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            “Dani?” Abri asked. “You okay?”

I glanced at her. Did she know who her husband was? Of course she did. She had to. I had only known her for a short time but she didn’t strike me as an idiot. And I had been told ‘welcome to the family,’ not thinking anything of it. I had an idea now about which family I was being welcomed into.

“Dani?” She sounded worried now. Worried because she thought I was sick? Or worried that I might have learned her secret?

I nodded. “I’m fine. I just… I don’t know.”

“You recognized him, didn’t you?”

“What?” I looked around frantically. The door seemed miles away. Would anyone shoot at me if I made a run for it?”

“Dani, relax. It’s okay.” Abri shrugged. “He almost got caught being a bad boy, but that was years ago. He’s more cautious these days. He won’t let anything happen to Cole.”

What? She thought I was worried Sonny would get Cole into trouble. I was a rotten person because that thought didn’t even cross my mind… until now. “What are they talking about?”

Abri shrugged. “Business. Something about the Texas operation but I don’t know the details.”

“The mafia is in Texas?”

Abri laughed. “They are now, thanks to Sonny and Cole. The family hasn’t really had any influence since the Dallas thing, but Sonny wanted to change that, and Cole was eager to be the guy on the ground.” She nudged me with her shoulder. “Can’t imagine why he was so anxious to come back here.”

I grabbed another drink off Jasper’s tray as he walked by. Abri did the same. I looked at her. “Abri, I think I might be into something that’s way over my head.”

“Oh mio Dio!” a loud voice exclaimed.

Abri and I turned as a tall, curvy blonde with startlingly blue eyes approached, arms thrown wide, wine sloshing from her glass. “Don’t say anything about the contacts,” Abri whispered. “Or the dye job.”

“Come stai, Abriana?” the woman said, throwing her arms around Abri. I sidestepped to avoid the wine flying from her glass.

“I’m fine, Marietta,” Abri said. “How are you?”

The blonde released Abri from the hug and ran her fingers through her hair, pouting. “Devastato.”

“Marietta,” Abri interrupted, motioning towards me. “This is Danielle. She’s with Cole… and she doesn’t speak Italian.”

“Oh, okay” Marietta said, her voice heavy with a thick Italian accent. “I’m devastated. Giovanni did not get parole… again.” She lifted her glass and realized it was almost empty. She snapped her fingers and the ever-vigilant Jasper appeared with his tray. We all helped ourselves to another glass.

“That’s too bad,” Abri said. “Maybe next time.”

Marietta dabbed at her eyes with a napkin. “Yes, maybe next time.”

A young man wearing a tight suit that clung to his muscles came up behind Marietta and wrapped his arms around her, kissing her neck. She reached back, running her fingers through his dark, curly hair. “Fortunately, my dear Nico is helping me through this trying time.”

Abri shot me a warning look, letting me know to keep any comments or opinions to myself. “Yes,” she said, her voice serious. “It’s always nice to have friends to rely on during a time of need.”

“Sì,” Marietta said as Nico’s hands slid up to fondle her large breasts. “And I feel a need right now. Come, Nico.” She nodded to me. “Nice to meet you, Danielle.” Her voice still sounded sad but lust was burning in her eyes.

“That one you don’t mess with,” Abri said, as we watched the two make their way down the hall, their hands frantically pawing at each other. I hoped they wouldn’t pick my room to do… whatever.

“What’s wrong with her?” I asked.

Abri chuckled. “She’s pazzo… crazy. She can be a good and loyal friend, but get on her bad side and she’ll kill you in your sleep… and there’s no telling what might get you on her bad side.” She shrugged. “She’s been running Giovanni’s operation since he ended up behind bars. She doesn’t really want him out… and there are rumors she helped put him away.”

“Wow.” I shook my head. “I really don’t think I can do this.”

Sonny and Cole were walking towards us, neither one walking perfectly straight. Their little chat had apparently required a few more glasses of wine. Abri patted my shoulder. “It’s okay. Just relax and go with the flow. We’ve all been where you are.”

Sonny grabbed Abri and kissed her. “Come on, doll. The party’s winding down and I want to go home and fuck.”

Abri laughed. “Why wait until home? There’s plenty of room in the limo.”

Sonny looked at us and laughed, a huge drunken smile on his face. “And she wonders why I love her so much.” The couple headed for the door, Sonny’s hand planted firmly on Abri’s ass.

I looked around. Sonny had been right. The party was winding down, most of the guests from earlier already gone. I hadn’t even been aware so much time had passed. Suddenly, I felt a hand on my ass. I jumped, startled, and looked at Cole. Before I could say anything, his mouth met mine, his tongue teasing my lips. I moaned, leaning into him, caught off-guard. I parted my lips and his tongue slipped into my mouth. He tasted like wine, and I was thirsty for more.

His fingers tightened on my ass as I turned towards him, pressing myself against him. I could feel his hardness against me as his hand slid under my short dress, tugging my wet panties to the side. His fingers caressed my slit. “Oh God, yes!” I gasped, not caring anymore about whether it was wrong or right. I wanted him. He wanted me. That was all that mattered. I fumbled with his jacket, unbuttoning it as he gently bit my lip. I moaned, beginning to work on his shirt, desperate to feel him. I grabbed his shirt and started to slide it off his muscular frame but it was caught on something. I reached for whatever it was, my hand brushing against something cold and hard. I recoiled in shock, stepping back as if I’d been bitten. “What the hell, Cole?”

Cole glanced down at the gun in the shoulder holster, looked back at me. “Protection. The job I do is –”

“I know what your job is, Cole,” I snapped. I was angry, frustrated, horny… and the man I wanted was carrying a gun.

“Dani –”

“No!” I looked at the man who I suddenly realized I knew absolutely nothing about. I shook my head. “I just… no.” I turned and ran to my room, slamming the door and locking it behind me. I looked around the room, at all the nice things that surrounded me. What had Cole done to get these things? I collapsed on the bed, crying. I had decided to take Abri’s advice. Screw that stupid piece of paper. I was finally willing to sleep with Cole, but was I willing to climb into bed with the mob?

 

PART TWO

Chapter 7

I opened my eyes… and then quickly closed them again. I didn’t know what time it was but the day had arrived too damn early. Slowly, resigned to the fact that today couldn’t simply be avoided, I opened my eyes again and sat up. I was still wearing the dress from last night, which looked a lot worse after being slept in. I looked around the room. It was like waking up in a luxurious hotel suite. I could probably live in here for the rest of my life and be comfortable; just have Jasper bring me food, like room service. It seemed like a good idea.

Someone knocked lightly on the door. “Madam?” Jasper said, “I hate to disturb you but your door appears to be locked and Mr. Anderson was wondering if you would like to join him for breakfast.”

My first instinct was to say no, I wouldn’t be joining
Mr. Anderson
for breakfast… or anything else. Ever. But I was hungry, and I couldn’t hide in the room forever, no matter how nice the idea seemed. I sighed. “Sure. I need to freshen up a bit.”

“Very good, madam.”

I crawled out of bed, pulled the dress off, and made my way to the bathroom to wash up. Today was going to be a busy day. I needed to get back to my apartment and figure out how I was going to repay Cole for the stuff I bought, and I needed to figure out what to do about my trashed car… and I probably needed to get a restraining order against Billy. Yeah, the day was going to suck.

I dressed in jeans and a t-shirt – more stuff bought with Cole’s probably-illegal money – and stood staring at the bedroom door. Eat, be polite, call a cab, leave. Simple. I took a couple of deep breaths to try and calm myself, and then opened the door, prepared to face my suddenly-uncertain future.

Cole sat at the dining room table, flipping through a newspaper. He was dressed in another suit. I sat across from him. “You should join the 21
st
century. The news is online these days.” So much for being polite.

He grinned. “I prefer an actual newspaper. Reminds of when I used to watch Dad read the paper when we were kids.”

I couldn’t help but smile. Cole’s father had been a great stepdad to me, very friendly and easy-going, but he had one rule that was practically carved in stone – no problems, no drama, no fussing until he had his first cup of coffee and looked through the paper. I nodded. “Yeah, it wouldn’t be the same if he had been holding an iPad.”

Cole laughed. “My dad with an iPad. There’s a thought.” He shook his head, smiling. “Dad never even bothered with a digital watch. He wouldn’t know what to make of things today. Texting in 140 characters and taking pictures of food would make him think people had lost their minds.”

Holy crap! With all the drama in my life, I hadn’t even asked how his dad was, and now I knew. “Oh. I’m so sorry, Cole. I didn’t know.”

Closing the paper and folding it as Jasper arrived and sat a plate in front of him, Cole shrugged. “It’s okay. He passed away a few years ago. Went to sleep one night and never woke up. It was peaceful.”

I nodded at Jasper and smiled as he sat my plate down, staring at a landscape of eggs, toast, sausage, bacon, and pancakes. “This is enough for breakfast and lunch.”

Cole nodded. “Greta doesn’t know how to do light, but you probably want to make sure to save some room for later because Abriana will probably take you to lunch during your shopping trip.”

I froze, a forkful of egg halfway to my mouth. “What shopping trip?”

The look on Cole’s face was carefully neutral. “The shopping trip she called and invited you to this morning.”

I sat the fork down. “Cole –”

He held up his hand. “Dani, I know last night was a shock. I get that… and I’m sorry, but how exactly does someone start that conversation?”

“By not needing to have it in the first place,” I said, harshly. “How on Earth did you get involved with the freakin’ mob? If your dad were alive today –”

“He’d say welcome to the family business, son.”

“What?”

Cole nodded. “You didn’t really know the man you thought you knew.” He shrugged. “I didn’t either. Not back then. That’s why we suddenly moved to Florida. It was business.”

“He was with the mob back then? When he was married to Mom?” I couldn’t believe it.

“He was, and he wasn’t asked to relocate. He was told.” Cole clinched his jaw. “He wasn’t happy about it but you didn’t tell those people no. He did the best he could with a shitty situation.”

A sudden memory of Mom getting a package in the mail – the first of many – flashed through my mind. Mom had opened the package, a look of shock on her face. She read the letter that was included and cried. She never mentioned what had been in that package, or any of the others, but I distinctly remembered there were no more money problems, and Mom always had money to buy something new after receiving these packages, whether it was a new car for her or new clothes or a computer for me.

“So you thought it would be cool to be a mobster, too,” I said.

Cole shook his head. “I didn’t want any part of it. I joined the military to get as far away from that life as I could.” He looked at me, his green eyes intent. “The army taught me how to kill. I was very good at it.” He shrugged. “Doesn’t translate well to a real-world job, though. Dad’s… former employer offered me a job. It was just supposed to be temporary, but one thing led to another and I suddenly found myself moving up in the ranks.” He glanced at his watch and stood up. “I need to go. Important meeting in an hour.” He came around to my side of the table and looked down at me. “We have other things to discuss, too.”

“Like wh—” He leaned down and pressed his mouth to mine, his tongue brushing insistently against my lips. Caught off-guard, I moaned, letting his tongue slide into my mouth. I squeezed my thighs together, a sudden burst of heat between my legs taking my breath away. I reached for him but he ended the kiss and stepped back, his eyes dark with lust. He stared at me for a moment longer, and then quickly turned and walked away. I turned in my chair and watched him go, trying to catch my breath.

Wasn’t I supposed to tell him I was leaving? It seemed like the thing to do earlier. Now? Now, I was just confused.

I heard the door slam and then the click-clacking of heels on the polished stone floor. Abri rounded the corner. “Good morning, sunshine.” She stopped and looked at me, a grin spreading slowly across her face. “Well, it looks like someone had a little dessert with breakfast.”

My cheeks grew warm. “It wasn’t like that.”

“No?” Abri shook her head. “That’s too bad. I had hoped our talk last night might have given you the courage to go for it.”

“I wanted to… but… I felt his gun.”

Abri frowned. “I’m guessing that’s not some cutesy code for his cock.”

I shook my head.

“Honey, is the whole family thing still bothering you? It’s just a job.” She clapped her hands sharply, startling me. “Enough with the sitting around and worrying about silly things that don’t need to be worried about. It’s time to shop. Let’s go.”

I looked at Abri, dressed to kill in a red blouse, black slacks, and red heels, glanced down at my jeans and t-shirt. “I think I’m under-dressed.”

Abri nodded, flashing a grin. “You are, but that’s okay because we’re going to change that.”

 

Chapter 8

Two hours later, we were sitting in a coffee shop in the mall, four big bags filled with clothes sitting by my feet. My jeans and t-shirt were in one of the bags, crammed in like rags used to wash a car. Abri said I was high-class and it was way past time to have confidence and dress the part.
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