relief and the elation that we were all okay.

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered into her skin. “I’m so sorry I wasn’t there.”

      “It’s not your fault.” I edged back enough to look down at Laney. Her brow was furrowed, her lips pulled down into a frown. “That bad man tried to hurt my mommy. You didn’t do that.”

      “No, Laney.” I cupped her cheek with my palm, and she tilted her head, staring up at me with those haunting blue eyes. “But I wasn’t there to stop him.”

      She scrunched her nose up. “But he might have hurt you if you were. And besides, you came to save us. That’s what real daddies do.”

      My chest squeezed so tight I could barely breathe. “Laney.” I pulled her from Lyndsey’s lap, and the little girl wrapped her arms around my neck as I held her against my heart. “I’ll always come save you. No matter what.”

      “I know.” Laughter rumbled through me as I gave my little girl a squeeze. But then she pulled back, and my heart missed the closeness of hers. She looked me over carefully, then glanced down at where Lyndsey still sat in the car. “Can I tell him, Mommy?”

      “Tell him what, Cookie?”

      She lowered her gaze to her hands, then raised one of them to cup my cheek. “You’re the bravest, most strongest daddy in the whole wide world and… and I love you.”

      She stole my breath, this beautiful child. All I could do was let out a raspy, “I love you too,” as I held her to my chest. I wanted to melt into the pavement, to be covered in the love I had for these two. But Lyndsey stood and wrapped her arms around us both, and it was her presence that gave me the strength to stand.

      I would fight for them, always.

      Whatever it took, I would stay by their side.

      “I want to buy a condo,” I blurted out into Lyndsey’s hair. “I want you two to live with me. Someplace safe, with a doorman and more room for all of us. More room for our family to grow.”

      Lyndsey nodded, crying onto my shoulder as she clung to me. “I’d like that.”

      “Does this mean I get a baby brother?” Laney asked. “And a kitty, like Mr. Jingles the Third?”

      Light laughter filled the air, and it didn’t come from only me and Lyndsey. My brothers were there. Jet, Nazario, Gallo, Marconi, Fontana, Zee. And in my earpiece, I could hear Shaw and Quinn.

      “I’ll tell you what, Miss Laney,” Jet said, moving forward to stand by our sides. He put a hand on my shoulder and gave me a look unlike any he’d ever given before. It was like something between us had changed. Like this little family of mine had opened my eyes to a world I never knew existed before, making me see him as more than my boss, the head of my crew, the brother I’d considered him since he lived with me at D’Angelo’s house when we were kids.

      Now, he was more than just a brother. Now, the love in my heart swelled, taking him and this crew—this family—inside and making me realize that, even with great loss, life could go on.

      Together, we could make it through.

      Jet turned, focusing on Laney’s innocent little face. “If this guy won’t get you a kitten of your own, you’re welcome to come over to Uncle Jet’s house any time to play with Mr. Jingles.”

      “The Third,” Laney said solemnly.

      He let out a huff of laughter, a smile threatening to tear his face in two. “That’s right. Mr. Jingles the Third.”

      Lyndsey laid her head on my shoulder, and the wetness clinging to her cheeks soaked through my sleeve to my skin. “Is Jan going to be okay?”

      Zee nodded. “She’ll be okay. She’s a strong woman, and she’ll make it through. Speaking of…” He gave Jet a pointed stare, and the lightheartedness that had taken over my friend fled as the serious man I’d known the entirety of my adult life came racing back.

      “Move on out, guys.” Jet turned away from us and toward our crew. “We’ve got a crime scene to clean up. Nazario, Marconi, I need you upstairs. Gallo, Fontana, give them any help they need. Santini’s otherwise occupied for the time being.”

      The guys moved away, back toward the building and their cars, as Zee stepped forward. “I want to take you back to my office and check you both over again. From what I heard, that apartment was a cesspool, and I’m not willing to let you get sick because I didn’t do a thorough job. Santini, I assume you’re coming with me?”

      There wasn’t a doubt in my mind. “Of course.” I helped Lyndsey back in the car, then took the car seat Zee snagged from my SUV and helped buckle Laney in. By the time we were settled, Jet and the crew had already disappeared. Zee pulled out into traffic, and I leaned over Laney to curl my arm around Lyndsey’s shoulders.

      I tried to settle my mind, breathing in the scent of them, letting their presence soothe the nerves that had been frayed since Tate’s call earlier in the day. But I couldn’t settle. The smell of that apartment, of Nelson, clung to my skin and clothes, and even little Laney’s hair had a stench I couldn’t ignore. It made me want to jump from the car, to tear at my skin, to douse myself in the hottest water my body could stand. A siren wailed in the back of my head, telling me this wasn’t right.

      Something wasn’t right.

      “What is it?” Lyndsey smoothed a hand across my cheek, pulling me from the darkness that was swallowing me.

      “I don’t know.” I grabbed her hand, held it to my face, pressing it against me like that alone was the cure for the madness racing through my heart. “I don’t know, I just—”

      A phone rang, the sound obnoxious and much too loud for the small space. It bled from the speakers surrounding me, pressing in on me like it was trying to smother me, trying to cut the air from my lungs and kill me the way Nelson hadn’t proved capable of. Zee jabbed a button on the dashboard, silencing the ringing before he said, “This is Zee.”

      And then the screaming started.

      Gunshots cracked across the phone line. Lyndsey shrieked while Laney nearly clawed my face off trying to climb to the safety of my arms. I ducked down, covering them with as much of my body as I could, even though the bullets were on the other end of the line.

      “Zee!” Clara Vinci yelled over the line. “Paulo’s been hit!”

      “What the fuck—”

      “Paulo’s been hit!” she screamed again. “They shot him! Oh, God, there’s so much blood!”

      There was another woman screaming in the background, and the sound wrapped around my stomach and dragged it through the floor.

      “I need help! Zee, I can’t do this by myself!”

      “Clara, where are you?”

      “Outside his penthouse. You have to— No! Please, no!”

      The sound cut out, the silence creeping through the car like an evil chill. Then Zee barked, “Santini, don’t just sit there. Call Jet, get him and the boys on the line.”

      Without thinking, I grabbed my phone from my pocket, but the vacant hole where my stomach used to be was draining my energy straight through the floorboards and dropping to the city streets racing by under the car. On autopilot, I dialed Jet’s number, but then my brain forgot what it was supposed to do as Clara’s words about the man who was like a father to me hit me square in the chest.

      Paulo’s been hit.

      They shot him.

      There’s so much blood.

      I froze.

      And the world around me burned to the ground.
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          LYNDSEY

        

      

    

    
      Trauma affects everyone differently. Some people shut down while others fight. Some react with screaming and yelling while others cower in fear. And some are forced into action when others break down.

      In the front seat, Zee screamed into his phone while he drove wildly down the New York City streets, but beside me, Angelo wasn’t moving. I’d watched him barge into the storage room and hold a rapist against the wall by his throat. I’d heard him kill the man who abducted me and my child. I’d seen the scars on his body that proved he was not a man to back down from confrontation.

      Yet he was frozen in place.

      A hard turn tipped Angelo’s cell phone from his open palm, and it landed in my crying daughter’s lap. She wailed louder, and I snatched it up. The line was connected, Jet’s name written across the top of the screen, and I could hear him yelling through the speaker, asking what was going on.

      Angelo was lost, his eyes glazed as he stared out the window. I knew, this man would do anything in his power to save me and my daughter, and now it was my turn to help him.

      “Jet,” I said, raising his phone to my ear. “It’s Lyndsey. Paulo’s been shot.”

      “What?” Panic edged his tone, and my throat wanted to close up.

      I couldn’t let it. I couldn’t let my fear overtake me. I forced myself to be strong, to do what Angelo needed me to do. “Clara’s with him, I think an ambulance is on the way to his penthouse? Zee’s heading there now, but he asked that we call you and let you know.”

      For a beat, he didn’t speak. Then he asked, “Did she say who it was? Fuck! What hospital are they going to?”

      “She didn’t— I don’t—” I looked up at the rearview mirror. “Zee, what hospital?”

      The man spun the wheel hard, and my body slammed against the door beside me, but he yelled out the name of the hospital and I relayed it to Jet.

      “We’re heading there now. Zee’s driving, and we’re still in the back of the car.”

      “Where’s Angelo?” Jet demanded.

      I choked down a sob, then forced myself to speak. “He’s here. He’s staring out the window. Jet, I don’t know what to do. He’s not moving.”

      “Fuck!” Jet spoke, but it sounded like he’d covered his phone or removed it from his mouth. When he came back on the line, he was calmer, quieter, and the sound sent a chill down my spine. “Lyndsey, I need you to stay with him. Keep an eye on him and make sure nothing happens to him. We’re going to need him, but right now, I just need him safe. Can you do that?”

      “Yes.”

      “I need to make some calls, but I need you to do me a favor. I need you to get Zee to tell you if Clara knows who shot Paulo. I need to know who we need to look out for. Can you do that for me?”

      “Yes, of course.”

      “Call me back once you know, okay?”

      “I will.” I’d barely gotten the words out of my mouth before the line went dead. I held the phone to my chest, then leaned forward, trying to get Zee’s attention as he slalomed through traffic and yelled into his phone. “Zee?”

      “Not now, doc, I’m kinda busy.”

      “Jet needs to know who shot him. Who shot Paulo? Does Clara know?”

      “Geez! Fuckin’ hell!” Zee slammed on his brakes, his tires screeching as he swerved, narrowly missing a moving van. He turned the wheel hard, then accelerated around the vehicle, picking up speed as he did. “I don’t know. I don’t know, Lyndsey. I don’t—”

      Laney’s wail pitched high as we hit a bump that sent the car flying through the air. We crashed down just in time for Zee to spin the wheel, falling in behind a speeding ambulance. Both Laney and Angelo were jostled in their seats, and I scrambled to grab them, to hold them both and keep them from getting hurt.

      The ambulance siren screamed as Laney cried in my arms. It wasn’t until my head slammed into Angelo’s on another hard turn that I found any hope at all. His arm curled around my back, his hand spreading wide, the heat of his big body wrapping me up like he always did.

      “It’s okay,” I promised with all I had. “It’s going to be okay.”

      I only hoped my promise held true.

      Zee squealed to a stop, tossing our bodies toward the front seats of the car. He threw the vehicle in park and jumped from his seat, not even bothering to shut the door as he threw his keys into the back and rushed toward the rear of the ambulance where they were wheeling Paulo inside.

      Angelo peered up at me, his amber eyes swimming in unshed tears. He blinked, and a single streak of wetness slid down his cheek.

      “Don’t cry, Daddy,” Laney whispered, her little voice shaking, her own face slick with tears. “Mommy said it’s going to be okay.”

      His lips twitched, and he looked down at my daughter with so much love on his face. Lifting his hand, he wiped her wet cheeks with his fingertips. “No crying,” he whispered.

      “We have to be strong for Papa Paulo.”

      Angelo squeezed his eyes shut, then lowered his forehead to hers. “You’re right. We have to be strong.”

      I wove my fingers through the back of his hair, giving him every ounce of comfort I could as my heart broke from the pain I could hear in his voice. “We are strong,” I told him, told them both. “Because we’re a family, and we’ll make it through this together.”

      Angelo dropped a kiss to Laney’s forehead, then reached across her, pulling me to him and pressing his lips to mine. He opened his mouth to speak, but before he did, tires squealed in the parking lot, drawing our attention that way. He grabbed me around the waist, ready to pull me to safety. Only, it wasn’t a threat.

      The doors flew open, and Clara Vinci tumbled out, running for the emergency room doors as Nadia rushed after her. They were both covered in red.

      Angelo’s hold on me tightened, and he opened his eyes and looked at me as I turned back to him. “I need to go inside.”

      “Of course.” I scrambled for Laney’s seatbelt. “Come on, Cookie. Let’s go see about Papa Paulo.”
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          LYNDSEY

        

      

    

    
      Life can change in an instant. One bad choice can ruin everything you’ve worked so hard to achieve. One chance meeting can lead to an opportunity you’d never expected, bringing you a life you never thought you deserved.

      One moment can change your life, and my life changed the moment I met Angelo Santini.

      The week following my abduction was one of the hardest I’d ever lived. Not only was my nanny in the hospital, but so was the man who was like a father to Angelo. And while Jan was going to be fine… we didn’t know about Paulo.

      Aubrey was more than understanding. In fact, she tried to insist I take the week off. But after a few days of living on hospital food and sleeping in waiting room chairs, hanging on every word the doctors or nurses said, Angelo and I both agreed, we needed a break.

      That didn’t mean he let me out of his sight. With Jan unable to watch Laney, Angelo took over daughter-duty, and the two of them camped out in my brand-new, larger-sized office down the hall each day while I worked. The girls doted on the two of them, bringing them hot chocolate and making sure their needs were met. They stopped me every time I went out front to tell me how utterly adorable my daughter and boyfriend were together.

      On Friday evening, I pushed open my office door, expecting to find the two of them reading together or coloring in Laney’s picture book. Instead, I found them kneeling on the floor. My daughter held a bouquet of red roses, while Angelo held a ring.

      “Lyndsey Mayer,” he said as I gasped and raised my hands to my face, almost dropping my laptop to the floor, “I love you. I love you and Laney more than life itself, and I can’t imagine living a day without you by my side. Will you make me the happiest man on earth and be my wife?”

      “Angelo—”

      “Say yes, Mommy! Say yes!” Laney hopped up and down on the floor between us, holding her hand out to me. “Looky! You and me can have matching rings!” My daughter’s finger was adorned with the tiniest little ring I’d ever seen. She was beaming, eyes bright and smile so wide it reached her ears. And my heart swelled when she told me, “He asked me to be his daughter for real, and I said yes!”

      “Angelo.” Tears welled in my eyes, and I nodded my head, reaching my hand out to him. He slid the ring on my finger, then tugged me hard, pulling him into his lap.

      “Say it,” he told me as Laney clambered on top of me. “Say the word.”

      “Say yes, Mommy! Say yes!”

      My voice shook and my tears fell across my cheeks as I took Angelo’s cheeks in my palms. “Yes.” I pressed a kiss to his lips. “Yes, yes, a thousand times yes!”

      “She said yes!” Laney bounced up and down, climbing out of my lap. “She said yes!”

      Behind me, a chorus of cheers erupted and clapping filled the air. But I only had eyes for the man in front of me. The man who was devouring my mouth like we were all alone.

      “I love you,” he whispered between his kisses. “I can’t wait to make you my wife. I can’t wait—” He broke off our kiss, then tucked his head into the crook of my neck. As Laney cheered beside us, as the girls behind me whooped and hollered, Angelo whispered, “I can’t wait to be inside you again. To fill you with my dick, to watch you come around me while you’re wearing my ring. I want to make babies with you and take care of you and always be by your side. I want you, Lyndsey. I want you more than I’ve ever wanted anything.”

      My cheeks burned and were probably the shade of the roses Laney had dropped to the floor when my daughter grabbed my hand and jumped into my lap again. We all tumbled to the floor, Angelo and I sprawling side by side as Laney wrapped her little arms around our necks and tried to give us a hug.

      “I’m gonna have a family!” she squealed. “A mommy and a daddy and a baby and a kitty, too!”

      Laughter shook my shoulders, and I looked at Angelo, only to find him looking back at me. The sadness he’d been carrying around all week was still there, but I could see a glimmer of hope in his eyes.

      “I love you,” he mouthed, lips tilting into a grin.

      “I love you too.” I lifted Laney, then snuggled closer, letting Angelo wrap us both in his arms.

      “I’m so, so happy for you all,” Aubrey said from the doorway, and I turned to look her way. “You make a beautiful family.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Now you and your beautiful family need to get on out of here. It’s late and you’ve been through too much this week. Dr. Jackson starts next week, and I demand you take some time off so you can all heal and enjoy some time together.”

      “No, it’s okay, rea—”

      “I mean it, Lyndsey. All week. I don’t want to see you for a whole week. And Angelo?”

      “Yes, ma’am?”

      “I expect you to make sure she doesn’t come in.”

      “I think I can handle that.” Angelo pulled me from the floor, giving me a long, lingering kiss before he reached down and scooped Laney up. “Are you ready to show Mommy our surprise?”

      Laney grinned and nodded, but when she looked at me, she squeezed her lips together as much as she could and pretended like she was locking them with a key. Angelo gobbled the imaginary key right out of her fingers, then smiled at me and took my hand.

      “Come on. Let’s go home.”
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        * * *

      

      Home wasn’t my apartment, where we’d been staying all week. It wasn’t even Angelo’s place, where we had only stopped twice to water his plants. Instead, home was a brand-new condo not too far from Jet and Eliza’s, and it was filled with every single thing I owned.

      I was slack-jawed as I stepped through the doorway and into the beautiful living room. The view out the windows was as gorgeous as the one at Jet’s apartment, but Angelo’s plants had been lined up along the floor and hung from the ceiling, making the whole place feel homier than Jet’s, but less like the jungle that had covered Angelo’s old place. The colors were warmer, a mix between the two of us. And in the far corner, under a cluster of hanging plants, sat a little reading nook for Laney.

      My daughter danced and twirled as she hurried that way, plopping down on the giant bean bag chair that nearly swallowed her tiny body up. She threw her head and arms back into the cushion, sighing loudly before she said, “Ah, it’s good to be home.”

      A laugh burst from my chest, and I turned, smiling, to find Angelo staring at me. “What’s wrong?”

      “Do you like it?” He took my hand in his, though he didn’t move any closer.

      “I love it.”

      “Are you sure? I didn’t ask you first. I didn’t get your okay, but it was too good to pass up.”

      “Angelo—”

      “If you don’t like it, I can find something different. I’ll buy you whatever you want, just—”

      “Angelo.” I stopped him with a finger to his lips. “It’s perfect.”

      “Perfect?”

      Nodding, I closed the distance between us. “Perfect, just like you.”

      He crushed his lips against mine, then he lifted me, wrapping my legs around his waist the way he so often did before he toted me off to bed each night. But with Laney sitting in her reading nook…

      “Let me give you a tour,” he whispered, his voice a husky rasp against my ear. “Then tonight, we can work on giving Laney a baby brother or sister.”

      “Angelo!”

      His laughter warmed me as much as his words. He set me down, took my hand, and showed me around our new home. From the pink castle set up in Laney’s bedroom, to the spare bedrooms—one for Jan and one for our yet-to-be-conceived baby—to the gorgeous master suite, every inch of the condo was better than I had ever imagined I’d have in this life.

      But it was Angelo who was the real prize. This man had come to mean everything to me. And I knew, with him by my side, I’d never be on my own again.
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          ANGELO

        

      

    

    
      Looking up from between Lyndsey’s legs, I fell in love with her all over again. Even in the darkness of our bedroom, I could make out the flush of color that covered her chest and cheeks. It was my favorite shade of pink, the color she turned every time I pulled an orgasm from her that had her entire body turning to mush. Her glassy brown eyes peeked out from behind her heavy lids, and the smile that tilted her lips had my limbs shaking, a weakness coming over me that I only got from her.

      I crawled over her naked body, kissing every inch I could, spending a few extra moments on each of her scars, then sucking her nipples until she was rasping for breath and yanking my hair, her hips thrusting toward the air between us as she begged me for the one thing I wanted to give.

      “Soon, Lynds,” I whispered, then sucked harder. Harder, until she cried into the darkness, until her body shivered with delight, as if I was pulling the orgasm from her straight through her breast. “That’s two.”

      A cry of laughter fell from her lips. “I don’t know how much more I can take.”

      “I’d give you a hundred if I could.” I settled myself between the cradle of her hips, letting the warm, wet mess I’d left behind with my mouth coat the underside of my shaft.

      “I don’t think I can take a hundred,” she said with a gasp. “I don’t know if I can take one more.”

      I shifted my hips, and her body jerked.

      “Angelo,” came out, just a whispered plea.

      “Want to make you come again, Lyndsey. Want to feel your body clamping around my dick.”

      “Please.”

      “Want to give you the world,” I told her, shifting my hips so my shaft rubbed along her swollen clit. “Wanna make love to you until there’s nothing left of me, until I’m buried so far inside of you I can never come out.”

      “I want you.”

      “I know, Lynds, I know,” I said, stroking myself against her heat. “I want you too. Want to make you the happiest woman in the world.”

      “I already am.”

      My fingers grazed her skin, and I covered her stomach with my palm. “Want to make you as happy as you make me.”

      Her bottom lip trembled as she looked down at what we’d made, at the tiny bump that was slowly growing bigger every day. “I can’t believe we did it.”

      “You can’t?” I grinned as I shifted my hips, edging back until the crown of my dick was lined up perfectly with her center.

      That flush again, that flash of color. Her cheeks absolutely glowed.

      “You can’t believe we made a baby, after all of the sex we’ve had?”

      Her light laughter wound around me, wound through me, and it stayed with me even as the sound died on her lips. As I sank my dick into her warm heat. As I bundled her up in my arms and made love to my wife.

      I wasn’t lying when I told her I wanted a family with her. I’d made it a point to take her every chance I could get. If there’s one thing nearly losing her and Laney, and Jan and D’Angelo, on the same day had taught me, it was that life was too short to hold back.

      With promises of a proper wedding once life had settled down, I took Lyndsey down to the City Clerk’s Office the week Aubrey forced her to stay home, and we got married in a quiet little ceremony with no one but Laney, Jet, and Eliza present. And earlier today, after a judge gave me legal status as the father of my precious little girl, Lyndsey had given me the best news in the world.

      A baby.

      Our baby.

      Growing in her belly.

      It was just a start, just the beginning of this beautiful little family of ours, and I’d never been happier in my life.

      “Angelo!” Lyndsey gasped, clinging to me harder. She grasped my back and my skin split as her fingernails sank into my flesh.

      “Fuck!” I thrust into her, burying myself as deep as I could, loving her as this woman deserved to be loved. “Oh fuck!” I hissed as her pussy spasmed around my dick.

      “Don’t stop,” she gushed. “Please don’t stop. Oh my God, please don’t stop!”

      “Never,” I told her, giving her what she wanted. “Never gonna stop loving you.”

      Lyndsey came to me at a time when I needed her most. She helped me right my life while I found health and happiness. I loved this woman, our daughter, and our baby, more than I ever thought possible. And I knew what I said was the truth.

      I would never stop loving her.
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        * * *

      

      Thank you for reading The Soldier! I hope you loved Angelo and Lyndsey’s story as much as I loved writing it! If you did, please consider leaving an honest review.

      

      Want more mafia in your life? The Doctor, book 5 in the D’Angelo Syndicate series, is coming soon! Find out more on the next page.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE DOCTOR

          

          ZENO

        

      

    

    
      Eleven Months Ago 

      

      The warm, late-summer sun cast its rays through the massive picture window, illuminating the little girl playing with her toys on the floor. An ache pooled in my chest at the sight of her. “I can’t believe how big Chaya’s gotten.” 

      Arik turned his gaze to his daughter, the wide, beaming smile on his face cutting through me like a dull knife. That ache pulsed in my chest as he said, “She wouldn’t be here if it weren’t for you.” 

      That much was true. Three years ago, Chaya David had nearly died on the same day she was born. The feisty little girl hadn’t wanted to wait to make her debut, and had I not been there, both she and her mother would have lost their lives. 

      “It was nothing.”  

      Except, it was everything. This little family was everything I’d never have. Everything I’d promised myself couldn’t be mine. 

      My penance for failing my father. 

      Instead, I’d made the men and the women in the D’Angelo Syndicate my family. It was the only way I could repay my debt to the man who waged war on the men who murdered my father, then who took care of me and my mother in the aftermath of that hell. 

      I owed Paulo D’Angelo my life. It was why I freely gave everything I had to him. My time. My loyalty. 

      He only needed to ask, and I was there. 

      That’s why I was here, at his estate. He’d called us to his house, and as his lieutenant, there was no place I’d rather be than at his side. 

      Arik laughed as Chaya rolled over and stood, then flung her arms around her mother’s neck as Sarah dropped to her knees beside the girl. As if she’d been gone for a week instead of a short trip to the bathroom. 

      Where happiness should have flourished, I held nothing but pain in my chest. These two people alive, only because of my knowledge and skills. This family together, only because I’d been lucky enough to be at their sides when calamity struck. 

      That time, I’d been able to stop the hands of death. But pain took up residence in my heart, pounding out a reminder of every life I’d failed to save. My father. My mother. The men who counted on me to fix them up when life in the Syndicate had them forever risking theirs. 

      A pulsing ache thrummed to life inside me. Energy thrashed through the room as the front door creaked open, and it hit me like a wave of thunder before the voices even reached my ears. It took everything in me not to turn away from the little girl and her mother, not to look over my shoulder at the newcomers who ushered in that storm. 

      Adalberto Vinci, another of D’Angelo’s lieutenants, let his presence be known as he stepped through the front door. His pretentious voice boomed through the space as if we were locked inside a tiny, dark cavern and he was our god, gracing us with his boisterous existence so we could bow down and worship at his feet. His wife, Daphne, and son, Stephano, were close behind, their own too-loud voices adding to the din. But that raging energy that swept through the door followed silently on their heels, overtaking them as it spilled outward. 

      A dark cloud descending. 

      Turmoil and destruction written in those waves. 

      Unable to withstand the force stabbing at my being, I turned, only to be caught up in the intensity of Clara Vinci. 

      A goddess riding the crest of the storm she caused. 

      Like an apparition, she moved my way. Body floating, spirit thrashing. Her energy zapped through the air, hot flashes of it hitting my skin as if her gaze were lightning and I the rod, summoning the force of her toward me as if I could protect the world from annihilation by taking the brunt of it myself. 

      Surely, I’d succumbed to her madness. To the dark refuge hidden behind her bright smile. It wrapped around me just like her arms did, wove through me to suffocate my lungs and still the thrashing of my heart. 

      “Zeno!” The sound was a symphony, my name on her voice a crash in my ears. “I’m so glad you’re here.” 

      My hands tingled with need, with the desire to touch this dangerous deity, as if doing so could harness her powers and calm her raging intensity. But doing so, giving in to that craving, felt like giving in to greed. 

      I did it anyway. 

      I touched her. 

      Settled my hands upon her back, at the slight curve of her waist that tempted me with thoughts of sliding lower, to the full curve of her ass. 

      Fuck.  

      The slinky dress she wore was disaster and temptation. Black lace covering nude silk, the hem shimmering like a mirage as it tempted me to look at places I shouldn’t. Like the long expanse of leg showing between her knees and the bottom of the dress. Like the luscious swells of her breasts that the lace bore like a devilish secret. 

      Desire wasn’t a strong enough word for the horror show pulsing through me. Death might have been preferable to the storm of want raging through me as she pressed her palm into my gut and slid it up my chest. 

      I swallowed down the jagged rock that had shifted itself into my throat, then forced myself to push past the feelings holding Clara in my arms now brought. 

      “Hey, kid. Long time, no see.” 

      Her smile was sunshine and golden skies, edging away her storm. But that raging crash of thunder shook through me as she lowered her hand down, down, stopping just above my belt. She pressed her palm there, lifting onto her toes until her lips were a brush against my ear. On a whisper, she spoke. “I’ve missed you so much.” 

      Fucking hell. 

      My dick kicked in my pants, and I knew I would burn in the hell she’d thrown me into the minute she came into my life. Wanting Clara was like wanting to climb dick first into a meat grinder. Though that pain might have hurt less. 

      I edged back, though with her sky-high shoes, she was still too fucking close. So I tried to put some much-needed space between us by hitting on the one subject I knew might set her off.  

      “Staying out of trouble?” 

      Could swear I heard her snarl as a wicked sneer cut across her pretty face. “Of course, I am.” 

      She used that moment to release me from her spell, tearing out of my grip and leaving me raw and aching in all the places her touch had burned into me. A rush of possessiveness pulsed through me as she went to hug Arik before lowering herself to the rug at Chaya and Sarah’s side.  

      Possessiveness I had no right to feel. 

      Clara wasn’t mine. 

      She could never be mine. 

      I’d told myself I didn’t want her so many times over the past three years that I almost believed it.  

      But being in her presence made my lie flare and flash until there was no believing anything but God’s honest truth: I’d never wanted anything more than I wanted her. 

      “Dr. Fierro?” 

      Jerking away from the hand that landed on my arm, I whipped around, spitting out a harsh, “What?” before tamping down a heavy lid on the guilt that rushed through me at the sight of Paulo’s stewart, Maso. 

      The man dipped his head, ignoring my clenched fists and the way my shoulders had lifted toward my ears. “Mr. D’Angelo requests your presence in his office.” 

      My chest squeezed, and I eyed the front door like it could be my savior. “Of course.” 

      I ran a hand down my chest, then started off toward the long hall leading to his office, only to stumble as I realized the path my hand had taken.  

      The same one Clara’s had moments ago. 

      The same one that had led me to the depraved thoughts that threatened to steal my sanity. 

      I chanced a glance over my shoulder, and I found her watching me as I walked away. Her gaze blazed a path down my body, lighting up every inch and making me want to run. 

      But did I want to run away, or back toward her? 

      That was the problem. 

      The answer to that was my own personal hell. 

      At Paulo’s office door, I knocked three times, then pushed it open. He stood over the coffee table by the fireplace, pouring whiskey into two crystal tumblers. Parched as I was after my encounter with Clara, I went to him and gladly accepted my drink. 

      He raised his glass in a toast, and I tapped mine to his before taking that much needed sip. 

      “I’m assuming you didn’t bring me here just for a drink?” 

      Paulo’s lips quirked up as he lifted his chin. It made me feel like I was a kid again, being chastised by the man who took over the syndicate my father had given his life for. “Ever the impatient one.” 

      I bristled under his stare, though rather than acting upon my impulses, I tossed back my drink and set my glass down on the table next to his decanter. 

      “Have a seat,” Paulo told me, gesturing with his glass toward one armchair as he backed toward another. “We’re still waiting on—” 

      He didn’t get to finish his sentence, but he didn’t have to. The man we were waiting on was in the hall, his loud voice preceding him before he reached the room. 

      “The man of the hour,” Adalberto Vinci said, his gaze sweeping me briefly before locking on D’Angelo. “Good to see you again, Paulo.” 

      It wasn’t until Vinci stepped between me and the table to shake Paulo’s hand that I realized, it wasn’t only him we’d been waiting on. Daphne gave me a tight smile that lasted a half-second longer than Berto’s once-over. 

      “Zeno.” Vinci looked down his nose at me, and where I’d felt chastised when Paulo had basically done the same thing earlier, now I felt cast aside, like I was nothing more than the help. “Always a pleasure.” 

      I accepted his extended hand, thankful that the sweat that had pooled on my palms in Clara’s presence had dried up before I touched her father. “Likewise,” I responded, though it was anything but the truth. 

      Berto was a good twelve years older than me, and he’d always rubbed it in my face that he and Paulo had been fast friends. As if that had anything to do with anything. As if age could determine rank or the depth of friendship. 

      As if it made a difference in the amount of loyalty one had. 

      “Daphne.” Berto’s voice snapped like a whip, and his wife rushed behind my chair to Paulo’s side. She kissed his cheeks, clutched his hands like he was saving her from a thousand-foot drop, then scooted around his chair to take a seat on the couch beside her husband. 

      The woman could barely look at me. Nearly twenty years had passed since she’d spared me more than the slightest glance. It was something I would have loved to rub in Berto’s face if I ever stooped to his level or played his games. 

      The man in question crossed his legs, then stretched his arms out across the back of the couch, tugging Ms. Prim-and-Proper an inch closer like he was staking his claim. 

      As if I’d want her. 

      As if either Paulo or I had any desire to take the woman he loved away from his side. 

      “Zeno,” Paulo said, turning his attention to me. “I’ve called you here tonight because Berto and Daphne have asked me for help with Clara.” 

      Outwardly, I stilled, though inside my chest, a storm raged. “What about her?” 

      “We need your help.” Still stretched out across the couch, the man looked like he needed nothing but a good kick in the ass. “Clara is… out of control.” 

      Beside him, Daphne made a pained sound and looked toward the empty fireplace. 

      “What do you mean, ‘out of control’?” 

      He heaved a heavy breath, and I swore he rolled his eyes. “Her grades are slipping. She’s more interested in partying than in studying, and we fear she’s going to ruin her life before it even gets started.” 

      “Then tell her to reign it in,” I offered, as if I had any right to be doling out parental advice. Me, a man who’d sworn off relationships and family in order to devote my life to Paulo and the Syndicate. 

      “We’ve tried. Believe me, we’ve tried.” 

      Daphne turned from the fireplace, and for the first time since I’d knelt between her legs in the back seat of Berto’s car, pulling a tiny baby girl from her womb nineteen years ago, she locked eyes with me for more than the briefest of seconds. “You’re the only one she listens to, Zeno. You’re the only hope we have.” 

      “You’ve got some connection with her. Something no one else has. And we need you to use that to get her back on track.” 

      “The hell are you talking about?” The words rasped out of my throat, dragging their fucking feet across the dry desert of my tongue.  

      “It’s true, Zeno,” Paulo said, sticking his fucking nose where it didn’t belong. “I’ve seen it myself. Clara listens to you. She looks up to you. And I believe you have what she needs to get her life back on track.” 

      Shaking my head, I pushed myself deeper into my chair. “No. You don’t know what you’re talking about.” 

      “I believe I do, actually.” He looked down his fucking nose at me again. “Clara needs you, Zeno. She needs your guiding hand in her life. She’s expressed interest in becoming a doctor in the past, and I believe she can succeed in that if given the chance. I’d like you to mentor her. She can be your apprentice. You can help her with her studies, teach her the kinds of things she won’t learn out of a book or in a classroom. Help her reach her full potential. Show her the world she’d never see otherwise.” 

      Fuck. 

      Each word he said pounded a nail in my coffin.  

      Each word had taunting images popping through my head. 

      Teaching her the things she wouldn’t learn elsewhere. Show her things she wouldn’t see otherwise.  

      Fuck.  

      My dick acted like it was what she’d see and experience, and that was not fucking okay. 

      A quiet knock on the door shook loose those images, ushering in the raging storm. Clara stepped inside Paulo’s office, all sex in heels in that skimpy little dress. A tempest. This dark disaster that would surely bring my doom. 

      She looked my way, and the twinkle in her eyes told me I was destined for hell. 

      And she, this sinful siren, this dangerous woman who’d grown from the baby I’d delivered in the back of Berto’s car, would give me a first class ride through those blackened gates, free of charge. 

      

      Preorder The Doctor Now to Read Zeno and Clara’s Story!
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