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For every reader who has ever discovered that the quietest person in the room might be carrying the biggest secret - and for every grandparent who knows more than they admit before dessert.
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This action-comedy spy adventure is written for readers who enjoy family secrets, fast pacing, Italian villas, spy gadgets, old tunnels, chaotic danger, and grandparents who are far more dangerous than they look. The story is fictional and cinematic. The agencies, technology, villains, missions, locations, and intelligence references are invented for entertainment. At its heart, this book is about family: the messy, funny, brave kind that survives secrets, danger, arguments, sauce, and one very stressful vacation in Italy.
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Main Cast and Setting
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Leo - The narrator. He arrives in Italy expecting a slow family vacation and discovers that his grandparents have been hiding a life full of secrets, danger, and impossible skills.

Nonna Rosa - Elegant, funny, sharp, and terrifying when necessary. She cooks like an angel, fights like a legend, and can make a villain apologize without raising her voice.

Nonno Nico - Charming, dramatic, and gadget-obsessed. He built the Saint Machine and treats high-tech spy equipment like normal household tools.

Viktor Kane - A former contractor from Rosa and Nico's past. He believes they betrayed him and wants control of the technology hidden under Villa Belladonna.

Giovanni - The intelligence system inside the manor. Part security system, part butler, part sarcastic family member.

Villa Belladonna - A beautiful Italian manor surrounded by vineyards, olive trees, hidden tunnels, secret elevators, Roman ruins, and enough defense systems to ruin any peaceful vacation.
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Prologue
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The drone arrived before breakfast, which Leo considered unfair. Danger, in his opinion, should at least wait until after pancakes.

He was standing barefoot in a five-hundred-year-old Italian villa, holding a wooden spoon, while his grandmother aimed a brass espresso pot at the ceiling like she had been born ready to fight aircraft. Outside the kitchen windows, morning sunlight touched the vineyards, the olive trees, the red little car parked by the gate, and the black drone hovering above the basil like a judgmental insect.

"Do not move," Nonna Rosa said.

Leo froze because Nonna's do-not-move voice sounded completely different from her eat-more-pasta voice. Both were powerful. One made him sit at a table. The other made his spine try to become invisible.

Nonno Nico shuffled into the kitchen wearing slippers, a blue dressing gown, and a headset that blinked over one ear. He looked like a retired movie star who had accidentally joined a science experiment. "Good news," he said. "The perimeter system noticed the drone. Bad news, it thinks the drone is a wedding photographer."

"We are not having a wedding," Leo said.

"That is what makes it suspicious," Nonno replied.

The drone tilted. A red light scanned the window. Giovanni, the house's artificial intelligence, sighed through the ceiling speakers. "Unregistered flying object. Possible threat. Possible delivery service. Possible insult. I recommend calm violence."

"Calm violence is not a normal phrase," Leo said.

Nonna tossed the espresso pot upward. It struck the ceiling fan, bounced, clipped the drone through the open transom window, and knocked the machine into the rosemary with a sad metallic cough. She caught the pot on the way down and set it back on the stove.

"See?" Nonna said. "Breakfast is not ruined."

That was the first rule Leo learned that summer: in Villa Belladonna, survival mattered, but breakfast mattered more.

Three days earlier, Leo had believed his grandparents were normal. Not boring exactly - Nonna Rosa could make a priest apologize for under-salting soup, and Nonno Nico had once spent forty minutes explaining why scooters had personalities - but normal enough. They sent birthday cards. They forgot passwords. They argued about oregano.

Then Leo found the elevator behind the wine cellar. He found the Saint Machine humming below the house. He found passports, drones, a talking security system, tunnels under the hill, and family photographs where his grandparents looked less like retirees and more like people who had once escaped explosions while wearing excellent coats.

Most shocking of all, he found out that his grandparents had been assassins.

Contract operatives, Nonno corrected every time.

Legends with better manners, Nonna said when she wanted to annoy him.

Whatever the word, Leo's quiet Italian vacation had become a mess of spy gadgets, black orchid symbols, old enemies, secret tunnels, opera-house rescues, family betrayals, and one dangerous villain named Viktor Kane who wanted the Saint Machine for himself.

Now the basil had drone parts in it, Nonno was arguing with a toaster that might have encrypted itself, and Nonna was asking whether Leo wanted cocoa before or after learning how to jump through a window safely.

He looked out at Villa Belladonna glowing in the morning sun. It was beautiful, ridiculous, dangerous, and somehow already becoming home.

"I thought this vacation was supposed to be peaceful," he said.

Nonna handed him a plate of pancakes. "Peaceful is what adults say when they do not want children to pack correctly."

Nonno slid a small black notebook toward him. On the first page, in careful handwriting, were two rules.

Rule One: Notice everything.

Rule Two: Eat before danger when possible.

Leo picked up his fork. Somewhere under the floor, the house hummed. Somewhere beyond the vineyards, Viktor Kane was coming.

And Leo, who had arrived in Italy expecting boredom, took a bite of pancake and realized he was already in the middle of the most dangerous family story ever told at breakfast.
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Arrival at Villa Belladonna

The problem with family vacations is that adults always sell them as rest. They say words like peaceful, charming, and good for you, which are the same words people use for soup with no salt. My mother had kissed my forehead at the airport and told me to be grateful. Two weeks in Italy, she said, would make me appreciate my roots. I had imagined myself slowly turning into a bored olive tree.

Instead, the first thing I noticed at Villa Belladonna was that every window looked too clean, every statue faced a different direction, and every bird stopped singing when Nonno Nico whistled. Maybe Italian birds were dramatic. Maybe my grandparents trained them. I laughed at that thought because it was ridiculous, which was usually the exact moment my life chose to become ridiculous.

I thought my vacation at my grandparents' manor house in Italy would smell like dust, tomato sauce, and boredom. I was right about the tomato sauce. I was wrong about everything else.

The driver dropped me at the end of a road lined with cypress trees that looked like they were guarding secrets. Villa Belladonna sat on a hill above vineyards and silver olive groves, all honey-colored stone, green shutters, and balconies heavy with flowers. It looked peaceful in the way old houses do when they have survived wars, storms, and too many family arguments.

Nonna Rosa stood at the gate in a yellow dress, waving both hands. Nonno Nico stood beside her with a cane, a straw hat, and the proud grin of a man who had definitely planned too many surprises. I waved back, already preparing myself for two weeks of soup, naps, and stories that began with, "When I was your age..."

Nonna hugged me so hard my ribs negotiated for freedom. She smelled like basil, lemon soap, and expensive perfume. "Leo, you are too thin," she said, which was her way of saying hello, goodbye, and sometimes good morning.

Nonno shook my hand like we were closing a business deal. His palm was warm, dry, and covered in tiny pale scars. "You were not followed from the airport, yes?" he asked.

I laughed because he had to be joking. "Only by one taxi and a pigeon."

He nodded as if that answer mattered. "Pigeons are unreliable witnesses."

Before I could decide whether that was funny or concerning, Nonna took my bag. The suitcase weighed almost as much as she did. She lifted it with one hand, smiled sweetly, and carried it up the stairs faster than I could follow.

The manor was even stranger inside. Every room seemed to have a painted ceiling, a giant fireplace, or a portrait of some ancestor who looked disappointed in me personally. Nonna gave me the tour in a cheerful voice.

"This is the blue salon. Never touch the left angel. This is the library. Never pull the red dictionary. This is the west corridor. If you hear clicking after midnight, walk in the middle of the rug."

I stopped. "Why would I hear clicking?"

"Old pipes," Nonno said too quickly.

The pipes must have been very old, because the hallway walls were thick enough for cannons. Several doors had locks that belonged in a bank, not a family home. One painting of Saint Michael seemed to follow me with his eyes. Another painting had a tiny black dot in the frame that looked exactly like a camera lens.

Dinner was served on a table long enough for a peace treaty. Nonna brought pasta, roasted chicken, salad, bread, and a bowl of olives that she insisted could cure sadness. Nonno poured sparkling water into crystal glasses and asked about school, my friends, and whether I had learned basic self-defense.

"I know how to leave group chats," I said.

"Excellent first step," he replied. "But insufficient against a knife."

Nonna dropped a serving fork. I bent to grab it, but she caught it in midair without looking, two fingers pinching the handle like she had done it in her sleep. The fork stopped inches above the floor.

She placed it on the table and smiled at me. "Reflexes. Very useful when the grandchildren are clumsy."

Nobody else acted like this was weird. That was the weirdest part.

That night, jet lag kept me awake. My room had a balcony facing the vineyard and a bed so old it creaked like it was gossiping. Outside, crickets sang. Somewhere below me, something hummed.

At first I thought it was the refrigerator. Then the sound deepened into a soft mechanical growl, followed by three metallic clicks. The floor under my bare feet trembled.

I opened my door and stepped into the corridor. The manor was dark except for moonlight and one thin line of blue light coming from downstairs. I followed it past the kitchen, past a locked pantry, and down toward the wine cellar.

The blue light leaked from behind a shelf of dusty bottles. Then it vanished. A stone wall slid shut with a whisper.

Behind me, a voice said, "Looking for midnight snacks, caro?"

By sunset, the manor glowed like something from a painting. Orange light slid across the tiled roof, the vineyard turned black and gold, and the old stones seemed to breathe out five hundred years of gossip. I should have felt lucky. I did feel lucky, for about three seconds, until I saw Nonna Rosa casually move a vase with her elbow and reveal the flash of a camera lens hidden in the wall.

By the time Nonna finished showing me the second-floor bedrooms, I had counted twelve portraits, seven suspicious statues, four doors with locks too serious for linen closets, and one parlor that smelled faintly of smoke although nobody had lit a fire. I wrote these things in my phone because ordinary teenagers text their friends, and I apparently collected evidence against relatives.

My room faced the vineyard. It had a carved wardrobe, a narrow balcony, and a painting of a saint holding a sword with the intense expression of someone who disapproved of my posture. The bedspread was blue and gold. A bowl of wrapped candies sat on the desk beside a card written in Nonna's handwriting: Welcome, caro. Eat two. Hide three. Trust no airline food.

I ate one candy immediately and saved the rest because my grandmother had always been right about snacks. From the balcony, I could see the red Fiat parked near the gate, the olive trees shifting in the evening wind, and Nonno walking along the wall with what looked like a metal detector. He paused at a stone lion, tapped its nose, and waited. The lion's mouth opened and released a tiny folded piece of paper into his hand.

I blinked. Rich people, I told myself, had strange mailboxes.

At dinner, Nonna asked if I wanted more pasta six times. Nonno asked if I had ever been followed, trapped, bribed, blackmailed, or recruited. I answered no to all of them, except bribed, because my cousin once gave me twenty dollars to tell my aunt the broken lamp was a ghost. Nonno nodded gravely, as if that proved I had field experience.

"Children are underestimated," he said, sawing at his bread with great ceremony. "This is useful until it becomes tragic."

"Nico," Nonna warned.

"What? I am making conversation."

"You are making the boy suspect we are criminals before dessert."

I laughed too loudly. Neither of them laughed enough.

After dinner, Nonna insisted I call my mother. The call connected, then fizzed into static the moment I asked why the hallway rugs had exact center lines stitched into them. My mother said something about mountain reception. Nonno, standing near the window, gave the nearest wall a thumbs-up. I decided not to think about that until after sleep.

Sleep, unfortunately, did not want me. The manor creaked like a house full of old bones and fresh secrets. Pipes clicked. Floorboards answered. From below came the hum I had heard before, steady and deep, like a machine trying to remember a song. I lay in bed counting it: three seconds low, one second quiet, three seconds low again.

When I stepped into the corridor, the saint painting seemed darker than before. I took one careful step, then another. A strip of blue light glowed at the edge of the stairs, pulsing in time with the hum. The house was not sleeping. It was watching.

At the bottom of the stairs, the blue light slid across the floor and vanished under the wine-cellar door. I should have returned to bed. I should have decided that curiosity was how people in movies ended up in basements yelling hello. But the truth about being sixteen is that you can understand a warning and still follow the glowing line because boredom has already betrayed you.

The wine cellar door was cold beneath my hand. Somewhere behind me, a floorboard sighed.

"Midnight snacks," said Nonna's voice, calm and close, "should not require stealth."

I turned around so fast I nearly apologized to my own skeleton. Nonna stood in the hall wearing a silk robe and holding a mug of cocoa. She looked warm, elegant, and completely awake. The light from the stairs caught the gold hoops at her ears. Her smile was gentle, but her eyes checked the shadows behind me before they checked my face.

"I heard a sound," I said.

"This house has opinions," she replied. "Old houses speak. Smart boys listen. Very smart boys do not open doors until morning."

"What happens in the morning?"

Nonno's voice came from somewhere upstairs. "Breakfast!"

A second later, a small panel near the ceiling snapped shut. Nonna did not look up. I did. I was beginning to learn that nobody in this family reacted to the same things.

She handed me the cocoa and turned me gently back toward the stairs. "Tomorrow, I will show you the garden. There are lemon trees, old wells, and one statue that lies."

"Statues can lie?"

"Only if your grandfather builds them."

I slept badly after that, but when morning came, I woke with a thought so clear it felt like a bell: my grandparents were hiding something huge. The trouble was, I was not sure whether to be afraid of the secret or offended that they thought I would not notice.

The next morning began with church bells and the smell of coffee, which would have been beautiful if I had not dreamed that every statue in the manor had chased me through the vineyard asking for passwords. I woke tangled in the sheets and stared at the ceiling until I was sure it was not about to open. In Villa Belladonna, that was not paranoia. That was emerging literacy.

At breakfast, Nonna served eggs with herbs from the garden and watched me pretend not to watch everyone else. She did not call me out. She simply moved the salt closer to my hand before I reached for it, then said, "You are learning to look. Good. Now learn not to look like you are looking."

Nonno took this as permission to begin a lesson about peripheral vision using toast crumbs, a silver butter knife, and a grape. The lesson ended when the grape rolled off the table and activated a sensor beneath the rug. A panel opened in the wall, and a tiny shelf slid out holding three passports and a packet of gum.

"Emergency travel gum," Nonno said.

"That cannot be a real category."

"Most categories begin as someone's lack of imagination."

The absurdity made the manor less frightening for a while. I spent the morning with Nonna in the garden, learning the names of flowers and which ones hid microphones. She showed me the lemon tree where she and Nonno had planted their first anniversary gift to each other: not jewelry, not a photograph, but a miniature signal scrambler buried under the roots. She said marriage required romance and contingencies.

I thought about calling my mother again and demanding answers. Instead, I recorded a harmless voice message about food, weather, and how old houses had too many stairs. I did not mention the glowing shelf, the emergency gum, or the fact that Nonna had just used a pruning knife to remove a suspicious device from a rose stem. Some truths were too large to send through an airport-sized phone signal.

That afternoon, I found a hallway I had not noticed before. It curved behind the library and held photographs of my mother as a child. There she was with Nonna at the fountain, with Nonno by the red Fiat, with both of them in the kitchen covered in flour. Ordinary pictures. Happy pictures. The kind that made secrets feel more complicated because they proved the secret-keepers had also loved loudly and well.

At the end of the hall was a newer frame with a photo of me from last Christmas. I had not known they kept it. Beneath it, in Nonna's small handwriting, was one line: He notices more than he says.

I stood there a long time. Outside, a drone hummed over the olives. Inside, the house clicked and breathed. My grandparents had hidden too much, but they had also seen me. For the first time, the two facts sat together without cancelling each other out.

Before the night ended, I discovered my suitcase had been inspected. Not opened, exactly. It sat on the luggage stand looking innocent, but the zipper pulls faced the wrong direction, and the socks I had packed in a ball had been folded into squares. Only a grandmother, a hotel maid, or a highly organized criminal would do that. In this house, the list of suspects was not comforting.

I carried the suitcase into the hall and found Nonno adjusting a small device on the windowsill. "Did someone search my bag?"

He looked offended. "Search is such an aggressive word."

"What word would you use?"

"Inventory."

Nonna came around the corner with towels. "I checked for airport trackers, leaking shampoo, and snacks you might hide from me. Only one of those offended me."

"My snacks are private."

"Your chocolate melted onto your charger. Privacy failed."

I should have been angry. I was, a little. But she held up my charger, cleaned and wrapped, and my anger had to step around gratitude. That was becoming a pattern I did not enjoy. They invaded, then cared. They hid things, then noticed things. They made trust feel like a puzzle where half the pieces were apology-shaped.

Nonna placed the towels on the chair. "Tomorrow, you will choose one drawer that is yours. No checking unless there is a fire, flood, or beeping."

"Beeping?"

"This family respects beeping," Nonno said.

It was a small boundary, but it mattered. I chose the bottom drawer of the wardrobe. Nonna knocked before opening it the next morning to put away laundry, then waited until I answered. That moment did not fix everything. It did, however, make the manor feel one inch less like a trap and one inch more like a place where rules could be rewritten.

That first full day ended with a family movie in the library, which sounded normal until Nonno revealed that the projector screen also doubled as a blast shield. Nonna brought popcorn in a silver bowl. Giovanni dimmed the lights and announced that the seating arrangement left me vulnerable to ceiling-based threats. I moved to the sofa without being asked twice.

Halfway through the movie, Nonno paused the scene to explain why the hero had entered the room incorrectly. Nonna corrected his correction. Giovanni offered a diagram. I realized the adults had chosen an action movie not for entertainment but for curriculum. When I complained, Nonna handed me more popcorn and said, "Learning is easier with butter."

The night became oddly happy. I was still suspicious. They were still hiding more than they had confessed. But the library was warm, the popcorn was good, and Nonno laughed too loudly at his own criticism of fictional spies. For the first time since arriving, I felt that the secret might not only be danger. It might also be an invitation into the real version of my family, the one that had been waiting behind polite holiday stories and framed photos.

One last detail from that first day stayed with me: the mailbox at the end of the drive. It was made of green metal, painted with little lemons, and guarded by a camera hidden in a ceramic frog. Nonna told me the frog was decorative. Nonno told me the frog was retired. Giovanni told me the frog was listening and preferred not to be discussed.

I checked the mailbox before bed and found a postcard addressed to Nonna in handwriting so sharp it looked cut into the paper. There was no message, only a black orchid drawn where the stamp should have been. I did not know then what it meant, but I knew from the way Nonna took it from my hand that the vacation had already been found by someone who did not believe in leaving families alone.

Before I finally slept that first night, I made one more discovery: Villa Belladonna had rules written inside the wardrobe door. Not printed rules. Scratched ones, some old, some new. Do not trust the left angel. If Giovanni says probably, ask Nonna. Never accept soup from a man named Bruno. At the bottom, in fresh ink, Nonna had written: Leo chooses his own questions.

I read that line three times. The house was full of commands, but this one felt different. It did not tell me where to stand or what not to touch. It made space for me to wonder aloud. In a family built on secrets, that was not a small rule. It was a door cracked open.
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Nonna's Spoon

Nonna's kitchen looked like a normal kitchen if you ignored the fact that the copper pans were arranged by size, shine, and possible use in combat. A row of knives hung above the counter with the calm confidence of soldiers waiting for inspection. The espresso machine hissed like it knew secrets. A basket of tomatoes sat beside a digital keypad that definitely had not come from any grandmother's cooking catalog.

I told myself rich old houses needed security. I told myself my grandparents were quirky. I told myself a lot of things because denial is cheaper than therapy and does not require Wi-Fi. Then Nonna flicked her spoon toward the ceiling without looking, and something small and metal dropped from a beam into the sink with a wet clink.

I turned so fast I nearly tripped over my own feet. Nonna stood behind me in a robe, holding a wooden spoon like it was a royal scepter. Her hair was wrapped in a silk scarf. Her eyes were wide awake.

"I heard a noise," I said.

"This house is five hundred years old. It makes noises because it has opinions." She guided me toward the kitchen. "Come. Hot chocolate. Your mother says you still drink it when you are nervous."

"I am not nervous."

"Then you will drink it bravely."

The kitchen was warm and yellow. Copper pots hung from the ceiling. The same blue light I had seen downstairs glowed for half a second beneath the pantry door, then blinked out. Nonna stirred milk in a saucepan and pretended not to notice me noticing.

While the chocolate warmed, a moth drifted near the open window. Nonna flicked the wooden spoon without turning. The spoon shot across the kitchen, pinned the moth's wing to the window frame, and stopped trembling.

I stared. The moth escaped unharmed a second later, offended but alive.

"You threw a spoon."

"I discouraged a moth."

"You threw a spoon so accurately it signed paperwork."

She retrieved it, rinsed it, and tapped my mug. "In this family, we value precision. Also, no insects near dessert."

A car engine purred somewhere beyond the vineyard wall. Nonna's face changed so quickly I almost missed it. The grandmother disappeared. Someone colder and sharper took her place. She crossed the room, turned off the light, and listened.

The next morning I asked Nonno if there were cameras in the paintings. He buttered toast as if I had asked about the weather.

"Many old houses have eyes," he said.

"That is not an answer."

"It is an artistic answer."

A gardener trimmed roses outside the breakfast room. I had seen him yesterday, or at least someone wearing the same green cap. Nonna looked through the window once, then set down her coffee. She walked outside with a basket of laundry.

The gardener bent too close to the wall, where a small metal box hid behind ivy. Nonna said something friendly in Italian. He smiled. She smiled back. Then she twisted the
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