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Dedication

For the ones who crave chaos with their kisses,
who love their men dangerous, their heroines loud, and their love stories bloody beautiful.
For the readers who came for the mafia...but stayed for the heartbreak, the humor, and the happily-ever-murdery.

And for you, Francisca...
Still the voice in my head telling me when a line slaps... or needs to be deleted.
Still the echo in every plot twist I didn’t see coming.
Still my forever co-author in spirit.
We’re still writing.
And this one’s for you, too.


The Don’s Double Take
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Chapter One: The Wrong Sister, The Right Disaster
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There were worse ways to spend a Friday night than stress-eating discount popcorn while watching legal dramas in pajamas that had seen better decades. At least, that's what Elara "Ellie" Vance told herself as she fished another burnt kernel from her bowl and muttered, "Objection, your honor...this snack is a crime against both humanity and my taste buds."

The rain hammered against her third-floor apartment window like an angry debt collector, which was fitting since she'd been dodging actual debt collectors all week. Her thermostat was permanently stuck on "arctic tundra," the ceiling leaked whenever someone upstairs thought about taking a shower, and her microwave sounded like it was slowly dying of existential dread.

But it was home. Sort of. At least until the next eviction notice found its way under her door like an unwelcome valentine.

She was deep into an episode of Law & Order: Ridiculously Attractive Lawyers Edition when someone started pounding on her door. Not the polite knock of a neighbor borrowing sugar, or even the aggressive knock of a landlord. This was the desperate, someone-might-be-bleeding, please-don't-let-me-die-in-this-hallway kind of knock.

Ellie's heart performed an impressive gymnastic routine in her chest.

"If that's Mr. Henderson about the rent, I already sacrificed my dignity and my last ramen packet to the gods of overdue bills," she called out, grabbing the nearest weapon...a half-empty bottle of two-dollar wine that tasted like regret.

She crept to the peephole and peered through.

Then promptly wondered if the wine was stronger than advertised.

Standing in her hallway was... herself. Or someone wearing her face like they'd ordered it from a sketchy online catalog. Same unruly dark curls, same stubborn jaw, same hazel eyes that currently looked wild with panic.

The woman...her doppelganger...swayed against the doorframe, blood trickling from her temple, clothes torn and muddy.

"Elara?" The voice was hers, but smaller. Desperate.

Ellie yanked the door open before her brain could stage an intervention. "Okay, this is officially the weirdest Friday of my life, and last week I accidentally went to a furry convention thinking it was a law seminar. You know my name, you're wearing my face, and you're bleeding. Are you a clone? Time traveler? My evil twin from a soap opera? Please don't say evil twin...I can't afford the therapy."

The woman let out a strangled laugh that turned into a sob. "Not evil. Just... unlucky. I'm Sera. Seraphina Vance. Your twin sister. They separated us when we were babies. I... I hoped someone had told you."

Ellie blinked. "Well, that would've been nice to know before my last therapy session about abandonment issues."

Sera swayed dangerously. "I'm sorry. I didn't have anywhere else to go. They think I know something, but I don't. I just... I need..."

She collapsed into Ellie's arms like a dramatic heroine, except this was real blood and real terror, not stage makeup and acting.

"Oh, fantastic," Ellie muttered, staggering under her twin's weight. "My life needed more unconscious bleeding people."



Forty-seven minutes, one traumatic Uber ride, and a raid on the nearest pharmacy later, Sera was tucked into Ellie's bed, patched up with supplies that had cost more than Ellie's grocery budget for the month.

Sera had been coherent enough during the cleanup to ramble about danger, a powerful man called "the Don," and something about not having enough time. She'd pressed a crumpled note into Ellie's hand along with a twenty-dollar bill...apparently her life savings...and whispered, "Please. Just a few days. Until I figure out who wants me dead."

Now Ellie sat in her kitchen, staring at the note:

"If they think I'm dead, they'll stop looking. Take my place for a few days. There's a man...Dante Moretti. I work as his private nurse. Keep your head down. Don't trust anyone. They pay well. You need the money...you always did. Address attached. Ask for the Don. Tell them Sera sent you. Please, Ellie. I have nowhere else to turn."

Below it was an address in the city's most exclusive district and that lone twenty.

"Wow," Ellie said to her empty apartment. "My first bribe, and it doesn't even cover my student loan interest for one day."

She looked at her twin's sleeping form. Even unconscious, Sera looked haunted, like someone who'd been running for a long time. And despite the surreal circumstances, something deep in Ellie's chest had clicked into place the moment she'd seen her.

Family. She'd always wondered, always felt like a piece was missing from her puzzle-piece life in group homes and foster care. Now she knew why.

And if someone was hunting her sister...her twin...then Ellie Vance was going to find out who and why.

Even if it meant walking into the lion's den wearing a disguise made of meat.

"Fake it till you make it," she told her reflection. "Or until you get murdered by the mafia. Either way, it'll be an adventure."



Three days later, Ellie stood outside gates that belonged in a fairy tale...if fairy tales involved probable tax evasion and definite criminal activity. The Moretti estate sprawled before her like a small European country, complete with marble fountains, perfectly manicured gardens, and security cameras that probably cost more than her entire education.

"Holy nepotism," she breathed.

A man in an expensive suit that screamed "I dispose of bodies professionally" approached her car. "Miss Vance?"

"That's me. Sera Vance. Definitely Sera. Not anyone else pretending to be Sera." She cleared her throat. "I mean, yes."

If he found her introduction suspicious, he didn't show it. "The Don is waiting."

Ellie followed him through marble halls lined with artwork that looked personally offended by her presence. She was wearing the only professional outfit she owned...a white blouse with a strategically placed scarf hiding a ketchup stain, and pants she'd bought from a discount store that shall remain nameless.

Renaissance paintings stared down at her with judgy expressions. A grandfather clock ticked ominously in the corner. Somewhere, she was pretty sure she heard classical music playing, because of course there was classical music in a mafia mansion.

"This place has more marble than a cemetery," she muttered.

"The Don appreciates quality," the man replied without missing a beat.

Then they reached a set of double doors that probably cost more than her rent, and Ellie's smart mouth dried up completely.

Because sitting behind a mahogany desk that could double as a small aircraft carrier was the most devastatingly attractive man she'd ever seen outside of an action movie.

Dante Moretti.

Tall, broad-shouldered, and wearing a charcoal suit that had definitely been handcrafted by Italian tailors who probably swore secrecy oaths. His dark hair was perfectly styled in that "I woke up like this but actually spent an hour on it" way. His jawline could cut glass, and his eyes...a piercing steel gray...locked onto hers with the intensity of a heat-seeking missile.

He was the kind of man who made smart women do stupid things. The kind who could probably kill someone with his bare hands and still make it look elegant.

He was also, she realized with growing horror, exactly her type.

"Sera," he said, and his voice was like expensive whiskey...smooth, intoxicating, and probably dangerous in large quantities.

Ellie's brain, which had carried her through law school and countless impossible situations, promptly abandoned ship.

"That's me!" she chirped, then immediately wanted to crawl under his impressively intimidating desk. "I mean, hello, Mr... Don... sir."

One dark eyebrow arched. "You seem different."

"Different how?" She tried for Sera's quiet demeanor and probably looked constipated instead.

"More..." He studied her with those razor-sharp eyes. "Animated."

"Oh. That. I've been drinking coffee. Lots of coffee. Industrial amounts of coffee. I'm basically vibrating on a molecular level."

The corner of his mouth twitched. "I see."

"Also, I got a haircut," she added desperately.

"Your hair looks the same."

"It's a very subtle haircut. You have to really look. Like, squint."

He leaned back in his chair, and Ellie caught a glimpse of what looked like a shoulder holster under his jacket. Because of course the gorgeous, powerful man was also armed. Her life had officially become a romance novel written by someone with a questionable understanding of healthy relationships.

"Tell me, Sera," he said, her fake name rolling off his tongue like a caress, "how is your patient today?"

Patient? What patient? Ellie's mind scrambled. "Oh, you know. Patient-y. Very... patient."

His eyes narrowed. "Uncle Enzo is patient?"

Uncle Enzo. Right. She could work with that. "Well, patience is a virtue. And he's very... virtuous."

Dante stared at her for a long moment. Then, unexpectedly, he laughed...a rich, warm sound that did dangerous things to her pulse.

"Virtuous. Uncle Enzo." He shook his head. "That's the first time anyone's called him that. The man once threatened to haunt my children's children for switching the channel during his stories."

Relief flooded through her. "He sounds... colorful."

"That's one word for it." Dante stood, moving with the fluid grace of someone who was either a dancer or trained in seventeen ways to kill people. Probably the latter. "Come. He's been asking for you."

As they walked through more marble corridors lined with expensive art and subtle intimidation, Ellie tried to process what she'd gotten herself into. This wasn't just playing dress-up with her sister's life...this was infiltrating what was clearly a criminal empire run by a man who could probably end her existence with a phone call.

A man who also happened to smell like expensive cologne and danger, and whose laugh made her stomach do things that were definitely not appropriate for someone in her situation.

"Sera," Dante said as they walked, "you seem... livelier today."

"Must be the vitamins," she managed.

"Vitamins."

"I'm very committed to proper nutrition. Gotta keep up my strength for all that... nursing."

He glanced at her, and she caught something that might have been amusement in those gray eyes. "Indeed."

They stopped outside another impressive door, and Dante turned to face her fully. Standing this close, she could see the faint scar along his jawline, the way his suit jacket stretched across his broad shoulders, the fact that his eyelashes were criminally long for someone who probably had people disappeared for a living.

"Before we go in," he said, voice dropping to something that felt intimate and threatening in equal measure, "I should mention that Uncle Enzo has been... talkative lately. About family. About the past. Don't let him upset you."

The way he said it, gentle but with an undertone of steel, made her wonder what kind of past they were talking about. And whether her sister...or she...was supposed to know about it.

"I'll be fine," she said, hoping that was true.

Dante's hand briefly touched her elbow, and the contact sent an electric shock up her arm. "Good. He's grown quite fond of you, you know. More than fond. He trusts you."

The weight of that statement settled on her shoulders. Trust. Something she was currently violating in about seventeen different ways.

"I'll take good care of him," she said, and meant it.

Something shifted in Dante's expression...surprise, maybe, or approval. "I believe you will."

He opened the door, and Ellie stepped into what she was about to discover was the most dangerous job interview of her life.

But as she felt Dante's presence behind her, solid and commanding and inexplicably protective, she realized the most dangerous part wasn't the criminal empire or the mysterious patient or even the fact that she was living a lie.

The most dangerous part was the way her heart had started beating differently the moment Dante Moretti said her name.

Even if it wasn't really her name at all.
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Chapter Two: Cat, Mouse, and a Mobster's Sense of Humor

[image: ]


Uncle Enzo turned out to be a cantankerous old man with more scars than a war veteran and the vocabulary of a sailor who'd stubbed his toe on a treasure chest. He was also, Ellie discovered within the first five minutes, completely obsessed with conspiracy theories and had strong opinions about everything from the government's involvement in fluoride to why modern television was destroying the fabric of society.

"You look different," were his first words to her, delivered with the suspicious glare of someone who'd survived eight decades by trusting no one.

Ellie's heart performed another Olympic-level gymnastics routine. "Different how?"

"Your eyes. They got spark in 'em today. Yesterday you looked like someone stole your favorite book and set it on fire."

She busied herself checking his blood pressure, trying not to meet those sharp eyes that seemed to see straight through her soul. "Maybe I got a good night's sleep."

"Ha! Sleep's for people without enemies, sweetheart. Speaking of which, you been eating? You look skinnier. And you're twitchy. More twitchy than usual."

"I'm not twitchy," Ellie said, immediately proving him right by knocking over his water glass.

Uncle Enzo cackled like a delighted crow. "There's my girl! Sera the Destroyer strikes again."

As she mopped up the water, Ellie wondered what exactly her sister had been doing to earn such a nickname. Probably not winning any grace awards.

"Tell me something," Uncle Enzo said, settling back against his pillows with the satisfied air of someone about to interrogate a witness. "What do you think of my nephew?"

"Your nephew?" Ellie's voice cracked like a thirteen-year-old boy's.

"Dante. The pretty boy with the fancy suits and the stick up his ass."

Ellie nearly choked on her own spit. "I... what?"

"Oh, don't give me that innocent act. You got eyes, don't you? Boy's got more admirers than a peacock in mating season. Half the women in the city throw themselves at his feet, and the other half are too scared to try."

"I'm sure he's very... professional," Ellie managed.

Uncle Enzo's eyes gleamed with mischief. "Professional. Right. That why you been staring at his mouth every time he talks?"

Heat flooded Ellie's cheeks. "I have not been staring at his mouth!"

"Uh-huh. And I ain't been alive for eighty-three years watching people lie to themselves."

Before Ellie could dig herself deeper into this particular grave, the door opened and Dante himself appeared, as if summoned by their conversation. He'd loosened his tie slightly, and Ellie's traitorous brain immediately noted how the small change made him look less untouchable and more... touchable.

Very touchable.

"Uncle," Dante said, his voice carrying that hint of exasperated affection that suggested this was a daily routine. "I can hear you corrupting our nurse from down the hall."

"I ain't corrupting nobody," Uncle Enzo protested with theatrical innocence. "We was just having a philosophical discussion about aesthetics."

Dante's gray eyes flicked to Ellie, who was probably the color of a fire truck by now. "Aesthetics?"

"Beauty," Uncle Enzo clarified helpfully. "The appreciation of fine things. Like art. Or architecture. Or well-dressed nephews."

If Ellie could have spontaneously combusted, she would have. Instead, she made a strangled noise that might have been agreement or might have been the sound of her dignity dying.

Dante's mouth twitched. "I see."

"Course you do. You got mirrors." Uncle Enzo waved a dismissive hand. "Now get out of here. Me and Sera got important medical stuff to discuss."

"Medical stuff," Dante repeated, clearly not buying it.

"Very medical. Very important. Nurse-patient confidentiality and all that."

Dante looked like he wanted to argue, but after a moment, he nodded. "Behave yourself, Uncle."

"I always behave myself. It's everyone else who's the problem."

As Dante headed for the door, he paused next to Ellie. "Sera? A word, when you have a moment?"

The way he said her fake name, low and intimate, made her knees forget how to support her weight. "Of course."

He left, and Uncle Enzo immediately burst into delighted laughter.

"Oh, you got it bad, sweetheart. Real bad."

"I don't know what you're talking about," Ellie said, busying herself with reorganizing his already-organized medicine cabinet.

"Sure you don't. And I don't know what two plus two equals."



Twenty minutes later, Ellie found herself in Dante's office, trying not to gawk at the floor-to-ceiling bookshelves, the expensive whiskey collection, or the man himself, who was leaning against his desk with casual elegance.

"Uncle Enzo seems... spirited today," Dante said.

"He's definitely got personality." Ellie clasped her hands behind her back to keep from fidgeting. "Very... opinionated."

"That's one way to put it." Dante studied her with those penetrating eyes. "He mentioned you seem different lately. More... animated."

There was that word again. Ellie forced a smile. "Maybe I'm just settling into the job better."

"Perhaps." He moved around to the other side of his desk, never taking his eyes off her. "Tell me, how long have you been working as a private nurse?"

Oh, hell. "A while."

"How long is a while?"

"Long enough to know what I'm doing," she said, then immediately regretted the defensive tone.

Dante's eyebrows rose slightly. "Of course. And your previous employers...were they satisfied with your work?"

Ellie's palms started sweating. "Very satisfied. Extremely satisfied. They wrote glowing recommendations."

"I'd like to see those recommendations."

"They're... being laminated."

"Laminated."

"For preservation. Very important to preserve recommendations. Historical value."

He was quiet for a moment, and Ellie had the horrible feeling she was being dissected by an expert. Then, unexpectedly, he smiled...not the polite, professional smile from before, but something warmer and more genuine.

"You know, Sera, I have to admit something. I find your... evolution... rather intriguing."

"My evolution?"

"When you first started working here, you barely spoke above a whisper. Now you're making jokes about lamination and calling my uncle opinionated to his face."

"Is that... bad?"

"No," he said, and his voice dropped to that dangerous whiskey tone again. "It's refreshing. Most people are either terrified of me or trying to impress me. You seem to be doing neither."

"Maybe I'm just really good at hiding my terror," Ellie said before she could stop herself.

He laughed...that rich, warm sound that did terrible things to her self-control. "Are you? Terrified?"

The honest answer was yes, but not for the reasons he probably thought. She was terrified of being discovered, terrified of what might happen to Sera, and most of all, terrified of the way her heart rate spiked every time he looked at her like that.

"Should I be?" she countered.

"That depends entirely on your intentions."

The way he said it, with that hint of danger underneath the charm, reminded her exactly who she was dealing with. This wasn't just an attractive man flirting with her in a coffee shop. This was Dante Moretti, whose family business probably involved activities that would make her law professors weep.

"My intentions are purely professional," she said, trying to sound convincing.

"Purely professional," he repeated, taking a step closer. "How disappointing."

Ellie's brain short-circuited. "Disappointing?"

"I was hoping you might stay for dinner tonight. Nothing fancy...just family dinner. Uncle Enzo has been asking."

"Uncle Enzo has been asking for me to stay for dinner?"

"Among other things." His smile turned slightly wicked. "He seems to think you need feeding up. Says you're too skinny."

"That's very thoughtful of him."

"He's also convinced you have a crush on me."

Ellie's face caught fire. "He what now?"

"His words, not mine. Though I have to say, if he's right, I'm flattered."

"He's not right," Ellie said quickly. "He's wrong. Very wrong. Completely wrong. Wrong like a GPS in a corn maze."

Dante's grin widened. "That's quite a denial for someone who doesn't have a crush on me."

"I don't...you're not...this is highly unprofessional!"

"Yes, it is." He took another step closer, and Ellie caught a whiff of his cologne...something expensive and masculine that made her want to lean in and breathe deeper. "The question is, do you care?"

Before she could answer...or spontaneously combust...there was a knock on the door.

"Boss?" A voice called from the hallway. "Sorry to interrupt, but we got a situation."

The transformation in Dante was instantaneous. The charming, flirtatious man disappeared, replaced by someone cold and commanding. "What kind of situation?"

"The kind that needs your immediate attention."

Dante's jaw tightened. "I'll be right there." He looked back at Ellie, and for a moment, the warmth returned to his eyes. "We'll continue this conversation later."

"Will we?" The words slipped out before she could stop them.

"Count on it." He headed for the door, then paused. "Sera?"

"Yes?"

"Dinner. Seven o'clock. Don't make me send someone to fetch you."

He left, and Ellie sank into the nearest chair, her legs finally giving up the pretense of supporting her.

"Well," she said to the empty office, "this is going well."



Dinner, as it turned out, was not the intimate family affair Ellie had been dreading/anticipating. Instead, she found herself seated at a table that could have accommodated a small army, surrounded by men in expensive suits who looked like they moonlighted as professional intimidators.

Uncle Enzo was in his element, holding court from his wheelchair at the head of the table, regaling everyone with stories that probably violated several statutes of limitations. Dante sat to his right, looking perfectly at ease despite the fact that most of the conversation seemed to revolve around creative ways to handle "business disputes."

"So there I was," one of the men was saying, "standing in this guy's kitchen, right? And he's begging me not to hurt him, swearing he's gonna pay what he owes. And I'm thinking, this is taking too long, I got a date at nine."

"What'd you do?" another man asked.

"I told him if he didn't have the money by midnight, I was gonna redecorate his living room. With his face."

Everyone laughed like this was the height of comedy. Ellie tried to smile and probably looked like she was in physical pain.

"You okay, sweetheart?" Uncle Enzo called from across the table. "You look a little green around the gills."

"I'm fine," Ellie managed. "Just... processing."

"First time hearing war stories?" one of Dante's men asked with a grin. "Don't worry, you get used to it."

"Do you?" she asked faintly.

"Sure. After a while, it's just business talk."

"Business talk," she repeated.

"Speaking of business," Dante interjected smoothly, "perhaps we could discuss something more dinner-appropriate."

"Like what?" Uncle Enzo demanded. "The weather? Stock prices? My nephew's love life?"

"Uncle," Dante said warningly.

"What? It's a legitimate topic of conversation. When was the last time you brought a woman to family dinner?"

"Sera's not...we're not...she's an employee."

"Employee, schmemployee. You like her."

"I respect her professional skills."

Uncle Enzo snorted. "You respect her something, all right."

Ellie wanted to crawl under the table and hide until someone changed the subject to something less mortifying. Like tax fraud or witness intimidation.

"Tell me, Sera," one of the other men said, clearly enjoying the show, "what do you think of our boy Dante here?"

"I think he's very..." Ellie searched for a safe word. "Professional."

"Professional," the man repeated with a grin. "That's what all the ladies say before they fall for him."

"I'm not falling for anyone," Ellie said quickly.

"Course not," Uncle Enzo said with a wink. "You're just professionally appreciating his aesthetic qualities."

The entire table erupted in laughter, and Ellie realized she'd walked straight into that one.

"You know what?" she said, standing up with as much dignity as she could muster. "I think I hear my patient calling."

"I didn't call nobody!" Uncle Enzo protested, still chuckling.

"It was very faint. Medical emergency. Very medical. Very emergency."

She fled, leaving behind a table full of amused criminals and one very attractive man whose eyes had followed her every move.

As she hurried down the marble hallway, she could hear Uncle Enzo's voice carrying from the dining room: "That girl's got it bad, and so do you, nephew. Question is, what are you gonna do about it?"

Ellie didn't stick around to hear Dante's answer. She wasn't sure her heart could handle it.

But as she made her way back to Uncle Enzo's room, she couldn't shake the feeling that she was in way over her head...and sinking fast.
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Chapter Three: Secrets, Spies, and a Sassy Stand-In
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Ellie had been living as Sera for exactly one week when she made her first major mistake: she decided to investigate.

It started innocently enough. Uncle Enzo had been dropping hints about "the old days" and "family business" with all the subtlety of a neon sign advertising illegal activities. Meanwhile, Sera was still recovering in Ellie's apartment, and every phone call brought more questions about who had hurt her and why.

So when Dante left for a "business meeting" that morning...after giving her a look that could melt steel and telling her to "stay out of trouble"...Ellie figured it was the perfect opportunity to do some harmless snooping.

The universe, as usual, had other plans.

She was tiptoeing through Dante's office, ostensibly looking for medical supplies but actually scanning for anything that might explain why someone wanted her sister dead, when Uncle Enzo's voice boomed from behind her.

"Whatcha looking for, sweetheart?"

Ellie spun around so fast she knocked over a pen holder, sending expensive writing implements scattering across the marble floor like metallic confetti.

"Medical supplies!" she squeaked, then cleared her throat and tried again in a lower register. "Medical supplies. For you. Your medical needs."

Uncle Enzo rolled his wheelchair into the office with the satisfied expression of someone who'd just caught a cat in the canary cage. "My medical needs, huh?"

"Yes. Very medical. Much supplying needed."

"In my nephew's private office?"

"He said he keeps extra..." Ellie's brain scrambled for something plausible. "Bandages. In case of paper cuts. Very dangerous, paper. Sharp edges."

Uncle Enzo's eyes twinkled with unholy glee. "Paper cuts. Right. And I suppose you was looking for these dangerous papers in his locked filing cabinet?"

Ellie glanced at the filing cabinet she'd been trying to jimmy open with a hairpin. "That's not locked."

"It is now that you bent your little lock-picking tool in the keyhole."

She looked down at the mangled hairpin in her hand. "This is a medical instrument."

"For what? Emergency hairstyling?"

Before Ellie could dig herself deeper into this particular grave, footsteps echoed in the hallway. Multiple footsteps. Heavy ones.

Uncle Enzo's demeanor shifted instantly from amused to alert. "That ain't Dante."

"How do you know?"

"Dante don't stomp around like a herd of elephants. And he don't travel with an army unless someone's about to die."

The footsteps stopped right outside the office.

"Hide," Uncle Enzo whispered urgently.

"Where?"

"Behind the desk. Now."

Ellie dove behind the massive mahogany desk just as the door burst open. From her hiding spot, she could see Uncle Enzo arranging himself to look innocent and infirm, which was about as convincing as a shark pretending to be a goldfish.

"Where is she?" a man's voice demanded. Cold, professional, unfriendly.

"Where's who?" Uncle Enzo replied with oscar-worthy confusion.

"The nurse. Sera Vance."

"Oh, her. She's around somewhere. Probably doing nurse things. Nursey stuff. Very medical."

There was a pause, and Ellie held her breath.

"We know she's been asking questions," the man continued. "Questions about things that ain't her business."

"Questions? That girl? She barely talks above a whisper. You sure you got the right nurse?"

"Our information says otherwise."

"Your information's wrong. Girl's about as dangerous as a butterfly with anxiety issues."

Ellie would have been offended if she wasn't currently hiding behind furniture like a fugitive.

"Nevertheless, the boss wants to have a word with her."

"Which boss?" Uncle Enzo's voice had gone carefully neutral.

"The one that ain't your nephew."

The temperature in the room seemed to drop ten degrees. Even from her hiding spot, Ellie could feel the tension ratchet up to dangerous levels.

"I see," Uncle Enzo said slowly. "And what makes you think Dante would let you waltz in here and take his people?"

"Dante ain't here."

"No, but I am. And last I checked, this was still Moretti territory."

"Times change, old man."

"Not that much they don't."

There was another pause, longer this time, filled with the kind of silence that usually preceded violence.

"Tell the nurse we'll be in touch," the man finally said.

"I'll pass along the message."

The footsteps retreated, but Uncle Enzo held up a hand to keep Ellie hidden until they faded completely down the hall.

"Well," he said finally, "that was interesting."

Ellie crawled out from behind the desk, her heart performing a percussion solo against her ribs. "Who were those people?"

"Trouble," Uncle Enzo said grimly. "The kind of trouble that means someone's been talking, and it ain't been us."

"What did they want with Sera?"

"Same thing everyone wants with nurses who work for the Morettis, I'd guess. Information."

"What kind of information?"

Uncle Enzo studied her with those sharp eyes that seemed to see everything. "The kind that gets people killed, sweetheart."

Before Ellie could process that completely terrifying statement, her phone buzzed with a text. From Dante.

"Where are you?"

She texted back: "With Uncle Enzo. Why?"

"Stay there. Don't leave the estate. Don't talk to anyone you don't know."

"Is everything okay?"

"No."

Ellie stared at the phone, her blood running cold.

"Bad news?" Uncle Enzo asked.

"I think so."

"Yeah, well, welcome to the family business, kid."



Dante returned two hours later looking like he'd been through a war zone. His suit was rumpled, his jaw was tight, and there was a dangerous energy radiating off him that made everyone in his path step aside without being asked.

He found Ellie in Uncle Enzo's room, where she'd been pretending to read medical journals while actually having a panic attack in slow motion.

"We need to talk," he said without preamble.

Uncle Enzo took one look at his nephew's face and suddenly discovered an urgent need to nap. "I'm gonna close my eyes for a while. You kids play nice."

Dante waited until the old man's snores filled the room before turning to Ellie with an expression that could have cut diamonds.

"Someone tried to kill me today."

Ellie's medical journal hit the floor. "What?"

"Poisoned espresso. Fortunately, I have trust issues and make other people taste my coffee first."

"Oh my God. Are they...is the person who..."

"Dead? No. Hospitalized, but alive. Which means someone in my organization is either very stupid or working for someone else."

"How do you know it was someone in your organization?"

"Because the poison was in a cup that never left this building." His gray eyes locked onto hers. "And the only new variable in this house is you."

The accusation hit her like a physical blow. "You think I tried to poison you?"

"I think someone who looks exactly like you has been asking a lot of questions and acting very differently than usual."

"I would never..."

"Wouldn't you?" He stepped closer, and she could see the controlled fury in his eyes. "Tell me, Sera, what exactly have you been doing while I was gone?"

Ellie's mouth went dry. "Taking care of Uncle Enzo."

"Uncle Enzo was napping. I checked."

"Then I was... organizing medical supplies."

"In my office?"

Damn Uncle Enzo and his big mouth. "There might have been some supply-organizing that happened to take place in your office. Coincidentally."

"Coincidentally."

"Very coincidentally. Like, astronomically coincidental."

Dante's expression didn't soften. "What were you looking for?"

The honest answer...information about who hurt my twin sister...would blow her cover and probably get her killed. The dishonest answer might also get her killed, but at least it would buy her time.

"The WiFi
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