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Mia

I climbed out of the cool water and wrapped a pool towel around my waist just as the flock of rich American sorority girls approached with their fearless leader, Courtney, already waving me down.

"Morning, Mia! I'm so glad we caught you. We're going to check out the new club on Friday. Do a little dancing, meet some guys. You have to come with us."

I forced a smile. I never had many girl friends growing up. Maybe it had to do with being raised by my father from the age of nine, after my mother passed away, or maybe it had more to do with being raised as a member and future heiress of one of the largest and most influential families in Northern Italy. Either way, I never bothered with the typical high school interests.

"Mia? Have you heard anything I've said?" Courtney chided, snapping me back from my thoughts.

"Uh, yeah. You were talking about the club?"

"Yes. So, you'll come with us?"

"Sure." I smiled at her.

A club wasn't my usual scene, but I'd promised myself that I would live a little while on my summer-long vacation in France. The trip was an unexpected graduation present from my father before I started college and I told myself I wouldn't waste it.

I'd already been in France for two weeks and the most I'd done was lounge by the pool or on the beach. I'd been acting far too old for my eighteen years. I needed to live a little and the club seemed like a fun way to start.

"Awesome! Do you want to ride with us or...”?

"I'll meet you guys there."

"Cool. I'm sure I'll see you before then but if not, meet you out front around ten?"

"Sounds good."

Just then, another overly excited girl called out to Courtney, who looked over and squealed before turning back to me. "We'll talk soon?"

"Okay. Can't wait."

Courtney grinned before running over to the girl and they hugged. I turned my attention back to my chair and gathered up my things.

After a quick lunch at the hotel Bistro, I headed out to spend my afternoon soaking up the sun with my feet in the sand.

I walked across the crowded beach and found an empty spot not far from the water's edge. I spread my towel out across the warm sand and pulled a book from my bag before laying back to relax.

Between the warm sun and the sound of the waves crashing on the shore, my eyelids began to droop, and I began to doze off.

I was startled out of my sleep as sand pelted my face, some grit even making it into my mouth.

I sat up, startled, spitting sand and brushing it from my lips. "What the hell?"

"Mie scuse, bella. I'm so sorry." The sound of my native language so far from home grabbed my attention as a handsome, muscled man balled up his towel and ran over to me. "I was trying to shake the sand from my towel when the wind shifted."

"It's okay. Don't go to the beach if you don't want to get a little sandy, right?"

He offered me a hand and I took it, allowing him to help me up. I removed my sunglasses to better wipe the sand from my face.

"You're Italian." He looked surprised.

"I am." I took my hair down from a messy bun to shake the sand from my hair, running my fingers through the slightly tangled locks.

“I’m Teo.”

“Mia.”

"Such a beautiful name. Listen, Mia. Why don't you let me take you out to dinner to say that I'm sorry?"

"Thanks, but that's not necessary. You've already said you're sorry. It was an accident. We're good."

"Well then, why don't you let me take you to dinner for purely selfish reasons? I would love to have such beautiful company for the evening."

Teo was undeniably sexy with his olive skin, rippling muscles, and gorgeous smile. His deep brown eyes were the kind a girl could fall into and never want to leave. But I had to be careful. Because of who my family was, dating was not something to be taken lightly. It was impossible to open up to someone and truly be honest about who I was.

"I don't think so. But thank you for the offer. I'm just here for vacation to relax and unwind a bit."

"And you think a date with me would be stressful?" He furrowed his brow and took on a mockingly serious tone.

"I'm just not looking for something romantic right now. But again, thank you for the offer."

"That's fine. We'll just keep it to hot, kinky, vacation sex,” he said thoughtfully.

"What?" I scoffed.

"No last names, no pesky details about each other, and I promise, no romance." He held up three fingers, like a boy scout making a pledge and I couldn't help but laugh. While that sort of persistence from some guys would have turned me off completely, there was something about his crooked grin and the mischief dancing in his eyes that intrigued me and made me want to get to know him better.

"I kind of like the idea of no details. It keeps things light and simple. How about a compromise? Friday night I'm going to the new nightclub with some friends. You should come. Maybe I'll save you a dance."

He raised an eyebrow. "Maybe?"

"If you play your cards right." I shrugged and smirked as I slipped my sunglasses back on.

"Oh, I can play.” The spark of mischief I’d seen earlier in his eyes ignited into a full-blown forest fire. He liked the challenge.

Subtly, I ran my tongue along the seam of my lips to wet them, pulling one side of my lower lip between my teeth and letting it slowly slip free. His eyes never left my mouth, and I couldn’t help but allow the smallest hint of a smile tug at the corner of my lips. "We'll see about that. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to work on my tan before the sun gets too low."

I bent down to straighten my towel and was pleased to hear Teo’s breath being sucked in through his teeth. I was glad that he couldn’t see the grin spreading across my face. I kept my back to him, paying careful attention to the way that I lowered myself to lay on my stomach. I could practically feel his gaze burning into me, hotter than the sun’s rays warming my skin.

“Squisita.” He let the word slip out on a breath before clearing his throat. “It was an absolute pleasure to meet you, bella.”

“Likewise.” I kept my face hidden from his, unable to contain the grin threatening to split my face in two. I was having too much fun flirting with Teo and I couldn’t wait to see him again Friday night.

I waited a few moments in silence before looking up to see that he was gone. A sense of disappointment settling into my chest. I hoped he really would show up at the club on Friday. I hadn’t even gotten more than his first name. There was no way for me to find Teo if he didn’t show up and it saddened me to think that I could possibly never see him again.
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Mia

More than once in the days leading up to Friday, I’d caught myself returning to that same strip of beach, hoping to run into Teo again. I caught myself daydreaming about him while I swam laps in the Olympic-sized pool, and again while lying in bed trying to fall asleep. The closer it got to Friday, the worse I became.

There was something about him that I just couldn’t explain.

Friday morning, I woke up extra early which had not been my plan since it only threatened to make the day seem longer until it was time to go to the club. I didn’t go to the beach. Instead, I lounged around my hotel room, daydreaming about seeing him again, then worrying that he might not show up. I wasn’t myself at all. I never obsessed over boys in school, but he was different somehow. I was just finishing lunch at the pool bar, thinking back to the day we’d met, remembering every playful word, every sexy smirk, when Courtney and the other girls interrupted me.

“Hey, girl. Are you ready for tonight?”

“Yeah, I’m excited.”

“Awesome. We were just about to head out shopping for something new to wear to the club. You want to come?”

I had only brought one simple little black dress with me and had originally planned to wear that, but knowing that Teo might be there, I wanted something better. I wanted something sexy that would be sure to get his attention.

I finished my fruity drink and placed the glass on the bar with determination. “Absolutely. I need to find something super sexy for tonight.”

“That’s the spirit.” Courtney looked thrilled by my response.

I hopped off the barstool and paid my tab. Courtney locked her arm with mine and dragged me along with the other girls toward the street.

There was a busy little strip of shops within walking distance of the hotel. I was so excited about finding something to wear that we were already five minutes up the road before I remembered that I was supposed to call Fausto before leaving the hotel.

I stopped and the other girls stumbled to a halt as well. Another of the girls, Beth, looked at me curiously. “Everything okay?”

“Yeah, sorry. I just forgot. I have to make a call really quick.”

“Okay, well hurry. We need to get back in time for a power nap plus time to get ready for tonight,” Courtney said excitedly.

“I’ll be quick.”

I pulled my phone from my pocket and hit the number two on my speed dial.

“Mia? Is everything alright?” The older male voice sounded concerned even over the phone.

“Yes, everything is fine. I just wanted to let you know that I’m heading off of the premises for a short shopping trip but I’m with some friends and will be back shortly. We are just walking so it's really close.”

As part of my father’s stipulations for letting me go on a trip on my own, I had to agree to a mild security detail. Fausto had been a driver for our family for as long as I could remember. He'd been trained for security as well but seemed content with his job primarily as my chauffeur.  While having security could feel suffocating at times, I didn’t mind it so much with Fausto. He gave me space and I didn’t mind knowing that I had someone there for me in case I needed it.

I usually didn’t call him unless I was leaving the hotel and I had already told him that I’d planned to stay in until going to the club, so it was understandable that he’d be worried when I called suddenly.

“I’ll be there in five minutes.”

“No, really, I’m fine. I’m just going to be doing a little shopping. There’s no need for you to come.”

“Your father will kill me.”

“No, he won’t. You’ll be ten minutes away. Fifteen tops. I promise that I will call if anything seems suspicious at all.”

“Okay, but I want you checking in with me every half hour.”

“Fine,” I said with slight annoyance, but I knew that he was only doing his job. “I’ll text you.”

“Call. I want to hear your voice to know that it’s really you and that you are okay.”

“Fausto...”

“Or I can come down there.”

“Okay, fine. I will call you at...” I checked the time on my phone. “One-thirty.”

“Good.”

The other girls and I walked down the busy sidewalk toward the shops until Courtney stopped and pointed excitedly at one of the small boutiques. “There, that’s the one. They have all the hottest looks. Let’s go.”

She grabbed me by the arm and practically dragged me into the store. I looked around at tons of skimpy outfits clearly designed to use as little actual fabric as possible. “Wow.”

“Aren’t these great?” Courtney and the other girls scattered out around the store, leaving me to browse on my own.

I looked around, not spotting anything I would wear, but I wanted to find something that would get Teo’s attention. If he shows up.

I was lost in a sea of my own doubts about Teo showing up to the club when Courtney startled me. “Not finding anything you like?”

“I don’t know. I’ve never really gone to a club before and I’m afraid I’m a little out of my element with this.”

“Well, lucky for you, me and my girls go to clubs all the time back home, and I think I found something for you.” She held up a beautiful, burgundy sequin dress with a low neckline and corset ties in the back. The color made it look more elegant than some of the others I’d looked at, but the revealing cut of the dress still felt sexy and a bit edgy. I stood in awe, and before I could speak, Courtney continued. “I know, right? You’ve got to try it on. Come on.”

I was pulled through the store to the back dressing rooms and closed myself into one of the cubicles. I undressed and quickly slipped on the surprisingly stretchy material that allowed the dress to hug every curve. I stood back, looking in the full-length mirror and I didn’t even recognize myself. I was hot. If my dad had seen me in that dress, he probably would have never let me leave the house again. Which meant that it was the perfect dress for meeting Teo.

My mind wandered to Teo again. I imagined how he might look at me when he saw me from across the club wearing that dress. I pictured him coming up to me, walking slowly just to tease me, and guiding me out onto the dance floor. He’d hold me close as we danced, his hands gliding down the small of my back until he had both hands on my ass, giving it a sensual, needy squeeze as he pulled my body against his. I thought of how he might run his hands up the hem of my dress, all the while kissing down my neck and exposed shoulders.

“Mia? What’s taking so long? Does it not fit?” Courtney’s voice made me jump guiltily.

“I’m—” I croaked, clearing my voice before trying again. “I’m fine. Coming out.”

I quickly straightened my dress and took a deep breath before stepping out of the dressing room.

“Damn, girl you look amazing,” Courtney said a little too loudly and the shoppers in the boutique turned to look. “You look a little flushed. Are you okay?”

“Yeah, I’m good. I’ve just...I’ve never worn anything like this before.”

“Well, that should be a crime because you are smoking. You have to get that. Tell me you’re going to get that.”

“I’m getting it.”

“Yes,” she exclaimed. “Now, what do you think of this one for me?”

She held up a silky pink champagne colored dress with gold accents that reminded me of something an expensive barbie doll might wear but it was pretty. “That will look lovely with your coloring.”

“And did you see the back of it? There’s hardly anything there at all.” She chuckled. “The guys are going to be lining up to buy us drinks tonight. Let’s see if the others are ready to check out, then we can go find some shoes.”

“Okay.”

We were just stepping out of the shoe store to head back to the hotel when I spotted a familiar face in the crowded outdoor cafe across the street. It was Teo. He sat at the small round iron table, taking a drink from his glass. Across from him was an attractive blonde woman in a sleek, black dress, talking to him with animated gestures. 

Are they on a date?

As if to answer my question, the woman leaned forward and placed her hand affectionately on his arm. Of course, they were together. He was unbelievably sexy, and she was gorgeous. How could I have ever been so stupid as to think a man like that would be single?

“Mia?” Beth called out and I looked away from Teo.

“Huh?”

“You coming?”

“Yeah, sorry.”

I cast one last glance back at Teo who was laughing and smiling that charming, sexy grin but it wasn’t at me.

As we walked back to the hotel, I had a horrible sinking feeling in my stomach. I had been so excited to go to the club but after seeing Teo with that woman, I was devastated.

If he didn’t show up, I’d know it was because he was spending the night with her instead. If he did show up, what would I say to him? Would I mention seeing him with that woman? Would I pretend to not know? There was no scenario where the night went well.

I let out a sigh, before glancing over at Courtney and Beth who were both talking excitedly about our girls’ night out. That’s when it hit me. I should be going out and having fun for me not because some guy I barely met once may be there. I could go out and have a good time with the girls and hell, maybe I’d meet another tall, dark, and sinfully sexy man while I was at it.
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Teo

I had the willpower of a saint. There was no denying that fact the moment I walked away from the sexiest woman I’d ever seen. There was not one thing about Mia that didn’t turn me on from the moment I ran over to her. She was beautiful, charming, flirty, and when she bent over in that bikini, I almost lost it. All I could do was picture what she might look like if that thin piece of fabric wasn’t there. If she was bending over my bed like that, wanting and waiting for me to sink inside her.

Okay, so maybe I wasn’t a saint per se. There was nothing saintly about the thoughts that girl conjured up in my mind. That girl. Mia.

I thought that I’d blown it when she initially turned me down for dinner but was pleasantly surprised when she invited me to meet her at the new club Friday night.

Even though I was technically in France on business, I could squeeze in a night out to the club. If I was going to buy a hotel in the area, I needed to know what kind of local attractions were offered and that included the nightlife.

The next two days had dragged on. I usually enjoyed my job, including the business meetings and schmoozing potential investors or sellers but every meeting seemed exceedingly dull, and I found my thoughts drifting to Mia more than a few times.

I was relieved when Friday finally rolled around. I just had to make it through a couple of business meetings, and I’d be free to spend my evening with Mia.

While a nightclub wasn’t my ideal location for a first date since the loud music hindered the ability to carry on a decent conversation, I was eager for an excuse to be near her, to put my hands on her, to feel her grinding against my body. She had teased me so ruthlessly that day on the beach. I planned to return the favor ten-fold at the club. I’d have her begging for me to take her by the end of the night. And I planned to.

I’d just finished my lunch meeting at a quaint little bistro in the main shopping district when my phone rang. I glanced at the caller id, seeing that it was from Mr. Dupont’s office.

Mr. Dupont was the owner of several hotels all over and I’d put an offer on the one there in Nice. It was my top pick, and the deal was almost done except for a few details we needed to iron out. We were supposed to have a final meeting Monday morning so a call on a Friday afternoon concerned me, and I quickly swiped the green button to answer.

“Hello?”

“Bonjour, Monsieur Venturi. This is Charlotte Lavigne, Monsieur Dupont’s assistant.

“Yes, of course. Bonjour, Ms. Lavigne.”

“I’m sorry to bother you but Monsieur Dupont is having to unexpectantly fly out tomorrow morning to handle an urgent matter. He’s not sure that he will be returning in time to make your meeting on Monday. He would like to request that you meet with him this evening or if not, I can schedule a time for the following Wednesday.”

“No, no. That won’t be necessary. What time is he available to meet?”

There was clicking of a computer in the background as she spoke more to herself than to me. “He’s booked up with last minute meetings most of the day and has a working dinner at seven. How about evening drinks at the hotel’s exclusive VIP lounge at ten?”

Ten was cutting it close. That was when most of the clubs were starting to really pick up and I didn’t want to miss seeing Mia again, but business had to come first. It was the whole reason for my trip in the first place. If I could keep drinks and negotiations short, I could still hurry over to the new club opening to find Mia.

“Monsieur Venturi?” Ms. Lavigne’s voice dragged me back to the call.

“I’m sorry?”

“Does ten work for you?”

“Yes, of course. Please tell Mr. Dupont that I will see him at the hotel lounge at ten tonight.”

“Perfect. I will let him know. Thank you, Monsieur Venturi. I hope you enjoy the rest of your day.”

“You too. Thank you.” I hung up the phone and slipped it back into my pocket with a sigh.

All I could think about was wanting to see Mia. I wasn’t even thinking about the meeting which wasn’t like me. I needed to get my head in the game.

After my last meeting before drinks with Mr. Dupont, I headed back to my hotel suite to eat something and get ready. Mia was all I could think about as I took my shower and dressed in my favorite charcoal gray suit. I reviewed the offer I’d prepared for purchasing Mr. Dupont’s hotel, but I was distracted the whole time. I adjusted my tie one last time before making my way downstairs to the exclusive hotel lounge designated for only the VIP guests willing to pay the 3,000 euros per night to stay in one of the hotel’s suites.

When I got to the lounge there were only a couple of guests scattered around the room. I was happy to see that Mr. Dupont had not yet arrived. I always made it a point to be the first to a meeting if at all possible.

I headed to a table tucked away in the farthest corner so that we would be less likely to be interrupted. Only a moment or two passed before a young, attractive waitress approached.

"Bonjour, can I get you something to drink?"

"Yes, I'll have a cognac. And can you tell me what Mr. Dupont drinks?"

"Monsieur Dupont?" The girl looked surprised.

"Yes, I'm meeting him here. He should be arriving anytime, but I'd like to have a drink waiting for him when he gets here."

"Oh, um... I’ll ask the bartender."

"Thank you." I offered her a polite nod and she scurried off toward the bar. She leaned in close to the bartender and whispered something to him that caused him to look in my direction before answering her. He was quick to fix the orders and she waited for him instead of going to get another order while he prepared our drinks.

She approached the table, holding a tray with two glasses of cognac. "The bartender said that Monsieur Dupont also drinks cognac," she said nervously, looking for my approval which I gave in the form of a nod before she sat the glasses down on the table and retreated.

I lifted a glass to my lips and took a small sip. I was just setting my glass back down on the table when Mr. Dupont walked through the doorway. I stood as he approached and offered my hand.

"Mr. Dupont."

He took my hand and shook firmly, a friendly smile on his face. "Bonjour, Monsieur Venturi. It is so good to see you again."

"You as well. Please, sit. I took the liberty of ordering you a cognac." I motioned to the chair.

"Ah, good man." He took his seat and took a large drink from his glass. "I want to thank you for inconveniencing yourself to meet me tonight."

"I had to rearrange a couple of things, but you and your hotel are the reasons that I made the trip."

"Well, I appreciate it. As you know, I'm looking to unload several properties in preparation for my retirement." He pulled a thick file from his briefcase and flipped it open on the table. "We have a total of eleven hotels in nine countries."

"I'm aware, and if all of them are as nice as the one here in France, I believe my family's company would be very interested in a negotiation to acquire them."

"Excellent. Then let's get down to business."
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Mia

I sat outside the club, in the back seat of Fausto’s rental car and took a nervous breath, trying to build up the courage to go inside. I steeled my nerves and reached for the handle when Fausto’s voice stopped me.

“Are you sure that going to a nightclub is a good idea? I’m concerned about being able to keep an eye on you in the crowd.”

“Whoa. You aren’t going to be keeping an eye on me. I’m meeting friends and going in with them.”

“Don’t worry, Signorina Mia. I will be discreet.”

“Yes, extremely discreet. Because you will stay in the car.”

“But Signo—”

“It will be fine. You will be right outside if anything happens. Just one phone call away and I’ll have my phone on me the entire time.”

“I don’t know...”

“I’m an adult now. I’m not talking about going walking in a dark alley alone at night. I will be at a club with the American girls that I met at the hotel, and I’ll be careful. I will call you if anything happens. I promise.” I wasn’t sure if I was trying to convince him or myself. While I didn’t feel in any physical danger, I was nervous about fitting in, embarrassing myself, all the things most girls already worked through before they turned eighteen.

“Bene,” he reluctantly agreed. 

Fausto rounded to my side of the car and opened the door. He offered his hand, and I took it, carefully slipping out and stepping onto the crowded sidewalk.

“Grazie.” Fausto looked concerned so I flashed him a reassuring smile. “Don’t worry. Everything will be fine. My father sent me on this trip to enjoy myself. I will be with friends. I’m smart and I’m careful. And I have you right outside.”

“Okay, go. Have a good time and ricordate chi siete.”

Remember who you are. It was something my father always said to me to remind me to always be true to who I am but also to remember that I’m a part of a prominent Italian family and that meant that we had to be careful. There were times that people in our family were targeted because of who we were.

I smiled at Fausto and gave a definitive nod. “Always.”

At that, I headed toward the door, keeping an eye out for Courtney and the other girls who quickly found me and pulled me into their group.

We waited in line as the bouncer at the door turned more patrons away than he let in and anxiety gnawed in my gut.

I turned to Courtney, concerned. “What if they don’t let us in?”

“Oh, they will,” she said with complete confidence.

“How do you know?”

“My dad’s newest wife is a promoter. She’s been trying to get me to like her for months, so I had her pull some strings to get us on the list.”

My brow lifted and some of my anxiety subsided. “Wow.”

Even standing outside of the club, the bass of the music pulsed in my body, making me even more eager to get on the dancefloor. I held my breath as we stepped up to the door and Courtney gave the bouncer her name.

He nodded and opened the velvet rope for us to enter, and I breathed a sigh of relief as we stepped inside.

The pounding music and flashing lights had me moving to the beat as I followed Courtney through the crowd.

“We need drinks,” she called out to me, and the other girls and I nodded. Even though I’d sworn to myself that I wouldn’t worry about seeing Teo, I couldn’t help but scan the club, wondering if he was there somewhere.

After I reluctantly downed two shots at the bar, Courtney grabbed my hand and dragged me out onto the dance floor. She wound her way through writhing bodies until we were in the middle of the crowd. The six of us all gathered together, moving freely to the intense beat of the music.

Losing myself to the beat, I began to relax. I was even able to get my mind off of Teo for a few songs. It didn’t take long before men began descending on our group, pairing off with some of the girls. Hands lightly touched my hips, and I felt a body moving against my backside as someone began to dance with me. A part of me expected it to be Teo as I turned to face my new dance partner, but my heart sank as I looked up at an extremely attractive Frenchman who smiled at me seductively.

He looked concerned when I frowned but I quickly shook away my disappointment and smiled up at him. I placed my hands on his biceps as we moved to the beat. I wished that I was dancing with Teo, but it was ridiculous to wish that he was there when I saw him with someone else just that afternoon. I’d only met him once. I didn’t know why or how he’d managed to burrow his way into my mind.

The music shifted and the Frenchman turned me around so that my back was to his front. I was enjoying dancing, but I couldn’t keep my mind off of Teo, wondering what it would be like to feel his body moving against mine, his hands on me. Just then, I felt that strange prickle on the back of my neck like someone was watching me. I looked up into one of the balconies overlooking the dancefloor, and my eyes met with Teo’s burning gaze. He watched me dancing with such a heated expression that I was sure I’d ignite if he kept staring at me that way.

I stopped dancing, breathless by the intensity I couldn’t quite name. I wasn’t sure if it was anger, lust, or some mixture of the two.

“Is everything alright, ma chère?” the Frenchman asked.

“Oui. I’m sorry. I... I thought I saw someone I knew.”

I looked back to the balcony, but Teo was gone. Had I imagined the whole thing? I went back to dancing with the Frenchman, trying and failing to push the image of Teo from my mind. I glanced around, still half expecting to spot Teo, until a voice came from behind me, making me jump.

“May I cut in?” I spun around, coming face to face with Teo.

He was dressed in an expensive suit, sans a tie, with the top button of his shirt left open to give him a more casual appearance. As sexy as he was with all his rippling muscles displayed at the beach, the suit made him even sexier, if that was possible.

His gaze dropped to my hip where the Frenchman's hand rested and his face hardened, his brow furrowing.

Before I even realized what was happening, Teo had pulled me out of the other man's grasp and had my dance partner's hand wrenched back in a painfully awkward position.

The man cried out and grimaced in pain. A string of French curse words tumbling from his lips.

"Teo, what the hell are you doing?" I shouted above the music but he didn't even register my voice.

"You keep your hands off of her or I will break every finger. Do you understand me?" He growled the words through clenched teeth. He lowered his voice, saying more that I couldn't make out but the Frenchman nodded nervously and retreated into the crowd.

Teo didn't turn back to me for a moment, his shoulders rising and falling heavily as he released a breath.

When he turned back to me, the rage in his eyes cooled to a mere smolder. He gave me a soft smile and took my hand.

I gave a tentative smile, unsure of how to react to the interaction I'd just witnessed.

“I wasn't sure that you were coming,” I sounded more relieved than I’d intended.

“I told you I would.”

“I know but I just thought...”

“That I wasn’t a man of my word?” His eyes twinkled playfully.

“I just...I thought something may have come up.” I tried to shrug it off, not wanting to seem so eager.

“It did, actually. I had an important meeting that had to be rescheduled for tonight. That’s why I'm late. Can I get you a drink?”

“Sure.” I smiled hesitantly and Teo motioned for me to lead.

He placed a hand on the small of my back as we worked our way through the crowd. My skin tingled at his touch, my heart racing in my chest.

We stopped at the bar and Teo waved the bartender over, never taking his eyes off of me. “What will you have?”

“Manhattan, please,” I answered as I climbed onto one of the tall, black leather seats at the bar.

He finally tore his eyes from me to acknowledge the bartender. “A Manhattan and a cognac, s'il te plaît.”

The bartender nodded and Teo’s gaze quickly returned to me.

“I’m extremely happy to see you again. I have to admit, I’ve been looking forward to this since we met.” He scooted the seat next to mine closer before taking a seat.

“If I’m being honest, I’ve been looking forward to tonight as well. I’m glad you showed.” Just then, the thought of him with that other woman returned to my mind. I wasn’t sure how to bring it up, but I had to know. I realized that I was on vacation and anything happening between Teo and myself wouldn’t go anywhere, but I wasn’t the type to even flirt with another woman’s boyfriend. If he was taken, I didn’t want to have anything to do with him.

"What is it? What was that look?" Teo dipped his head to meet my eye, looking concerned.

The bartender brought our drinks to us, and I took a sip from my glass for a little liquid courage. I let out a slow breath and tried to act as casual as I could.

“I think I saw you earlier today.”

Teo swallowed his drink and looked curiously. “Oh?”

“Yeah, I was shopping with my friends on the main strip. You were at a small outdoor cafe.”

“Ah, yes. Unfortunately, most of my trip is not for pleasure. I was meeting with a potential vendor.”

“Vendor?”

“Yes. I’m here for my family business. We are looking at possibly acquiring a hotel in the area.”

“Oh.” A wave of relief washed over me.

Teo eyed me suspiciously before smiling and taking another drink from his glass. He leaned in, brushing a strand of my hair back over my shoulder. He moved closer, his breath tickling my ear and my breath shuttered as he whispered, “you look incredible, by the way.”

“Thank you,” I breathed out as he pulled back slightly.

“I was watching you dance with that guy before,” he kept his voice low so that he had to remain close for me to hear over the music.

“Oh, yeah. I don’t even know him or anything. We were just dancing.” I had no idea why I felt the need to explain myself. I owed Teo no loyalty, but he smiled, that same heat from earlier returning to his eyes.

He leaned in closer, resting his hand on my thigh, letting his thumb run small circles over the exposed skin. “Watching you move like that turned me on.”

“It did?” My heart pounded in my chest, my words coming out breathy and low.

“Mm,” he hummed out an affirmation. “I want to be the one with my hands on you, though.”

“Oh.” I swallowed hard. “I wasn’t sure, you looked almost angry when I spotted you.” I took another drink from my glass to try to calm my nerves.

His lips pulled slightly at one corner. “I was fighting the urge to rip that man's arms from their sockets, but the look that I think you mean, the one when I was looking at you, that was pure desire.”

“Desire?” I breathed out, staring into his eyes like I was in some kind of trance.

He nodded slowly, reaching out and brushing my hair back from the other side. “You are extremely desirable, bellezza. As a matter of fact, if you’re done with your drink, I’d like to dance with you now.” He pulled back and offered me his hand.

I downed the rest of my drink, set it on the bar, and placed my hand in his.

Teo led me through the crowded dance floor but unlike Courtney, he didn’t head for the center, he found a space off to one side where there were a few less dancers. He tugged my hand sharply and I nearly stumbled into him. He slipped his hand around to rest on the small of my back and pulled me tight against his hard, chiseled frame.

Our bodies fit together perfectly. He led me as we moved to the pounding beat. Maybe it was the lights and the music, or the alcohol, or maybe it was the high I felt from Teo’s hands on my body, but after only a couple of songs, I was transported to my own little world where only Teo and I existed. I was completely wrapped up in him. After several songs, the pace of the music slowed to a sexy, sensual beat. The lights dimmed and stopped flashing, casting us instead in a dim, red glow. The sudden shift allowed me to slow down and refocus. I looked up into Teo’s blazing eyes, similar to the expression he’d had when he was watching me from the balcony. I bit my lower lip and Teo’s breath caught. It was only the slightest change, but I felt hyper aware of everything with him. His hands flexed and gripped my hips tighter, pulling me hard against him. I slid my hands up his rock-hard arms and draped them loosely over his shoulders.

He ground his body against mine to the slower beat and it was the sexiest thing I’d ever experienced in my life. I rolled my hips, rubbing against him as his hands slid up and down my body, caressing every curve. He turned me so that my back rested against his chest. One hand on my stomach held me tight against him, while he ran his other hand down my exposed thigh.

My breath hitched when he teased the sensitive skin just under the hem of my dress, slowly working his way up until he reached my lace panties. He ran a finger along the hem. My heart pounded in my chest and my breaths became ragged. I wanted to feel his touch. My body was scorching and soaked for him, but we were in a room full of people.

He lowered his mouth to the sensitive skin at the crook of my neck. My head fell back against his shoulder as he planted slow, gentle kisses along my skin.

He slipped a finger under the band of my panties and my breath caught. I grasped his wrist to stop him but didn’t pull his hand away.

“Someone might see,” I whispered breathlessly.

“No one is paying attention.”

“I just...”

He dipped his head so that his mouth was right at my ear. His voice was raspy and filled with as much need as I felt. “Let me feel you. The lights are dim. No one will see."

I turned to face him, releasing his wrist that was now between us, and rested my head on his shoulder. He slipped two fingers under the delicate lace. He ran his fingers along my wet slit before letting them sink into me. I bit my lower lip to keep myself quiet.

"Besides," he rasped, pushing his fingers deeper to elicit a moan from my lips. "If someone tries to look at you, I will pluck his eyes from his head. The last thing he will ever see is me pleasuring the most gorgeous woman on the planet.”

I tensed at his words but didn't have time to contemplate them. His free hand tangled into my hair, gripping firmly at the scalp just on the edge of pain as his lips crashed down onto mine. He moved his fingers faster, and my legs trembled. He released my hair and wrapped his arm around me to keep me upright as he pumped his fingers harder.

He pulled his fingers out of me, finding that sensitive bundle of nerves and slowly moving in little circles to the beat of the music.

I let out a little whimper, my breathing growing more rapid with each rotation. The pleasure built, winding me tight like a rubber band ready to pop.

“Let me have you,” he growled in my ear.

“Yes,” I whimpered, completely limp against his body, lost in the pleasure.

“There’s a private balcony...”

“Here?” I struggled to pull myself out of the pleasure-induced haze long enough to realize he was wanting to have sex...in the club.

“I don’t want to wait until I can get you back to my hotel. I need to feel you, now.”

“But I’ve never...” I started but he moved his fingers inside me again, eliciting another moan, and making my knees buckle.

“It’s okay. No one can see us on the balcony. You’re soaked. I know you want this. Come, bellezza. Let me have you.
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Teo

I held my breath as I waited for Mia’s answer. As much as I ached to take her, it would be her choice, no matter how painful that might have been for me. I gave her a little encouragement in the form of another slow circle with my finger still inside her and she whimpered. I’d let it be her choice, but I’d be damned if I wasn’t going to stack the deck in my favor.

She was shy. She’d never done anything in a public place before. I would have never pushed her if I didn’t know that she truly wanted it, I just had to get her out of her own head.

“Mia bellezza,” I purred in her ear, but it came out as more of a needy growl that I hoped wouldn’t intimidate her. But from our encounter at the beach, I had a feeling that she wasn’t the type to intimidate easily. “Don’t you want to feel me inside you?”

“Yes, please,” she whimpered and that’s all I needed to hear.

I pulled my fingers from her quickly and she turned to look at me, slightly dazed. I took her hand in mine and wound us through the crowd as quickly as I could, heading straight for the stairs that were guarded by a huge burly bouncer.

“VIP balcony empty?” I asked before we even stopped walking up to him and he nodded.  “Make sure no one comes up.” I slipped him a hundred-dollar bill and he took the money with a curt nod.

I wanted Mia like my life depended on it. She had been the only thing I could think of since we’d met on the beach and my desire had only increased ten-fold after seeing her in that sexy sequined dress, squirming and writhing on the dancefloor like a beacon calling to me. I had to keep reminding myself that she couldn’t walk as fast as I could with my larger gate and slowed down again when I felt her hand tugging back in mine.

We made it up to the VIP balcony which was a pretty impressive set up. My family had just revamped the club after buying it from a former Russian club owner whose family was in a hurry to sell after he was dumb enough to get into trouble with police in the U.S.

Mia paused, taking in the balcony with its luxurious leather sofas and minibar. She started toward the couch, but I pulled her back to me.

“Not there.” She looked around, finally following my gaze as I looked over at the balcony rail overlooking the dancefloor.

“But there’s people...”

“You can’t see from the waist down, no one will know, except for us.”

She bit her lip, looking nervous but also intrigued. I took her hand and led her over to the railing and she looked over the edge. From behind, I could see her shoulders rise and fall heavily. I stood back, taking in her perfect hourglass curves, remembering them well from her teasing me on the beach.

I walked up behind her, and she jumped slightly when I put my hands on her waist. I pressed my body against hers slowly, kissing and licking at the crook of her neck until her body relaxed again and her breathing became ragged.

“I have been thinking of having you ever since you teased me so cruelly on the beach,” I rasped in her ear, and she turned her face to look at me.

“I don’t know what you mean.” She gave a coy smile, and I was happy to see that she hadn’t lost that feisty, playfulness.

I tangled my fingers into her hair, gripping firmly right at the scalp, and pulled her head back slowly. “Oh, you don’t recall bending down to fix your towel or sliding down onto that same towel, putting that perfectly rounded ass on display for me?”

“Oh, that.” Her voice was less playful, more heated and low. She liked when I took control.

“Yes, that.” I tightened my grip on her hair so that it pulled ever so slightly, and she let out a needy whimper before biting her lip to hide the sound.

“So, you didn’t enjoy the show?” She teased but she wasn’t fooling me, her desire was clear.

“Oh, I did, too much. It left me wanting so much more.”

“Well then, what are you waiting for?” She challenged, turning to face me when I unknowingly loosened my grip.

I loved that side of her. The cheeky, playful, feisty tease that I’d met on the beach. The club scene was fun, and I loved getting to feel her grinding on me on the dance floor but being one on one with her where we could spar, that was where I’d stay forever if I could.

I let out a growl, grabbed her by the hips, and whirled her back around to face the crowd below. “You’re right. What am I waiting for?”

I yanked up her dress to expose a sexy, black lace thong and a growl of appreciation rumbled in my throat. “Take them off.”

“What?” She looked back at me from over her shoulder.

“I want to watch you peel them off for me.” I stepped back to give her some room as she timidly hooked her thumbs in each side of her panties and slid them down.

As I watched, my cock strained to break free from the confines of my slacks as every inch of my being screamed for me to take her, but I wanted to draw it out. I wanted to build the anticipation.

I kept my eyes glued to her as she slowly exposed herself to me. I dug into my pocket and pulled out a condom before unceremoniously tearing it open and sliding it on. Once she stepped out of her panties, I bent down, plucked them up off the floor, and slipped them into my pocket.

I placed my hand on her hip and her breathing shuttered. I leaned against her, my rock-hard erection pressing into her backside as I brought my lips to her ear. “Last chance, bellezza. Do you still want this?”

She nervously nodded her head, but her body told me that she was sure as she pushed her bare ass out, grinding against me and any self-control I’d had was gone.

“Hold onto the railing,” I instructed her, noticing her breathing pick up its pace. I ran my hand down the inside of her thigh which was already damp with need, my words coming out deep and gruff as I fought my primal urge to ravage her. “Spread your legs for me.”

She moved her feet, parting her thighs, and putting herself on full display. I stepped up behind her, fully aware of her quick, shallow breaths that nearly matched my own. I ran my shaft along her slit, gliding through her wetness, applying just a little more pressure as her folds opened for me. I’d been slow long enough. I’d combust if I couldn’t have her at that very moment. I lined myself up with her opening and let just the head slip in, moving in small circles. She moaned and pressed back again with a small whimper. I took a deep breath and plunged into her, sinking all the way until our bodies collided and she cried out.

I paused, leaning in close, and whispered softly in her ear, “you alright, dolcezza?”

She nodded, but that wasn’t good enough for me. I stayed seated deep inside her as I guided her chin with a crooked finger to make her to look at me so that she could see the sincerity as well as hear it. “Do you want me to stop?”

The words were painful for me to even say. The idea of not being able to continue once I’d barely had a taste of her gutted me, but I wanted to make sure she was okay. I was relieved when she bit her lip and shyly shook her head.

“No, please, don’t stop.” She pressed herself back against me and I groaned.

“You sounded like you were in pain.”

“You’re just bigger than what I’m used to.” Her blush made me smile.

“I’ll start off slow.”

She turned back to face the club and I held firm to her hips, slowly pulling out halfway and sinking back into her excruciatingly slow. Most of the time, I enjoyed going fast and hard, especially in that kind of atmosphere but there was something so sensual about moving so slow that I could feel every inch of her wet, hot walls as they enveloped me over and over again.

Her words echoed in my head, making me smile as my ego grew. ‘You’re bigger than what I’m used to.’ What man wouldn’t die to hear those words from his lover’s lips?

As I continued to thrust in and out of her, I tugged firmly on her hair, tilting her head back so that I could whisper in her ear. “You feel incredible, bellezza.”

She moaned louder and pressed back against me.

“Do you need more?”

“Yes,” she breathed out.

I pushed into her harder and faster until she rocked each time my body crashed against hers. I used the momentum of her rocking forward to pull out so that as she returned, I plunged into her even harder than before. She let out little cries of pleasure each time I reached her depths and they only egged me on.

Her insides quivered and clenched around me as I pounded into her. She was close. I reached around to the front of her, finding that little spot I knew would throw her over the edge and me along with her.

She thrashed and squirmed against me, her knees nearly giving out. She jerked away from my hand, no doubt looking for a reprieve from the intense pleasure but as she pulled back, it only pushed her farther onto my cock, pinning her in place for me to continue.

She became even wetter once she realized there was no way to escape. Her body rolled in waves and her drenched walls clenched around me, sending both of us over the edge as we plummeted into the abyss. Her knees finally gave out. I held her against me as I lowered us to the floor. 

I pulled out of Mia slowly, cradling her in my arms as we both fought to catch our breath. A damp strand of hair clung to her cheek, and I brushed it away before leaning down and softly kissing her plump, beautiful lips.

Mia’s legs trembled as we walked out of the VIP’s private restroom where we’d taken a moment to clean up, so I led her to the couch. I’d been rougher than I planned, at least for our first time. “Are you alright?” She was quiet and I worried that I might have scared her off which was the last thing I wanted. 

“Better than alright.” She smiled, sending relief washing over me. We got to the lounge area, and I led her to sit before heading for the minibar. “Can I get you a drink?”

“Water, please.”

“Coming right up.” I grabbed two bottles and handed her one before plopping down beside her.

My hands itched to touch her again, the inches between us were too much so I pulled her legs into my lap and scooted closer, reveling in the way she melted under my touch as I massaged the tension in her legs.

“When can I see you again?” the words were out of my mouth before I realized that I said them.

“Again? You haven’t even finished seeing me this time,” she teased.

“I’m a man who knows what he wants and what I want is more time with you. Do you have plans tomorrow?”

“Well, I am on vacation so I’d have to move around a couple of board meetings, but I think I can squeeze in a little time with you.” She couldn't hold back the smile that pulled at the corner of those sexy plump lips.

I tickled her by squeezing either side of her knees. She squealed and tried to squirm away, laughing. I stopped to let her catch her breath. I loved the sound of her laughter, and her smile should have been one of the seven wonders.

I used my knuckle to lift her chin, taking on a more serious tone as she met my gaze. “I know we just met, but I really like you and I’d like to see you tomorrow.”

“What did you have in mind?”

“How about we start with lunch? I was thinking I could pick you up at your hotel around eleven and we could drive up the coast together.”

“That sounds great...” I detected hesitation in her voice and my brow furrowed.

“Am I being too presumptuous to assume you’d like to spend more time with me?”

“Oh, no. It’s nothing like that.”

I let out a breath and my shoulders relaxed. “So, why do I sense reservations?”

“It’s just...” she paused, trying to find the words and my anxiety kicked up again.

“It’s just...?” I lifted my brow, coxing a response from her. “My father is extremely protective.”

“Oh, I didn’t realize you were here with your family.”

“I’m not, not exactly.”

“What does that mean?”

“My father couldn’t get away because of work so he sent an old family friend to keep an eye on me while I’m in France.”

“I see. And this family friend wouldn’t look too kindly at you running off with a mysterious stranger?”

“Not so much.”

My shoulders relaxed again. Overprotective family friend I could deal with. The idea that she might not want to see me again would have been an issue. “So, how were you able to go to the beach on your own the day we met?”

“The beach is practically part of the hotel. As long as I’m on the hotel grounds or the adjacent beach, he gives me space, but I’m supposed to call him whenever I’m leaving the premises so that he can take me and keep an eye on things.”

“How about this, then? We’ll meet on the beach, where we first met. The only thing you’d be omitting is me, which I’m sure he doesn’t think that the beach will be completely abandoned while you’re there.”

“True.”

“I’ll pack lunch. We can have a picnic, maybe swim, and just spend the day together.”

“I don’t see the harm in that.” She smiled excitedly.

“And after an exhausting day relaxing on the beach, you’d probably want to retire to your room, order some room service and turn in early.”

She frowned. “You make me sound like an old woman.”

“Not at all. Because while all of that may be technically true, we will leave off the part where I sneak up to your room as well. We can order room service, maybe watch a movie, or come up with some other way to entertain ourselves.” I winked at her, and she grinned excitedly.

“That sounds amazing.”

“Good. Amazing was what I was going for.”

“Courtney and the others are probably looking for me.” She let out a sigh.

“I wish I could take you back to my room.”

“I know but Fausto will be here to pick me up at two-thirty.”

“Uh,” I glanced down at my watch to confirm what I already suspected. “That only gives you two minutes.”

“Shit.” She jumped up and frantically glanced around the room. “I don’t know where my panties went.”

“I guess you’ll have to leave without them,” I smirked knowing full well I had them tucked safely in my pocket, but I wasn’t about to give up my trophy.

“Where’s my purse?” She seemed frazzled, which I found adorable. I slowly stood up from the couch, strode to the railing, and plucked her discarded purse from the floor before returning it to her. “Thank you.”

“No problem.”

We hurried down the stairs, past security still standing watch. It wasn’t long before Mia’s friends rushed over to her.

“Oh my gosh. We’ve been looking everywhere for you. Where have you—” The blonde stopped when she finally spotted me. “Who is this?”

“This is Teo. Teo, Courtney.”

“I saw you two dancing earlier.” She flashed me a pageant smile before leaning in toward Mia, failing to whisper, “nice job.”

I couldn’t help but chuckle.

“I’m running late. I really have to go.”

Mia started for the door, but I grabbed her wrist gently. “Wait.” I pulled her back to me for one long, deep kiss. “Tomorrow at noon.”

Mia grinned and nodded before hurrying out the door as if she were Cinderella about to have her carriage turn back into a pumpkin. But that would make me Prince Charming, and I was no such thing.”
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Teo

The day after we had gone to the club, Mia and I met on the beach and spent the whole day together. That night, after she'd checked in with her bodyguard, I snuck into her room and spent half the night between her legs before I had to sneak back to my hotel to keep from being found out.

I hated sneaking around, but I loved having her all to myself. With other girls I’d been with, I wouldn’t have minded the arrangement, but I hated leaving Mia in the middle of the night instead of being able to fall asleep next to her, her naked body wrapped up in my arms, ready and willing whenever I wanted.

I also wanted to take her out and let her see everything that France had to offer. Mia deserved everything and I couldn’t help but feel that our sneaking around was causing her to miss out.

I was grateful for the time I had with her. She was an incredible woman.

There was something about the fact that she didn’t know that I was a Venturi that gave me a freedom I never knew I craved. I’d always been happy being my father’s right-hand man and helping grow the family business even though as the middle son, I’d never be the one to take over one day. That job would fall to my older brother, regardless of the fact that he didn’t take the business seriously. He spent all his time throwing around our family name and my father’s money.

With Mia, I could open up in new ways.

I was supposed to be leaving in two days’ time, but I couldn’t bear to leave Mia just yet. I needed more time with her.

I was torn. I knew that I wasn’t the right man for her. She deserved someone who could give her everything that I’d never be able to offer. A normal life where she could be free to spread her wings and do whatever her heart desired, not one bound by family ties.

I loved the way Mia looked at me. Like I was the hero in her summer romance novel, not like the villain I truly was. With her, I could be myself if I wasn’t tethered to my family name and it was an intoxicating freedom. One I was quickly growing too accustomed to. And although I knew that staying longer would only mean putting off the inevitable pain, I wasn’t ready to burst our little bubble.

I paced my hotel room, on hold for my father, trying to figure out a good reason to extend my stay.

“Matteo?”

“Chao, Padre,” I tried to hide my nerves under formality, but my father was more perceptive than I gave him credit for.

“What’s wrong? Is there a problem with the deal?”

“Nothing is wrong. The negotiations are done. We have a lunch meeting to sign the final papers today.”

“Good, good. Is that why you were calling? You didn’t have to wait for me to get off of my conference call. You could have left a message with Elisa.”

“I know. There was one minor detail I wanted to discuss with you.”

“Well, let’s hear it.”

“I think I should remain in France a little while longer.”

“For what purpose? You said the deal was done.”

“It is.”

“And he was amendable to the deal for all eleven of his hotels like you wanted?”

“Yes, but I think there is more work for me to do here.”

“Teo, my son, you have already outdone yourself on this deal. I am proud of you, but you don’t always have to work so hard.”

“I just thought that it might be a good idea to oversee the changes we are making to the hotel to make sure that there are no complications.”

“That’s Enzo’s job. He is in charge of managing the hotel changes. Unless you are saying that he isn’t doing his job?” My father’s voice lowered just slightly but the shift was menacing, and I knew what he was really asking.

“No, no. Enzo is doing a superb job with the hotel renovations, as he’s done before.”

“Then why are you really wanting to stay in France, Teo. The truth.”

“It’s nothing really. I just thought it might be nice to enjoy myself a little while. I haven’t taken a vacation in...”

“Ever. Never since you started working for me full time. You work too hard, and I think it would be a good idea for you to reward yourself with a little time off.”

“I was hoping that I might be able to oversee the renovations through the rest of the summer. Return at the end of August?” I asked hopefully but expecting my father to either laugh at the ridiculous request or unleash his wrath at my lack of dedication.

“I think that’s a great idea.”

“You do?”

“Absolutely. Like I said, you work too hard. You need to have a little fun.”

“Thank you, Papa. I really appreciate it. And I really will look over the hotel while I’m here and make sure that everything goes perfectly.”

“I’m sure you will. I have another meeting to get to. Was there anything else that you needed to discuss?”

“No. That was all. Thank you so much, truly.”

“You’ve earned it. And Teo...” My father’s voice called out to me just before I went to end the call and I stopped.

“Yes?”

“Have fun with whoever she is.”

“How did—” I started but my father had already ended the call.

I plopped down on the lounge chair beside my private infinity pool and grinned like the Cheshire cat. I had the rest of the summer to spend with Mia and I planned to enjoy every second of it.

I went inside to my hotel phone and dialed Mia's hotel number since we hadn't exchanged cell phone numbers. It was one of those personal details we ended up not sharing with each other. It was just supposed to be a vacation fling after all, although my feelings for her seem to not have received the memo. I found myself smitten, thinking of her whenever we were apart.

She picked up on the third ring.

"Hello?" Her bright voice chimed on the other end.

"Hello, is this the sexy Italian temptress who is staying in room number 302?"

"Temptress?" I could hear the smile in her voice, and she let out a small chuckle. 

“I have some good news.”

“See, I knew something was different. What’s your good news?”

“I’ve extended my stay here in France.”

“Extended? For how long?” Her voice lifted excitedly.

“Until the end of the summer.” I held my breath, waiting for her response, afraid that she might think I was going too far by changing my schedule just to have more time with her.

“Really?” The thrilled tone of her voice gave me some relief and I let out a sigh.

“Really.”

“Oh, Teo. That’s wonderful. It really wouldn’t have been the same here without you.”

“Is that your way of saying that you would have missed me?”

“Absolutely,” she said the word so definitively that I could practically feel my ego growing.

“Good,” I smirked. “Listen, I know that you have to be careful and mostly stay on the hotel grounds if you aren’t with your keeper, but I was wondering if there’d be any way that you’d be able to give me one full day and night away?”

“A full night and day? I don’t know. I’m sure that he would be suspicious. He’s a pretty smart man. I’m surprised he hasn’t found us out already. What were you hoping to do for a whole day and night?”

“I wanted to take you on a tour of Gorges du Verdon.”

“Oh, I’ve heard that it’s gorgeous there.”

“I thought a little getaway would be nice and after the tour, we could stay at my hotel.”

“That sounds amazing...but I don’t know how I could possibly pull it off.”

“Well, I’ll make the reservations just in case and you can brainstorm a way to escape for one night.”

“Deal. So, are we still meeting at the beach this evening?”

“Absolutely. I can’t wait. I hate that we couldn’t meet before then, but I really do have to take this business meeting.”

“I understand. It’s good that Fausto saw me lounging around the pool for a while today. I’ve been spending too much time in my hotel. I think he was starting to worry that I might be ill.”

“Well, maybe some time where you aren’t distracted by me will help you think of a ruse to get you away for our trip.”

“I’ll try to think of something.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

[image: Text

Description automatically generated]

[image: image]


Mia

I was so excited about my date with Teo that I finished getting ready an hour earlier than planned so I grabbed my purse and headed down to the poolside bar for a drink.

I’d dressed in a deep teal, boho style dress that fluttered around my ankles as I walked. The bar was nearly vacant except for a few scattered patrons to one side, so I settled into a seat on the opposite end.

“What can I get for you, mademoiselle?”

“I’ll have a ti-punch, s'il te plaît.”

“Coming right up.” The bartender went to work preparing my cocktail of rum, lime, and brown sugar.

While I waited, Courtney sauntered up to the bar and practically jumped into the seat beside me. “Oh my gosh, Mia.”

“Hey, Courtney.”

“I haven’t talked to you in weeks. I’m so glad that I finally caught you. I need you to dish.”

“Dish?” I looked at her bemused.

The bartender approached and slid my drink over to me which I took with a grateful nod.

Courtney leaned over conspiratorially and lowered her voice, “the guy.”

She looked at me expectantly, but I just furrowed my brow. “What guy?”

“Don’t play coy with me. The guy I saw you with on the beach the other day. You two were all cuddled up, so I didn’t want to interrupt.”

The blood drain from my face. “You saw us?”

“Yeah. He’s hot. Way to go.”

“Did you tell anyone?”

“About you and Mr. Hottie? Just the girls. Why? Is he married? Famous? Is it something scandalous?” She leaned in conspiratorially with intrigue dancing in her eyes.

“No, nothing like that. It’s just...” I took a deep breath and let it out slowly, trying to choose my words carefully.

“My father is very protective so the only way he would let me travel out of the country was if I brought along someone who could keep an eye on things and make sure I’m safe.”

“You have a bodyguard? That’s so cool.”

“Not exactly. He’s more like...part of our family, like an uncle.”

“I take it that this uncle doesn’t know about your guy?”

“No. And he probably wouldn’t like it too much if he did. I know my father wouldn’t.”

“That sucks.”

“Yeah. And what’s worse is that the only places I can go without my...uncle are on the hotel grounds or the hotel’s beach.”

“So that’s why you couldn’t ride with us to the club.”

I nodded. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you before. It was just kind of embarrassing to have a babysitter with me on vacation.”

“I understand.” Courtney grinned. “Are you meeting him tonight? You look Ah-mazing.”

“Yes. He’s setting up dinner on the beach since we can’t really go out on dates.”

“Ugh. Your bodyguard is such a wet blanket.”

“The worst part is that Teo, that’s my guy’s name. He had this great idea to take me on a tour of Gorges du Verdon and wanted me to spend the night at his hotel after.”

“That’s so romantic.”

“But I can’t go. There’s no way that I can sneak away for an entire day and night.”

“Look, the girls and I decided to sign up for this whole spa day package. I was going to see if you wanted to join us, but a romantic date sounds way better. Why don’t you tell your bodyguard that you are joining us at the hotel spa and will be busy all day? Then in the evening, text him and let him know that you decided to stay over in my hotel to continue the girl’s night with cheesy chick-flicks and junk food. If he stops by, I’ll just make up some excuse about you being in the tub or something.”

“Courtney, you are a genius. You’d really do that for me?”

“Of course. We’re friends and this is what friends do for each other.”

“Thank you so much. I really owe you. I can’t wait to tell Teo.”

“Just find out if he has a hot friend to hook me up with and we’ll call it even.” Courtney winked and giggled. “I should probably go find the girls. Have a good time on your date.”

“I will. Thank you.”

I left the bar after Courtney and made my way down to the beach. The sun had already begun to set and cast the sky in beautiful shades of red and orange. As I headed for Teo and my regular spot, lights flickering in the distance caught my attention. I squinted, trying to decipher what I was looking at. Finally, as I came closer, I recognized white candles nestled into the sand, lighting the space around a beautiful white canopy and a table set for two.

Teo had his back to me as he finished setting the table. He turned, and smiled when he spotted me. My footsteps quickened and I hurried to him.

"Good evening, bella." Teo’s seductive smile was enough to make me melt. “You have perfect timing. I was just finishing getting everything set up.”

“Impressive.” I smiled and picked up the rose and breathed in it's sweet fragrance. “This is a nice touch.”

“You like?” He stepped closer, slipping an arm around my waist, and pulled me close.

“I love it. This is all so beautiful." I waved my hand around, motioning at the whole set up.

"It was beautiful..." he said with a hint of melancholy.

"Was?" I pulled back and looked at him curiously, trying to read the expression on his face.

"Yes, I thought the sunset and my candles and even this gourmet meal were beautiful until you arrived. Now everything else pales in comparison."

"Teo..." I blushed, shaking my head but grinning all the same.

I turned my face from his, but he hooked a bent knuckle under my chin guiding my gaze back to him. “You. are. Squisita,” he rumbled against my ear, sending chills down my arms.

Exquisite.

Before I could respond, Teo moved in, pressing his lips firmly to mine in a deep, passionate kiss that made my toes curl. When he pulled back, he rested his forehead against mine. He brushed the hair back from my cheek, tucking it behind my ear and cupping my face. “You are an incredible woman.”

I placed my hand over his and smiled. “You’re not too bad, yourself.”

Toa let out a soft chuckle and straightened himself. “Are you hungry?”

“Starving,” I let my tone reflect the lustful thoughts his kiss had provoked.

“I meant for food,” he chuckled. I don’t want the food to get cold.

“It’s not as much fun as what I had in mind, but I suppose it will do.” I gave a flirty smirk and Toa laughed out loud.

He motioned me toward the table, playfully muttering just loud enough for me to hear, “insatiable woman.”

I jokingly scoffed as he pulled my chair out for me and I sat. “I thought you liked that I was insatiable.”

Teo leaned down, bringing his lip to my ear from behind my chair. “Oh, I do. I just want to make sure you keep your energy up for what I have planned later.”

My stomach tightened with the thrill of his promise.

“Well, then,” my voice came out breathy. “Let’s eat.” I placed the rose beside my plate.

He poured us each a glass of red wine and uncovered our plates to reveal a delicious dinner of rosemary topped steak, truffle potatoes, and French cut green beans.

“Wow, Teo. This looks incredible.”

“Good. Enjoy.” He gestured to my plate, and I picked up my fork to sample the delicious meal before me.

We ate and talked for hours. There was never a silent moment between us. We talked about our favorite movies, songs, books, and music. I told him about my mother’s death when I was young, how I was close with my dad, and how he was the one who had treated me to the trip to France as a graduation present.

Teo told me about his business, buying and managing hotels. I felt like I could tell him anything.

"I think this is one of the best dinners I've ever had."

"Next time I’ll have to shoot for the best." He grinned. "What time is your keeper expecting you back?"

"As long as I'm just on the hotel grounds, I usually just check in with him once I'm back in my room."

“Does he follow up to make sure that you are where you say you are?”

“It’s not like that. Fausto isn’t my babysitter, here to keep me in line. He’s more like a protector. He’s here to help keep me safe.”

“And yet, here you are with me.”

“I’m safe with you.”

“You seem so sure of that.”

“I am. I know we haven’t known each other long but it’s a gut thing. I can feel it.”

Teo gently squeezed my hand, his thumb running small circles over my the fleshy part between my thumb and forefinger. “How long have you been here?”

“Two weeks.”

"And how long are you staying?”

“Until the end of the summer. I go home the last week in August.”

Teo nodded thoughtfully for a moment before he spoke again. “Mia, I really like you. Usually, I’d try to play it cool, keep you guessing for a while longer, but we don’t have that much time together. I want you to know that...”

“That you really like me?” I smiled warmly up into his eyes and he nodded.

“I really like you too.” I squeezed his hand and Teo grinned. 

“Good.” He leaned across the table and gently kissed my lips.

I'd never felt so incredible in my life. Teo was unlike any man I'd ever met.

“You okay?” He tilted my chin up toward him and studied my expression.

“Just thinking.”

“About what?”

“About how I’ve never had a summer romance like this before.”

“Is that what this is?” he teased.

“It kind of feels like something from the movies.” A nervous chuckle escaped me. I was afraid that I was coming across too mushy.

“Well, that club scene may have earned the movie a VM18 rating.”

“Teo,” I gasped and swatted his arm but I was grateful that he'd saved me from my concerns that I might scare him away.

He held up his hands in mock surrender as he chuckled. “Hey, I’m not complaining.”

“You better not be.” I tossed my napkin at him.

“Oh, not in the least.” he waggled his eyebrows.

After dinner, Teo served us each a piece of the most decadent chocolate cake I'd ever tasted. I scooped a bite onto my fork and took a bite, letting a little moan escape my lips as I savored the rich layers of flavor. “This is so good.”

“Careful making noises like that, I might get jealous.”

I smirked and lifted one eyebrow, the lust in his gaze making me feel daring. “If you want to be in my mouth that bad, all you have to do is say so.”

Teo’s eyes widened. He nearly choked on the bite of his food, and I barely held back a laugh.

“Careful. I might hold you to that,” he warned, but I just smiled, taking a sip of my wine.

“Oh, by the way, I have some good news.”

“Don’t think I didn’t notice you changing the subject. But for now, I’m curious, what is your good news?”

“I think I found a way for us to have our overnight date.”

He froze with his fork nearly at his mouth and lowered it back to his plate. “Really?”

“I was having a drink by the bar before our date, and I got talking to Courtney. She and the other girls are having a girls day and night. They are going to the spa, then all sleeping over at Courtney’s hotel. She said that I could use that as my excuse for being scarce that day and that she’d cover for me if anything came up.”

“That was nice of her.”

“Yeah, I think she’s a bit of a romantic. She likes the idea of us getting away together. Oh, and she said that to thank her, I had to ask if you have any sexy friends you could hook her up with.”

Teo laughed. “Well, tell her that she has my gratitude, but I don’t think she would be interested in anyone that I might consider a friend.”

“I’ll leave that part off until after our date. Just to be safe.”

“So, I’m really going to be able to take you on a trip for the entire day and have you all to myself in my bed the same night?” I nodded and Teo grinned. “I think I’ve died and gone to heaven.”

“Oh, I hope not. At least not yet.” I smirked, remembering our earlier conversation about having him in my mouth and suddenly it was all I could think about.

We’d done a lot of things in our short time together, but I’d never actually done that before. I’d been so focused on school and family throughout high school that my experience with boys had been limited. I was sure Teo had realized that I wasn’t all that experienced once we got together but he didn’t know that all my sexual experience had been with him.

We’d already had sex more than once, but I was nervous about trying to fit him in my mouth. I worried that I might gag and embarrass myself, or worse, be bad at it.

“What is going on in that pretty little head of yours?”

“I think it would be better if I showed you.”

I glanced around the mostly abandoned beach. The only people besides us were far off, strolling along the water’s edge so I slipped out of my chair and onto my knees, motioning for Teo to scoot his chair out so that I could kneel in front of him.
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Teo

“Mia? What are you...?” I started as she ran her hands up my inner thighs, finally reaching my zipper, and my cock sprung to life as she slowly dragged the zipper down.

“I thought we talked about this...you know, how you want to be in my mouth?” She gazed up at me with a spark of mischief in her eyes.

A thrill shot through me at the thought of Mia’s lips wrapped around my cock. I hadn’t brought it up before because she’d always seemed to shy away from oral whenever we were fooling around. I could tell that she was less experienced than most of the women I’d been with and the last thing I wanted to do was push her to do more than she felt comfortable with.

“You don’t have to...” My words fell away as she slipped her hand into the front of my pants, wrapped her soft fingers around my shaft and pulled it out.

My heart pounded against my chest bone. It wasn’t like it was the first time she’d touched my dick. She’d actually become rather well acquainted with it over the past few weeks. But it was the first time she had ever mentioned using her mouth on me. I took a deep breath as she slowly moved her lips toward the tip. She didn’t move to take it into her mouth right away. I wasn’t sure if it was from nerves or if she just knew how to build up anticipation like no one I’d ever met before.  She took her time, kissing and using her tongue to trace the grooves and ridges.

It was the most tantalizing torture, and I couldn’t help but squirm in my chair, blowing out puffs of air every so often in a battle to control myself. A part of me wanted to grab the back of her hair in my fist and shove her head into my lap. I was desperate to feel her warm, wet mouth envelop every inch, but another part of me must have been a masochist because I was enjoying each excruciating moment that she drew out the experience.

She glanced up at me with those wide, doe-eyes, without moving her mouth away and I was hypnotized. I sat, staring at her, slack-jawed, with so much lust building inside, I could have melted from the heat. Seeing her like that made me want more but I didn’t move to encourage her. She must have felt it too because she wrapped her mouth around me and let my shaft glide deeper before pulling back and a quiet sound of approval rumbled in my throat.

The next time, she went a little faster, a little deeper, each time my breath became more erratic which only seemed to egg her on until her head was bobbing up and down in my lap, taking it all the way to the back of her throat. I couldn’t resist placing my hand on the back of her head for encouragement. She tensed, like she was afraid that I was going to push her past what she could handle, but I just rested my hand there, lightly gripping her hair, letting her set the pace.

I tensed, catching a glimpse of movement out of my peripheral vision. Three shadowy figures moved toward us in the dark. For a split second, I wondered if it could be tourists out for a nighttime stroll, but the way they moved when they walked gave me a nagging suspicion that we weren’t that lucky. I acted quickly, pulling Mia off of me, tucking my cock back in my pants, zipping, and standing up before Mia knew what was going on.

I pulled her to her feet just as a voice came from over her shoulder.

“Oh no. Please don’t let us interrupt the show.” The voice was a strange dialect of French that I'd only heard once before.

Mia whirled around to where three men stood just outside the ring of candles around our cabana. She flinched at the mention of the show that they had witnessed. I hated that any man had been able to see Mia like that. I'd been struggling with a possessiveness for her since seeing her dancing with that guy at the club. I knew it was too soon for feeling that strong, but it was hard to control.

It was fitting that her nickname, Mia, meant 'mine' because that was what my mind growled every time she was near. Any feelings of possessiveness or jealousy were overshadowed by the alarm bells ringing in my ears. The man who had first spoke stood in the middle, flanked by two goons, standing barely a foot behind him. He was definitely the one in charge.

Two of the men had matching tattoos on their forearms and the third had his arms crossed so that I couldn’t see if he also shared the mark of a moor’s head with a blindfold over his eyes. The tattoo confirmed my suspicions about their accent. Corsicans.

I took a deep breath and tried to calm my nerves. It wasn't the first time I’d dealt with members of an enemy family, but it was the first time someone I cared about was with me. Someone so innocent, caught up in the middle of my dark and dangerous world, and it was all my fault. If anything happened to her it would be because of me, and I would have to carry that blame for the rest of my life. Anyone who would harm her wouldn't be so lucky, though. Their lives would be cut short with little time for regrets.

“I believe you gentlemen are lost,” I said in a calm but firm voice to let the men know that I was not a threat but that I would not put up with anything either. 

“Not at all. We were just out for a stroll when we caught the beginning of what looked to be a very promising performance. I thought maybe we would come get in on the action, once you're done, of course.” The man standing in the middle had been the only one to speak.

He looked Mia up and down lasciviously, and I fought the urge to lunge at him and gouge his eyes out. But I had to stay calm for Mia. I gently took her wrist and pulled her behind me so that my body could shield her from their probing gaze. 

“I don’t share.” My tone was an ice-cold warning, ground through clenched teeth as I struggled to control my anger.

“Pity. I suppose we will just have to take instead.” I tensed, puffing out my chest, trying to make myself bigger to better shield Mia as the men on either side stepped toward us.

I swung as one man came nearer. My fist struck him, but he managed to dodge the main force of the blow before dealing one out himself. His fist crashed into my jaw, and I reeled back for only a moment. The other man took the opportunity to slip past me. His grip latched onto Mia's forearm, and she screamed. She cried out as he yanked her away. I lunged for her, but the first guy got in my way.

Between throwing and blocking blows, I only managed to catch glimpses of Mia. She stumbled on unsteady ground. The second goon threw her to the sand at the leader’s feet. And I growled. I dodged another punch, ducking low and ramming my shoulder into the guy's midsection, sending us both tumbling.

Their leader reached down, grabbing a handful of Mia's hair in his tight fist and lifted her as she screamed, grabbing and clawing at his hand but it was no use. I held my own, even though the odds were against me, dodging what blows I could, trying to move in a way to minimize impact for the ones I couldn’t avoid. I was focusing on one man when the bigger of the two men managed to grab my arms from behind.

Before I could wrench myself free, the other punched me in the jaw, causing my head to snap to the side, a spray of blood splattering across the white canopy. He followed that blow with several quick strikes to my torso which I wasn’t able to protect in that position. His fists forced the air from my lungs.

I doubled over and the bastard holding my arms threw me to the sand. I struggled to push myself off of the ground but before I could recuperate, both men began kicking my stomach and back. Everything moved so fast that it was hard to focus. I’d been trained to fight but hadn’t had to do much in the way of actual fighting since I was usually pretty good at de-escalating a situation before it got too far. My brother was the fighter. He’d always come home with bloodied knuckles, an occasional split lip or black eye if the other guy had gotten lucky.

“Teo,” Mia cried out and I managed a quick glance at her, in the grasp of that lead fucker, tears streaming down her face as she pleaded. “No. Please, stop this.”

If something happened to me, I didn’t want to think what those dogs would do to my Mia. I didn’t have time to contemplate the fact that yes, I saw her as mine, because another blow landed at my kidney. I tensed but managed to grab hold of the next guy’s foot before he could strike. I twisted, yanking his foot out from under him, and he fell to the sand beside me with a hard thud.

“That’s enough.” The man gripping Mia’s hair, pulled her close against him, with her back to his front. A sudden flash of metal in the candlelight had me jumping to my feet, fractured ribs be damned. “No!”

He held the blade steady, resting it against Mia’s throat. She gasped and the fear in her eyes gutted me as her gaze met mine. All my fucking fault. 

The Corsicans froze on command, as did I but mine was more from fear of him hurting Mia than anything else. 

Mia trembled as the blade pressed against her throat and a rage like nothing I’d ever felt took over. “Don’t you fucking touch her.”

“Oh, I plan to do a lot more than just touch her. My men too.”

With a new determination, I lunged for the man with Mia but the other two each grabbed a shoulder and pulled me back.

“I said that’s enough. One more move out of you and I’ll slit her throat right here.”

“You hurt her and you're dead,” I warned but the man just chuckled.

“Here’s what’s going to happen. Me and my men are going to have a little fun with your girl here while you sit like a good dog and watch. Then, we’re going to take whatever money and jewelry you might have, and you both get to leave with your lives.” Mia let out a sob and I instinctively fought to get to her, but the men managed to hold me back and their leader continued. “Or I will slit her throat right now, fuck her while she bleeds out, and let you watch. Then we will kill you slowly and dump both of you into the sea.”

Mia’s sobs ripped my heart in two.

“You’re a dead man,” I ground out through clenched teeth.

The man let out a bark of laughter at my threat. “Boy, you have no idea who you are dealing with.”

Something shifted inside me when I heard those words. In truth, I was pretty sure I knew who I was dealing with from the accent and tattoos. He on the other hand had no clue who I was or who my family was. An unexplained calm washed over me. My heartbeat slowed and I stood a little taller. The corner of my mouth twitched as I fought the sinister smile that tried to creep onto my face. I wanted to laugh but only a small, humorless chuckle managed to escape. My voice came out an eerie cold threat. “Neither do you.”

“This guy’s crazy,” one of the men holding me finally spoke up in a mocking tone.

“Check my passport. Inside jacket pocket.” I nodded toward my jacket on the chair.

The men looked at their leader and he gave a nod for one of them to retrieve the jacket. The smaller man returned with it a moment later, fishing the passport from the inner pocket of my suit. He glanced at it, eyes going wide, before bringing it to his boss who took the document in the same hand as the knife, lowering it from Mia’s throat but still with a tight grip on her hair so that she couldn’t go anywhere.

He looked at the passport, his brow lifting in surprise as he peered over it to meet my eye and I nodded. He gave the passport back to his man and let go of Mia’s hair. She ran to me and as much as I wanted to wrap her in my arms, we weren’t out of the woods yet. So instead, I moved her behind me, wrapping one protective arm behind my back and around her. The man approached, handing me the jacket and passport.

“My apologies. I did not realize who you were. I hope we can somehow rectify the situation without any further violence.” The leader’s voice was so different. He sounded genuinely sorry for his actions, but I didn’t really give a fuck.

What would be happening right now if I didn’t carry the Venturi name?

Behind me, Mia trembled, holding onto me for dear life.

“Of course,” I said calmly. “It was an honest mistake.”

“Oh, thank you, Monsieur—”

I didn’t allow him to continue. “All I ask is that you also apologize to the lady for disrupting our night.”

“Of course. Please, forgive our intrusion and the way we treated you this evening, Mademoiselle.”

Mia glanced at me with pure bewilderment on her face, and I gave her an encouraging nod before looking back to the leader, his lackies once again at his side. Mia nodded but fear kept her quiet. The nod must have been enough for the men because at the same moment, all three men turned and left.

I waited for them to disappear into distant shadows before even daring to turn my eyes away. I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding and whirled around to face Mia, who still stood frozen and trembling.

“Shit. Mia, are you alright? Are you hurt?” I held her by her upper arms and studied her blank expression.

She shook her head. “I’m okay.”

“Good. I need to make a quick call and I will get you out of here.” I kept my voice calm and quiet, knowing that was what she needed after all she’d been through. There was no need for her to hear the rage that bubbled up once the fear for her safety faded.

I led her to sit at the table, pulling out the chair, and she sat. Her hands shook but otherwise she was acting numb, and I worried that she was going into shock. She was quiet—too quiet, but she finally parted her lips and spoke in a small, trembling voice. “Are you calling the police?”

“Not exactly.” I poured her a glass of wine and pulled out my phone. “I’m not going far. I’ll just be right over here.”

I stepped away from the canopy to where I didn’t think she’d be able to hear the conversation.

I dialed a number that I had never had to call for myself before. It only took two rings for the man we called La Guerriglia to answer. “Matteo?”

“Hey, I got a problem and I need your help.” 

“You have a problem that needs my kind of help?”

“Yeah...”

“Well, damn. I never thought I’d see the day. What kind of problem are we talking about here?”

“Corsicans. Three of them to be exact.”

“Corsicans? Where the hell are you?”

“I’m in Nice.”

“Okay, I’ve got some guys that can handle the situation for you from there. Are you hurt? In any immediate danger?”

“No, I’m okay, just a little roughed up. They caught me off guard on the beach.”

“I’ll get my tech guy to check cams in the area and we will find them.”

“Thanks. They just left maybe fifteen minutes ago so if you check the footage around here, I’m sure you’ll spot them.”

“You got it. Hey, Teo, is this personal?”

I glanced over at Mia who sat trembling at the table, her arms wrapped around herself, and I growled. “Yeah, it’s personal.”

“How fast do you want it?” I knew the question he wasn’t asking.

“I want them to suffer.”

“No problem. You want in on the action?”

“I can’t. I’ve got something else that I need to handle.” I looked back at Mia again. As much as I wanted to personally dole out the justice those men so greatly deserved, I had more important things to attend to. “I need to go. Let me know when it's done.”

“You got it.”

We ended the call, and I slipped my phone back into my pocket before returning to Mia. “You ready to get out of here?”

“Yeah,” her voice sounded weary, and she wobbled as she stood up to walk back to the hotel.

Before she could protest, I hoisted her into my arms, carrying her like a bride. I thought she might protest, but she simply wrapped her arms around my neck and buried her face against my chest.

My heart swelled with the feeling of her cradled against me and I dipped my head to kiss her temple before continuing on to her hotel.
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Teo

My alarm sounded and I squinted in the early morning light before turning back to gaze at Mia as she slept. Two days had passed since the attack on the beach and we'd mostly stayed in while she recuperated from the shock of everything that had happened.

Mia and I agreed that the time had come to venture outside of the hotel. We would finally be taking that trip to the Gorges du Verdon which would do us some good.

My phone chimed with a text, and I reached over to grab it again.

It was from La Guerriglia. I glanced back at Mia, still sleeping peacefully, and clicked on the message.

It’s done.

Short, sweet, and to the point. Good. At least I’d feel better knowing that the men who attacked us, who threatened Mia, were no more. The night of the attack, I’d gotten a message letting me know that they had captured the men, but I’d told them to take it slow and when La Guerriglia is told to take it slow, he really takes his time.

I wished that I could reassure Mia that she was safe. That those monsters no longer roamed the earth. But to do that, would only lead to more questions I couldn’t answer.

“Hey,” her sleepy voice made me jump and I put my phone away.

“Good morning.” I dipped my head and kissed her softly.

“Morning,” she stretched and yawned, and it was the cutest thing I’d ever seen.

“You know what today is?”

“Our trip.” She beamed up at me, excitement radiating off of her.

“Yep.” I pushed myself up in bed. “Why don’t you order us some room service while I check that everything isl good to go. Then we can eat and head out to the boat.”

“Sounds good.” Mia twisted and stretched over the bed, as she reached for the phone on the nightstand. I couldn’t resist and I smacked her gorgeous ass that the thin white sheet barely covered.

She squealed and spun to look at me, tangling herself in the sheet as she turned.

“What was that for?”

“For having such a delectable ass,” I smirked.

“What? I do?”

“It’s endearing how utterly clueless you are when it comes to your wiles, woman.”

“Wiles? I have no wiles,” she feigned innocence.

I tickled her sides until she squirmed and squealed, then I kissed her lips and released her.
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We cruised along the mostly clear road. Mia stared out the window, enjoying the views until her excitement turned to anxiousness. Her fingers fidgeted in her lap, and she grew restless. 

I already suspected what was coming before she opened her mouth. It was a two-and-a-half-hour drive to the canyon and while I usually enjoyed every moment getting to talk to Mia, my stomach sank when she finally brought up the conversation I’d been dreading.

“Teo?” she said hesitantly.

I cast a glance at her before returning my eyes to the road. “Hmm?”

“I know we agreed to keep details about ourselves a secret and that we weren’t going to share any identifying details about our lives...”

“Because this is a fun and light summer fling. I believe it was your idea.”

“Yeah, I know. It’s just, the other night. Those guys.” I was tempted to help her get to the point I already knew she was struggling to make but I didn’t want to have to answer her questions, so I let her stammering continue.

“They seemed shocked when they found out who you are. Those horrible, terrifying men...it seemed as if they feared you.” I hated how uncomfortable she was talking to me because deep down, I wanted to share everything with her. I wanted her to know all of me and I wanted to know all of her, but it would be a disaster if I actually opened up.

“Your point?”

She flinched at the edge in my voice, and I instantly regretted my tone.

I wished she would just drop it. I had no idea how to answer her questions without revealing too much, so I kept it short and tried to say as little as possible.

“It just makes me wonder...how did those men know who you are?”

“You don’t need to concern yourself with those men any longer. It’s been taken care of.”

“Taken care of—?”

“Why are we still talking about those fucking assholes? Yes, it’s been taken care of. You don’t have to worry about them anymore.” I snapped and Mia jumped, leaning away from me in the small car. I hated myself for speaking to her that way, even more so for being the cause of the scared look in her eye. I lowered my voice and tried to sound calmer. “I’m sorry. I just—can’t we just enjoy today? You’re actually able to be outside of the hotel and I’ve planned a really nice trip for us.”

“Of course. I’m sorry.” Mia’s voice was a blend of hurt and anger and it caused an unbearable ache in my chest.

The drive seemed to drag on after that. There was an unspoken tension between us, a distance I had put there. But it couldn’t be helped.

After an agonizing hour of silence in the car, we finally arrived at our destination and before long, we were gliding down the pristine crystal waters that cut through the landscape, all hint of tension seemingly forgotten.

While the view was magnificent, I found myself more enamored with watching Mia experience its beauty.

“Teo, look. There’s a waterfall.” She pointed excitedly.

“It’s beautiful. Why don’t we get a little closer?”

“Oh, can we?”

“Sure. Why not? Actually, it looks like there’s a little bank beside it. We could stop for a bit. Maybe take a dip?”

“That sounds great.”

Mia’s enthusiasm was contagious. I found myself grinning like a fool every time she pointed out some interesting site. I parked the boat on the small shore and tied the rope around one of the rocks that stuck out of the water. We slipped off our shoes and carried them in our hands. I hopped out of the boat first, the water barely coming to my knees, and offered to help Mia out of the boat.

With her hand still in mine, we waded to the shore. We laughed excitedly as we hurried across the warm sand to the small portion of beach that was shaded by the overhanging rocks that formed the waterfall. From there we were able to walk behind the cascading water and look out at the beautiful canyon in front of us. Mia beamed as she turned to face me. I cupped her cheek, guiding her in for a soft, sweet kiss and her body melted into mine. A sudden, overwhelming urge to tell her how I felt had me breaking the kiss to gaze into her eyes.

“Mia, you are the most incredible woman I’ve ever met.”

“You’re not so bad yourself.” She smiled sweetly at me, a small blush on her cheeks from the compliment even though she was trying to play it cool.

“Never in a million years would I have ever thought that I would meet someone like you and on a business trip no less.”

“I know, it's crazy to think that we both come from Italy and yet our paths never crossed until we were both on a trip here in France. If we had come at different times or gone to different beaches, we could have easily gone our whole lives without meeting each other. The whole summer has been like a dream. I know it’s just for a little while, until we go back to our regular lives, but I'm so grateful that we have this time together. It's an adventure that I will remember my entire life.”

That wasn't the way that I saw the conversation going. I was hoping to lead in to asking her if we could consider exchanging our real information and staying in touch even after the summer was over. But I was a coward, afraid of being rejected. So, I kept my thoughts to myself with the excuse that I didn't want to ruin a great trip if she didn't feel the same. I smiled and kissed her deep and long to give myself a moment.

I would ask her before we left at the end of the summer. I would convince her, and myself, that I was worthy to be more for her than just a summer fling. Even if we lived on opposite sides of the country, I was willing to figure out a way to make it work somehow. Mia was worth figuring it out for.

And she would, what? Go to family dinners? Accept the fact that I was in the mafia? That my family and I were criminals?

I broke the kiss and brushed her cheek softly with my thumb. What was I doing with such a sweet, innocent girl?

The other night, when we were attacked on the beach, my name had saved us, but it could just as easily put her in danger. She would be tarnished and ruined in my dark world. It would be selfish when she flourished so beautifully in the light. As much as it pained me, I made my decision in that moment. I would let her go. Not right then but at the end of the summer when it was time for us both to return home, I would let her go.

“Teo? Are you okay?”

“Yeah, sorry. I was just thinking.”

“About what?” She tilted her head to the side and studied my face carefully.

“About you,” I gave her a seductive smirk. It wasn't a lie. Not technically.

My answer was enough to satisfy her. She gave me the most beautiful smile that made my heart ache. I needed to break the moment, or all of my walls might crumble.

“Come on. This beach seems like the perfect place to set up our picnic.”

“That sounds great. I'm starved.”

I set my mind to enjoy the rest of our trip. A lot had gone into getting Mia away from the hotel and I didn't want it to go to waste. Besides, just because I knew our summer was going to end, didn’t mean I couldn’t enjoy every moment until then.
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If you plan to continue with this series, there’s an epilogue...but I suggest you stop here if you don’t like cliffhangers and don’t plan to continue. 

Thanks for reading!
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Mia

Teo seemed in better spirits by the time we got to his hotel, but he was hiding something, and I couldn’t figure out what. He’d seemed defensive when I asked him about those men from the other night. If they seemed afraid of him, maybe that meant that I should fear him too.

Teo had never said or done anything to make me feel as though I wasn’t safe with him and if I was honest with myself, I was already falling hard. I hated feeling as though he was keeping secrets from me.

I reminded myself of our agreement. It had sounded so exciting at first but over the time spent with him, I found myself wanting more. More time, more information, and more commitment to at least see each other after the summer. He already acted as if I was his and he were mine, but I wanted it to be true and not just for the duration of my trip.

He opened the door to his suite and let me lead the way inside. I spun around the extravagant living room, taking it all in. The back wall was completely glass and overlooked a private infinity pool, lined with large rocks and plants that gave it a natural feel. 

“This is incredible.”

“See why I’ve been eager to get you here.”

“I thought it was to get me into your bed.”

“Oh, well I definitely have some plans for that as well but if I’m being honest, what I’ve really been looking forward to is skinny dipping and taking you on the edge of the pool under the stars.”

My cheeks flushed and Teo flashed a victorious smirk.

“What do you say? Are you up for a dip in the pool?”

I quirked my eyebrow, quickly stripping off my clothes until I stood in the middle of Teo's living room completely bare. I fought the desire to figit as he gawked at me. It wasn't like it was the first time he'd seem me naked, but there was something so erotic about standing there in his lavish suite, naked while he remained fully dressed.

I smirked at his reaction and sauntered out to the pool, leaving him to follow.

I was innately aware of Teo following as I walked into the pool and dipped under the water. I broke the surface of the water, and he wrapped his arms around from behind me and gently kissed my neck. I turned in his arms and he cupped the side of my neck, pulling me close, and kissed me fiercely.

As we stood in the pool, his warm lips on mine, I was relieved that the tension from earlier had disappeared.

Teo let his hands roam over my body as he kissed me with so much passion that it took my breath away. His warm touch was such a contrast from the cool water that it created an intense sensation, especially when he massaged my breast with one hand and slipped his other hand between my legs.

I moaned into our kiss, writhing as two fingers teased me and couldn't stop from moving my hips when he pumped his fingers harder.

I hooked a leg around him, needing to feel him deeper. He pulled his fingers away but before I could whimper from the loss, he lifted me to wrap my legs around his waist, his hot, steel shaft already pressing at my entrance.

I moaned and my head lulled back as he slipped inside me. He held my hips firm, pushing me down onto him until I was completely filled, our bodies pressed tight against each other.

Then he began to move, not in thrusts like the times before, but in circles with his hips. If felt different, fuller, like he was touching places he'd never touched before. He barely pulled out of me when he did finally begin to make short, hard thrusts.

All of the new sensations were too much and when he dipped his head to nibble on my pebbled nipple, I came undone and he quickly followed.

My insides clinched down onto his shaft as my whole body writhed against him. He tangled his fingers into my hair and kissed me hard until my muscles went limp and I melted into his arms.

He held me, still deep inside, as my breathing steadied and my heartbeat returned to normal. The water felt colder, and I shivered as he eased out of me. Teo lifted me onto the edge of the pool before climbing out.

He stood and offered his hand to help me up.

“Where are we going?”

“I thought we could use a nice hot shower.”

“That sounds great.”

“Good.” Teo led me through the hotel room and into the ensuite bath.

The hot water felt heavenly, quickly melting away the cold. Teo kissed me gently as he lathered me up, and I happily returned the favor.

Once we were both rinsed and dried, he wrapped me in a fluffy white robe and carried me to the bed. I watched as he opened a drawer and dressed in pajama bottoms and no shirt.

“Are you hungry? How about some room service?”

"That sounds great. I'm famished."

"Your wish is my command. Do you have any preferences?"

"You choose. I'm sure you know what's good here." I grinned lazily from the bed, fully sated.

"Alright. And I'll get them to put a rush on it.''

Teo's cell phone rang on the nightstand, but he silenced it without a word, returning it to the bedside table before picking up the hotel's cordless landline.

He pressed the pre-set speed dial and placed the phone to his ear. "Hi, yes. Room service?" He smiled at me, holding up his index finger before stepping out of the room.

Teo's cell buzzed and out of curiosity I glanced at the screen.

G. Just a ‘G’?

The phone quit buzzing and I climbed out of bed. I gently opened a dresser drawer, finding his boxers and socks folded neatly. I closed it back and tried another, finding several neatly folded white undershirts. I grabbed one and slipped it on.

"Mia?" Teo called out from the bedroom, and I peeked out as he sat two glasses of sparkling water on the nightstand.

"Hey, I stole a shirt. I hope you don't mind."

"While I’d prefer to have you fully naked the whole time you’re here, I have to say, it looks a hell of a lot better on you than it does on me." He stood in front of me, running his hands up my outer thighs, gliding past the hem of the shirt, and rounding to cup my bare ass. “I suppose as long as it’s the only thing you wear...” He lifted me onto my tiptoes and pressed his lips to mine.

Teo's phone vibrated on the table again. He ignored it at first, as we continued to kiss but after a moment, he reluctantly pulled away with a sigh.

"One minute. I'm sorry."

"Take your time."

"Hello?" He snapped as he answered the phone and stepped out of the bedroom.

I flopped back on the comforter, relishing the soft, fluffy pillows. I liked being in Teo's bed. My mind drifted to a collage of our best moments together and butterflies fluttered in my belly. 

I was falling for him, bad. It happened too quick. We were just supposed to be having a fling. In just a few weeks, I would be returning home. If I left things the way they were, it would mean never seeing Teo again. I couldn't bear the thought of that.

I made up my mind. Over dinner I was going to talk to Teo and tell him I think that we should continue seeing each other even after both of us returned home from vacation. Even if it meant having to break the news to my father that I was dating.

Before I had time to ponder the details, Teo burst into the bedroom, a panicked expression on his face.

"Teo?"

"You need to get dressed, now." He was already unzipping my small duffle bag and tossed me the pair of jeans I'd packed to wear the next day.

I jumped out of bed and quickly slipped on my jeans.

There was a knock on the front door and we both froze. Teo glanced from the doorway and back to me, placing a finger over his lips to tell me to remain quiet. “Go to the back patio, hide behind the rocks and bushes. Do not come back in until I come get you. If things go bad, promise me that you’ll run. Go straight back to your hotel and don’t open your door for anyone but me or Fausto.”

“What do you mean go bad? Teo...” There was another hard knock.

“Promise me,” he snapped desperately as he shoved my duffle in my hands, already pushing me out to the patio.

“I promise.”

He gave me one last longing kiss that felt eerily like a goodbye. “Go.”

I ran and ducked behind the bushes just as a sound, of what I could only imagine as the front door bursting open, reached my ears. I gasped, slapping my hand over my mouth, and peeked through the small gaps in the branches to see what was going on.

A strange man passed in front of my narrow frame of sight, and I ducked lower. Another two men walked with determination, and I tensed when I spotted the guns in their hands. I tried to look through the other windows, wanting to catch a glimpse of Teo but I had no idea where he’d disappeared to once he’d pushed me out of the door.

Suddenly, the sound of gunfire erupted from inside the hotel room. Teo had told me to run but how could I leave him alone?

You promised.

Shit.

I clutched my duffle bag tighter, glancing through the branches one more time to make sure it was clear, and ran for the side of the hotel. I cut down the alleyway between two of the buildings, skidding to a stop as four men in full tactical gear rushed toward me.

I turned to scream but a thick, gloved hand clamped over my mouth, muffling the sound. A strong trunk-like arm lifted my flailing feet off the ground, planting me between the brick wall and the large mountain of a man who stood before me.

“Are you Mia?” His voice was a low growl that sent shivers up my spine.

I nodded, my eyes so wide with terror that I thought they were going to pop out.

“I’m going to take my hand off of your mouth, but you can’t scream,” he rasped, and I nodded again even though he hadn’t posed it as a question.

He removed his hand, and I fought the urge to scream while trying to catch my breath.

“We’re friends of Teo. The ones who called to warn him. Is he still inside?”

I nodded again, finally finding my voice. “There were at least three men in there with guns. He needs help.”

“I know, little one. That’s what we are here for. Did he give you instructions?”

“Yeah.”

“Okay, go.” He gave the command so calmly, but it worked like a racing shot and I took off toward the main road that led back to my hotel.

My bare feet stung as they pounded the concrete, but I kept running. I didn’t slow down until I barged into the hotel’s main lobby. I passed the elevator bank, not wanting to wait for a car to arrive. As soon as I slipped into the stairwell, I started running again, climbing the stairs two at a time when my stride would allow it.

My lungs burned and I didn’t care if I looked crazy as I ran through the empty hall toward my hotel room.

Frantically, I fought with the zipper on my purse, dropping the key once I finally got it out and I knelt to gather it up. The elevator dinged down the hall, indicating a car arriving and I quickly unlocked my door and slipped inside. I slammed the door shut and locked it before peeking through the peephole.

A nicely dressed couple strolled arm in arm down the hall, laughing and chatting. I let out a breath and sagged against the door.

Once I was sure no one was coming after me, panic gave way to worry. I paced the floor of my hotel, anxiously waiting for a call from Teo. 

After an hour and a half of waiting, I checked that my phone still worked, calling down to the front desk to make sure that I hadn’t somehow missed Teo’s call but there was nothing.

The sun rose, casting my room in a pretty pink glow which seemed to mock the horror I was battling in my mind. My feet burned from running barefoot, but I was too antsy to take a bath, so I ran the shower, slipped off my jeans and Teo’s shirt, and stepped under the hot spray. The water stung the scrapes on my soles, but I barely registered the pain. I’d felt numb but the water brought all the horrible feelings and fears bubbling to the surface.

So much gunfire. He was outnumbered. What if he couldn’t hold them off until help arrived? What if help was too late? What if—

Painful sobs tore from my throat. My legs gave out and I leaned against the tiled shower wall to keep from falling. I slid down to the floor of the shower, pulling my knees to my chest and sobbed until the water turned to ice. I crawled over and turned off the water before dragging myself up, somehow finding enough energy to wrap up in a towel.

I made it back to the bed and collapsed onto it.

“A shooting like that would have gained a lot of attention. Maybe there’s something on the news?” I said to myself as I grabbed the remote and turned on the television.

I flipped channels until I reached the late night broadcast and impatiently waited for the weather girl to finish but there was no mention of the attack.

A knock on my door startled me and I jumped. I crept slowly toward the front door and peeked out, saying a silent prayer that I would see Teo standing in the hall, safe and sound.

Another knock made me yelp and I covered my mouth to quiet myself.

“Mia?” Fausto’s voice came from the other side of the door, and I rushed to answer it.

“Fausto?”

He looked surprised. "I thought you were staying in the American girls' room tonight."

"I was but I couldn't sleep so I decided to come back. What are you doing here?"

"I was looking for you. We have to go home early. Please pack your things. The plane will be waiting for us.”

“Home? But we still have three weeks.”

“I’m afraid not. Your father has requested that you return early.”

“I don’t understand. Why would he...?” Fausto’s facade dropped and I noticed the worry lines on his face which kicked my adrenaline into high gear once more. “Fausto? What’s wrong? What is it?”

“I don’t know. I’m sorry. Something has happened. I don’t know what. Your father was very vague on the phone, but he said that it is imperative that we get home right away.”

“Okay.” A sick feeling sank into the pit of my stomach. I was overrun with worry...for my father...for Teo. “I just need to pack and...”

“We need to leave here in half an hour.”

“Sure. Of course.”

“Would you like help packing?”

“No. I’ve got it.”

“Alright.” Fausto gave a nod and excused himself.

The moment the door clicked shut, I rushed over and locked it back. I grabbed my suitcases, tossed them open on the bed, and began throwing everything into the bags without bothering to fold anything. I lifted Teo’s shirt to my nose and breathed in. It smelled like his laundry detergent, and I wished I’d grabbed a dirty shirt instead so that it would smell like him. Tears pricked my eyes again and I choked back a sob. I had to keep it together. Fausto would be back in fifteen minutes. I couldn’t look like I’d been crying.

I picked up the landline, dialed Teo's hotel room, and held my breath as the phone rang but there was no answer. I hung up and tried again but there was still nothing.

I had to think quickly, so I dialed the number for the front desk and a proper sounding French woman answered with a clearly scripted greeting that I didn’t even bother listening to.

“Bonjour, Madame. I would like to leave a message for one of your guests.”

“Of course. What is the name?”

“Teo...It’s for room 135.” I hated that I didn’t even know his last name. It was a stupid idea not to exchange information just because I was trying to be reckless and wild for once in my sheltered life. 

“Je m'excuse. I’m sorry but that guest has already checked out.”

“Checked out? But...is there any way to contact him?”

“I’m sorry, Madame.”

“Mia?” Fausto knocked on the door, signaling that it was time to go.

“Thank you anyway.” I hung up and hurried to the door to let Fausto in.

“Who were you talking to?”

“Just canceling my wake-up call.”

“Ah, I think they would figure it out since we are checking out.”

“Right.”

“Are you all packed?”

“Yeah.” I motioned to the two suitcases and my duffle bag by the door.

Fausto grabbed the two larger bags, letting me carry the one small one. As we headed to the car, Courtney rushed over.

“Mia? You’re leaving?”

“I’m afraid so. I have some family stuff I have to deal with.”

“Well look, you have my number. Stay in touch and call me if you’re ever going to be in the US. I’d love to show you around.”

“That sounds great." I forced as much of a smile as my anxiety would allow. "And if you ever find yourself in Italy, let me know.”

“Of course.”

I reached out and pulled Courtney into a big hug and whispered in her ear. “I need you to get a message to Teo for me if you see him around or if he comes looking for me. Tell him that I had to go home and give him my number, please?”

“Of course,” Courtney whispered before pulling back. “You take care of yourself and don’t forget to have a little fun every now and then.”

“I will.” I hadn’t realized how much I was going to miss Courtney until we were saying goodbye.

“We really have to go,” Fausto reminded, and we headed to the car.

As we drove to the airport, I glanced around the streets, hoping and praying I’d see Teo but there were only strangers’ faces passing by. My only hope was that Courtney would get a message to him and that I’d one day get to see him again.
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Continue reading Teo and Mia’s story in

Willed to the Enemy.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

ABOUT THE AUTHOR


[image: image]


For as long as she can remember, Nikki Rose has enjoyed writing stories. For years, writing was just a hobby for this South Carolina native. It was a way to let out all the stories floating around in her head. After one of those stories took on a mind of its own, outgrowing even the parameters of a single book, Rose knew she had to pursue her dream.

Married to her high school sweetheart and best friend, Rose feels she is truly living out a romance story of her very own. As a stay-at-home mom of two, she is blessed with the time needed to work on her writing career full-time while her kids are at school or in the wee hours while normal people sleep. She considers herself a music obsessed chocoholic and hopeless romantic who enjoys weaving romance stories with a healthy dose of mystery and suspense.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Connect with Nikki


[image: image]


Want to stay up to date on new releases and other exciting announcements?

Join my mailing list!

Follow me!

Amazon

BookBub

Goodreads

Facebook

Twitter

Instagram 

Join me in my readers' group at

Nikki Rose's Readers

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Other Books by Nikki Rose

[image: image]


[image: image]

The Line Series

Crossing the Line

Blurring the Line

Drawing the Line

Walking the Line

[image: image]

When Dae Breaks

When Knight Falls

[image: image]

Dangerous Games

Faceless

Forgotten Evil

[image: Shape, rectangle

Description automatically generated]

Venturi Mafia Series

Rendezvous with the Enemy

Willed to the Enemy

d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
NIKKI ROSE





d2d_images/image012.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image013.png





d2d_images/image010.png





d2d_images/image011.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/image014.png





d2d_images/image001.png





d2d_images/image002.png





d2d_images/image000.png





d2d_images/image005.png





d2d_images/image006.png





d2d_images/image003.png





d2d_images/image004.png





d2d_images/image009.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





d2d_images/image007.jpg





d2d_images/image008.png





