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Dedication

 

For the flawed and the self-aware.

 For the ones who know they are the problem and fight, every day, to be better. 

For the ones who push away those who care, then feel abandoned. For the ones told they’re hard to love.

 

 You’re not a bad person. You’re human. Only you know the battles you fight on the inside. As long as you keep showing up trying to be a better version of yourself, that’s all that matters.
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*This book may not be suitable for readers who get anxious or frustrated if the MCs keep secrets from them. I understand some dislike that kind of storytelling, but this story demanded its own pace.
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PART ONE

Madness by Ruelle


 

 

CHAPTER ONE

Stefano

 

 

 

A LONG TIME AGO, the Bible gave me a choice: God, or money. 

Naturally, I chose money.

There are moments when I regret that choice. Fleeting, razor-thin moments. Because when you kneel at the world’s altar, darkness isn’t just a shadow. It’s a predator. It clings to you, invades your every pore, owns you. And unless you learn how to master it, wield it, become it…it will devour you. Leave you mangled. Begging for the God you rejected. 

And right now, as I stare down at the text on my screen, is one of those moments. 

 

Santo: In Vegas. Need to meet. Urgent. JB urgent.

 

Just like that, my spectacular mood is up in smoke. I was riding high half an hour ago. Walked out of my private grooming suite sharp as a blade. Fresh trim, beard lined to perfection, neck loose from a deep-tissue beatdown. Hands handled, smooth as silk.

And now… “Shit.”

Oscar, my driver, catches my attention in the rearview mirror. “Everything good, boss?”

“Not a chance.” 

There was a time when seeing “Guy” on my phone screen meant good news. But ever since “Guy” dropped his decade-long facade and revealed himself as Don Santo Luciani? His name’s the last thing I want to see on my screen. “Santo” brings me nothing but bad news and dire warnings. He’s a goddamn black cat. 

An in-person meeting? Yeah, some shit’s about to go down. 

But if that son of a bitch is here to dump ashes in my garden, he’ll have to wait. 

I pocket my phone and step out of the car, straighten my jacket and cufflinks, then head inside the building, right up to Mayor Lucy Rainford’s office.

“You’re early.” She flicks her auburn hair over her shoulder and hits a button on her desk phone. “Renee, hold my calls.” 

 “I’m right on time.” I lock the door behind me and close the distance to her desk.  “Did you get the signatures?” 

She straightens from her chair, grabs a manila envelope, then sashays around the desk and perch that fine ass of hers on the edge. “I’m a woman of my word.”

I snatch the envelope and check the pages inside. Every signature’s right where it should be. “That you are.” 

She tugs up her skirt, parts her tanned, toned legs, then grips my tie and pulls me in. “Time to pay up.” 

 When I was a boy, my papa told me: “With every warm body a man fucks, he leaves a sliver of his soul behind. Piece by piece. Until he wakes up empty. Soulless.” 

Said it brings nothing but bad luck, misfortune, and an early grave. 

Maybe it was bullshit. Maybe not. 

But I chose to believe it. Chose to not have pieces of myself scattered in strangers. I’m greedy like that. Selfish like that. 

Some men could fuck a hole in a wall and be just fine. 

I’m not one of them. 

If I’m going to be losing pieces of myself, it has to be for something more valuable than a fleeting orgasm. I’d rather go without than waste myself on a powerless pussy. 

Pussy without power is a waste.

Sex, for me, is transactional. Sex is business. Always business. 

I’ve got an irresistible appeal and a praised prowess, and I wield both like a weapon. My dick is its own currency. It speaks in the languages of high-level favors, leverage, blackmail…death.

And every time it’s used, a debt is owed. A price is paid. A power shift is sealed. 

Since the mayor used her influence to secure me a big win, I’m more than motivated to take her on a euphoric trip to nirvana. 

Twice the win for me. Because Lucy Rainford? She’s a fucking bombshell. 

 

 

~

 

AN HOUR LATER, Santo Luciani saunters into my office.

A year ago, he was a brownnoser in suspenders and bowtie. A disguise so good we never saw the mafia don underneath. Now that mask is off, he’s all Italian cut suits, wing tips, and menace. 

“Aw, you came all this way just for me? I’m flattered,” I say. “Let me guess, I made the naughty list again?” 

“Narcissistic as always. No, I’m not in Vegas just for you.” He unbuttons his jacket and lowers into the armchair across from my desk. “But yes, you’re in deep shit.” 

See what I mean? This fucker never brings good news. “Of course I am.”

We belong to THE O, the most powerful secret organization in existence. And lately, Santo has become the head honcho’s new favorite. Which is why he’s the one delivering this message. 

“The short of it all? You’re on Black.”

Translation: I’m on the kill list.  “Well, fuck. I’m all out of strikes, huh?” 

“All out.” He leans back. “JB’s done with you. Thinks you’re irreverent, reckless, and a constant pain in the ass. Her exact words were, ‘He’s an insolent mongrel.’” 

I let out a whistle. “Ooh. Be honest, she’s into me, isn’t she?” 

He stares back at me. Stiff, stolid, impassive.

Man, I miss the old “Guy.” He was less of a tightass. 

I’ve never been good at being controlled or following the rules. But no matter how high you climb, how much power you hold, there’s always someone more powerful. Someone to answer to. 

Even if it’s death itself. The ultimate boss.

Fate accepted, I rock back in my chair, fingers laced behind my head.  “How long do I have to get my affairs in order?” 

There’s something else going on. THE O doesn’t do death warnings. When they decide you’re done, that’s it. That I’m even getting a heads-up about it is highly unusual. 

“You were supposed to be assassinated last night.” His tone is flat, detached. “But…don’t ask me what changed. All I know is, she called it off. Decided to throw you one last chance.” 

What? Who the fuck interfered with my death? I’ve been looking forward to its glory for a while now. “Who said I wanted a chance?”

Santo blinks at me like he doesn’t understand the question. 

Right. Not many people are as welcoming of “the big end” as I am.

Santo continues, “They’re putting hot coals under your feet.” 

Of course. We’re all JB’s little playthings, dancing to the beat of her drum. “What does she want? Me on my knees, begging? Because that’s never happening.” 

He shakes his head. “Not her style.” 

Wouldn’t know what her style is. I’ve never met the woman in person. Have only ever seen her face once, when she randomly video-called me to tell me I’m a pain in the ass. Cold, curt, threatening, she made it clear that if not for my familial ties to their East Coast kingmaker, Torin Garza, she would’ve buried me a long time ago. 

People in power hate what they can’t control. Despise those who stand unflinching and untamed. 

I should know.

“What is her style, then?” 

He scratches his jaw. “How loyal is this city to you?” 

“I rule with fear, not benevolence. Outside of the people closest to me, I’m convinced of no one’s ‘loyalty.’” 

“Hm.” He tilts his head. “Not as narcissistic as I thought. That’s good.” He leans forward, elbows on his knees. “Because that loyalty is about to be tested. While you were busy grinding down the patience of the strongest ally you could ever have, someone’s been moving against you. Right here. In your city. Right under your nose.” 

He lets that settle for a beat, then adds, “They’ve already locked in four strong allies who have agreed to back them when the time comes. And because of your unrelenting defiance? THE O let it happen.” 

He checks his watch. “Now, JB’s stipulation: Uncover this person’s identity, their allies, and take them all out. Prove to her that this city is yours. You fail, then you don’t deserve this city. Or your life.” 

Translation: she decided a clean assassination would be too dignified for me. A disgraceful fall at the hands of my own city, however? Savage. Wickedly cruel. 

She’s got me right where she wants me.

This isn’t the first time power-hungry ingrates have tried to take me down. But here’s the thing about being hand-picked as king of a territory, no one can move me except the one who crowned me. Having THE O’s protection makes me bulletproof, invulnerable. Without it? Things could get…wild.

“And my protection? Is that gone?”

“Your protection is still in place. For now,” Santo replies. “My personal advice, though? Don’t trust it or rely on it. JB wants to punish you, so there’s a very high chance she will allow random cracks in the shield.”

“A simple point-blank execution would’ve been nice,” I grumble. 

“They’ve also barred Red Cage—and that includes me—from helping you,” Santo adds. “So here’s my last piece of advice: assemble a tight team, with people you trust implicitly. Get yourself a tech expert. Restrict all details to that team. Consider everyone else your enemy. Stay sharp. Stay smart. Good hunting and good luck.” 

With that, he stands, buttons his jacket, and walks out.

Goddamn black cat Santo.


 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

Raya  

 

 

 

VIVIENNE TAKES A SLOW drag from her cigarette, her gaze sweeping over us in the foyer. Her kimono flutters around her ankles, curlers slipping from her muddy-brown hair. “For Christ’s sake, ladies, look alive if you want them to choose you.” 

The women straighten, backs arching, postures sharpening.

 Vivienne’s eyes land on me. She gives me a slow once over, then sighs. Resigned, dismissive. 

She had rejected me at first. Said I looked “too American”—whatever that means—and the Castellos didn’t take American girls. Too much trouble. Not worth it.

 Only after I offered to triple her fee did she relent, but still warned me that the likelihood of me getting chosen would be low. 

Of the five women here with me, three are Latina, one Asian, and one Romanian.  

Louisa edges closer to me. In the week and a half that I’ve been here, she’s the one I’ve clicked with the most. She’s a prattler. Talks enough for the both of us. Just the way I like it. “Don’t worry, Raya. We will make it in.” 

Outside, engines sing and tires crunch over gravel. 

Vivienne swings the door open and shuffles out. 

A minute later, she returns, cigarette pinched between her bony fingers. “Come, come now.” She waves us forward.  “Stop standing around like useless furniture.” 

We file out onto the front steps, where two stalwart, tattooed men are waiting. One by one, they size us up. 

The taller one, a spiderweb inked across his neck, stops on me and grunts. Disapproving. “Tryna be slick sneaking in an American, Viv?” 

“She isn’t,” Vivienne says around a puff of smoke. 

“Like fuck she isn’t.”

 Vivienne sighs. “She’s—” 

“My mom’s American-German-Romanian. My dad’s Russian-French-Scandinavian,” I speak up, thickening my accent for effect. “And I’ve spent my entire life living everywhere but America.” 

The man narrows his eyes. I’m aware I just broke their rule—speak only when spoken to—but this is my best way in. I can’t be left behind over some nonsense prejudice.

 “What accent is that?” he asks.

 “A mixture of all the places I’ve lived. But mostly French. I spend the most time there.” 

 He studies me for a moment longer, then jerks his chin. “Take off the jacket. Let me see you.” 

I shrug it off, turning in a slow three-sixty. Unlike the others, I’m not busty, curvy, or soft in all the right places. I’m lean, toned, athletic. Not the tempting, sin-encouraging type of body that turn heads at first glance. Which I knew, coming in, would be a strike against me.

The Castellos want bombshells. Sex on legs. Women who’ll keep patrons coming back night after night just to leer at the smokeshows serving their drinks and cigars. I’m anything but that. 

The man makes an unimpressed grunt. “You got some striking eyes and a nice pair of tits, but that’s about it.” He turns to the others. “You, you, you, and you, let’s go.” 

Shitshitshit. I need to get into that villa, dammit. 

Lousia offers me a deflated, apologetic look. “I’m so sorry, Raya.” 

“Don’t be. I’ll be fine. Go.” 

She squeezes me in a quick hug before jogging down the steps with the others toward the two haphazardly parked Broncos. 

In a last-ditch effort, I grab the man’s jacket to stall him. 

He stops, looks down at my hand, then up at me, a warning in his glare. 

I quickly drop my hand. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to—” I step back, out of his space. “Aesthetically, I know I’m not what you’re looking for. But I can be useful elsewhere.” My words rush out, urgent. “I speak five languages. I’m good with numbers. A whiz with tech, hacking, all that. I have selective eidetic memory. I can see things once and recall every detail. Well…when my brain cooperates. This also means I know random stuff about everything.” I search his face. “There must be somewhere I’ll be of good use….?” 

“You know ‘bout weapons, too? How to handle a sniper rifle?” he challenges. “How to shoot someone right between the eyes? Hand-to-hand combat? Torture and interrogation skills? Tactical operations?”

Can’t answer that… “N-no, no, I don’t. I wouldn’t need your p-protection if I did.” 

“Women who are too smart are dangerous. They can’t be trusted. The dumber you are, the better.” He looks me over again, his cold eyes lingering on my cleavage. “If we ever need a smart-ass bitch, we’ll find you.” 

He turns and leaves.  And there goes Luca Fontana. An Upperman in the Castellos organization. A blood relative. And, apparently, an asshole.

As the Broncos peel out of the driveway, taking my one chance with them, I whirl on Vivienne. “You couldn’t even try to persuade them?” 

Unfazed, she takes a slow drag of her cigarette. “I told you it was a long shot. You don’t look desperate. You don’t look helpless. You don’t lack confidence, you reek of it. There’s a reason they pick the girls they do.” She flicks ash from her cigarette, head tilting. “You didn’t tell me about all those...skills of yours.” 

I stare at her. I could snap that twiggy neck. Rip her blackened lungs straight through her throat. Instead, I bow my head, shoulders sagging, voice small. “I don’t know half the crap I said. I was just trying to get them to take me. Which is what you should have done, for all the money I paid you.” 

Unconvinced, she regards me for a beat. “I used to be trouble, so I know trouble when I see it. And you, girl, look a lot like trouble. Maybe it’s better for my life that they didn’t take you.” 

I barely hold back a snort. “I’ll stick around for another week. Just in case they realize they need a ‘smart-ass bitch’ after all.” 

“The fee to stay is the same. But feed yourself. You eat like a whale.” 

“Yeah, sure, whatever.”

She studies me for a moment longer, before she turns and shuffles off, muttering, “Definitely trouble.” 

Vivienne Morales is a private recruiter for the Castellos. By day, she works at a shelter for battered women. There, she shops for the young, childless, desperate and beautiful, and she offers them something better than a shelter ever could: real protection and provision. 

Most aren’t just running from abusive exes, but far, far worse. And in Vegas, once you belong to the Castellos, you’re untouchable. No one lays a hand on their property. 

In return, these women become loyal employees with free lodging and a monthly stipend, as long as they follow the rules. 

 I wasn’t recruited. I approached Vivienne myself, claiming a friend sent me. So it makes sense that she’s suspicious of me. 

Irritated, I plop down on the limestone steps and fish out my hidden burner phone from inside my boot. 

Time to consider Plan B.

 

 

~

 

FOUR DAYS LATER, in the dead of the night, Vivienne knocks on my door. 

They’re back. 

With swift movements, I get appropriately dressed, grab my backpack, and head out. 

Luca Fontana stands by the passenger door of his Bronco, holding it open. Even in the moonlit shadows, his distrust is clear. 

“Found yourselves in need of a smart-ass bitch?” I ask.

His jaw tightens. “Get in before I change my mind.”

I climb in, noting the two men in front. 

Luca folds in beside me, slamming the door. 

We drive in silence, the weight of his stare drilling into the side of my face. 

Eventually, he asks me in Italian, “What five languages do you speak?” 

Testing me. 

In the same tongue, I reply, “English, Italian, Russian, Spanish, and French.” 

German and Mandarin, too, but I won’t make the mistake of overselling myself again. 

In clumsy Spanish, he asks, “How old are you?” 

Vivienne already handed over every detail from those long, invasive forms she made us fill out. 

“Twenty-three.” 

He snuffs. “Must’ve had a busy childhood to be so…multifaceted.” 

“Busy? No. Bored and lonely? Yes. Lots of free time to learn new things.” 

I wait for him to ask why I’m here. He doesn’t. Doesn’t care enough. Just carrying out orders, putting in the minimum effort to make sure I’m not a mistake. 

He rolls down his window, lights up a cigarette. 

“What’s your name?” I ask.

He ignores me. 

Biting back a smile, I crack my own window and turn my face to the fresh air.

I don’t need to assess him further, I have what I need: A man who likes control. A man who, for whatever reason, doesn’t have it right now, and that has him wound tight.  

He was ordered to come get me, and he’s not happy about it. 

He’ll likely be a bit of a challenge for me, but I’ll wing it, flow with his moods. 

After a thirty-minute drive, the vehicle comes to a final stop in a back alley behind a towering building.

Black Gold Casino. Renowned as one of the best and most luxurious casino hotels on the Strip—although its hotel facilities remain closed to the public.  

A frisson of thrill races up my spine as I’m ushered out of the car and toward a welded metal door.

One of the men bangs on it in a distinct pattern. Seconds later, it swings open, revealing a mountain of a man. Handgun at his hip, semi-auto strapped across his chest.

I’m ushered inside, up a flight of stairs, then into an elevator. 

Several floors up, the doors slide open and I’m led to a long, narrow room, thick with smoke. A wall of glass overlooks the casino floor that’s pulsing with activity. 

Three suited men sit inside. One of them Lorenzo Costello. Second in command, twin brother of the head honcho. He’s manspreading in a club chair, a cigar between his fingers, a half-empty whiskey glass within reach. 

Luca prods me forward, but I shake my head. I’ve endured weeks of secondhand smoke at Vivienne’s, but this room is a death trap. “I can’t—I can’t be in here.” 

“Come again?” Luca grips my arm, whipping me around. “Little late to change your mind now, smart girl.”

“No, it’s not that. I’m just—” My chest tightens. “My—” 

“What? Spit it out.” 

“I’m asthmatic.” I get out my inhaler from my jacket pocket and take a quick pump. “This room... There’s too much smoke.” 

Luca stares at me in disbelief, then lets out a humorless chuckle. “You serious? You begged us to take you, knowing damn well you’ve got faulty lungs?” He gestures toward the casino floor below.  “How the hell did you think you were gonna survive down there? Or in any of our clubs?” 

“I can handle open spaces,” I say. “But in confined rooms with no windows, nowhere for the smoke to go…it’s different.”

“Why didn’t you say anything when I lit up in the car?” 

“I rolled down my window and turned away.” I shrug. “Also, you’re an impatient, unaccommodating person, so I doubted you would care.” 

This time, when he chuckles, there’s actual humor in it. “You know what I think?”

It sounds rhetorical so I remain quiet.  

“I think you’re…” He studies me, then shakes his head, abandoning whatever he was about to say. Instead, he motions to Lorenzo. “Whether or not you leave this room depends on the boss.” 

Lorenzo puffs a plume of smoke from his cigar, regarding me. He’s menace incarnate. Everything about him, his aura, his demeanor, the very air around him, radiates quiet threat. 

There’s no doubt he’s met the devil face to face. An obvious agent of Satan himself. Yet somehow, heaven saw fit to bless him with faultless, ruinous beauty. His handsomeness is rough, unadorned. Strong jaw, straight nose, full lips. Dark hair, streaked with burnished bronze, curling behind his ears and brushing his shoulders.

He snuffs out his cigar in a crystal ashtray, then straightens and strides toward a black door off to the side. “Come with me. You too, Luca.” 

Luca nudges me forward, and we cross the smoky room, following Lorenzo through the door. It leads into a spacious office, designed in black and gold. 

Lorenzo sits back against the edge of the desk. “Better?” 

I nod. 

“Use your words,” he orders. 

“Better,” I say. 

He gestures to the oversized black sofa against the wall. “Sit.”

Once I’m settled, he regards me. “I’m told you’re a tech whiz?” 

Don’t oversell. “I don’t know about a whiz…” 

 If he’s knowledgeable in this area, then next he’ll ask if I’m an Independent or with a Cyber Family.

“Are you an Independent?” he asks. “Or are you with a Cyber Family?”

In the tech world, if you want to be taken seriously, if you want the high-paying jobs from companies that matter, you join a Cyber Family. It’s a stamp of approval, a certification, a mark of trust. Most major organizations won’t hire Independents. Too unpredictable, too mercenary. Loyal only to money. And more often than not, they end up running ransomware attacks against their own employers.

“I’m with a Cyber Family,” I answer. 

“Which one?” 

I’m part of two of the top Cyber Families. But given the Castellos’ familial ties with Red Cage, only one is safe to mention. “The Timberly Day Family.” 

Lorenzo lifts a brow. “Really?” 

Hmm. He knows more than I expected. Seems Red Cage taught him well.

“You can check,” I say. 

“Oh, I will.” 

No, he won’t. Not anytime soon. Not while they’re in high-discretion mode, trust level at zero. 

“Let’s test your skills,” he says. “What if I asked you to hack our security system?” 

“Here? At Black Gold?” 

“Yes.” 

“I would need my laptop, details on the cameras, or just the IP address, if they’re IP cams.” 

“How long would it take you?”

“If your camera guys just installed them, punched in a password, and called it a day, two to five minutes, tops,” I reply. “But if you had a pro secure the servers with firewalls, it will take longer. Depends on how strong the protection is.”

Lorenzo pushes off the desk and disappears through another door to the right. Moments later, he returns with a worn piece of card and hands it to me.

Camera details and IP address. 

“Do it,” he orders. “You’ve got nothing but time.” 

With a nod, I unzip my backpack and pull out my laptop. 

“Stay with her,” he tells Luca, then heads for the door. Hand on the doorknob, he pauses to glance over his shoulder at me. “Your life depends on you getting this done.” 

“Okay then,” I mutter when he’s gone. 

Luca flops down beside me. 

I slide him a glance. “You’re a tense and serious bunch, aren’t you?” 

He throws his head back against the couch, legs sprawled, arms crossed. Clearly not thrilled about babysitting duty. “If you wanted jokers, you should’ve gone to the circus instead.” 

“Point taken.” 


 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

 Raya  

 

 

 

LUCA IS OUT COLD beside me, snoring lightly. 

He should be watching me. They just handed me total access to their security system, every inch of this place, inside and out. I could do a lot with this. Edit feeds. Manipulate data. Create absolute chaos and confusion. 

Weak spots are already jumping out at me.

Taking advantage of his nonexistent supervision, I test my reach, using this access to hack into their other systems—security feeds for their nightclubs, their bogus zoo property on the outskirts, Mirabella Villa, the Summerlin mansion, and a handful of other locations. It’s not everything, but a lot.

After poking around for a bit, I leave myself an untraceable footprint and throw the walls back up.

Just in time…

The door swings open, and Lorenzo strides in. With a disapproving grunt, he raps his knuckles against Luca’s forehead.

Luca jerks awake. “What—” 

“If you quit moonlighting at the strip club when you’re supposed to be resting, you wouldn’t be so damn tired all the time.” 

Luca drags a hand down his face. “Shit.” 

Lorenzo’s gaze drops to the  half-empty cashew packet in my lap. “I assume you’re done?” 

I nod. 

“Use your words.” 

“I’m done.” 

He adjusts his holster and sits beside me, taking the laptop from my lap.

Sandwiched between two large, muscled men, I feel small. Lorenzo is unnecessarily close. Close enough that I almost inch away. 

Almost.

Because, damn, he smells good.

While he verifies my work, Luca pushes up from the couch—thankfully—stretching lazily before ambling to the glass wall overlooking the casino. 

Satisfied, Lorenzo hands the laptop back. Then he drapes an arm across the back of the couch behind me, leaning in even closer. “Good job.” 

He carries a rich, cinnamon-spiced scent. No doubt from his illegal cigar. 

While I try not to breathe too loudly with him this close—and smelling this damn good—his voice drops, low and husky, as he proceeds to ask a slew of questions about access admins and activity logs. After which, he has me block all but two admins. 

“Want me to add extra security?” I suggest. 

“Do it.”

When it’s all done, he pushes up from the couch and strides to his desk, settling on the edge with his arms crossed. Attention intense on me. “Age?” 

Twenty-five. “Twenty-three.” 

“Name?” 

“Raya Michel.” 

“From?” 

“Nowhere, really,” I answer. “I moved around my whole life. Home-schooled. But I spent the most time in France, so if I had to pick a place, I guess that would be it.” 

“What are you running from? Why do you need our protection?” 

“My parents. They’re...influential.” I pause, then shrug. “I’m running because they want to marry me off to some scary old geezer for ‘alliance’ purposes. But it’s more because they’re selfish, greedy assholes.” 

“Who’re your parents?” 

“Pierre and Helen Michel. You can look them up.” 

“Siblings?” 

“A twin brother. Nonidentical.” 

He drags a hand down his lightly bearded jaw, studying me. 

We have something in common. A twin. Except mine’s a psychotic demon.

“Lo…” Luca calls from the window. “He’s back.” 

Lorenzo straightens and strolls over, standing beside him. “Doesn’t look good.” 

My heart lurches. 

Is it him?

I bet it’s him. 

Quietly, I stand from the couch and sidle up behind the two broad-shouldered men. Just close enough to peek below. 

I knew it. 

Striding through the busy casino, Stefano Castello looks like he just walked out of a hell made of blood and bones. His expensive black suit is creased and sullied, his white shirt splattered red, a gun clutched in one hand.

People leap out of the way, parting like the Red Sea. Some gamblers glance up at the commotion, then go right back to minding their business. Just another Wednesday night at Black Gold. Only the obvious tourists gape in shock and horror.

Stefano glares thunderously at anyone too slow to clear his path, looking as if he wants to lasso the sun from the sky and snuff it out with his bare hands. 

“Take the girl to the villa,” Lorenzo tells Luca. “He won’t be receptive in this state.” 

As Luca turns to leave, Lorenzo adds, “And stay there. You’re off rotation for the night. Get in some fucking sleep.” 

Luca huffs in protest, but doesn’t argue. He prods my shoulder then grabs my backpack from the couch as he goes. “Let’s go.” 

By the time we step into the smoky room that overlooks the casino floor, Stefano is gone. The men inside seem on edge, their movements sharp with unease. 

Luca grips my arm and urges me toward the door. “Hurry it up, smart girl. When the boss is like this, no one’s safe. If he walks in and sees an unfamiliar face, he might just shoot us both.” 

 

 

~

 

NINE YEARS AGO, the Castellos bought out a bankrupt golf course community, gutted it, and rebuilt it into Mirabella Villa, their home and base of operations.

Now, the towering, gilded gates of Mirabella Villa remain closed in front of us while two security guards thoroughly search Luca’s car, inside and out.

“You’re not exactly a trusted soldier, huh?” I poke at Luca.

Taking no offense, he yawns. “Things are a little… tense right now. Protocol’s protocol. No exceptions.”

“Stringent.”

“You’ll notice.”

Once they find nothing suspicious, the gates glide open, granting us entry into the Castellos’ heavily fortified sanctuary. Two hundred acres of controlled, manicured power.

Luca drives up the long entry path, green stretching endlessly on either side, then swings left into a parking lot packed with Lincoln Navigators, Escalades, and Bentleys. He parks, and we climb out.

I follow him across a short bridge arching over a pond, leading to another lot. This one packed with rows of custom golf carts.

Luca slides into a Chevy cart and grunts, “Hop in.”

I barely settle in before he takes off, weaving through the villa until we reach The Pink House. A sprawling, twelve-bedroom white mansion. Where the women like me lives. Hence the charmingly sexist nickname.

Luca ushers me up the front steps and into the grandiose foyer, flanked by twin staircases. Marble floors gleam under soft lighting from the glistening chandelier. 

 “The house manager’s likely asleep. Tazi. And the others are at work,” he says, trudging up the stairs. “Let’s just get you a room for now. Tazi can give you the tour in the morning.” 

I don’t need a tour. I’ve spied on this villa enough. But he doesn’t need to know that.

Luca moves down the left hall, throwing doors open without knocking, peeking inside before moving on to the next. They’re all occupied. 

He pivots and crosses to the right hall, repeating the process until he finds one that’s empty.

It’s a decent-sized room, spacious, outfitted with two full-sized beds, two dressers, nightstands, vanities, and a large flat-screen.

“There are usually two girls to a room,” Luca says. “But we just got rid of half a dozen, so you’ll probably have this one to yourself for a while.” 

“Got rid of them?”

“Yeah.” He flops back on the bed closer to the door, arms folded behind his head, boots crossed at the ankles. “They thought they were clever. Formed a little thieving ring. Stole a little here and there while on the job. Made outside contact, plotted a scheme to hit us big and run.”

“Well, that’s stupid.” 

“You’d think. But it happens.” He yawns. “That’s why there are rules. You girls come here desperate, running from something, someone. Empty-handed. Wanting protection, safety. We give that protection and more. Shelter, food, savings. All you have to do is work, follow the rules, and stay loyal. 

“But then, you become comfortable. Used to the safety, the free living. You forget why you came in. That’s when you start doing dumb shit like that.” He lances me with a sharp look. A warning. “We sent four of the six back to the hell they were running from.” 

“And the other two?” 

“Executed in front of the rest. To remind them what happens when you bite the hand that feeds you.”

He watches me closely, gauging my reaction.

I force a flinch, try for a disturbed expression. But it’s too delayed, too calculated. I doubt he buys it. I’m good at adapting and disguising, but not acting. And Luca is proving to be more perceptive than anticipated.  

“You know what I think?” he drags. 

“Oh, so you want to finish that thought you bailed on earlier? Now that it’s just us?” 

His body shakes with a low laugh. “There you go, smart girl. There you go.” His eyes shutter closed. “Something’s off about you. What I think is…you’re a smart-ass headcase pretending to be meek. But you struggle to keep up the act, because wherever you’re from, you’re used to getting your way.”

I snort, dumping my bag on the bed near the balcony. “That’s a terrible read.”

Luca yawns again, unfazed. “Don’t care what your story is, smart girl, but you look like a fighter. Just don’t be dumb, get me? Don’t forget what brought you here.” 

Oh, trust me, I won’t. 


 

 

CHAPTER FOUR 

Stefano 

 

 

 

I GLARE AT THE glistening gold chess piece nestled inside the black giftbox. 

A rook. 

THE O’s way of confirming I was right about Renato Mancini. Head of a small-time mob family, one that only operates because I allow it. This is my city. And he’s never hid his resentment over that fact. Hates that every major deal, every retaliation hit, has to go through me first. 

It wasn’t hard to guess he’d be the first to align with my unknown rival.

Fueled by frustration at THE O, I snapped. Handled Renato Mancini the way the old Stefano Castello would. 

Messy. Bloody. Loud. 

A message, not just to the others in the coup against me, but to THE O. A reminder of what happens when held under the gun. Of the inhumane savage I was before they stepped in to keep me in line.  

A statement wrapped in a question: Are we sure we want to do this? Because left to my own devices, there might not be a Vegas left for anyone to rule when I’m done. 

I pick up the note at the bottom of the box…

 

 

You can either throw a tantrum like a BOY…

Or you can use the chance we have given you wisely.

Keep it CLEAN from here on out.

-JB

 

“Stronzi,” I mutter under my breath and backhand the box off my desk. 

Lorenzo strides into my office, bringing the rich aroma of coffee with him.

His attention flicks to the overturned giftbox and the rook now lying on the floor. “From THE O, I take it?” 

Gio walks in behind him. 

“Confirmation that we got it right with Mancini,” I say. “Along with a warning to ‘keep it clean.’”  

Lorenzo sighs. “To be fair, I did tell you that handling Mancini like that would likely piss them off.”

His tone alone pisses me off further. 

“That’s not us anymore, brother,” he continues. “That’s not you anymore. We’ve got nothing to prove anymore. We’ve come a long way. We’re the kings of fucking Vegas. It was only a matter of time before some ambitious fucker rose up. 

“Does it suck that THE O is letting it happen? Yeah. But let’s be clean about it. Let’s not unravel. I’d bet that’s what they want. For us to revert to how we used to be. For us to go full on savage and burn it all to the ground. Let’s not give it to ‘em.” He sips his big-ass mug of coffee. “And to be honest, brother? I fucking hate being the calm one these days. Feels weird as shit. So just…take a breather. Go back to being you. Calm, levelheaded, unruffled, and self-obsessed. So that I can go back to being me.” 

I glare at him. 

Then launch my crystal paperweight at his head. 

He dodges it, then looks to Gio. “See what I mean?” 

“He’s right, Stefano,” Gio chimes in. “We’re not used to you like this. You’re our steady and fearless self-absorbed leader. When you’re like this, everyone’s on edge. Don’t know what to expect. Especially since no one but us knows about THE O or what’s going down.” He jabs a thumb toward the door. “Out there? It’s starting to feel like a nation on the brink. Whispered theories. Misinformation. Paranoia.” 

All this fucking talk…

“It’s easy to talk about ‘calm’ when you’re not the one on a kill list,” I grind out, slamming my fist on the desk. “Easy to be calm when you aren’t one slip-up away from being taken out. Done. Gone.” My gaze flicks between them. “What the fuck will you do when I’m gone, huh? This one’s already whining about having to be the ‘calm one.’ What will you do? Decide among yourselves who will take over in my place and bring it to THE O?” 

I let the silence stretch. “That is not how it works. They choose. They decide. They make the rules. And if I’m done, you’re all fucking done.” I grip my cellphone so hard my fingers ache, barely holding back from hurling it at them. “I’m not worried about my life. I’m worried about you hopeless idiots. You should be on edge. You should be rattled. You should be worried about what the fuck happens next.” I blow out a sharp breath. “If you two have nothing better to say to me than to ‘calm down,’ then get the fuck out.” 

Gio holds his hands up in surrender, backing down.

They have no goddamn clue. I’m head of this empire for a reason. Everything rests on my shoulders. Always. They don’t understand how crucial THE O’s support is to our operation. I fall, the entire Castellos Empire crumbles beyond repair. We aren’t powerful because we know how to pull a trigger, issue a threat, or instill fear.

We’re powerful because of THE O. 

We have enemies. Lots of them. Surrounded by them. But THE O’s protection makes it so we never have to think about those enemies. Losing THE O’s support is the worst that could happen. 

My biggest concern right now? Not knowing if that protection’s there or not. Not knowing if one day I’ll get a call that my brother’s body was found riddled with bullets. Or if a package will show up with Gio’s severed head. That fear has me keeping Lorenzo busy with tasks that ensure he’s somewhere safe. And taking Gio with me everywhere to keep him in my sight. 

I’m not on edge because I give a damn about my life. Shit, I’ve been ready to peace out.

I’m on edge because I fear for theirs. 

Lorenzo props a shoulder against the wall and sips from his mug. “Wanted to let you know I brought in a techie.” 

For fuck’s sake. “You, me, Gio. That’s what I said, Lo. Just us three. We can’t trust anyone else right now. Especially some random I don’t fucking know.” 

“I get that, but my tech skills only go so far,” he argues. “We need someone advanced. Someone outside the surveillance team, because we can’t trust anyone right now.” He lifts a hand before I can shoot it down. “Yeah, yeah, Santo warned us not to put out feelers for a tech pro, too high a risk of infiltration. But he also said an idle young hobbyist or broke college kid could be a safe bet.” 

“And this new person…?” 

“Picked her up from Vivienne,” he replies. “Failed the assets test, but passed the smarts test.” 

“You serious?” I lift a brow. “A girl? From The Pink House?” 

“I tested her. She’s good. Quiet. Compliant. Doesn’t ask questions.” 

“Background check?” 

“Got it back an hour ago. All green,” he says. “She’s from a wealthy family in France. Has a scholarly twin brother. Mother’s a big-shot attorney. Father used to be some kind of secret intelligence agent, now defunct—he’s flagged red, though, to keep watch. He could show up for her.” 

I rock back in my chair, scratching my jaw. “And she’s here why?” 

“Running from an unwanted arranged marriage.” 

I know how to use my computer and my phone. That’s about as far as my tech skills go. Lorenzo’s always been the one with curiosity for that side of things. Over the years, he’s built up a solid amount of tech knowledge, enough to handle and oversee all our technical operations himself. No point discussing it with me. Most of it goes right over my head.

But given recent circumstances, we’ve been checking in with each other on every little thing. Making sure we’re on the same page. No miscommunication. No slip-ups. 

I trust Lorenzo’s judgment. Hell, half the time it’s better than mine. 

The only other person I trust with my life is Gio. 

Technically, he’s our uncle. Two years younger than us. But he’s been with us for as long as I can remember. Growing up, it was always the three of us, causing trouble, making mischief. Whether here or in Italy—we went back and forth a lot—we were never apart. They used to call us “the triplets.”

Gio is as much my brother as Lorenzo. That’s why he’s in this room. 

If I were to extend the trust circle any further, it would be to our cousin, Luca. A loyal soldier. Not to some random girl from The Pink House. 

“Look,” Lorenzo says, “it’s not like we’re trading secrets with her. She wants our protection and we’re giving her that. In exchange, she helps with whatever we ask. That’s all it is.” 

This motherfucker doesn’t like anybody. He’s unfriendly, unwelcoming, and straight-up unaccommodating to anyone who isn’t family. Always. So, what is it with this girl? 

“What gives, Lo? You claim she didn’t pass the assets test, but it sure seems like she checked all the boxes for you.” I pause, smirking. “Are you abandoning your obsession with the cop’s daughter for this one?”  

“Fuck off.” He chuckles. “Not my type. Shit, she’s college-aged. But she feels…I don’t know how to explain it. Familiar? Like I know her, or have known her. That’s the best way to put it.” He shakes his head. “She feels like Tillie to me. Or Lexi. I don’t know what that means. It’s strange.” 

Tillie is our cousin, and Lexi’s an in-law. At least that confirms he doesn’t want to fuck this new girl. Although…there was a time when he wanted to fuck Lexi, so there’s that.

“If you truly think she’s necessary, fine. But anything goes south with her, it’s on you.” I press two fingers to my temple, feeling a migraine coming on. “Right now, my focus is on our field operations. Like the meeting with the Russians later this afternoon.”

“That’s something I wanted to bring up…” He trails off, gauging me. “I think we should take her with us. She speaks Russian. She’ll be able to pick up on any—”

“You’re trying real hard to get me to shoot you today, aren’t you?” 

Gio, proving he has some sense, edges closer to the door.

The Russians have a reputation for fucking people over, which is why we’ve avoided working with them at all costs. But our artillery operation with the Irish have been stalled for almost a year after a big bust took them out. Months of painstaking vetting, meetings, and dead ends led us here, to a temporary deal with the Russians.

Today’s our first transaction meet. And suffice it to say, I don’t trust these fuckers. But it’s either wait for the Irish to get back up and running again, or take a wild chance with the Russians.  

“Stefano, you know how these Russians are. They’ll talk shit right to your face, knowing you don’t understand.” 

“We’re not taking a random stranger to an arms deal, Lo!” I slam my fist on the desk. “We stick to the plan. Gio slips a bug in their vehicle when everyone’s distracted. We get their conversation translated later.”

“And what if it’s too late by then?” 

“For fuck’s sake.” I yank open my desk drawer and grab the bottle of painkillers inside. “Matter of fact, you’re not coming to the deal either. Stay here. Play inspector gadget with your little Pink House girlfriend.” 

“You’re serious?” 

“Dead.” 

It’s safer for you. 

Lorenzo pushes off the wall, then hesitates. “Is this about your creepy death dreams? Did you have one about me?” 

It would be the death of me if I ever got a dream about him. “No. This is about me giving you an order and you fucking taking it.” 

Eyes identical to mine harden as he walks backward toward the door. “Whatever you say, boss.” 

He flings the door open and walks out. 

I knock two painkillers into my palm, but before I can take them, Gio steps up to my desk.

“I know what you’re doing, you know,” he says. 

I toss back the pills and wash them down with a gulp of lukewarm coffee. “The fuck are you on about now?”

“You’re trying to shield Lo and me. Sticking us where you think we’re safe.” He crosses his arms. “It’s kind of insulting, really. The three of us have always been one, Stefano. If you go down, we go down with you. Stop trying to protect us.”

We lock eyes for a long moment before I scoff. “Don’t forget who I am, Gio. I’ve never been noble. I got this far on sheer selfishness and greed. The only life I give a shit about is mine.” 

He chuckles, like he knows I’m full of shit. “Then believe it. Mean it. Because the only life that matters in this empire is yours. Without you, it doesn’t stand a chance.”


 

 

CHAPTER FIVE  

Raya  

 

 

 

LOUD RUSTLING YANKS ME from sleep. 

I blink awake to find someone hunched over the bed Luca crashed on last night, sifting through the spilled contents of my backpack.  

“Hey,” I mumble. “What are you doing?”

 “Making sure you didn’t sneak in anything untoward.” She throws a glance my way. “I’m Tazi. House Manager. Welcome to the Pink House.” 

 Tazi is built like a Baobab tree—tall, strapping, like she could bench press a semi-truck. Dark pixie-cut hair, fine-line tattoos scattered across her tanned arms, dressed for battle in black cargo pants, steel-toe boots, and a wife-beater. A silver cross pendant at her throat. All while having the voice of a blonde playboy bunny. Soft, breathy, sexy. An odd contrast on every level.

From what I know, she’s a distant relative who left Sicily two decades ago to serve the Castellos, and has been loyal to the bone ever since.

“Find anything?” I ask. 

She shoots me a look that says she thinks I’m a smart-ass. “Get up. Come with me.”  

“Can I at least wash my mouth first?” 

“You won’t be talking. You’ll be listening.” 

Got it. A power-tripper. Likes control, expects obedience.

Good. She’ll be easy to handle. All I have to do is shut up and let her bask in her leashed power. 

As she thuds out of the room, I flip back the sheets and follow along. 

She launches into an unnecessary tour, and I yawn, my attention drifting in and out. It’s a house, not a damn castle.

The tour feels more for her than for me. Like she had a hand in designing this place and enjoys showing it off. Something tells me that beneath that tough exterior, her real personality matches her girl-next-door voice.

“There are twelve other girls here. All asleep now since they work nights,” she’s saying now. “Every room has an en suite bathroom, so you only share with your roommate…”

My mind dips out again, and I stifle another yawn against the back of my hand. 

“…and the rules of The Pink House are simple. You want our protection, you follow the rules. If at any point you feel ‘it’s a prison’ or you’re ‘being controlled’, you’re free to leave. Just know, once you go, there’s no coming back.” 

I shuffle behind her into a gourmet style kitchen. 

“This, obviously, is the kitchen,” she says. “But it’s rarely ever used. The villa has a staff of cooks and servers. Breakfast, lunch, and dinner are prepared daily. You can eat here, or at Diner Hall. Just call ahead to let the kitchen know. But the pantry is always stocked of you need anything else.”

She continues along, and I tune her out again. Until we stop in front of a set of French doors beneath a glowing neon sign: The Pink Closet.

Tazi pushes them open and waves me in. “This is the house boutique.” 

The room is massive, drowning in varying shades of pink. Racks overflow with designer clothes, shelves stacked with shoes, handbags, and purses. A vanity section gleams with makeup, perfumes, and wigs. Everything a girl could need to play dress up.

If only I was that kind of girl, life would be more fun.

“Everything in here is communal,” Tazi says. “Nothing belongs to anyone. With the exception of undergarments, anything borrowed should be sent to the Laundry House after use. They will be cleaned, steamed, and returned here.” 

I cover my mouth to mask my morning breath. “Is there anything less...fashion-y? I’m more of a jeans and T-shirt kind of girl.” 

Tazi gives me a once-over. “Depending on where you’re assigned to work, that might change.”

Tour over, she leads me through the back doors to an annex. Her office.

Inside, a pretty blonde types away at her computer.

“This is Eleni,” Tazi says. “My wife. She handles property maintenance.”

Eleni barely glances up.

Tazi settles behind her desk. “Take a seat.” 

When I do, she slides a stack of papers across the surface. 

“That’s the contract agreement for living here. Everything’s in layman’s terms. Read and sign.” 

“I’m guessing none of it is negotiable?” 

“You guessed right.” 

I don’t care about the contract, but I lean back and pretend to peruse. It’s pointless. Vivienne already went over the rules and made sure we agreed before presenting us to the Castellos. 

In short summary:

 

To live with the Castellos is to belong to the Castellos. 

Food, shelter, and medical care are provided. 

You cannot leave the villa without permission. 

When allowed off the premises, you will be chaperoned. 

Visitors of any kind are prohibited.

You work wherever assigned, without a salary. 

A stipend is deposited into your savings each month. 

You will respect and submit to the house manager’s authority. 

 

The list goes on, but I make a mental snapshot and scrawl my signature. “Can I go brush my teeth now?” 

“Just a minute.”

She checks my signature against a photocopy of my ID, then sets it aside. Straightening, she crosses to a tall cabinet, pulls out a black-and-gold monogrammed gift bag, and hands it to me. 

“In here, you’ll find your new phone, preloaded with all relevant contacts. An informational booklet on the villa, your house keys, and a security card for restricted areas.”

Her desk phone rings. She holds up a finger and answers. Thirty seconds later, she hangs up.  “Luca will be here to collect you in fifteen minutes.” 

“Fifteen minutes? Oof, tight squeeze. Let’s hope I don’t get lost in this castle. Can’t have me earning a ‘breath smells like ass’ reputation on my first day, now can I?” 

Eleni snickers. 

Tazi is not amused. 

“One more thing,” she says as I start for the door. “If you decide to fuck any of the men here, keep it drama-free. Just like the outfits in The Pink Closet, they’re communal. No one belongs to anyone.”  

I let my gaze trail slowly up and down her body. “What about the women?” 

Tazi falters, lips parting, then pressing shut. 

“She’s taken,” Eleni snaps, shoving up from her seat and planting herself possessively at her wife’s side. 

Right where I want them.

I toss them a wink, pull open the door, and walk out.  

 

 

~

 

SHOWERED AND DRESSED in jeans and tee, I make it downstairs just as Luca steps through the front door. 

He gives me a quick once-over. “Slept well?” 

“Well enough. You?” 

His perfunctory grunt says he wasn’t looking for small talk. “Let’s go.” 

Outside, we hop into the golf cart parked at the bottom of the steps. Luca steers west, toward the sleek, six-bedroom contemporary where Stefano, Lorenzo, and their uncle Gio live. Aptly named “Lions House.”

He pulls up as close as the cart allows. “Go on in.” 

“You’re not coming?” 

“Nah.” He gets out a cigarette, lights it up. “Need a smoke.” 

I slip out of the cart and amble up the sloped path to the house. A golden cross glints above the front door. I knock and wait. 

When a full minute passes, I test the handle. It’s open. 

As I step inside, a sharp chime sounds overhead. The suddenness of it makes me wince.

The door clicks shut behind me just as a stout, middle-aged woman emerges from the left, drying her hands in a dishtowel. 

She speaks in Italian. “Good morning. You must be Raya?” 

“That’s me, yes,” I reply in her language. 

“Ah.” She smiles warmly and beckons me to follow. “I’m Cora. Come, come.”  

Despite the house’s sleek, modern exterior, the interior is warm and cozy, Mediterranean style.

Cora leads me down a long hall lined with ancient Roman paintings, stopping in front of a dark-wood door. 

She presses her thumb to the security lock. It beeps green. “Wait here.” 

She goes in, door clicking shut behind her. Half a minute later, she’s back. “Have you had breakfast? Can I get you anything?” 

“Just coffee, if possible. Thanks.” 

“Black or…?” 

“Black’s fine.” 

She nods. “Okay. Go on in.” 

I walk into what looks like a gamer’s den. Bathed in RGB light, a long red desk bolted to the wall, four massive, curved monitors glowing.

“Come,” Lorenzo says, attention fixed on one of the screens. He gestures vaguely. “Sit.” 

The only other chair is a white version of his high-back red gaming chair, stationed between him and the wall. He doesn’t even bother to swivel, forcing me to squeeze past. Something tells me he enjoys making people uncomfortable on purpose. 

“Good morning.” 

“Goes without saying, whatever happens in this room stays in this room,” he replies, still focused on the screen.  “Confidentiality infidelity is punishable by a bullet to the head.” 

“That’s fair.” 

Only then does he finally look at me, as if he expected a different response. “You’ve seen some shit, haven’t you?” 

“You could say that.” 

He snorts and turns back to the monitor. “Some people can speak a different language but get lost when natives talk to them. That you? Can you speak it but not understand it?” 

“No. I learned through immersion. I understand just as well as I speak.” 

“Good.” He nods at the monitor in front of me. “We just did an arms deal with the Russians. They’re new, so we don’t trust them. We bugged the meet spot, set up surveillance. Showed up late on purpose to give them time to talk out of turn. Test them.” 

“But you don’t speak Russian.” 

“Exactly.” He grabs a headset, fits it over my head, and gestures to the monitor. “Listen. Tell me what was said.”

On the monitor is an old, abandoned warehouse, rife with corrosion, scattered car parts, and rusted oil barrels. Four men stand outside a silver pickup parked just inside. One keeps glancing around, restless. Another keeps checking his watch. The other two lounge against the truck, chatting it up about their night at the strip club. 

After a while, the restless ones start throwing out questions: Are we at the right place? What if this is a setup?  Should we leave?

Their paranoia climbs.

Then, two black Lincoln Navigators roll up. 

Stefano Castello steps out. Impeccable in his suit. Cocksure confidence in his stride. Fearlessness in his gait. A stark contrast to the bloodied, disheveled, burn-the-world-down version of him from last night. 

Before my heart can trip over itself and pass out, Lorenzo reaches over and pauses the video. 

“Tell me,” he says. 

“Uh…” I clear my throat. “Yeah, they haven’t said anything suspicious. But that’s intentional.”

“Meaning?” 

“They know the spot is wired.” 

“No. That doesn’t make any sense.”  

“These two”—I point to the men on the screen—“are swapping stories about their night at one of your strip clubs, talking up how badass the Castellos are, how much respect they have for your organization. But to my ear? Their tone is off.  Sarcastic.” 

I rewind the video and point to the one I’m certain is the leader. “See this guy? Notice how he keeps looking around? He’s pretending to be nervous. But if you watch closely, every now and then, he bounces his gaze directly at each hidden camera. He knows exactly where they are.” I tap the screen again. “And here, see how his thumbs are hooked in his front pockets, his fingers positioned just so. He’s sending a message. Do you see it?”

“Fuck you, too, asshole,” Lorenzo mutters. 

“Looks like you have a traitor in your camp.” 

Just then, Cora enters, carrying a small tray with a mug of coffee and a saucer of biscotti. She sets it down within reach, her hand resting warmly on my shoulder.  

“Thanks, Cora.”

The door clicks shut behind her.

Lorenzo rubs his jaw. “We bugged their car during the exchange.” He lifts my headphones off, replacing them with his own. “Listen. Tell me what they’re saying.” 

Taking  a sip of coffee, I lean back, and focus. 

Smart move bugging the vehicle because they’re talking now. No, arguing. Soon interrupted by a phone call. Confirming safe passage out of Vegas. 

One’s worrying. Second guessing. Did we pick the right side? 

A big payment. 

Closing my eyes to immerse, I relay, “There’s a disagreement.” 

Lorenzo’s exhale is sharp and tempered. “About?”

“Whether they picked the right side… and if their contact will come through with safe passage out of Vegas before you find out…”

“Find out what?” 

I hold up a hand, listening, parsing.

But Lorenzo is impatient. “I swear to God, I’ll break that fucking finger if you don’t—” 

“You want translation, I’m giving you a translation.” I open my eyes, arching a brow. “I don’t have the answers yet, but If you shut up and let me work, you might get them.” 

He looks at me like he can’t believe the nerve of me. “You got a fucking death wish or something?” 

“All my life.” I take another sip of coffee. “But death tends to stay elusive for those who want it most.” 

 He frowns, studying me like a puzzle he can’t quite solve. 

Ignoring him, I close my eyes and tune in again. 

The disagreement escalates. Now it’s two against two. Yelling, shouting, name-calling… 

I nibble on a biscotti, absently noting how comically incompatible these four are as a team. No trust, no cohesion. 

Then... Bingo. 

“There’s a tracker…” I tilt my head, listening intently, relaying in real time. “Someone paid them three times what you did to plant it in the package… They want the location of your artillery storage… To hit it, clean you out, steal your clientèle.” 

“Motherfucking Russians,” Lorenzo mutters under his breath. 

He picks up his phone and makes a call. “Yeah, did you sweep for a tracker? … Well, check again. They were paid to plant one. Clean us out later. … That’s not important right now. ... For fuck’s sake, yes, I made the call to bring her in. You can bitch about it later. For now, pull off and run a second sweep. ... Yeah, yeah, sure.”  

He hangs up and drops the phone onto the desk. 

“In trouble with the big boss for bringing me in on private matters?” I ask. 

He shoots me a glare, but it holds no animosity. “Shut up.”  

“Last night, you were all ‘use your words.’ Now I’m using them, and you want me to shut up.”

“Use them less.” 

I smile into my coffee mug. 

A few minutes later, his phone rings. He answers, listens, then slides his gaze to me. “You sure you’re not bullshitting me? There’s no tracker.” 

“Do you think I’m bullshitting?” 

“You just admitted to having a lifelong death wish,” he replies. “Maybe you’re trying to get it fulfilled.” 

Sliding him a smile, I shrug. “Maybe.” 

He studies me for a long beat, then says into the phone, “No, she’s not lying. I’m convinced she’s disturbed. But not stupid.” 

I almost snort at that. 

With a sigh, Lorenzo sets the phone down and hits the speaker button. “She’s listening.” 

Stefano’s voice comes through, and my stomach dips. Concaves.

Jesus. Get a grip. 

“Hey, Little Miss Multilingual. Tell me exactly what was said in the car. Word for word.” 

Screw that. “Someone from your camp fed them information,” I say. “If they knew the meet spot was wired, they probably knew you would scan for trackers, too.” 

“What?” 

“Oh, my bad. You don’t know about the warehouse yet. Lorenzo will fill you in.” I keep my tone even. “For now, let’s focus on the tracker. Were there bullets in the package?”

Stefano’s voice drops to a deceptively calm level. Deadly. “Do you have a goddamn death wish? Who the hell do you think you are, speaking to me like this?” 

“Your brother already threatened me plenty.” I take a sip of coffee. “You can follow through on them later. But until then... were there bullets?” 

A beat of silence. Then, “Lo, what the fuck?” 

Lorenzo doesn’t answer. Instead, he nudges me and nods once to confirm there are bullets, then gestures for me to continue. 
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