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Chapter 1 — The Promise in Blood

	Rain hit the black windows of the DeMarco estate like fingers trying to claw their way inside.

	Luca Moretti stood in the doorway of Vittorio DeMarco’s study with blood on his hands and another man’s gun tucked into the back of his waistband. The room smelled of cordite, leather, and the sharp metallic sting of fresh death. One guard lay face-down on the Persian rug. Another was slumped against the wall beneath a shattered painting, his eyes still open, as if he had died trying to understand how the night had gone wrong so quickly.

	Vittorio DeMarco was still alive.

	Barely.

	The old don sat half-collapsed in his chair behind the desk, one hand gripping the carved armrest, the other pressed hard over the wound in his side. Blood seeped between his fingers and soaked into his white shirt. His face had gone gray beneath the warm light of the desk lamp, but his eyes were still hard. Still commanding. Still dangerous.

	Luca crossed the room in two strides and dropped to one knee beside him.

	“The ambulance is two minutes out,” he said.

	“They won’t make it in time if I keep talking,” Vittorio muttered.

	“You’re not dying tonight.”

	A humorless smile touched the older man’s mouth. “You sound like a son.”

	Luca looked away.

	That word still did something to him, even after all these years. Maybe because Vittorio had been the closest thing he had ever had to one. Maybe because the man had found him at nineteen, half-starved and half-feral, and offered him a place in a world that demanded blood but at least gave loyalty in return. A name. A purpose. A code.

	Luca had killed for that code. Bled for it. Buried parts of himself for it.

	And now the only man he had ever truly obeyed was bleeding out in front of him.

	“Save your strength,” Luca said.

	“No.” Vittorio’s fingers tightened on his sleeve with surprising force. “Listen to me.”

	Luca held his gaze.

	That was the thing about men like Vittorio DeMarco. They could be half-dead and still sound like kings.

	“There’s a traitor,” Vittorio said, voice roughening with pain. “Inside. Someone opened the gates. Someone wanted me dead before I could move what I hid.”

	Luca’s jaw hardened. He had already guessed as much. The breach had been too clean, too precise. No camera blind spots exploited by chance. No patrol schedule memorized overnight. This had been planned by someone who knew the house from the inside.

	“I’ll find him,” Luca said.

	“You will kill him.”

	“Yes.”

	Vittorio gave a single nod, accepting that answer the way other men accepted prayer.

	Then his eyes shifted, and for the first time that night, Luca saw something more dangerous than fear in them.

	Regret.

	“It isn’t me they’ll come for next,” Vittorio said.

	Luca stilled.

	“Gianna.”

	The name cut through the room more sharply than the gunfire had.

	Luca had spent years never saying it unless necessary. Never dwelling on it. Never allowing his mind to rest too long on the boss’s daughter with the defiant chin, the quiet sadness in her eyes, and the habit of looking at him like she saw something in him he had spent a lifetime trying to bury.

	Gianna DeMarco had left New York three years ago after one last brutal argument with her father. She had built a life in Boston, far from the family name, far from the violence, far from everything Luca understood too well. He had told himself that was good. Necessary.

	Safe.

	But safe was a fragile word in their world.

	“Where is she?” Luca asked.

	“On her way.” Vittorio’s voice faltered, then steadied again through sheer will. “I called her. Told her I needed to see her. I didn’t tell her why.”

	Luca swore under his breath.

	“She’ll walk in blind,” Vittorio said. “And if they think she has what I hid…”

	“What did you hide?”

	Vittorio ignored the question. “They cannot get to her.”

	The storm rattled the windows harder.

	From somewhere beyond the study doors came the rush of footsteps—men barking orders, medics finally arriving, the house in chaos—but inside the room, everything narrowed to the old don and the dying seconds between one heartbeat and the next.

	Vittorio’s hand tightened on Luca’s sleeve again.

	“I need your word.”

	Luca didn’t answer immediately.

	Because a promise from a man like him was not decoration. It was iron. It was binding. It was a collar around the throat of the future.

	“What word?” he asked quietly.

	“Protect her.”

	Luca’s expression didn’t change, but something inside him did. Something low and immediate and brutal.

	Vittorio saw it. Old fox. Even now, he saw too much.

	“Not as one of my men,” he rasped. “Not as duty to the family. As me. As a promise to me.”

	Luca looked down at the blood pooling beneath the desk, then back at the man who had built an empire out of violence and called it legacy.

	“What exactly are you asking?”

	Vittorio’s next words came slow, each one dragged through pain.

	“Keep her alive. Keep her out of this world. And no matter what happens…” His breathing hitched. “No matter what she says. No matter what you feel. You do not let her belong to this life.”

	The meaning landed between them like a blade.

	Luca went still.

	Vittorio held his gaze. “Do you understand me?”

	Yes.

	More than the old man knew.

	Luca had spent years mastering silence, discipline, control. But he was still a man, and Gianna DeMarco had never been easy to ignore. Not at twenty-two, when she used to storm into rooms like she was unafraid of every wolf in the house. Not at twenty-four, when grief after her mother’s death had sharpened her into something more guarded and more beautiful. Not at twenty-six, even in absence, when memory had only made her more dangerous.

	No matter what you feel.

	Vittorio had known.

	Maybe not everything. But enough.

	“I understand,” Luca said.

	“Say it.”

	Outside, sirens screamed at last through the storm.

	Luca leaned closer, rain-damp shoulders squared, blood still drying on his knuckles.

	“I give you my word,” he said. “No one touches Gianna. I’ll protect her with my life.”

	Vittorio searched his face, as if weighing the promise, testing its strength.

	“And you keep her away from this world,” he whispered.

	Luca hesitated only once.

	Then he said, “Yes.”

	The old don closed his eyes for a second, relief flickering over his face like the final loosening of a man who had carried too much for too long.

	When he opened them again, they had dimmed.

	“She’ll hate you for it,” Vittorio said.

	Luca’s mouth turned hard. “She can hate me alive.”

	A rough breath escaped Vittorio that might have been the ghost of a laugh.

	Then the study doors burst open and the medics rushed in.

	
	

	Gianna DeMarco hated hospitals.

	She hated the smell first—bleach, plastic, and that thin sterile coldness that never fully hid human fear. She hated the lighting. Too bright. Too honest. She hated the waiting rooms with their tired chairs and their coffee that tasted like punishment and the way grief always seemed louder under fluorescent bulbs.

	Mostly, she hated that the moment she stepped through the private entrance of St. Catherine’s Medical Center, she was twelve years old again, standing in a hallway while adults whispered that her mother was gone.

	Her heels clicked sharply against the polished floor as she followed the nurse down the restricted corridor. Her coat was still damp from the rain. Her dark hair, pulled into a low knot for the flight, had started loosening around her face. She had no makeup left except the faint remains of mascara she hadn’t noticed smudging during the drive.

	She looked composed.

	She was not.

	“What exactly happened?” she asked for the fourth time.

	The nurse offered the same rehearsed answer she had already given twice in the elevator and once at the desk. “Your father sustained serious injuries, Miss DeMarco, but he is receiving the best care.”

	That meant nothing.

	Gianna stopped walking.

	The nurse took two more steps before realizing and turning back.

	“What injuries?”

	“Miss DeMarco—”

	“What injuries?” Gianna repeated, sharper now.

	The nurse glanced past her shoulder. Not at Gianna. Past her.

	And that was the exact second Gianna felt it—that shift in the air, that old familiar sensation of someone bigger, colder, more dangerous entering the space behind her.

	She turned.

	Luca Moretti stood at the far end of the corridor in a black suit with rain still darkening the shoulders. No tie. White shirt open at the throat. One split bruise across his cheekbone. His expression unreadable as ever.

	He looked like the answer to a prayer no sane woman should ever make.

	He also looked like trouble, memory, and every reason she had stayed away from home.

	For one long second, neither of them moved.

	Then the nurse exhaled, visibly relieved. “Mr. Moretti.”

	Of course.

	Gianna folded her arms. “You’re stopping me now?”

	Luca approached with that silent, controlled stride that had once terrified grown men at her father’s table. He was taller than she remembered. Or maybe just broader. Harder. Time had carved him into something leaner and more dangerous, as if the years had stripped away every softness and left only steel.

	His gaze moved over her quickly, efficiently. Shoes, coat, hands, face. Assessing. Counting. Confirming she was unharmed.

	The fact that he didn’t even pretend not to do it made her temper rise.

	“You shouldn’t have come alone,” he said.

	No hello. No welcome home. No human warmth at all.

	She laughed once, short and disbelieving. “Nice to see you too.”

	His eyes stayed on hers. Dark. Cool. Impossible. “I’m serious.”

	“And I’m not interested.”

	The nurse quietly excused herself and disappeared down the hall, abandoning Gianna to the exact man she had least wanted to face tonight.

	Perfect.

	She took a step toward the ICU doors. Luca stepped into her path.

	Her heart gave one ugly, furious thud.

	“Move.”

	“No.”

	Something hot flashed through her chest. Fear. Anger. Old resentment with fresh teeth.

	“My father called me,” she said. “He said he needed to see me.”

	“He’s in surgery.”

	“Then I’ll wait.”

	“Not here.”

	Her eyes narrowed. “You don’t get to command me.”

	His face did not change, but his voice dropped lower. “Tonight, I do.”

	For a moment all she could hear was the hum of the hospital lights and the rain ticking against the distant windows.

	Then she said, very softly, “You haven’t changed at all.”

	Something unreadable moved across his face and vanished before she could name it.

	“You have,” he said.

	It should not have mattered. It should not have made her pulse stumble.

	She hated that it did.

	She lifted her chin. “Let me guess. That isn’t a compliment.”

	“It isn’t an insult either.”

	“Coming from you, that’s practically poetry.”

	He ignored that. “There was an attack at the estate.”

	The words hit harder than she expected.

	She had known it was bad. Known it from the clipped call, the late-night car waiting at the airport, the way nobody would answer a direct question. But hearing it aloud made it real.

	“An attack,” she repeated. “On my father?”

	“Yes.”

	Her throat tightened. “Who?”

	“We don’t know yet.”

	“That’s a lie.”

	His gaze hardened almost imperceptibly. “It’s the truth you’re getting right now.”

	She stepped closer before she could stop herself. “You think you can still do this? Shut me out, order me around, decide what I can handle?”

	“I think you’re in danger.”

	“And I think you’re using that as an excuse.”

	For the first time, heat broke through his control.

	“An excuse for what?”

	“To drag me back into a life I left.”

	His jaw flexed. “If I wanted to drag you anywhere, you would already be there.”

	The silence after that was electric.

	Gianna stared at him, breath caught high in her chest.

	He stared back like he regretted the sentence the moment it left his mouth.

	Good, she thought wildly. Let him regret something.

	“You’re unbelievable,” she said.

	“And you’re not listening.”

	“My father is in surgery after someone tried to kill him. I got on a plane in the middle of the night, and before I’ve even seen him, you’re trying to lock me away somewhere.” Her voice cracked on the last word, and she hated herself for letting it. “Do you have any idea what that sounds like?”

	“Yes.”

	That answer threw her.

	Because it was quiet. Not cold. Quiet.

	For one second, Luca looked less like a weapon and more like a man carrying something heavy and sharp beneath his ribs.

	Then it was gone.

	“You can see him when the doctors clear it,” he said. “Until then, you’re coming with me.”

	“No.”

	“Gianna.”

	The way he said her name—flat, controlled, but roughened underneath—made her hate her own pulse.

	“I’m not one of your soldiers,” she said. “You don’t get blind obedience from me.”

	He took one step closer.

	Not threatening.

	Worse.

	Careful.

	“Tonight,” he said, “obedience might keep you alive.”

	That should have frightened her more than it did. Instead, it made her furious. Because some part of her believed him. Some terrible, inconvenient part that remembered Luca had never once lied to her face, even when silence had been its own kind of cruelty.

	She looked away first.

	Bad choice.

	Because the second she did, she caught the reflection in the glass of the ICU doors—two men at the far end of the corridor in hospital scrubs, moving too slowly, watching too closely.

	Her skin went cold.

	Luca saw it happen. Saw the exact instant her expression shifted.

	His entire body changed.

	Every muscle in him seemed to lock into deadly purpose. His head turned slightly, and when he looked down the corridor, the temperature in the room seemed to drop with it.

	“Behind me,” he said.

	The command came so fast, so absolute, that her body obeyed before her pride could stop it.

	The two men moved at once.

	One reached inside his scrub top.

	Luca was already in motion.

	He shoved Gianna back toward the wall with one arm and pulled his gun with the other in a movement so smooth it barely looked human. The first shot cracked through the corridor like a bomb. The man in scrubs slammed backward into the opposite wall. Nurses screamed somewhere down the hall. The second man ran.

	Luca fired again.

	Missed.

	The fleeing man vanished through the stairwell door.

	Everything happened too fast after that.

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	




