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        Never say never.

        The impossible is possible, and yes,

        you can change your life.

        Believe in yourself <3
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      Cage: Covered vehicles, cars, trucks, etc.

      

      Colors: Tattoo of the club logo.

      

      Cut: Club leather vests with logos.

      

      Old lady: Wife of a club member.

      

      President: Head of the club, majority decision-maker.

      

      VP: Vice President of the club, second in command, and in charge of the day-to-day running of club activities and businesses.

      

      SAA: Sergeant at arms, club’s principal protector, and in charge of enforcers/prospects.

      

      Treasurer: Club finance expert, handles all the financial aspects of the club and businesses.

      

      Road Captain: Organizes events and club rides.

      

      Prospect: Club recruits trying to earn membership.

      

      Enforcer: Club protectors.
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      I’ve sworn to protect the family. The problem is, I’m not sure they are my family. I’ve never fit in and was treated like second best or worse, the outcast my mother made me feel like. Until one day, the puzzle pieces came together, and the whispers I’d heard during my childhood finally made sense.

      Now I’m left to figure out my new role in my chosen family and to uphold the oath I made, no matter what my feelings are about the dead man I once called father.

      When trouble comes knocking at my door, I find a young soldier who won’t take no for an answer, standing between our enemy and me. The man is sexy, stubborn, and, worst of all, determined. He’s going to wish he never got involved with me.

      Military and Mobs are a terrible combination that should never mix. It’s a game of good versus evil, and the stakes are too high for me to lose.

      All I know for sure is anyone doesn't pledge their allegiance to Me. Us. The family..is my enemy, and they must be destroyed.

      

      All Hail HERmerta!!!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue
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      Do you remember where you were when your life changed?

      How about what you were doing? I do, vividly.

      I thought school was my way out of The Family. A way to escape the impossible expectations that I could never meet, no matter how hard I tried.

      I was the biggest disappointment to my father and the bane of my mother’s existence. So when the opportunity to go away to culinary school in France came around, I jumped on it.

      Until I got the call.

      My father was dead, my mother disappeared, and I was to return immediately.

      Home.

      The ultimate four-letter word that is more of a curse to me, when it should have made me feel sheltered and loved.

      Like the good little soldier I was, I followed the order, and I left school. I didn’t know then what a blessing that really was for me.

      I do now.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        One year ago

      

      

      “Gianna Dragna?” I stop stirring the pot and look up at the doorway the voice came from.

      I’ll never get over the way the Italian people talk down to foreigners. They really do feel like Americans are beneath them. It doesn’t matter that I can trace my roots to Italy.

      “Yes?” I wipe my hands clean, then excuse myself from the kitchens we are working in today.

      “You have an important call in the office.” She briskly walks away from me as if she has more important things to attend to than delivering messages.

      “Thank you,” I sigh and turn to go the opposite way, wondering who on Earth would be calling me.

      I speak to my father once a week. On Sunday at four pm sharp, pacific standard time. The fact that it’s midnight for me doesn’t matter. What Vincenzo Dragna wants, he gets.

      “Ciao, I was told I have a call?” I ask the elderly security when I enter the office of InTavola.

      If this wasn’t one of the finest culinary institutes in the world and Italian, my father would have never agreed I could attend. The fact that he paid off the school to fast-track me, so I was only away eighteen months versus three years, still pisses me off. He’s robbing me of so much I could learn.

      “You will not need to cook once you are married.” I roll my eyes, remembering his reasoning.

      “You may take it here. My condolences.” She leaves the room, and I stand there in shock.

      Condolences?

      I lift the receiver and push the flashing button.

      “Hello?” How anyone heard the whisper of sound that left my mouth, I don’t know.

      “Gianna, it’s mother.” I nod like an idiot and then clear my throat.

      “Is everything alright?” It’s barely dawn in Los Angeles.

      “Your father is dead. Pack your bags and return home.” The phone slips from my hand, hitting the desk before tumbling to the floor.

      “No.”
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GIANNA

        

      

    

    
      “What are you doing here, boss? Shouldn’t you be out celebrating your birthday?” I smile at Blossom.

      I call her our ‘Dance Mom’ here at my club, The Pearly Gates. She’s dressed in her usual outfit tonight, which consists of pasties and a g-string, but to keep it classy and go with our theme, she’s got a single strand of pearls nuzzled between her double F’s.

      “There’s nowhere else I’d rather be? Besides, I’m debuting my new act at midnight.” I wink at her as I make my way to my office.

      “So, you’re here to play, not work?” I stop and pivot to look at her.

      When was the last time I didn’t work? I stifle the sigh that wants to escape and nod.

      “Good. I want you to share your first legal drink with me.” She points at me with a stern look, and I chuckle.

      “Yes, Mom.” I open my door and close it quickly before she talks me into something else.

      I rest the back of my head on the back of the door and blow out a deep breath. No twenty-year-old has the right to feel this tired. I’ve been running myself ragged between the clubs and the recon on the Yakuza.

      I was given an impossible task. Find the traitor that killed our fathers. My brand twitches as a reminder to get my ass to work. I step away from the door and go around to sit at my desk.

      I turn on my computer and frown at the stack of messages and mail sitting next to my phone.

      Has it been that long since I came into my office?

      I start opening the mail as the computer comes to life and sorting what bills need to be paid. I’m lost in thought when the email system I use dings with new messages. I glance up at my screen and crack a genuine smile.

      “About fucking time,” I mutter as I open the email from my source inside the enemy camp.

      I wish this were just a Happy Birthday letter, but there’s trouble coming your way tonight. Don’t let your guard down. Your VIP section is going to be interesting tonight.

      -J

      “Fuck,” I slump back in my chair and look at the ceiling.

      Why must my life be so damn complicated?

      A knock at my door has me straightening out and clearing my throat.

      “Yes,” I call out as I close the email on my screen.

      “Bruno, how is the family?” I ask my head of security as he walks into the office and closes the door.

      “Blossom said you’re performing tonight?” The disapproving look on his face surprises me, and I cross my arms over my chest.

      “And?” If he has a problem with it, tough shit.

      “Gianna,” he starts, but I raise my eyebrow at him.

      “Sorry, Miss Dragna. Do you think that is wise? I can’t protect you if you’re on the stage.” Ah, this conversation again.

      Bruno is twice my age and size. He’s very protective and has proclaimed himself my new father figure, but I constantly need to remind him he’s on my payroll. I didn’t hire him to protect me, just my girls.

      “I protect myself. I don’t want to remind you again, Bruno. I’ll be fine. No one will even know it’s me.” I have done several fire acts on stage before, all masked, and no one has a damn clue it’s me.

      He nods at me but doesn’t leave.

      “Anything else?” I look away to read an invoice from our liquor supplier, and a small box is pushed into my line of sight.

      “From the girls. Happy Birthday.” He turns and leaves me sitting, staring at the box that was clearly made by his kids.

      I lift the lid slowly. I haven’t been given a physical gift in so long that I forgot to say thank you to him.

      Inside the box is a stretch beaded bracelet with my name on it. I smile when I see they spelled it wrong, but it makes it so much more special and precious to me. I wrap it around my wrist with a smile.

      “Happy Birthday, Gianna.” I whisper to the empty office.

      The phone on my desk rings, and I groan. A boss’ job is never done. I spend the next few hours paying bills, answering my messages, and taking random calls from party promoters. When I glance up at the clock, I realize it’s almost midnight, and I need to get myself ready for my act.

      “Showtime.” I take my outfit and disappear into my private bathroom.

      Once I’m dressed and my mask firmly in place, I look at the cameras to make sure the coast is clear. I don’t want anyone to see me coming out of my office. After the show, I have a change of clothes in the locker room so I can walk out as myself again without anyone knowing I was ever on the stage.

      I walk up the stairs and nearly trip.

      I stand at the edge of the stairwell and just stare at him for a moment. He is by far the most handsome man I’ve ever seen. He’s engrossed in a conversation with another man and Blossom, so I inch my way around him before I’m noticed.

      I hurry and make my way to the DJ booth. I tap his shoulder, and when he sees me, his eyes widen.

      “You ready?” I yell over the music near his ear, and he nods.

      “Are you?” He smiles at me, and I shake my head.

      Not even in the slightest. I’ve been practicing this sword act for weeks. But tonight, it’ll be a whole lot more dangerous. Twirling swords I can do with my eyes closed.

      Dancing with them on fire? That’s a whole different ballgame.
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LUCAS

        

      

    

    
      Do you have any idea how frustrated and horny a man gets while deployed? Then you get stuck on a ship for months at a time? Let me tell you, if the old wives’ tale of growing hair on your palm were true, you could call me a werewolf. I’d need to braid that shit.

      “There it is,” Gavin exclaims, pointing out the taxi’s window at the line of patrons waiting to gain entry to one of the hottest strip clubs in LA.

      It may take all night to get in, but at least the view is fantastic. Woman for as far as my eyes can see. In barely-there dresses with all their assets hanging out. I barely let the cab pull over before jumping out.

      “The Pearly Gates?” I hear my nephews destain for the name and chuckle.

      It’s an affront to his belief system. Almost becoming a priest has fucked with his head. His fall from grace was worse, though, and all for a woman that he still hasn’t been able to find.

      He believes it was love at first sight.

      I call bullshit. It’s that pesky virginity he’s hanging on to. Hopefully, tonight will help him get rid of it. That shit is a recipe for disaster, if you ask me.

      “Very subtle advertisement. I can see the charm.” I roll my eyes and ignore him, opting to enjoy the view ahead of me.

      Gavin is charming his way up the line, and before we know it, the doors are right in front of us.

      “ID’s out, wrist up, and have your cover charge ready!” The bouncer yells down the line.

      I reach for my ID when DJ freezes up next to me. Before I can ask if he’s ok, he lets out a curse that shocks me.

      “Holy shit.” I turn to see what he’s talking about and whistle at the two beauties heading our way.

      “It can’t be,” DJ steps away from us, but I grab his arm.

      “DJ, you alright? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.” He nods.

      “Maybe I have.” He says without sparing me a look.

      “I call silver,” Gavin says, but I ignore him keeping an eye on DJ as we hand over our IDs, and I pay our cover.

      When I look back after putting my cards away, DJ is gone.

      “Where’d he go?” Gavin points, and I see him chasing the woman in red.

      “Interesting,” I smile and hope he has a good time.

      He’s a grown man and can find his own way home.

      “You going after the one in Silver, then?” I ask over my shoulder at Gavin.

      “Nah, don’t want to cockblock him. Besides, look at this dance floor.” I must agree with his statement.

      It’s a sea of moving, gyrating bodies begging for dance partners. I’m actually surprised that a strip club would have such a huge female attendance, until the lights drop and the music changes.

      The women go crazy and rush to the main stage.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to The Pearly Gates, where your entrance to heaven is guaranteed. Our Angels and Demons will be gracing the stage momentarily, but first, some rules!” The MC is the most beautiful drag queen I’ve ever seen.

      They are wearing a flowing white dress, the envy of any bride, and a gold halo on their crown.

      “Rule one! Look but do not touch.” A few people boo, but most laugh.

      “Apparently, we’re here on ladies’ night. There’s a male revue happening.” Gavin whispers into my ear.

      That would be our luck.

      “Rule two! No climbing on the stage.” The curtains behind them start to move, and the music gets louder.

      “Rule three! No illegal substances are allowed. If caught, you will be banned.” The MC leaves the stage, and the dancers emerge.

      I point to the bar, and Gavin nods. We make our way over slowly, and both relax when we find two empty stools in a corner.

      “I think these women are hornier than us.” I laugh at Gavin as I wave the bartender down.

      “Orgasms are like common sense. Unfortunately, not everyone gets some.”  The woman bartending stops in front of us as I finish talking and hears every word I just said.

      “Honey, preach! Your first drink is on me. What will it be?” I grin at Gavin.

      “I’ll take a whiskey, neat. Sourpuss over here will take a sex on the beach.” She raises an eyebrow at Gavin.

      “It’s better than the real thing.” She smirks as she starts making his drink.

      “Oh, child, then you did it wrong.” I shake my head as they go back and forth about sand and chaffing.

      She places my drink on a napkin in front of me, and I nod my thanks. I glance around the place, taking it all in. There’s a second floor above us with a balcony looking down at the main stage. I see a roped-off section which must be VIP.

      A stairwell is to our left, and I see one set also goes down.

      “Excuse me? What’s downstairs?” I ask our bartender when she comes to check on us.

      “Restrooms and offices.” I smile at her.

      “How long have you worked here?” She rolls her eyes at me.

      “No, seriously, you seem to enjoy your job.” She nods and wipes down the bar top.

      “I’m what’s called a veteran around here.” That makes me smirk.

      “No shit? We have that in common, then. Well, in six months.” She stops moving and looks at me.

      “Soldiers don’t pay here. Thank you for your service.” I hate when people say that.

      What do you say that doesn’t sound egotistical? I just nod, and she starts cutting fruit and dumping it into a container.

      “I’ve been with the girls for years. I’ve worked here since it opened.” I take the last sip of my whiskey as she talks and enjoy the warm feeling in my chest.

      “Girls?” She rolls her eyes at me, but I get the feeling it’s at her inner thoughts more than my question.

      “The owners. Gianna runs the club.” She points into the crowd, and my eyes settle on a beautiful blonde woman dressed in all black.

      Her body is lithe, muscular, and covered head to toe in leather and lace.

      “Wow,” I lick my lips and watch her move to the doormen.

      “Look elsewhere, soldier. That is one war you can not win.” She pours me another whiskey as she chats with Gavin some more.

      War is all I know, and losing has never been an option.

      “To the winner goes the spoils.”
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GIANNA

        

      

    

    
      I’m backstage stretching and shaking out my limbs. The trick to these types of performances, I hear, is to relax. I’ve never been able to manage it, though.

      I have about five minutes before I’m on, and I’m already overheated in my outfit.

      “You look fantastic!” Blossom gushes at me.

      “Thanks. Get Bruno to carry that.” She rolls her eyes at me, holding a case of beer like it doesn’t weigh fifty pounds.

      “He’s the bouncer, not a bar-back. Besides, this is my only exercise.” She chuckles at the face I make at her.

      “One of these days, you’ll realize I’m your boss, and what I say goes.” I place my hand on my hip, and she smiles.

      “Oh honey, I know you pay my bills, but you’re still just one of my girls. Now I’m going to get back to my job so you can wow that crowd.” When she turns to leave, I can’t help my curiosity any longer.

      “Blossom, the guys at the bar. The two by the stairs?” I stop when her eyebrow raises.

      “Which one caught your eye?” I hate how well she can read me.

      “The tall Latin one with the five o’clock shadow.” I lick my lips at the memory.

      She smiles at me but doesn’t say a word.

      “Well, well, funny, you should ask. He saw you early and couldn’t take his eyes off you. Should I slip him your number?” The music ends, and the MC starts making my introductions.

      “Don’t you dare!” I turn to grab my swords and check to see if my face mask is in place.

      “Break a leg, honey. I’ll send the Army hottie to your office after your show. You look like you need the birthday present in his pants tonight.” My mouth drops open as she walks away from me, laughing.

      “Without further ado, may I present the main event, our gorgeous and mysterious lady of the night, Vesta.” I take my place on stage mere seconds before the curtain opens, and the pyrotechnics start around me.

      I flip my ponytail over my shoulder and move my swords in a wide arch over my head. When the music beat drops, I perform a flip stretching my arms out, so the blades catch fire in the flames surrounding the stage.

      Cheers ring out over the loud base beat of the techno song playing, and I start my dance. I’ve practiced this routine and recorded it to watch. So I know that the way I’m moving is giving an illusion of a flaming dragon slithering across the stage.

      The act is precisely three and a half minutes long, but by the time the music stops and the waterfall that falls on me to finish starts, I’m completely out of breath. So I ignore the applause and make a mad dash to the dressing rooms so I can rip the mask off my face.

      The corridor is empty, and I sigh in relief. But just as I’m reaching the dressing room doors, someone steps out of the men’s bathroom, blocking my path. I slow my steps quickly, so I don’t run into him and sidestep before he turns to see me.

      “Hey, little ninja, beautiful performance.” His rich dark voice stops me in my tracks.

      “Grazie,” I thank him in Italian without turning to face him.

      I punch in the code for the dressing room door and shove it open to escape the hall.

      As soon as the door closes and re-locks, I shove the face mask off and take several deep breaths. I carefully put my swords into my locker and throw the mask in next to them. I grab a towel and head into the shower.

      I wash up, so I don’t smell of smoke and get dressed.

      Blossom walks in while I’m drying my hair and smiles at me. She’s holding a massive bouquet of roses and balloons. I shake my head at her.

      “You just couldn’t resist, could you?” I place the hairdryer down on the vanity and accept the flowers.

      “The balloons and cards are from us, but the flowers aren’t. You seeing someone?” She looks at me accusingly, and I chuckle.

      “When would I have the time? Is there a card?” I search through the bouquet and finally come back with a card with one word printed on it.

      SOON

      It’s surrounded by two koi fish forming a circle, and a cold shiver runs down my spine.

      “Blossom, make sure Bruno stays at the door and be ready to close up early.” She lets the balloons float to the ceiling and drops the cards on the floor.

      “Trouble, boss?” I sigh and nod.

      “Yeah, trouble.”
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LUCAS

        

      

    

    
      Gavin is borderline drunk, and I just watched DJ leave with his mystery girl. Good for him. I smile as I finish my last drink of the night. One of us needs to be fucking sober.

      The lights dim, and the MC comes on as a drum beat fills the room.

      “Without further ado, may I present the main event, our gorgeous and mysterious lady of the night, Vesta.” The beat of the music changes, and the curtains move.

      The stage is pitch black until the edge lights on fire. I watch several people step back from the heat and smile. That’s one way to keep the handsy assholes off your dancers. I’ll have to tell my sister about this act when I get home.

      I return my eyes to the stage in time to see a wave of blonde hair swirl, and then the dancer raises two swords. I sit up straighter on my stool, completely enthralled. She does a flip landing in a superhero pose with her arms outstretched past her head, and the tips catch fire.

      “Holy shit,” I exclaim loudly, standing on full alert.

      “Sit down, handsome. It’s all part of the act.” I spare the bartender a glance as I twist back around to make sure the woman on the stage isn’t on fire.

      The techno music drops and the dance that follows on the stage is a work of fucking art. It reminds me of Chinese New Year, the swirls of red and orange moving so fast the blur they leave behind looks like a dragon.

      I’m sure everyone here is wearing the same expression on their faces. Awe.

      The music stops, and the stage is dosed in water. The steam from the stage hides the dancers’ exit as the crowd claps and whistles.

      “Shit, that was fucking awesome!” Gavin claps along with the audition.

      “Sure was, I’ll be right back.” I slap his shoulder and turn to head down to the restroom.

      I’ve never been this hard in my life.

      I guess mysterious flaming sword wheelers do it for me. New kink unlocked, Lucas. I chuckle as I struggle to pee and not spray myself since the fucker won’t go down.

      I wash my hands and push the door open.

      The smell of lighter fluid hits me, and I spin around in time to see the dancer sidestepping me.

      “Hey, little ninja, beautiful performance.” I watch as she slows her steps as I talk.

      “Grazie,” it’s barely a whisper.

      Mm, Italian. I didn’t see that coming. She opens a door and slams it shut, and I go back up to find Gavin with his head in the bartender’s boobs.

      “Hey! What the fuck Gavin.” I pull him back, and he grins with a test-tube shot glass in-between his lips.

      I roll my eyes and sit back down on my stool.

      “You need to relax, solider. How about another round?” I shake my head.

      “I’m the DD, but thanks. How about a soda?” She smiles and pours me one, and drops a cherry on top.

      A loud crash catches my attention, and I wince when I see a bouncer hauling some guy out the front door.

      “Sucks to be him,” Gavin says from behind me, but my eyes are stuck on the group of men who sneak in while everyone isn’t looking.

      They pass us and head upstairs to the VIP section without anyone escorting them. The last man in the line sneers at me when he catches me looking, and I blow him a kiss which turns his face red.

      “Problem?” He stops and says.

      I see a tattoo peaking out from his collar on his neck. One I recognize and know means trouble. We’ve run into the Yakuza in the past, so their symbol isn’t foreign to me, but to test my theory, I answer him in Japanese.

      “いいえ,” his eyes widen, and I turn my back on him.

      I picked up a lot living in Japan over the last few years.

      So I know my actions are the ultimate sign of disrespect, but it also shows I know who and what he is, and more importantly, that he does not scare me. I watch in the mirror behind the bar as he reaches for a weapon and then thinks better of it, turning to follow his fellow members upstairs.

      “Fuck. Gavin, switch to water. I may need your head in the game.” I look over at him, but he has his tongue down the bartender’s mouth.

      Great, guess I’m on my own tonight if trouble starts. Shit, did I actually just think that?

      Sure did.
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GIANNA

        

      

    

    
      I’m back on the main floor in my regular clothes and smiling at customers. I check in with Bruno, and just as I suspected, fucking Daiki, Haru Yakimoto’s henchman, is upstairs in my fucking VIP section.

      I glare at the son of a bitch as he laughs and carries on with his entourage. I pull out my phone and open a new text. I can feel trouble brewing in my bones. So, I might as well let Ciana know now, so my job is easier later.

      
        
          
            
              
        Yakimoto’s man Daiki is sipping champagne in my VIP section.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        How the fuck did he get in?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Unknown. Bruno was occupied kicking out some punk.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        How are you handling it?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        TBD, but I’ll need cleanup at closing.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Understood.

      

      

      

      

      

      I put my phone away and tap on the bar.

      Blossom pulls herself away from the guy she’s been flirting with all night and places a whiskey sour in front of me. I glance up at her in confusion. She knows my drink but never pours me one without me ordering it first.

      “Hot stuff at the end of the bar has not taken his eyes off you. He wanted to buy you a drink, so here it is.” Blossom’s smirk irritates me.

      She may not know the ins and outs of what’s going on tonight, but she is aware that I have no fucking time to entertain a man who’s just looking to get his dick wet.

      “Fine, I’ll handle it.” I lift my drink from the bar and start walking towards the man I may have taken home later, if not for the Yakuza impromptu appearance tonight.

      “Take it easy on him! He’s a veteran on leave.” Blossom yells at me, and my steps falter.

      I look at the man who bought my drink, and I catch him watching me approach him. His lips are tilted up in a sexy grin, and as I watch, his tongue comes out to swipe along the thick bottom one. Of course, if I had panties on, they’d be fucking ruined.

      “Fuck,” I whisper to myself seconds before I’m in earshot, but from the way his chest rumbles with a chuckle, I’m pretty sure he read my lips.

      “Thank you for the drink.” I try to sound unaffected, but I’m not even fooling myself.

      He tilts his head at me and smiles wider.

      “Thank you for that incredible dance. Why are you hiding, little ninja?” I step back from him, but he catches my wrist, so I can’t run.

      Normally I’d have anyone bold enough to touch me without permission on their ass with a knife to their throat. But the zings going up my arm as he rubs his thumb gently on my pulse point have me frozen and tongue-tied.

      “Everything alright here, boss?” I hear Bruno’s voice come over my shoulder, and I turn to look up at him.

      “The lady is fine. She was just going to dance with me, right?” I slowly look back at this man, who seems to be full of audacity.

      But when I open my mouth to tell him to fuck off, but he stands and gently intertwines our fingers like we’re old lovers. I find myself nodding at Bruno and wonder if I’m drooling.

      “Come on, gorgeous, show me your moves.” He leads me onto the dance floor, and at this moment, all my problems slip away.

      I’m not a mafia princess with a club full of Yakuza. I’m just a woman in the arms of a sexy man swaying to the music. He’s got me locked in his chocolate-brown gaze. I’m completely mesmerized by him, and my brain is screaming DANGER at me, but my heart isn’t listening.

      I never believed in love at first sight. Until now, because this reaction is not fucking normal.

      “You shouldn’t look at me that way, little ninja. I may be tempted to kiss you like your eyes are begging me to.” He whispers the words in my ear, and I swallow hard.

      “What is your name?” Then, finally, the lust-filled fog he causes seems to be lifting.

      Until his hand slips to the small of my back and gently pulls me into his body. I gasp at the feel of him and pull my head back to look at him.

      “Lucas, what’s yours, or should I just keep calling you my little ninja?” I shake my head at that ridiculous nickname.

      “Gianna,” he nods at me, lifts his hand to my face, and I freeze.

      “Easy, mama. Just moving your hair.” Slowly he tucks it behind my ear, and my eyes flow with that movement, so when I look back at him, I’m too late to stop the kiss he plants on me.

      Once his lips touch mine, I know I’m a fucking liar. I wouldn’t have missed this kiss for the world. And those are dangerous thoughts to have. My life is not my own, and I need to remember that.

      I find myself kissing him back in the middle of the dance floor, and I don’t want to stop. He makes me feel normal.

      Small popping sounds break the music, followed by screaming, and we break the kiss, both looking upstairs, following the sounds to see guns are drawn and people running.

      “Fucking Yakuza,” Lucas says while pushing me behind him.

      Wait, what the fuck is happening?

      “Are you with them?” I reach for my knives as he shakes his head in disbelief at me.

      “Fuck no! I’ve been stationed in Japan and have had some run-ins with them, though. Why are they causing problems in your club?” I raise an eyebrow at him.

      Like I’d ever answer that.

      “I suggest you retrieve your friend and clear this building. I have some business I need to take care of.” I try to get around him, but he stops me.

      “Like fuck I’d leave any woman in this situation. Stay behind me.” Lucas plants himself in front of me and clears a path to the stairs.

      When his friend sees us heading his way, he nods at Lucas and falls in line behind me. More popping sounds and screams come from the VIP section as we take the stairs.

      Lucas pulls a gun from the back of his jeans, and I scold him.

      “How the fuck did you get that past my security?” I’m going to kill Bruno.

      “Military IDs usually give us a pass on pat-downs.” The guy behind me says.

      I could have sworn he was fall-over drunk earlier, but he sounds stone-cold sober now. I guess gunfire does that to soldiers.

      “Gianna? Your hospitality needs improvement. You just let anyone into your club.” Daiki taunts me as soon as I come into view.

      He’s got one of my servers by the neck, holding a gun to her head. I tuck my knives into the selves of my shirt and raise my hands as I walk closer to them.

      “Gianna, what are you doing?” Lucas hisses at me, but I keep eye contact with Daiki.

      He’s a well-known assassin, and if I let my focus split right now, I’ll be dead, and so will my staff.

      “Let her go. I’m what you came for.” He pushes the server to the ground and shoots her in the back of the head.

      I wrap his arm around mine and flip him so that I’m standing behind him. I have one knife in his throat and the other in his lung before any of his men can react.

      “You have about thirty seconds of life left, so if you have a message to deliver, you best do it now,” I whispered the words into his ear like we were lovers.

      When I yank out the knife in his neck out the countdown begins, and I hold him to my chest as he gurls around his own blood, trying to speak.

      “What a shame. I must have cut your vocal cords.” I drop him to bleed out on my floor and look around the VIP section.

      Lucas and his friends have two other Yakuza on their knees by the bar, and Bruno is nowhere to be seen.

      “Bruno!” I yell at the now-empty club.

      I have about ten minutes before the cops show up, if I’m lucky.

      “Taking headcount.” I hear him downstairs and sigh.

      I walk over to the two left alive and slit their throats.

      “You two need to leave. NOW.” I look at Lucas as I wipe my blades on a cocktail napkin from the bar and throw them on the dead bodies at my feet.

      “You need to marry this one, King.” Lucas and I both stare at him as if he’s lost his mind.

      “What? She’s a keeper.” He puts his gun away, and I hear the front door bang open.

      “Fuck, out the back, now!” I grab Lucas’s arm and tug, but the voice that echo’s in the club brings me to a standstill.

      “Gianna, darling. Come down and meet your new stepfather.”
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      Gianna stops pulling us to the back of the bar at the sound of a shrill woman’s voice. It’s like nails on a chalkboard, and even I can hear the disdain she puts into every syllable spoken.

      I grind my teeth as the hairs on the back of my neck react to the situation around us. I glance at Gavin, who looks confused, more than drunk, thank God. All he does is shrug his shoulders and look at Gianna accusingly.

      “Staying or going?” I whisper to him.

      “You jump, I jump.” I nod and retrieve my gun.

      Gianna has managed to walk to the balcony edge, and she’s just been staring at the scene downstairs. When Gavin goes to approach, I shake my head at him.

      No one knows we’re up here with her, and it gives us an advantage.

      “Gianna, lure them up here.” She stiffens at my whisper but nods slightly to indicate she heard me.

      I point at the left corner, and Gavin takes up his position. I back to the right and aim at the entrance of the stairwell. I can take the first nine people coming up, then Gavin can get nine more. After that, we’re fucked.

      “Mother, what are you doing with him?” Mother?

      What the fuck is going on?

      “Hasn’t Daiki told you?” Gianna laughs and looks over her shoulder at the dead man.

      “He didn’t get to speak much on account of me cutting his throat. Why don’t you share?” Rapid Japanese is spoken, but her mother speaks over it, making it hard to make out.

      “You killed your betrothed? You stupid girl! What was the point in raising you as my own, you learned nothing. Well, I guess it’s a funeral instead of a wedding, Haru darling.” Jesus, this lady is a fucking psychopath.

      “Raise me as your own?” Gianna questions, her face red.

      “What was I to do? Vincenzo showed up with you one night, saying he had to fix a mistake he made. He’d fucked one of the whores he was selling, and the new owner demanded a refund for damaged goods. Your father cut you out of your mother and brought you home to me to raise. You know how he was. Family overall bullshit. I WAS HIS FAMILY! And after all the years I sacrificed for him, he left everything to you. The bastard child of a sex slave. He finally saw how wrong he was underestimating me. It was written all over his face when he died. I watched the lights leave his eyes just like I’ll watch yours.” I hear footsteps coming up the stairs and ready myself.

      “You just sealed your fate, you fucking bitch.”  Gianna throws a knife as the first head appears on the stairs.

      I fire and then hear Gavin doing the same. He’s picking them off from behind as they climb up, so I grab Gianna and pull her down and out of view.

      She scrambles away from me and goes behind the bar.

      “I’m out!” I turn in time to take another man down who made it up the stairs.

      I glance over the balcony and see the woman who was talking on the ground with a knife in her thigh. Haru Yakimoto is standing above her, looking right at me.

      How do I always find myself in war zones?

      “Fun club, Gavin. Next time I pick.” The idiot laughs at me, and Gianna reappears with a shotgun.

      She looks over the balcony and yells down at the remaining people.

      “Congratulations. Give my regards to my father in hell.” Then she unloads all six shells.

      When my ears stop ringing, I look and see the downstairs bar destroyed.

      “I need to redecorate, anyway.” She places the empty weapon on the bar and then pours herself a shot of whiskey.

      “Boss?” A woman’s voice comes from behind us, and I turn with my weapon drawn.

      “Blossom, are the girls ok?” Our bartender from earlier nods and points at Gavin and me.

      “Thank you for helping her.” She hugs Gavin into her cleavage and then reaches for me, but I snag her shoulders, so she doesn’t suffocate me.

      “Diana, I need trash pick up.” Gianna’s voice draws my eyes back to her.

      She’s on the phone.

      “Gavin, go help Blossom get everyone out safe. I’ll stay with Gianna.” His grin doesn’t hide a thing he’s thinking.

      “I’m sure you will. Later, King.”

      I walk the club to make sure no unwanted visitors are still lurking and waiting for her to finish on the phone. I overhear her telling someone about the family drama that played out.

      I’ve heard and seen some fucked up shit in my life, but what this dead woman said so callously to someone who thought she was her mother was downright evil.

      “I always hated that bitch. I wondered every day of my life how I came out of someone so cruel. I guess now I know. It’s a relief, honestly. I’d hear bits of conversations while growing up that never made any sense until now.” She takes another shot and slams the bottle down next to her mother’s head.

      It shatters, and a piece flies up and cuts her cheek.

      “Shit, how about we get you cleaned up?” I take the shot glass out of her hand and entwine my fingers in hers again, like I did earlier before we danced.

      “Who are you?” It’s the simplest question in the world, with such a complex answer.

      “Whoever you need me to be.”
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      Any normal man would be running away from me right now. I just killed five people without blinking an eye, and yet he’s still here.

      Lucas is either a guardian angel or the devil himself, and right now, I don’t know which I deserve. I feel not an ounce of remorse for killing that hag of a mother. Even less for the prick that killed my father.

      I’d do it again in a heartbeat.

      However, I feel dirty and used by the people who were supposed to be my family. Someone I should have gotten love and protection from brought me into the world with an act of violence.

      If I could bring him back, I’d kill him myself. He was a useless waste of a human, with no fucking honor or loyalty. I blink back tears I didn’t even know I was shedding, when they hit the cut on my cheek, causing it to sting.

      Lucas stops in front of the locker rooms, but I push past him to my office. I place my hand on the palm reader, and the door clicks open.

      “Can I ask you a question?” What secrets do I really have left from this man?

      “Sure,” I open the door and walk in.

      “What’s your last name?” I turn and look at him.

      “Seriously? You could have asked anything at all. Like, why aren’t the cops here, but you ask that?” I laugh and shake my head at him.

      Oh God, is this what a manic episode feels like? Once I start, I can’t manage to stop. I laugh until my stomach hurts. Then I clutch it and try to catch my breath.

      “Easy. Yes, I’d like to be on a first and last-name basis with you. I’ve kissed and killed for you. It’s the least you can do.” I nod.

      “Dragna.” His eyes widen.

      “Vincenzo Dragna’s daughter?” I close my eyes and rub my temples.

      “The one and only. Ready to run now?” I walk past him and open the door to my bathroom.

      It’s a jack-and-jill into the studio apartment I keep for late nights.

      “Why would the name of a deadman make me run from you? It just all makes sense now. No one holds grudges like the mob. Will maybe my MC, but that’s a story for another day.” I chuckle as I think of him on a motorcycle.

      “I’m sure you look like sex on wheels with a bike between your legs.” I glance over my shoulder at him.

      He smirks and licks those fucking lips again.

      “I need a shower.” He nods at me, not getting my hint.

      I roll my eyes and peel my shirt over my head. I stand in my heels, leather pants, and black lace bra staring at him.

      “Are you coming?” I unbutton my pants, and he pulls his shirt off while toeing off his boots.

      “Not before you.” I smile as I pull my pants off and step out of my boots.

      “I’m sure you say that to all the girls.” When I look up and find him completely naked, I swallow hard.

      He’s got more metal in his dick than the motorcycle he rides.

      “No, I don’t. I usually just show them. No panties?” He steps into my space and reaches behind me one-handed to undo my bra.

      “I hate them. Why does your friend call you King?” I lick my lips as he pulls my bra off my arms, dropping it onto the pile of clothes on the floor.

      “It’s my call sign, and road name. I love that you hate them. Useless pieces of material.” I look up from his cock, and he catches my lips for a searing kiss.

      He walks me backward into the walk-in shower and turns on the water. His hands roam my body, and I have never been so fucking turned on in my life.

      Vengeance makes you ravenous, it seems, and Lucas has what my body is craving, and he’s more than willing to feed it to me.

      He turns us into the water but doesn’t let up on the kiss. His lips move down my neck, to my shoulder, and then he sucks a nipple into his mouth. I hiss at how hard he pulls on the tender bud.

      “Sensitive little ninja.” His other hand has drifted down my abdomen, and he pulls my leg up as he drops to his knees.

      “Let’s see where else.” My leg gets dropped on his shoulder, and his mouth latches on to my clit.

      “Jesus fuck.” I grab the bar on the wall for support when my leg starts to shake.

      He doesn’t once look away from my eyes. His pupils are almost completely black now. My own blue eyes must be blown from the lust coursing through my body.

      Whatever he’s doing with his tongue should be illegal. It’s a fucking crime that it’s taken this long for me to experience Lucas, and a shame no one else ever will.

      Woo, where did that thought come from? I can’t keep him. No way in hell would this man take my brand and forsake his family. It’s written all over his face. Pride would never allow it.

      No matter what happens tonight, we can not make any promises to each other. This is one and done.

      His fingers join in on the fun, and my brain goes blank.

    

  







            Eight

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          

      

    

    






LUCAS

        

      

    

    
      I can see she’s thinking way too much, so I slip my fingers inside her and work her g-spot until her eyes lose focus. Her thighs start to shake, and I suck on her harder.

      I’m going to make her cum nice and hard and fast the first time. Then I’m going to take my time learning her body, inside and out.

      Her hand grabs onto my hair as she gets closer, and she rides my face like a woman possessed until she lets out a long, loud moan and floods my mouth.

      Her body goes limp, and I barely catch her.

      “Easy, little ninja. I got you.” I gently place her leg on the tiled floor but lick her slit once more before she can close her legs.

      “Ah, sensitive.” I chuckle as I grab the soap and lather my hands.

      “Just wanted to get one more taste before I wash you up.” She hasn’t opened her eyes since she came, and I smile at how relaxed she looks.

      I soap us both up and then wash her hair. She comes back to herself while I’m finger-combing conditioner through her hair.

      “You’re really good at that.” I hum my response.

      “Mmm,” she leans into my chest as it rumbles.

      “Gonna tell me why?” I grin at the slight sound of jealousy I hear in her tone.

      “Nope.” I pop the P and turn her to rinse her hair out.

      I kiss her to shut her up. She doesn’t need to know my body count or that I’m thinking none of the ones before her matter. Those are dangerous thoughts to have for a person you just meet and have to leave in a few hours.

      Soldiers can’t afford these types of distractions. I can’t let thoughts of love at first sight, get my ass killed on the battlefield. So no matter how good and natural this feels, it has to be one night only.

      Until I get back. Then we can explore possibilities.

      I turn off the water behind her and pull her out of the shower. I grab a towel and dry us off quickly.

      “What’s through there?” I point at the opposite way we came in, hoping she has a bedroom attached to her office.

      “My apartment.” Bingo.

      I walk over to the door holding her hand.

      “Show it to me?” I ask before opening the door.

      “Sure, but don’t get comfortable. I have an early morning.” She tries to be the stern mafia princess from earlier and fails miserably.

      “Are you just going to use me for my dick, little ninja? Should I call you Boss?” She opens the door and hits the light switch.

      “Damn right I am, solider. Now get on my bed so I can fuck you  stupid.” I find the bed and go and sit on the edge.

      “Yes, ma’am. I live to serve and protect.” She rolls her eyes but crawls into my lap and pushes my shoulders down, so she’s straddling my aching cock.

      “So we’re clear, this can never go anywhere. No hard feelings when I don’t call tomorrow. I have an obligation to the family and vows to uphold that you could never fit into.” She rubs at the brand I noticed earlier.

      “You make that to the people dead tonight or someone else worth it?” I grind my teeth at the thought that a deadman could steal a future from me.

      “No, my sisters. We’re righting those fuckers wrongs because, unlike them, family means something to us.” I can’t argue that, and if anything, I admire her for it.

      “So, one night?” She nods at me sadly.

      We both want more but have too much going on at the moment.

      “Ok, for now, then. But I think we can both agree that there is something here we need to explore. So no goodbye. Just until next time.” I pull her mouth to mine so she can’t argue and slip my cock through her wet folds.

      “Condom,” She moans, but I’ll be damned if this is the only time I can have her, and there is a barrier between us.

      I slip inside her and hold her down when she squirms.

      “I’m clean, so unless you need me to put one on, we’re good.” Her eyes search mine, and no matter how good she feels, I will pull out and put one on if she says so.

      She kisses me instead and grinds down.

      I hold her hips and glide her up and down until little sounds of frustration escaped her lips. She’s not getting what she needs from this angle, so I flip us and pull her hips up.

      “Let me show you what all this metal can do for you. I’m going to have this cunt singing in pleasure.” I push in at an angle, and my Jacobs ladder rubs all along her g-spot.

      She clutches the sheets and bites the pillow. I grab the thing and throw it across the room.

      “Oh no, I want to hear every fucking sound. Sing for me, Gianna.” I increase the pressure on my thrust, and she bites her lip and slaps the bed.

      So I slap her ass and pull out fast and then push back in rougher with a little grind on the down stroke. Finally, she lets out a loud moan, and I reward her with my fingers on her clit.

      “Are you a squirter, little ninja?” She shakes her head as she gasps, and I feel her walls start to quake.

      “You will be tonight. Soak my hand. Cum, Gianna.” I pinch her clit, and she explodes.

      The pressure pushes me out, and I shove myself back in, holding her hips tight to my pelvis. I reach up and pull her torso up, holding her to me by her neck.

      “Look at the mess you made. Good girl.” I keep moving, so my piercing does the maximum damage to her pleasure zones.

      No way in hell will she ever forget this night. I may not be able to keep her, but I’m fucking ruining her for any man after me.

      “You’ll never be able to fuck again without comparing them to me. So remember that I may not be able to keep you, but this cunt will always be mine.” I squeeze her neck a little so that I know she paying attention.

      “Say it. Who does this cunt belong to?” She opens her mouth, and I lick at her lips as she tries to form words.

      She’s on the verge of another orgasm, and I can feel every single ripple up my shaft.

      “Yours, Lucas. I’m yours.”  She melts in my arms.

      The orgasm overtakes her, and me with the words I so desperately wanted to hear. Wishing that by just putting them out into the world, they could somehow come true.

      I lay us down, keeping us connected. I’m not sure if she passed out or just fell asleep from pure exhaustion, but I snuggle her body to me and try not to jostle her as I cover us with a blanket.

      My watch dings, and I groan when I look at it.

      0300 hours. We’re living on borrowed time. I move her wet hair away from her face and kiss her cheek.

      “What I wouldn’t give to keep you, little ninja,” I whisper in her ear before closing my eyes for a cat nap.

      I fully intend on taking her again before I leave, because once with Gianna Dragna will never be enough.

      A lifetime may not even be.
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      Have you ever felt like you had everything you wanted in life, and somehow it’s just slipped through your fingers? No matter how tight you hang on to it, when you open your hand, it’s gone.

      That’s how it felt when I woke up to Lucas gone that morning weeks ago. I think about him every day. He’s like an ache in my chest that won’t go away.

      I know it was the only way things could play out. He had to go back to his ship. I had the clubs and family to look after, but I feel emptier than I ever have.

      He left me a note and his phone number, but by the time I worked up the nerve to try and call, I just got voicemail. It stings every time I think about it.

      I try not to take it personally. Anything could have happened. But the little voice in the back of my head just keeps calling me a fool.

      “Boss, are you busy?” I look up at Blossom and find her face red and blotchy.

      “What’s wrong? Why are you crying?” She wipes her face and closes my door.

      “Do you remember Gavin?” How could I forget?

      “Of course. Has something happened?” She nods and sobs.

      A feeling of dread creeps up my spine, and come around my desk to sit with her on my couch. I take her hands in mine and try to wait her out, but the more time goes by, the worse my fear grows.

      “Blossom, what happened?” I plead with her.

      “The helicopter got shot down. They were captured and were just rescued. I thought he ghosted me, and he’s been in a war camp this entire time.” Oh god, no.

      “Lucas?” It’s all I can get out because somehow I know something happened to him.

      “He’s alive.” She pats my hand in sympathy.

      “But,” I wish she’d just spit it out.

      My heart is going a mile a minute, and I feel like I’m going to pass out.

      “He’s gravelly injured. They aren’t sure if he’s going to make it.” No.

      “Where is he?” I’m up and around my desk, grabbing my purse, ready to go wherever he is.

      “Landstuhl, Germany. But only family can go see him.” I nod and open my desk to get my passport and spare cash out.

      “Fine, so who do I need to see to get more information on how to see him?” I close the desk drawer and grab my coat.

      “Here’s the info Gavin gave me for you. He said to meet him here, and he’ll get you to him.” She passes me a paper that is crumbled up and wet from her tears.

      It’s barely legible, but I can make out most of it.

      MorningStar MC, Paradise, Nevada.

      I’m going to get my man, and he’s going to pledge his life to the family and me because no way in hell will he be dying on my watch. Not when I just found him. He belongs to me.

      He just needs me to remind him.
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