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Content Warning

	 

	Please note that No One Was There is a work of fiction intended for adult readers. It contains explicit material, including on-page depictions of sexual assault, violence, sex trafficking, sexual, physical and verbal abuse, molestation, psychological distress, dark thoughts, and bodily harm, including blood and death.

	This novel is the first in a series, and some story threads are intentionally left unresolved.

	 

	
 

	To everyone going through hard times,
 

	The storm will pass, and the sun will shine again. 
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	Vittorio’s low and sinister chuckle sent a shiver down Lana’s spine. It was always that same disgusting little laugh that meant business. She couldn’t make out what the real estate magnate next to her father had murmured, but Vittorio’s reaction told her enough. The sweetness of the dessert turned sour on her tongue.

	“Some of my collaborators would be easier to convince with a little . . . exoticism,” the man said more loudly as he leaned toward Vittorio. 

	Focused on the Bavarian cream on her plate, Lana listened. Even with the music and chatter of the reception room, she caught him asking, “Would you have something to satisfy them?”

	The grimace pulling at her lips was hard to control. Her fingers twitched, her spoon gouging a hole in the delicate raspberry mousse. Catching herself just before it clanged against the china, she glanced around the table, ensuring none of the four other guests had seen her make a face.

	Eight people were supposed to sit at the center table, but Vittorio’s last-minute client threw off Lana’s carefully organized seating arrangement. When Vittorio heard about potential business, his eyes twinkled, and he moved the couple to another table. He didn’t care that the tables were uneven, as long as he landed a juicy deal.

	The only upside to the empty seat between Lana and her father was that, despite a burst of laughter from the table behind them and the clatter of silverware, she caught his answer as he leaned toward his client.

	“A container arrives from Thailand in ten days,” he said. “Do you think they could wait until then?”

	Bile rose at the back of her throat. This container wasn’t on his schedule.

	“Can’t you have something earlier?” the buyer urged. “I have to sign this agreement within a week.”

	“Helping a regular like you is always possible.” He paused. 

	With a clenched jaw, Lana mustered all her strength not to stare them down. Her knee jerked under the immaculate tablecloth with the need to leave the room. 

	She wasn’t surprised when he added, “A set of three is still at auction. A friend of Peter’s has already offered eight hundred thousand.”

	“How old?”

	“No more than sixteen. Pretty. Untouched. A gift from the Hong Kong Triad on my last visit. You know I only accept top-tier, nothing less.”

	“One million. Cash. I’ll send you the address. The sooner, the better.”

	“One point five million, and I’ll find a little extra someone just for you.”

	From the corner of her eye, Lana saw her father tap his index finger against his client’s chest. He always knew how to charm the depraved needs of those coming to him. His client grunted low, as if the decision took more than a passing thought, then extended his hand between them. 

	“Deal,” he agreed.

	They sealed it with a firm handshake. It was the third agreement of this kind Vittorio had made tonight, each more blatant about the merchandise he sold. Being so full of himself—and bourbon—made him careless. Fortunately, the other guests at their table seemed too absorbed in their own chatter to notice what had just happened. One even turned to Lana to praise her for how well she managed the family’s five-star hotel and how grandiose the party was. Their praise meant nothing.

	Biting the inside of her cheek, she spared a glance at her father and his client. One of the event coordinators Lana had hired approached their table and leaned over Vittorio’s shoulder. The time for his speech had come. 

	As he stood, Vittorio patted his client’s shoulder, and guests cheered him on. Lana thought he had forgotten about her after the deal he had made, but he motioned for her to stand as well.

	With her stiletto heels, she towered over her father by an inch. The event photographer appeared before them, capturing father and daughter together, celebrated for their charitable contributions.

	He turned the camera’s screen toward them. Lana looked so much like her father. The same high cheekbones, straight noses, and determined hazel eyes fixed on the lens. Because of these shared traits, the entire world already believed they were united and standing strong together. 

	Maintaining a fake smile as naturally as possible, she arranged her long, straight, light-brown hair over her shoulder. Glossy covers and pages of economic magazines would praise them, especially after the fifth award Vittorio would receive in a few minutes. Local, national, and worldwide articles would portray them as benefactors supporting various causes. It had been Grace d’Angelo, Lana’s mother, who had started donating to charities, but that fact had long been forgotten. Most articles focused on how honorable it had been for Vittorio to continue his late wife’s fight for the less fortunate.

	If only the world knew that Lana’s mother had donated as much as she could to make up for all her husband had soiled.

	What would journalists write when the news broke that Vittorio funded charities and built schools for the very people he targeted, hiding serial kidnappings behind newly opened help programs? 

	Everyone would finally discover the truth: her mother had taken her own life when she could no longer bear Vittorio’s crimes. The diaries she left behind were full of sordid details her children had already read too many times.

	Lana smiled, thinking about what lay ahead for Vittorio. He patted her shoulder gently and looked at her tenderly, like a loving father. She clenched her fists at her sides, hiding the palms she was marking with her nails in the long sleeves of her dress until he withdrew his touch.

	Guests surrounded them, cheerful and eager to chat with Vittorio before he reached the stage. Those who came closest to him were from his inner circle—all abusers. Lana’s skin crawled. Had she had a say regarding the guest list, at least forty people wouldn’t have been here tonight.

	“You know I still want you on that stage with me,” Vittorio said. “You deserve this award as much as I do.”

	She shook her head, refusing his spotlight as always. “Without you, none of these charities would’ve been funded. You did it all.”

	Her only pride tonight was that over the past year, she had made him raise funds for causes she had personally backed. Organizations that only did good, unlike the ones he controlled. It wasn’t enough, but at least his new award wasn’t as ironic as the previous four.

	A hand pressed against Lana’s arm. The only person in the building she trusted to save her from this evening of pretense was coming to her rescue. Bernard had been the head butler of the Palazzo Grace for decades, and without him, Lana would have been unable to manage the hotel by herself. Bernard was the one people should praise, not her.

	He had always been there, taking care of Lana and her brother from the day they were born. To Vittorio, Bernard was just an employee. One he despised, but could never replace, unable to find anyone as talented.

	“Forgive the interruption, Lana, but a special guest insists on speaking with you exclusively.” 

	“Now?” Vittorio asked with undisguised irritation. 

	Lana turned to her father with a fake smile. 

	“I’ll handle it. You go give your speech.” 

	“I should add how well my little girl takes care of this place, to the point of missing the best part of the night.”

	“No, you’d ruin all the good lines I wrote. I’ll be right back.”

	After a quick half-hug to her father, Lana glanced at Bernard, making sure he was following her as she headed for the exit, slaloming between guests and the round tables. Even though they were off to handle a needy client, she still got to spend a few minutes with the only person here tonight she truly loved like family. 
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	The calm in the lobby was almost deafening. With no staff or clients in sight, the Palazzo Grace could have seemed closed. Lana sighed, relieved to have a moment away from the hundred guests. The constant chatter, combined with the classical background music, had almost given her a migraine. She slowed her steps, the click of her heels pausing on the polished marble floor. She needed a break.

	“Where’s the guest, Bernie?” she asked, realizing no one was waiting for her.

	“In the dining room. Or at the bar, most likely. You know how Blake likes to make himself comfortable wherever he goes. Ms. Ortiz is here as well.”

	She sighed in relief at his words and smiled, glad she wouldn’t have to deal with the hotel’s needy clients. She gave Bernie a knowing look.

	“How convenient they arrived right when Vito was about to give his speech.”

	“It was a bit of a struggle to convince Blake to wait for the right moment before I came to find you.” A mischievous smile stretched his gray mustache. He dipped his hand inside his jacket. “Calder called. Apparently, Former Senator Thompson’s son has something he wants. He texted you the details already. Santiago is waiting for the key.”

	To avoid arousing suspicion from Vittorio, Bernie always kept Lana’s phone with him during events like tonight. He handed it back to her. Three texts were waiting to be read, all from her brother. Hosting an event for Vittorio was apparently not enough work for her tonight.

	Cal: Thompson’s little shit attending tonight. He got a white Lambo for me.

	Cal: Piece of cake for you. Tiago’s waiting in the back. 

	Cal: Hope Vito tripped and fell.

	Bernie looked down at the screen.

	“Santiago is currently scrolling through the depths of his phone in the office. Apparently, fluffy baby cows are trendy now,” he said.

	Lana rolled her eyes and typed her answer to her brother. 

	Lana: On it. Ask Amy about a shipment from Thailand supposedly arriving in ten days.

	Three dots immediately danced at the bottom of the screen, followed by his reply.

	Cal: She doesn’t know about it. 

	Lana’s sigh was closer to a grunt. Bernie gently patted her shoulder. After glancing around them and through the glass wall of the hotel entrance to make sure no one could see them, she quickly hugged him, tightening her arms around his middle as she had since she was a little girl. He gently rubbed her back before guiding her toward the dining room at the far end of the lobby.

	“I’ll make sure no one interrupts,” he said, taking her phone back. 

	“Thank you, Bernie. You’re the best.” 

	She gave a thumbs-up and a thin, sincere smile, then quickly headed to the door and shut it behind her. The click of her heels was now muffled on the art deco blue carpet.

	The dining room was the only area of the Palazzo Grace closed to the public tonight. The kitchen staff had too much to handle with the reception and couldn’t serve regular clients as well.

	A burst of feminine laughter drew Lana’s attention exactly where Bernie had predicted. After a few steps, the bar and a long row of leather stools came into view, along with Isabella and Blake. Isabella was filling three shot glasses while Blake winked playfully at Lana. Her cheeks flushed under his pale blue gaze.

	The dimmed lighting accentuated the contours of his face, deepening the hollows of his cheeks and temples. Since meeting him, Lana had memorized every detail of him and stroked his buzz-cut chestnut hair countless times. She knew him by heart, from his slightly flattened nose to his ever-soft lips against hers. He usually made her weariness fade away, but not today.

	Isabella set the bottle on the counter with a loud clink, then turned and threw herself at Lana, her arms wrapping tightly around her in a fierce hug. Her spicy rose perfume filled Lana’s nostrils.

	“Me first! Happy New Year! Feliz año nuevo!” Isabella wished.

	The two friends giggled in each other’s arms as they tried to keep their balance.

	“Happy New Year, Isabella.”

	The new year had already begun four days ago, but Lana had been too busy with tonight’s event and plotting Vittorio’s downfall to celebrate anything. Even now, she lacked enthusiasm. Worry tarnished Isabella’s naturally joyful personality as she moved back to scan Lana’s exhausted face with her dark brown eyes.

	“Ay, mami, you look like you’re at a funeral.” Her red lips turned downward as she flipped her long black hair over her shoulder. “Something happened?”

	“Vito,” Lana replied with disgust. She met Blake’s gaze again, all playfulness gone this time. “He sold three little girls to someone at our table. I’m done.” 

	“Hijo de puta,” Isabella cursed. “He’ll pay. There’s a special place in hell for people like him.”

	Blake reached out for Lana, pulling her into his arms. His warm embrace was just what she needed. Closing her eyes, she inhaled his scent, a warm amber with a subtle metallic trace from the powder of his gun. His hand lightly brushed over her throat and then up to her chin. She lifted her head to meet his gaze.

	“It’s almost over. I promise, Bambi,” he assured. “We’re almost through with our plan. Aleksei and his men are hijacking a container right now.”

	With him, his associates, and Isabella’s cartel, Lana could match her father’s power and turn the tide. The Russian mob working with Blake had affected Vittorio’s revenue over the past few months, targeting every container location Lana had uncovered in her effort to weaken him. At least a few innocent people would be saved tonight.

	She tiredly nodded and sat down on a stool. Blake hugged her from behind, wrapping his arms around her waist and kissing her cheek. She absentmindedly caressed his hand, her fingers slipping under his thick denim jacket.

	“That’s not the only thing,” she added. “He talked about a container coming from Thailand. That wasn’t planned.”

	“When?” Blake asked in the same biting, cold tone he used each time he talked business. His hold on her went rigid. 

	“In ten days. I texted Cal. He said Amy doesn’t know about it.” 

	“We’ll be in control by then. It will be easy to intercept.”

	She hoped so. Lana had been scheming for two years, involving Blake, Isabella, and their allies for over a year already. She couldn’t risk this unexpected container throwing her carefully woven plan off-balance. 

	Isabella gently squeezed Lana’s knee.

	“Only a few more days to wait. You should come back to Colombia while he crumbles. The Culebras need someone like you. You’d teach them a lot.”

	Lana attempted a smile, but it didn’t reach her eyes. The only thing she could teach Isabella’s cartel was to act without waiting as long as she had. She was sure they already knew that.

	Blake ran his fingertips along her spine. The electrifying sensation that accompanied his touch was always her best distraction.

	“Eight more days,” he said. 

	The countdown had begun. Next Thursday, Isabella’s cartel and the Russian Bratva would strike Vittorio’s ring. Containers would be intercepted, slave locations raided, everywhere, all at once, clients and associates included. The authorities would only have to follow the trail of attacks back to Vittorio. If he wasn’t arrested, his allies would turn on him. Some might try to attack him directly, but most would rat him out to save themselves. 

	In the meantime, Blake was supposed to be reclaiming the routes and roads Vittorio had monopolized over the years. 

	The chaos would draw the media’s attention, the very public eye Vittorio loved so much. That would be the moment Lana anonymously released everything she had.

	For years, she had pretended to be the ignorant daughter, staying close just to dig up whatever could be used against him. Now she had all the evidence she needed and was ready to watch him fall. But the closer he got to his downfall, the harder it became for her facade to hold.

	Sitting up straight on her stool, she downed a glass of tequila in one go, and so did her secret guests. The speech she had written for her father would end soon, and she needed to go back. If only she could kick everyone out of the hotel and spend the night with people she actually loved.

	“I’ll wait for you upstairs when you’ve had enough of all these hypocrites for the night.” Blake dipped his index finger into the tight collar of her black dress, following the seam around her neck.

	“His speech was the grand finale. I won’t be long.” Lana turned to Isabella and held out her hand. “Are you staying in Seattle?”

	“Until tomorrow night. I’ll be back on Monday with my men.” 

	“Girls’ night on Tuesday? I should land around five.”

	“Listo. Bring Amy too. I like her.” She squeezed Lana’s hand tenderly, but gave a pointed look to Blake. “No interruption this time, me oyes?”

	“I can’t promise anything.” 

	Lana arched an eyebrow at him upon hearing his answer. His wicked smile nearly made her cancel the girls’ night she had just planned. 

	Blake brushed her hair over her shoulder. “I have an addiction, and I need my daily dose.”

	The addiction was mutual. She had tried to deny it at first, but quickly lost all reason when it came to him. The irony was not lost on her. She was trying to stop her criminal father, only to fall in love with North America’s largest cocaine importer. Blake made her heart race. She had never felt as alive as she did when she was near him.

	The forbidden thrilled her. She couldn’t deny it. Everything felt much easier on the other side of the fence. It was only outside the law that she had met the most interesting people. Spending time with them, she had realized she could bring her father down by following her own sense of justice, even if it meant becoming an outlaw herself.

	Lana finally stood, feeling that if she didn’t, Bernie would drag her back to the reception room himself. She hugged Isabella tightly, then turned to Blake. She pulled his face to hers and savored their kiss, fueling her strength to play the perfect daughter a little longer.
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	Applause still echoed through the room as she slipped back inside. Clapping with the guests, Lana plastered on a fake smile and made her way toward the stage. Passing between round tables and among the applauding attendees, she heard congratulations. Hands patted her arm. Wishes followed that she take over the family company when her father retired. She suppressed a shudder.

	Many guests had left their tables to be closer to the stage. They saw in Vittorio a model. To the public eye, he was a successful, resilient, and generous man. 

	Look at all he had done since his wife had tragically passed away. He still stood after his son was arrested for drug use and dealing. His company was thriving. 

	They would be disappointed next week when the truth came out.

	Vittorio was stepping down from the stage, holding a gold, shiny Best Contributor of the Year award. From afar, the rectangular shape looked like one of the many containers he filled with innocent people. While he smiled and shook hands, some of his victims were caged in a metal coffin in the middle of the Pacific Ocean. Did he also receive an award for the lives he sacrificed each year for his own benefit?

	He mingled with the crowd, shaking hands with everyone reaching for him like the savior he was not. In his custom-made black suit and shirt, he looked like just what he was: a man who sowed death in his path.

	When Lana learned the truth about her father, she realized that most people involved in illegal activities were aware of each other’s businesses. The underground world was small. Everyone’s dealings were open secrets that law-abiding citizens had no clue about. Had Vittorio known his daughter had ties with his disowned son—or worse, Blake and Isabella—he would have known she was up to no good, plotting with his enemies. 

	Lana recognized all the liars attending tonight. She knew their deepest secrets behind their polished reputations. Some would call them the elite, but they were just monsters. Lana knew who preferred to beat their victims to death, who bought boys, girls, or who simply demanded someone underage, no matter their gender. They all smiled at Vittorio, celebrating their best supplier rather than his generosity. 

	To this day, Lana still hadn’t figured out whether her father also abused his victims or kept them somewhere other than the containers he moved around like pawns. That would have only added to the list of his crimes.

	Bile rose in her throat. She wished she hadn’t come back to the party.

	Vittorio opened his arms to her as soon as he noticed her. From his broad smile and the way he held his shoulders back, she could tell he was thriving. Was he that proud of being able to lie so well in front of the assembly? What face would he make when he crumbled? 

	The thought brought a smile to Lana’s lips as she whispered her congratulations in his ear while he held her close, raising his award between them for her to see. As she closed her fingers on it, she wanted to throw it to the ground. A flash blinded them. 

	This picture of them together would be the last before the truth came out.

	The night wasn’t over yet. Now was the time for Lana to do what she did best: business. D’Angelo Export was an import and export company created by Vittorio’s father when he emigrated from Italy. While Vittorio corrupted the family legacy for the vilest beings on Earth, the company still employed thousands who relied on it to earn a living and feed their families.

	If Lana could secure enough partnerships and deals while she remained in command of North America’s operations, she might inject enough funds to keep the company afloat when the scandal broke. It was the best plan she could devise to prevent a sudden collapse, giving the employees time to find new jobs if no one bought out D’Angelo Export.

	Vittorio watched her with awe in his eyes, barely speaking as she convinced everyone they had met of the benefits of working with his company.

	“Who was the guest demanding to see you earlier?” he asked as they found themselves alone.

	“Oh, a Russian oligarch,” she lied. “He wanted to congratulate me before he left. He said he noticed how the Palazzo had improved since I came back from uni.”

	“You make me proud, sweetheart.” 

	Vittorio’s tone was soft, reminding Lana of old times when she still thought he was a good man she could admire. He put his hand on her back, walking her to a less crowded area of the room.

	“You’ve accomplished a lot since you joined the company,” he said. “I’m really happy to have your support and help.”

	Her eyebrows lifted at his seemingly genuine compliment. She crossed her arms over her midsection, hands clasping her elbows. The bourbon was most likely to blame for his unusual gratitude.

	“You taught me well, Dad. I’m the lucky one here.” 

	He paused and looked at her with a faint smile on his lips. He gently took her hand, fondly caressing the back of it. “You’re always so modest. Just like your mother.” 

	Lana tried not to pull away. 

	“I wanted to wait before telling you this,” he continued. “I want you to do more with me. I believe you have the capacity to join me on a bigger project. Half the board has already agreed.”

	“Agreed to what?” she asked, a knot forming in her stomach. “What do you mean?” 

	“Vittorio! There you are!” a man’s voice called.

	Lana turned to see Peter, one of her father’s closest associates, approaching quickly. His black mustache was as thick as his sins. He was the one always finding more clients for Vittorio. He wouldn’t have been looking for her father if he didn’t need to talk about illegal business. Vittorio patted Lana’s hand with another smile. 

	“We’ll have time to discuss this later. Why don’t you reconnect with your old classmates? Seems like they’re all gathered near the bar.”

	She followed his gaze, noticing the small group he mentioned. He always preferred her to be elsewhere when his associates joined him. The polite smile she tried to give her father and Peter was the hardest of the evening.

	She forced herself to nod and made her way to the bar as slowly as possible, hoping to catch a word or two between her father and Peter. All she could make out was a comment about how well-written Vittorio’s speech had been.

	Her feet carried her to people her age, other heirs she had grown up with. Since childhood, they had met at events like tonight, sharing the same kind of parents—ultra-rich and, for some, monsters. They seemed carefree, but Lana couldn’t help wondering if they knew how some of their parents viewed human lives. In her mother’s journals, she had discovered that the mother of one of them had already killed three girls for failing tasks imposed on them. Since the pages had been written, Lana had no doubt there were more victims to deplore.

	At least Vittorio sending Lana to this group came at the right time. Former Senator Thompson’s son, Michael, had just what her brother needed. It didn’t take long for him to boast about the new car he had received for his birthday. He showed the key and pictures to anyone who paid him the slightest attention. 

	Did he know that his respectable father preferred young boys with bright blue eyes? Regardless of whether he knew, Lana wanted to make him pay for it. It had become a need over the years. The only way she had found to satisfy it was by taking from them, just as their families took people as replaceable objects. Tonight, she would take his car from him. Perhaps it would force his father to reconsider his expenses.

	Wishing Michael a late birthday, she patted his arm and gave him a friendly hug. Heart racing, she had only a second to make sure no one saw her slip a hand into his jacket pocket. Good thing he had shown her where it was. She wouldn’t have to touch him again. A new energy surged through Lana’s veins with the thrill of the theft. Hiding the car key in her sleeve, she discreetly slid it into a pocket of her dress. Now that this was done, this endless night of pretense would soon end.
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	After a discreet signal to the chamber orchestra, the musical ambiance of the reception shifted to slower rhythms, soporific enough to prompt the first guests to leave. It was time for Lana to make her escape.

	Vittorio sat at a table with those who had sacrificed the most lives. She recognized them without difficulty, their faces smug and haughty. They had drawn out their best cigars and were likely discussing modern slavery, because the conversation stopped when Lana approached the six men. They observed her as she leaned toward her father and kissed his cheek goodnight.

	“Gentlemen.” She nodded at his associates. 

	“Why don’t you stay a bit with us?” Vittorio suggested. 

	Was this the bigger project he had mentioned earlier? Did he want her to become part of his trafficking ring? Forcing a smile instead of grimacing in disgust, she patted her father’s shoulder.

	“Another time. I’ve got back-to-back meetings tomorrow, so I need to stay sharp. Don’t stay up too late either. You have a meeting with the accounting team.”

	“Ah, you’re right.” He patted her hand, glancing at his associates. “See how committed she is? That’s my girl.”

	The eyes watching her made goose bumps rise all over her skin. With a light squeeze of her father’s shoulder, she left the room. She only dared to let out a sigh in the lobby.

	Hidden behind the front desk, his silver hair combed to the side the only hint of his presence, Bernie was busy playing solitaire on his phone. Lana cleared her throat, thinking she would startle him out of his game.

	“Did you really think I wouldn’t hear your heels and sense your mood a mile away, my dear?” he asked, placing his final card on the screen. He stood, slipped his phone into his jacket pocket, and handed Lana hers. “I called a car for Ms. Ortiz. She wanted you to know she already misses you. As for Blake, he has made himself comfortable in your apartment.”

	“No one saw them?”

	“No, I assured it myself.”

	“Thank you, Bernie. You’re perfect.” She pressed the stolen car key into his awaiting hand. “Bring this to Tiago. And take tomorrow off. You deserve it after this damn evening.”

	He shook his head with a slight laugh. As always, he accompanied her to the elevator area, a hand on her back.

	“Just like you, I’ll rest when your father is behind bars,” he said.

	The elevator doors opened. Lana hugged Bernie tightly. 

	“I can’t wait for Calder, you, and me to spend more time together.”

	“Same for me, my dear.” He gently patted her arm. “Go now. Someone will get impatient.”

	Huffing a light laugh, she was glad he never frowned upon her relationship with Blake, despite their age gap and his activities. Bernie waved at her before the doors slid closed. 

	Unlike the other floors with their bedrooms and suites, there was only one door at the end of the corridor on the sixteenth floor of the Palazzo Grace. It led to the penthouse, where Lana had grown up and still lived.

	At one point, Vittorio had wanted to sell everything, but Lana’s tears had convinced him otherwise. For her twenty-first birthday, he transferred the property to her, along with the majority of the hotel’s shares. It was the only time Lana had ever seen her father bend to her distress. At least, if everything else failed, she would still have her mother’s legacy.

	The locks on the door had been changed a long time ago as a precaution. Only Bernie, Cal, and now Blake had spare keys. 

	Entering her home, Lana took in Blake sitting on a stool, leaning on the marble countertop of the kitchen island, his jacket and revolver discarded next to him. He had rolled up the sleeves of his sweater to his elbows, showing off his powerful arms. Deeply focused on his phone, he lifted his free hand and motioned for her to approach.

	She came to sit beside him, sliding her phone onto the counter and pushing his revolver further away. Blake looked up from his emails, meeting her weary gaze. He grabbed the edge of her stool and pulled it closer with a creak. His hand found the inside of her bare thigh, his thumb gently caressing her delicate skin.

	“Tell me, Bambi.”

	His sweet nickname for her always made her lips twitch into a smile, no matter how tired she was. Her eyes darted to his phone. He had already arranged his access to the routes Vittorio had blocked for years. She rested her head on her fist and sighed.

	“Vito wants me in his ring. He didn’t say it exactly like that, but he said he wanted me to do more with him. And just when I was about to leave, he asked me to stay with him, Peter, and the others.”

	Blake’s lips pursed, and his soft caress stopped. “Does he suspect something?”

	“I don’t think so, but it makes me anxious.” She shook her head, her eyes glossing over. “I’m done, Blake. I can’t stand him anymore.” 

	“You could step back right now. It wouldn’t change anything for him.”

	“He’ll suspect something’s up if I leave like that.”

	“But look at you, Bambi. You said it yourself, you’ve had enough.” He caressed the side of her face, looking at her more seriously than she was used to. “I can end him right now if you want to.”

	Her gaze lingered on the cold metal of his gun. Killing Vittorio had been on her mind a few times. But this method wouldn’t prevent his entourage from unleashing a wave of reprisals against everyone involved in his death. They were too many to contain. Lana wasn’t ready for the guilt she would have to carry either. 

	She shook her head. “He’s trusting me blindly. We stick to the plan.”

	“He won’t see what’s coming for him.”

	Letting out another sigh, she nestled against Blake’s chest. Their only viable solution was to happen in just a week, so she had to endure until then. It felt simpler to do so in her lover’s arms.

	“Did Aleksei find the container tonight?” she asked, never forgetting about her father’s victims.

	“Twelve women and seven children are on their way to the clinic. Sam’s waiting for them.”

	“How many dead?”

	“Five.”

	She grimaced. Vittorio’s victims were locked up in dark containers, only measuring twenty feet by eight, for days or even weeks, with a few gallons of water and sometimes a bag of dried meat for the longest journeys. All these people were already broken by the end of the trip. They became docile and obedient slaves more easily that way. 

	The consequences of such trauma for the few victims saved were disastrous. Lana had researched ways to help them and eventually came up with the idea of a clinic where they could receive care and, if possible, be reunited with their families. She financed it entirely and made sure her father could never link it back to her. 

	Blake’s finger traced a path up her throat to her chin, breaking her train of thought and pulling her away from the horrors always on her mind. His other hand dipped back to her thigh, under her dress. With a fierce kiss, he grounded her with him in the present. 

	“Right now, there’s nothing else you can do. Let me help you take your mind off things, Bambi,” he murmured in the crook of her ear.

	Blake always knew how to ignite the flames that swept her away every time he touched her. Smiling against her soft skin, he slid his hand further up her thigh. The pads of his fingers traced an electrifying path, their sensation defying all reason. He chuckled as Lana hooked her leg around his. She needed more. All of him. Her blood boiled in her veins. Blake’s kisses left burning marks on her jaw, her cheek, her lips. The blue of his eyes haunted her even through her closed eyelids. His perfume was delightfully intoxicating.

	“That’s it, Bambi. Let me take care of you.”

	Her best nights were spent in his arms, where he kept her anxious thoughts at bay with an overwhelming passion. Yet lately, he had to work harder to make her forget the weight of their scheme, even for a few hours.
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	Knowing Blake was nearby when she woke up always brought Lana a sense of peace, even when he was writing emails in bed or pacing the apartment, his phone glued to his ear. Business was always the first thing on his mind.

	Today was no different. She found him in the living room, deep in a call, a fist on his hip—as naked as the day he was born. Lana was admiring his sculpted back when he lifted his free arm, inviting her to snuggle against him. His chest was hot against her cheek. Resting his chin on the top of her head, Blake smoothed her hair to the middle of her back, then his hand crept lower, grabbing her buttocks through her gray satin robe. 

	“Twelve kilos only?” he questioned, surprised. “A new competitor? Who? Jan better get those numbers up—and fast.”

	The Netherlands distributor had been a disappointment lately. Lana would help Blake feel better, just as he had done for her last night.

	First, she left a burning kiss on his neck, close to a scratch her nails had left in the heat of their passion. When her lips brushed his collarbone, he let out a pleased sigh. Her hand wandered lower on his stomach, tracing the line of his abs until he caught her wrist with a sharp click of his tongue. She looked up to meet his barely contained naughty smile and grinned back.

	“Fix the problem as soon as possible,” he snapped at his phone. “I’ve already sent Ivy to deal with the Albanians from the inside. Tell him he doesn’t want to see me land in Amsterdam to handle it myself.”

	No one wanted Blake to handle a problem his way. When his name was mentioned, the adjective mad almost always came first. Before meeting him, Lana had imagined him as a trigger-happy lunatic. In truth, he was far more creative, thriving on the fear his unpredictability inspired.

	Her brother had warned her about the story of how Blake had earned his nickname. Almost ten years ago, his crew had been ambushed by a cartel. Many died that night, taken by surprise. In retaliation, Blake hunted everyone involved and delivered the cartel boss a pile of mutilated bodies. The boss himself was dipped in an acid bath, dissolved alive. Rumor had it Blake laughed as the man begged for mercy. Mad Conrad was born.

	He killed anyone who dared cross him, taking a grim delight in inventing new ways to make them suffer. Yet this same man, with a reputation for madness, had become a pillar in Lana’s life. She had never feared him, nor the shadows of his world. Even knowing his darkness, she had never felt more alive than when she was with him. Despite her brother’s warnings, temptation had seeped into her veins. The same condition had struck Blake to the point of calling her his addiction. 

	He kept giving instructions before releasing her wrist. His fingers moved up and rested loosely around her neck, while his thumb gently stroked her delicate skin.

	Absentmindedly, she listened to the strategy he had used against Albanian organizations settling on his turf in the Netherlands. 

	Deciding she had behaved long enough for the essential details to be exchanged, she resumed the slow descent of her hand to Blake’s lower abdomen. His grip on her throat tightened with just enough pressure to trigger sensations that had nothing to do with fear. 

	“I’ve gotta go. Someone else needs to be taken care of.”

	He hung up and threw his phone on the sofa to swiftly grab her hand.

	“Bambi . . .” he threatened teasingly.

	She bit her lip, lowering her gaze to the part of his body he had prevented her from reaching. Morning cravings were mutual—clearly.

	“I only have half an hour before I have to go to Cal’s,” she reminded him. 

	“I’ll take you there. And I’ve got just enough time to make you beg and scream my name. Run.”

	Breaking free from his loosened grip, she scampered away, giggling. Blake caught up with her in no time, tackling her back onto the bed and kissing her senseless.

	Someone unlocked the front door.

	“Lana?” her brother called. 

	Blake froze, glaring at the open bedroom door. Of course. Cal had decided to come over instead of waiting for Lana. She grunted low.

	“Blake’s phone is ringing on the couch!”

	“I swear I’ll kill him,” Blake mumbled, standing and storming off. 

	Cal’s exaggerated shriek echoed through the apartment. Lana let out a scoff. He still hadn’t learned his lesson.

	After a quick shower, Blake and Lana joined Cal at the dining table. His frown and pursed lips looked very much like Vittorio’s own disapproving expression.

	As Lana sat down, Blake moved his chair closer to hers. He was about to rest his hand on her knee, but tugged at the wool sweater she had borrowed from him. He hummed his appreciation with a smile that promised a lot. 

	“Try to keep it PG. I’ve seen enough already,” Cal grunted. “You two escalate each other way too quickly.”

	Cal hadn’t seen this relationship coming. Even after a year, he still liked to be dramatic about it, and Blake loved giving him reasons to.

	Lana reached for one of the three cups of coffee Cal had brought. 

	“So?” she asked. “What couldn’t wait until I dropped by your office? You could’ve called. Just saying.”

	He pushed his hair back, giving her a pointed look. They had the same straight, light-brown hair. Cal’s framed his face the way their mother had always loved.

	“I needed to talk to you both, and since I knew this dimwit would spend the night here . . .” Cal said, tipping his coffee cup toward Blake, who flipped him off. “Anyway. I just got news from my guy at customs. There will be a surprise inspection at the container terminal. Two unmarked shipments are expected on Sunday. We already know they’re Vito’s.” 

	“There’s little chance he’s investigated over this,” Blake commented. “He bribed them so much, he almost owns the port. Your new guy can probably open the containers, but it won’t lead to anything serious for Vito.”

	“It doesn’t matter,” Lana said. “If they find anyone, they’ll take them out of his system. He’s staying in Seattle until Monday, and I’m going with him to Miami until Tuesday night. If customs need to act, now’s a good time. I also need to learn more about the unplanned shipment from Thailand. It may not be the only one.”

	Blake caressed her knee. She looked up at him and yawned, covering her mouth with a hand. 

	“I know. Amy spent the night on that,” Cal replied. “I don’t like that. If you want to step back now, we can work something out. I told her the same.”

	“I can do it,” she assured. 

	“You and Amy are taking the biggest risks. Look what sent me to jail. We don’t know how he’d react if he found out you already knew everything and were snooping for us. I’m worried about you both.”

	Vittorio hadn’t appreciated Cal publicly calling him a filthy man. Vittorio’s security had barely stopped Cal before he was arrested a few days later, when a police officer allegedly found drugs on him. Lana later learned that her father had orchestrated the arrest. Since then, they had known they had to be cautious.

	Blake nodded, his expression stern. Lana gripped his hand. She had hoped to keep all worries at bay before work, but she couldn’t.

	“He almost asked me to join the ring last night,” she revealed. “It means he doesn’t suspect anything.”

	“What? Are you sure he’s not trying to bust you?” Cal asked. “Step back before it backfires. He could try to drag you with him.”

	“I don’t like that either, but we won’t change strategy so close to his downfall. He’s blinded by his trust in me, so we keep going. I can hold until Thursday. With our trip to Miami, it’ll pass in a blur.”

	They had gone over this dozens of times. The only realistic ways to stop Vittorio’s business for good were: report him to the police, kill him, or target his shipments and clients directly.

	The first was dismissed immediately. None of them wanted investigations touching the d’Angelo children’s circle and activities. Killing Vittorio was far too risky an option. His entourage was too large, and the reprisals could be severe enough to force them into a life on the run. The last, most viable option was to strike everyone at once.

	Lana felt Blake’s concerned gaze on the side of her face. Cal’s worry was oozing out of him in waves. 

	“I’ll be fine.” With a smile, she tried to reassure them, even though they knew she would take all the risks to prevent her father from carrying out his human transactions. 

	Blake kissed the back of her hand. “We trust you.”

	“And we also trust you’ll come find us if shit hits the fan,” Cal added.

	Lana firmly nodded. Blake squeezed her knee softly and pointed at her brother.

	“Since you’re here, I need two cars for a ride to Vancouver this weekend. And a reward for my distributor. He did a good job.”

	“You’ll get what you want in due time. How many kilos?”

	“Four hundred. I can have them delivered in a few hours.”

	“Gotcha.”

	Lana half-listened as they discussed ways to hide drugs in cars and slip them across borders. She knew them by heart. Cal had specialized in automobiles, including mechanics, custom modifications, and theft. Behind the front of his luxury car dealership, he worked out ways to conceal Blake’s cocaine shipments in the most unsuspected parts of a vehicle.

	Lana had learned plenty by her brother’s side, even helping him steal high-end vehicles during night operations, often using her pickpocketing talents for his clients’ benefit. With her contacts in high society, slipping into circles of the most pretentious—often Vittorio’s clients—had become second nature. She much preferred this thrilling work to her role in the family company, though she still had to show up at the office.

	Reluctantly, she kissed Blake goodbye, hugged her brother, and headed downstairs, where the hotel driver awaited. He dropped her in front of the D’Angelo Export glass tower on Fifth Avenue.
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	D’Angelo Export occupied an entire building. Over a thousand workers filled its offices, but that was only a small part of the company’s global workforce.

	The employees greeted Lana as she walked past them, some with a hint of suspicion in their eyes, as if afraid she would complain to her father about them. Most viewed her as a privileged heiress given a key role in the company. She was, but she had also worked hard to earn her job, proving to her father with a detailed presentation how she could improve the family business and increase profits. Unlike any other candidate, she knew exactly what Vittorio wanted to hear. The whispers behind her back would soon end as well.

	On the forty-second floor, at the top of the tower, Lana’s office was only a meeting room away from her father’s. The only feature she liked in this cold space was the view from her desk, on a large glass wall that allowed her to watch everyone coming and going toward Vittorio’s office. Many of his associates had walked the marble of this floor. The monsters who bought him their victims came in broad daylight, taking advantage of an official deal to make another less legal.

	Before reaching her ridiculously large workspace, Lana stopped by Vittorio’s assistant’s desk. He had hired Amy as his idea of the perfect assistant, skilled, but also beautiful. With her platinum blonde bob, full lips, and bright blue eyes, she was striking. No wonder Cal had fallen head over heels for her. Amy looked up from the mail she was sorting and smiled, though her expression was unusually tired. 

	Shortly after joining the company, Amy realized her boss was far busier than his official schedule suggested. It wasn’t long before she discovered a second schedule linked to Vittorio’s work email listing meetings that had nothing to do with D’Angelo Export.

	She didn’t dare ask her boss for an explanation. But it worried her enough to speak with Lana after catching her glare at her father’s back. Little did Amy know how useful that discovery would become. It allowed Lana to know what Vittorio was doing, with whom, and where, making it easier to search his office when needed and target containers.

	With her work tablet pressed to her chest, Amy followed Lana into her office. The space was impersonal, with white walls, sleek textures, and a glossy gray floor. Lana hadn’t bothered decorating it. She smoothed her tailored pants as she sank into her oversized chair. An event happening on a Thursday night always made Friday feel endless, even before it had truly begun.

	After closing the glass door for some semblance of privacy, Amy perched on the edge of the desk. She tilted her tablet toward Lana and swiped through pages of the weekly schedule. She had accessed Vittorio’s secret calendar and synced it to the device that never left her hands. Innocent people had been saved thanks to her, along with Vittorio’s bad habit of using the same password everywhere.

	His shipment agenda was simple. No appointments, only dates, numbers, and countries. A number before a country’s name meant a container arriving in Seattle from that country. A number after meant one being shipped there. Occasionally, names appeared, mostly his best clients, the ones who bought and sacrificed the most lives.

	“There’s nothing on any shipment from Thailand, not even a contract or departure info. I’ve looked everywhere since you texted Cal, but I still need to check his office. I plan to go during his lunch break since he has to leave at—”

	“Hey, slow down,” Lana cut in, pressing against Amy’s forearm. “Cal told me you already spent the night on this.”

	“I’ll rest when your father stops harming kids.”

	“I know the feeling. Trust me.” She sighed and slumped back in her chair. “I figured we’d need to cool off a bit before the big day. Girls’ night with Isabella on Tuesday.”

	Amy almost dropped her tablet, clapping silently as her worry melted into a grin. “Oh, gosh, yes! Tell her to bring her uncle’s special tequila. It’s the best relaxant I’ve ever had. We’ll need it.”

	Lana smiled, knowing she couldn’t truly rest, but one night with her friends might ease the weight pressing down on her.

	Back to business, Amy swiped through her screen. She accessed anything she could, scrolling through emails and various files from Vittorio’s accounts.

	“What if he scheduled it on his public calendar by accident?” Lana asked.

	“He didn’t—wait. Let me check the history. Maybe he did and deleted the entry?” She pouted, then clicked her lacquered nails on the screen. She shook her head. “I’ll keep searching.”

	Lana had just nodded when the elevator dinged. Vittorio strode out proudly, heading straight for her office. Amy snapped upright. Lana caught the quick flick of her thumb as she switched the tablet’s screen before he pushed the door open.

	“Mr. d’Angelo,” she greeted.

	“Lana. Amy.”

	“Hello, Dad.”

	He wore a different suit today, paired with a crisp white shirt. His smile was smug, as if the pride from his award hadn’t faded. While he tugged on his jacket, Lana glanced toward Amy.

	“Thanks for reminding me of today’s meetings, Amy,” she lied. “Can you get me a coffee? Same order as usual.”

	“Consider it done. Mr. d’Angelo, I’ve already forwarded interview requests from two international newspapers and links to four national articles. The event was a success. Congratulations on your award.”

	“It’s all thanks to Lana.”

	With her tablet tucked under her arm, Amy hurried out of the office, away from Vittorio. His eyes followed her, or rather, the sway of her hips. Clearing her throat to call him out on it, Lana gave him a pointed look. He straightened, then smiled.

	“I saw some headlines about last night. They said the event was perfectly organized. You should get an award too.”

	“I hired help and coordinated contractors, Dad. No need for a medal.”

	“Don’t be so modest, sweetheart.” He came around her desk, leaning on it, invading her personal space. “Perhaps I should ask HR to find an assistant for you. You deserve one, and it would keep you from stealing mine.”

	She raised her eyebrows, unsure if he suspected anything about Amy’s loyalty. The safest in such moments was to keep pretending ignorance. 

	“Or,” she countered, raising a finger, “I keep our wonderful Amy, and you take another assistant or two. I understand why you hired her. She’s skilled. My calendar’s never been so organized. Plus, she knows how I like my coffee and orders lunch at my favorite places without being asked. She’s a godsend.”

	Even if it was a lie, Lana hated reducing Amy to those tasks. It felt too much like bragging about having someone to serve her. She was sure that Vittorio saw everyone who worked for him in that way.

	He chuckled and patted her arm. Lana forced a smile. It had been hard to accept the reality when he still acted like an affectionate father. 

	“You know, sweetheart, I’m really glad I can count on you.”

	“You already said that last night.”

	Lana had thought the bourbon was to blame for his grateful words, but he was sober now. With furrowed brows, she waited for him to elaborate. 

	“You and I will accomplish great things together. We could expand what I started so many years ago to proportions I never dreamed of,” he said with a satisfied smile.

	The words seemed to be on the tip of his tongue. He was about to involve her in his trafficking business. Before she could figure out how to respond, the landline phone rang. Lana’s hand hovered over the receiver as she met her father’s gaze. She needed an escape from this conversation.

	“I really have to take that. Talk later?”

	He nodded and left her office. Work kept them close, but it also allowed Lana to put some distance between them. Whenever D’Angelo Export was involved, Vittorio put aside all paternal affection. Business always took priority, so he never interrupted Lana when she was focused on her tasks or pretended to be.

	Amy soon returned with coffee and brought another one after Lana finished two meetings and reviewed the goals for the upcoming week, including the meetings at the Port of Miami in a few days.

	Lana’s role was to ensure the smooth operation of the company’s network in the United States and Canada, forming partnerships and signing important contracts. Without her, D’Angelo Export couldn’t have expanded as it did over the past two years. Yet the thousands of jobs she helped create would also be endangered when the company inevitably faced the consequences of Vittorio’s acts. Lana had already drafted a layoff strategy and identified groups and companies that would be interested in acquiring D’Angelo Export to preserve as many jobs as possible.

	She couldn’t save everyone, and it weighed heavily on her. Each time she thought about it, a tight knot formed in her stomach. She even spent her lunch breaks working to avoid time with coworkers, people who would become collateral damage in her attempt to stop her father.

	At noon sharp, Vittorio hurried past his daughter’s office on his way to the elevator, pausing only to wave at her before leaving for his meeting with the accounting team.

	Two minutes later, Lana looked up from her laptop when she sensed movement behind the glass wall. Amy stood at her desk, typing on her phone. Lana’s vibrated beside her keyboard.

	Amy: Everyone left for lunch. Let’s go.

	Amy even brought a pile of documents to Vittorio’s ebony desk as her pretext for being there, in case anyone saw them. Lana followed shortly after. As the boss’s daughter, no one ever questioned her presence. To most employees, she was just a brat doing whatever she wanted. Amy pointed to a notebook next to the phone.

	“Look, I’ve never seen this one,” she murmured. 

	Lana opened it, careful not to move it from its initial spot. It was a planner. The pages were blank until the last few weeks. Vittorio had only started using it in late November. The entries, written in his confident, angular handwriting, were coded like those in the calendar Amy had synced to her tablet.

	January 7: 2 Indonesia.

	January 8: A.M. Miami.

	January 10: Brazil 1.

	January 12: South Africa 1.

	January 14: 1 Thailand.

	Lana’s stomach tightened. In all her years of snooping in Vittorio’s office, she had never found a notebook like this one. He usually preferred digital calendars synced between his phone and laptop. What did this sudden change mean?

	“Cal said customs should inspect the January seventh shipment. What is he going to do in Miami? Take pictures,” Lana asked.

	Amy had already pulled out her phone and captured every page Lana turned. In seconds, they had all the entries in the notebook up to March of this year. They left the office as quickly as they had entered, retreating to Amy’s desk.

	“We need to tell the others.”

	“I’m sending the pictures,” Amy said. “Do you think he knows we know?”

	“It’s possible.”

	They grimaced at the thought. Lana’s phone buzzed with each new picture Amy sent to the secured group chat with Blake, Cal, and Isabella.

	Lana: Bad news. 

	Blake: The club ASAP. 

	Feeling sick to her stomach, Lana went to the bathroom to splash cold water on her face. Vittorio never changed his habits on a whim. If he knew about her schemes, it would be the end of her.

	When he returned to the forty-second floor, Lana gripped the armrests of her chair to steady herself. She froze, fearing he might burst into her office and expose her. 

	Nothing happened.

	Rubbing her face with her hands, Lana met Amy’s worried gaze through the glass wall.

	Concentration failed her for the rest of the day. She was too preoccupied with their discovery to work efficiently. Her email inbox piled up, and dinnertime approached before she finally looked up from her computer. Amy seemed to suffer from the same fatigue. It was time to leave.

	Lana came to Amy’s desk with paperwork to be stamped and mailed. At this hour, the floor was mostly empty. She glanced toward Vittorio's office. He was still there, in the middle of a phone call, moving closer to the window and watching the city below. The stamp Amy thumped onto the documents pulled Lana’s attention back to her.

	“Are you ready to go?” Lana asked. “They’re waiting for us.”

	“Yeah. We’d better go before his call with the Indonesian transporter ends.”

	The elevator dinged. The doors opened to reveal an unfamiliar, tall, dark-haired man. He slipped his phone into the pocket of his black wool coat, then glanced at Lana. His attention shifted to Amy, who rose from her chair, her eyebrows furrowed.

	“Good evening. Can I help you?”

	As a perfect assistant, Amy usually knew about anyone who set foot on this floor. The surprised look on her face and her quick check of the calendar on her tablet told Lana she had no clue who he was. Apart from the call with a transport partner, no one else was scheduled, not even in the notebook. The man pulled a large kraft envelope from under his arm.

	“I have documents to deliver to Mr. d’Angelo.”

	Amy glanced toward Vittorio’s office, but Lana kept her eyes on the stranger. From the pilling on his coat, dusty combat boots, and worn hems of his thick black jeans, he was far from the tailored suits worn by Vittorio’s associates or clients. He was just a messenger, but for whom?

	“You are?” she inquired.

	“Rafael Marca. I was instructed to deliver these documents to your father.”

	He extended his hand. Lana shook it firmly, not bothering to introduce herself since he already knew who she was. She had never heard his name or met his gray eyes, which seemed fixed on her face. Amy reached for the envelope, drawing his attention away from Lana.

	“Oh, well, Mr. d’Angelo is busy at the moment. I can bring this to him if—”

	“It’s okay,” Vittorio called from his office. “I’ll receive Mr. Marca now.”

	They turned toward him. Unless it was for human trafficking matters, nothing ever made Vittorio bail out of a meeting tied to D’Angelo Export. As her father walked toward the reception desk, Lana’s heart pounded.

	“Lana, Amy, you can go,” their boss said.

	Vittorio never asked an employee to leave. He preferred to see them working hard for him, even his daughter. Lana’s stomach twisted. He turned to Rafael Marca and greeted him with a firm handshake. 

	“Are you sure?” Amy asked. “I can have dinner delivered to you if you’d like.”

	“No, I’ll be fine,” he said, sweeping the air in front of him. “Go home. Enjoy the weekend.”

	He even hugged his daughter before wishing them both a good evening. Rafael Marca dipped his chin toward them before confidently heading to the office that Vittorio had shown him. Once inside, Vittorio pressed a hidden button that instantly turned the glass wall from transparent to opaque, just as he did with all his illegal partners.
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	Blake had started dealing in his teenage years, selling designer pills on street corners. Never forgetting his roots, he named his worldwide chain of clubs Pill. After Blake became the leading importer of the purest cocaine, the clubs became his next pride and joy. The Seattle Pill was his headquarters, the first he had opened, and the most secure. Lana was no longer impressed by the heavily armed militia around, but Amy still found their presence unsettling. Cal had yet to tell her that the Bratva ruthlessly trained them.

	When Lana and Amy approached the back door, the hulking henchmen let them in without a word. The club was closed at this odd hour after dinner, too early for partygoers, yet the staff were already cleaning and sorting stock for the weekend.

	They headed for the staircase and straight for Blake’s office at the end of a dimly lit corridor. The door was ajar, and Lana pushed it without knocking. 

	“We came as fast as we could,” she said, taking in Blake, leaning on his desk with his arms crossed. 

	Cal and Isabella sat on one of the two leather sofas. 

	“Glad you’re still here, Isabella. I thought you’d already be on the plane.”

	“Ay, I canceled my flight when I saw the pictures. Qué pasó?”

	She waved her glittery phone, showing a page from Vittorio’s notebook.

	Amy and Lana explained in as much detail as possible the worrisome turn the day had taken. They didn’t even remove their coats. 

	Lana couldn’t recall any perilous situation that would have exposed her or Amy and prompted Vittorio to change his habits. It didn’t seem to make sense. 

	The messenger bringing him a thick envelope unsettled her. Lana had spent the entire ride in Amy’s car searching for information on her phone, but found no results for Rafael Marca. 

	Heart racing and body burning, Lana ditched her coat, throwing it across Blake’s desk. He grunted, but picked up the wool trench anyway, folding it over the back of the second leather sofa as she paced. She turned her back to everyone and watched through the one-way glass that spanned an entire section of the room, giving an unobstructed view of the dance floor and bar below.

	“Bambi.”

	Crossing her arms, she turned to Blake. Her gaze drifted to Amy, who had joined Isabella and Cal on the sofa, showing them the container calendar on her work tablet. No date or number matched the notebook. 

	Lana was most worried about the entry mentioning Miami because she would also be there. Their schedule was full of official meetings for D’Angelo Export, from breakfast to dinner, with city and port representatives. They would only have one night in Miami, which they would spend with the mayor and his wife, probably discussing new partnerships. Vittorio wouldn’t have time to meet anyone else.

	It didn’t sound like him. He had always been so cautious when
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