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Marco Torrino had been watching Sofia Romano for three weeks, two days, and sixteen hours. Not that he was counting.

From his position in the black Mercedes across from her apartment building, he could see the warm glow of her kitchen window on the fourth floor. She was home had been for exactly twenty-seven minutes. Long enough to pour herself a glass of wine and kick off those sensible black heels she wore to court. Long enough to let her guard down.

He shouldn’t know her routines this intimately. Shouldn’t know that she ordered Thai food every Tuesday, worked late every Thursday, or that she kept a Glock 19 in her nightstand drawer smart woman. He definitely shouldn’t know that she slept on the left side of her bed, leaving the right side empty, as if she was waiting for someone to fill it.

But Marco knew all of this and more, because FBI Special Agent Sofia Romano had become his obsession, and obsession demanded attention to detail.

The irony wasn’t lost on him that the woman he couldn’t stop thinking about was the same one building a federal case designed to destroy his family. Three months ago, when his uncle Sal had first mentioned the “Romano problem,” Marco had volunteered to handle surveillance personally. Standard procedure know your enemy before you eliminate them.

Except somewhere between watching her work eighteen-hour days and seeing the way she fought for justice with a passion that burned brighter than hellfire, elimination had become protection. The hunter had become the guardian, and that made him the most dangerous kind of fool.

Marco’s phone buzzed against his chest. Uncle Sal, right on schedule.

“It’s time, nephew,” Sal’s gravelly voice filled the car. “The Romano woman has pushed too far. Found our accounts in the Caymans. Papa wants her gone by Friday.”

Marco’s grip tightened on the steering wheel. “I can handle this.”

“I know you can. That’s why you’re my favorite.” The affection in Sal’s tone made Marco’s stomach turn. “Make it look like an accident. Car crash, maybe. You know how dangerous those DC streets can be.”

The line went dead, and Marco stared up at Sofia’s window. She’d moved into the living room now, probably settling in with case files and that bottle of wine she favored a mid-range Chianti that cost more than most people spent on groceries but less than what his family dropped on lunch.

He could do it. One phone call, and Sofia Romano would become another casualty in the Torrino family’s rise to power. Clean. Simple. Expected.

Instead, Marco got out of the car.

The building’s security was a joke electronic lock that yielded to his key fob copier, cameras positioned with blind spots any professional could exploit. Marco had memorized every weakness during his surveillance. He’d told himself it was tactical planning, but the truth was darker: he’d been preparing for this moment, when he’d need to get close to her.

The elevator ride to the fourth floor felt endless. Each floor that passed ratcheted up the tension coiled in his chest, the voice in his head demanding answers he didn’t have. Why was he protecting a woman whose mission was to destroy everything he’d worked to build? Why risk his position as heir to the Torrino empire for someone who’d probably put a bullet in him without hesitation?

Because when he looked at Sofia Romano really looked at her he saw something he’d never encountered in his thirty-two years of life: genuine goodness. Not the performative morality of politicians or the conditional ethics of business partners, but pure, uncompromising integrity. It called to something buried deep in his chest, something he’d thought his father’s training had killed years ago.

Her apartment door was a standard deadbolt and chain decent security for civilians, child’s play for him. Marco had the locks open in under ninety seconds, muscle memory from skills learned at his father’s knee. Don Torrino believed in teaching his sons everything: legitimate business, illegal enterprises, and the gray areas where the two intersected.

The apartment was exactly what he’d expected clean lines, muted colors, everything in its place. But it was the personal touches that caught his attention: framed photos of Sofia with an older woman who shared her dark eyes, a collection of legal textbooks that looked actually read rather than decorative, a half-finished crossword puzzle on the coffee table. This wasn’t the sterile space of someone who lived for work alone, despite the stacks of case files covering every surface.

“You know, most people knock.”

Marco spun toward the voice, hand moving instinctively toward the Sig Sauer holstered beneath his jacket. Sofia stood in the kitchen doorway, wine glass in one hand, service weapon in the other. She’d drawn on him quietly, professionally while he’d been cataloging her personal effects like some lovesick teenager.

“Agent Romano.” His voice came out calmer than he felt, which was something. “You’re faster than I expected.”

“I noticed your car three blocks away. Black Mercedes, tinted windows you might as well hang a sign that says ‘I’m up to no good.’” She gestured with her gun toward the living room. “Have a seat, Mr...?”

“Torrino. Marco Torrino.” He moved slowly to the couch, hands visible, no threatening movements. If she was going to shoot him, better she do it for the right reasons. “And I’m not here to hurt you.”

“Right. You just happened to break into my apartment for a friendly chat.” Despite her sarcasm, Sofia’s gun hand remained steady. Professional training. “Hands where I can see them.”

Marco complied, studying her face as she moved into the room. Up close, she was even more striking than his surveillance photos had suggested. Sharp cheekbones, full mouth, skin that spoke of Mediterranean heritage. But it was her eyes that held him dark brown, almost black, and completely fearless. This woman would stare down the devil himself without blinking.

“You’re in danger,” he said simply.

“From you?”

“From my family. Specifically, from my uncle Sal.” Marco leaned forward slightly, ignoring the way her gun tracked his movement. “You’ve been investigating our money-laundering operations. You’re close closer than anyone’s gotten before.”

Sofia’s expression didn’t change, but something flickered behind her eyes. Recognition. She was close, and she knew it. “So you decided to eliminate the problem?”

“That was the plan.” Marco’s admission hung between them like a blade. “Sal wants you dead by Friday. Car accident, most likely. Clean and untraceable.”

“And yet here you are, warning me instead of following orders.” Sofia’s voice carried a note of curiosity now, professional interest warring with survival instinct. “Why?”

The question he’d been asking himself for weeks. Why indeed? Because watching her work had shown him what integrity looked like? Because she reminded him of the man he’d wanted to be before family loyalty had carved that dream out of his chest? Because something about her fierce dedication to justice made him want to be worthy of that same passion?

“Because you don’t deserve to die for doing your job,” he said finally. “And because my family needs to change. What we’re doing now the violence, the intimidation it’s not sustainable. We can be better.”

Sofia studied him for a long moment, weighing his words. “You expect me to believe that Marco Torrino, heir to one of the most powerful crime families on the East Coast, has suddenly grown a conscience?”

“I expect you to believe that I’m the only thing standing between you and a shallow grave.” The harshness in his voice made her blink. Good. She needed to understand the stakes. “Sal doesn’t make idle threats, and he doesn’t accept failure. If I don’t eliminate you, he’ll send someone who will.”

“Then I’ll arrest him.”

“On what charges? You don’t have enough evidence yet, or you would have moved already.” Marco read the frustration that flashed across her features. He was right, and she knew it. “Your case is built on financial records and circumstantial connections. Nothing that would stick to someone like Sal.”

Sofia lowered her weapon slightly, though she didn’t holster it. “What are you proposing?”

“Let me protect you.”

“Absolutely not.”

The speed of her refusal shouldn’t have stung, but it did. “You have a better option?”

“I have federal protection protocols. Safe houses, witness protection if necessary.” But even as she said it, Sofia’s voice lacked conviction.

“Federal protection failed my cousin’s girlfriend two years ago. She was supposed to testify against a rival family.” Marco’s jaw tightened at the memory. “They found her in a hotel room in Quantico. Three bullets to the head, federal marshals dead in the hallway.”

Sofia’s face paled slightly. She’d probably heard about that case it had been a black eye for the Bureau. “You’re asking me to trust you with my life.”

“I’m asking you to let me keep you alive long enough to finish what you started.” Marco stood slowly, noting how her grip on the gun adjusted but didn’t aim directly at him. “I can give you information. Access to records that would take you months to find through legal channels. But you have to trust me.”

“Trust.” Sofia laughed, but there was no humor in it. “You break into my apartment, tell me your uncle wants me dead, and ask for trust.”

“I could have killed you a dozen times over the past three weeks,” Marco said quietly. “In the parking garage Tuesday night when you worked late. Wednesday morning when you stopped for coffee. Yesterday when you went for your run in Rock Creek Park.” He watched her face go still as she realized the implications. “If I wanted you dead, Agent Romano, you’d already be dead.”

The truth of that statement settled between them like a weight. Sofia’s free hand trembled slightly as she set down her wine glass. “You’ve been watching me for three weeks.”

“Surveillance,” Marco corrected, though the distinction felt hollow even to him. “Standard procedure.”

“Standard procedure.” She repeated his words like they tasted bitter. “And what did your standard procedure tell you?”

That you’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen. That you fight for justice like other people fight for air. That watching you work makes me want to be a better man than my father raised me to be.

“That you’re dedicated to your job. That you work too hard and eat too much takeout. That you’re careful but not paranoid.” Marco met her eyes. “That you don’t deserve to die because my family can’t evolve past violence.”

Sofia was quiet for a long moment, processing. When she spoke again, her voice was carefully controlled. “If I agree to this and I’m not saying I am what exactly are you offering?”

“Information. Protection. Access to my family’s inner circle.” Marco felt something loosen in his chest at her willingness to consider his proposal. “I can tell you which businesses are legitimate and which are fronts. I can give you bank routing numbers, names of offshore accounts, details about money transfers.”

“In exchange for?”

“Nothing. This isn’t a transaction, Agent Romano. This is me trying to do the right thing for once in my life.”

Sofia studied his face as if she could read his intentions in the lines around his eyes. “You’re asking me to compromise an ongoing federal investigation by working with a member of the family I’m investigating.”

“I’m asking you to stay alive.” Marco took a step closer, gratified when she didn’t immediately step back. “Everything else is secondary.”

“My career”

“Won’t matter if you’re dead.” The bluntness of his words made her flinch, but Marco pressed on. “Sal has already put out feelers to other families. If something happens to me, if I can’t deliver your elimination, he has backup plans. This isn’t going away, Sofia.”

Her name fell from his lips before he could stop it, intimate and familiar. Sofia’s eyes widened slightly at the presumption, color rising in her cheeks. “Agent Romano,” she corrected firmly.

“Agent Romano,” Marco agreed, though something in her reaction told him the correction was more for her benefit than his. “Will you let me help you?”

Sofia was quiet for so long that Marco began to wonder if she was formulating a polite way to tell him to go to hell. When she finally spoke, her voice was steady but thoughtful.

“If and this is a very big if I were to consider your offer, there would be conditions.”

Hope flared in Marco’s chest, carefully contained. “Name them.”

“First, I maintain full operational control. This is my investigation, my case, my rules. You provide information when and how I ask for it. No freelancing, no taking matters into your own hands.”

“Agreed.”

“Second, everything you tell me gets documented and verified through independent sources where possible. I won’t build a case on the word of a single informant, even if that informant is you.”

“Smart. Yes.”

“Third,” Sofia’s voice hardened, “if at any point I determine that you’re playing me, feeding me false information, or putting other agents at risk, I will arrest you personally. Are we clear?”

The fire in her voice sent heat shooting through Marco’s veins. This woman was magnificent when she was angry all controlled fury and professional competence. “Crystal clear.”

Sofia nodded once, decision made. “Then we have an understanding, Mr. Torrino. But I want one thing made absolutely clear.” She raised her weapon again, not quite pointing it at him but making her intentions obvious. “Cross me, lie to me, or betray me in any way, and I will make sure you spend the rest of your life in a federal prison cell. Your family connections won’t save you, your money won’t help you, and your charm definitely won’t work on me.”

Marco smiled the first genuine smile he’d felt in weeks. “I wouldn’t dream of it, Agent Romano.”

“Good.” Sofia finally holstered her weapon, though her posture remained alert. “Now get out of my apartment. If you want to share information, we’ll do it through proper channels. Set up a meeting through my supervisor.”

“That’s not going to work.” Marco shook his head, already anticipating her objection. “The moment you involve other federal agents, word gets out. My family has sources everywhere police departments, DA’s offices, probably your own Bureau. Sal will know you’re working with me before your supervisor finishes the paperwork.”

Sofia’s jaw tightened. “Then how do you propose we communicate?”

Marco pulled a burner phone from his jacket pocket, setting it on her coffee table. “Encrypted, untraceable. My number’s already programmed in.”

“You came prepared.”

“I came hopeful.” Marco moved toward the door, pausing with his hand on the knob. “Agent Romano? Be careful who you trust. Sal has had three months to identify vulnerabilities in your case and the people around you. If someone seems too eager to help or asks too many questions about your progress...”

“I can handle myself.”

“I know you can. That’s not what worries me.” Marco met her eyes one last time. “What worries me is that my uncle is very good at finding the people we care about and using them against us. Family, friends, colleagues anyone who matters to you becomes a weapon he can use.”

Sofia’s expression tightened. “Is that a threat?”

“It’s a warning. Sal doesn’t play by rules, and he doesn’t distinguish between combatants and civilians.” Marco opened the door, then looked back at her. “Lock this behind me. All three locks. And Sofia?” He used her first name deliberately this time, noting how her breath caught. “When you leave tomorrow morning, take a different route to work. Vary your patterns. Stay unpredictable.”

“Why are you doing this?” The question stopped him cold, her voice carrying a note of genuine confusion. “Really. What’s your endgame here?”

Marco considered lying, giving her some strategic answer about long-term family planning or political positioning. Instead, he found himself offering the truth. “Because when I look at you, I see the person I wish I could be. And maybe if I help you, if I do something right for once, I can figure out how to become him.”

The admission hung between them, raw and unexpected. Sofia’s eyes widened, and for a moment, Marco saw something other than professional wariness in her expression. Curiosity, maybe. Or recognition.

Then the moment passed, and Agent Romano was back in control. “Goodnight, Mr. Torrino.”

“Goodnight, Agent Romano.”

Marco stepped into the hallway, waiting until he heard all three locks engage before heading toward the elevator. As the doors closed, he caught one last glimpse of her apartment door and felt something shift in his chest a sense of purpose he hadn’t experienced since he was young enough to believe in heroes.

Sofia Romano was about to become his priority, his obsession, his reason for breathing. She just didn’t know it yet.

But she would.
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Sofia Romano stared at the burner phone on her coffee table for exactly seventeen minutes after Marco Torrino walked out of her apartment. Seventeen minutes of analyzing every word he’d spoken, every micro-expression she’d caught, every possible angle this could be playing.

By minute eighteen, she was pouring herself another glass of wine.

The Chianti tasted like ash on her tongue as she replayed the conversation. Marco Torrino heir apparent to one of the most sophisticated crime families in the country had broken into her apartment to warn her about a hit ordered by his own uncle. Either he was telling the truth, which meant she was in immediate mortal danger, or this was the most elaborate manipulation she’d encountered in eight years with the Bureau.

Both possibilities terrified her.

Sofia carried her wine to the window, looking down at the street where his Mercedes had been parked. Gone now, but she could still feel the weight of his surveillance like a phantom touch on her skin. Three weeks, he’d said. Three weeks of watching her, learning her patterns, cataloguing her vulnerabilities.

Three weeks, and she hadn’t noticed a damn thing.

The thought sent ice through her veins. Sofia prided herself on situational awareness had to, in her line of work. She’d been trained by the best, had survived undercover operations in Chicago that would have broken seasoned agents. How had she missed being stalked by a professional criminal for nearly a month?

Because you didn’t want to see it, a traitorous voice whispered in her head. Because some part of you recognized the protection for what it was and welcomed it.

Sofia pushed the thought away with the ruthless efficiency she’d perfected over years of compartmentalizing. Personal feelings had no place in federal investigations, especially when those feelings involved attractive suspects who made her pulse race with nothing more than eye contact.

She needed to focus on facts. Marco Torrino had provided actionable intelligence about a threat to her life. Protocol demanded she report this contact to her supervisor immediately, request protective custody, and begin damage assessment on her investigation.

Instead, Sofia found herself walking to her home office, pulling up everything the Bureau had on Marco personally.

The file was thinner than she’d expected for someone born into organized crime royalty. Marco Antonio Torrino, thirty-two, MBA from Wharton, no arrests, no convictions. On paper, he was a legitimate businessman who happened to share DNA with known criminals. His businesses a chain of upscale Italian restaurants, commercial real estate holdings, import/export operations all appeared clean in their financial filings.

But Sofia had learned long ago that the cleanest files often hid the deepest secrets.

She pulled up surveillance photos from the past year, studying his face with professional objectivity. Strong jaw, dark eyes that seemed to see everything, the kind of controlled composure that came from years of hiding true thoughts. In every photo, he looked like exactly what he was dangerous, intelligent, and completely in control.

What the photos didn’t capture was the way his voice had softened when he’d said her name. The genuine concern in his expression when he’d warned her about varying her routes. The raw honesty in his admission that she made him want to be a better man.

Sofia closed the file with more force than necessary. She was a federal agent, not a character in some romance novel. Marco Torrino was a subject in her investigation, nothing more. The fact that he’d managed to infiltrate her apartment and her thoughts with equal ease just proved how dangerous he really was.

Her phone buzzed her real phone, not the burner he’d left behind. A text from her mother: Dinner Sunday? Making your favorite.

Sofia smiled despite herself. Elena Romano had been trying to feed the world’s problems away for as long as Sofia could remember. Sunday dinners were sacred in the Romano household, one of the few constants that had survived her father’s death and Sofia’s subsequent devotion to law enforcement.

Another buzz, this time from her partner: Torrino accounts in Cayman. Got the records. You’re going to want to see this.

Agent David Chen had been working the financial side of their investigation, tracking money flows through shell companies and offshore accounts. If he’d found something significant in the Cayman records, it might be the breakthrough they needed to move forward with indictments.

It might also be exactly what had put her on Uncle Sal’s radar.

Sofia glanced at the burner phone again, remembering Marco’s warning about federal sources. How many people knew about Chen’s progress on the Cayman accounts? How many had access to the evidence room where they stored financial records? How many could have tipped off the Torrino family about her investigation’s scope?

The paranoia was already starting, she realized. Marco had been in her apartment for less than an hour, and already she was questioning colleagues she’d worked with for years. This was how it started the isolation, the second-guessing, the slow erosion of trust that made agents either quit or go rogue.

Sofia picked up the burner phone, turning it over in her hands. The smart play was to turn it over to tech services, have them trace it, use it as evidence of contact with a known criminal. The safe play was to request immediate transfer to a different case, let someone else handle the Torrino investigation.

The right play was probably somewhere in between.

Instead, Sofia found herself thinking about her father.

Anthony Romano had been a beat cop in Boston’s North End for fifteen years. Honest, dedicated, the kind of man who brought home stray kids along with stories about his day. He’d been investigating connections between a local construction company and organized crime when a car bomb ended both the investigation and his life.

Sofia had been twelve when she’d watched her mother identify his body. Twelve when she’d sworn that someday, somehow, she’d make the bastards who killed him pay.

Twenty years later, she’d finally found a way to keep that promise.

The Torrino family wasn’t responsible for her father’s death that honor belonged to the Genovese crew that had long since been dismantled by RICO prosecutions. But they represented the same corruption, the same casual violence, the same belief that power gave them the right to destroy innocent lives.

Marco Torrino might be offering information, protection, even genuine remorse about his family’s activities. But he was still a Torrino, still part of the machine that had taken her father away.

Sofia’s laptop chimed with an encrypted message from Chen: Meet tomorrow, 7 AM, usual place. Come alone.

The phrasing made her pause. Chen never specified coming alone that was assumed for sensitive case meetings. Was he being extra cautious, or had something spooked him?

Marco’s warnings about federal sources echoed in her mind. Anyone who matters to you becomes a weapon he can use.

Sofia stared at the message, paranoia and professional instinct warring in her chest. Chen was her partner, her closest professional relationship. If she couldn’t trust him, she couldn’t trust anyone.

But if Marco was right about corruption in federal law enforcement, if Uncle Sal really did have sources inside the Bureau, then Chen’s sudden breakthrough on the Cayman accounts might not be the victory it seemed.

Sofia closed her laptop and walked to her bedroom, muscle memory guiding her through her nightly routine. Weapon secured, apartment checked, alarm set. But tonight, she also wedged a chair under her front door handle and kept her service weapon on the nightstand instead of in the drawer.

Just in case.

Sleep didn’t come easily. Every sound in the building made her tense, every car that passed on the street below drew her attention. Marco had been watching her for three weeks without her knowledge how many others might be doing the same? How long before Uncle Sal decided that warnings and manipulation weren’t enough?

When she finally dozed, Sofia dreamed of dark eyes and dangerous smiles, of strong hands that promised protection and destruction in equal measure. She woke at 4 AM with her heart racing and the taste of forbidden attraction sharp on her tongue.

By 5 AM, she was at her desk, reviewing every piece of evidence in the Torrino investigation. Financial records, surveillance photos, witness statements, wiretap transcripts all of it building toward a case that could take down one of the most powerful crime families in the country.

Or get her killed in the process.

The irony wasn’t lost on her that the very case she’d built her career around had now made her a target. Eight years of chasing organized crime, of building airtight prosecutions that had sent dozens of criminals to federal prison, and she’d finally attracted the attention of someone who fought back.

Sofia poured another cup of coffee and pulled up the financial analysis Chen had been working on. Numbers didn’t lie, didn’t manipulate, didn’t break into apartments with warnings and offers of protection. Numbers were clean, objective, trustworthy.

The Torrino family’s money told a story of careful laundering through legitimate businesses, of profits from illegal activities filtered through restaurants and real estate deals until dirty money became clean investments. It was sophisticated, elegant even, the kind of operation that required both criminal cunning and legitimate business acumen.

The kind of operation Marco Torrino was perfectly positioned to run.

Yet he’d offered to help her destroy it. Why?

Sofia’s phone rang her real phone dragging her out of financial projections and back to immediate concerns. Unknown number, but she recognized the pattern. Burner phone, probably untraceable.

“Romano.”

“Agent Romano, it’s Marco Torrino.”

His voice was different over the phone warmer, somehow, without the careful control she’d heard in person. Sofia felt her pulse quicken despite her efforts to remain professional.

“Mr. Torrino. It’s early.”

“I wanted to catch you before you left for your meeting with Agent Chen.” There was a pause, weighted with significance. “Be careful who you trust today.”

Sofia’s blood went cold. “How do you know about”

“Because my uncle has been planning this for weeks. Your partner’s breakthrough on the Cayman accounts wasn’t accidental, Sofia. It was bait.”

The use of her first name sent heat shooting through her veins, even as fear settled in her stomach. “Explain.”

“Chen’s been feeding information to Sal for two months. The financial records he’s going to show you this morning have been altered enough truth to seem authentic, enough lies to send your investigation in the wrong direction.”

Sofia sank into her chair, mind racing through implications. If Chen was compromised, if he’d been manipulating evidence, then everything she thought she knew about the case could be wrong.

“You’re lying.” But even as she said it, Sofia was remembering small inconsistencies in Chen’s reports, questions about his sources, the way he’d always seemed one step ahead of her thinking.

“I wish I was. Check the metadata on the financial files he gave you last week. Cross-reference them with the original bank timestamps. You’ll find discrepancies.”

Sofia was already pulling up the files, fingers flying across her keyboard. If Marco was telling the truth, if Chen really was working for the Torrino family...

“Why tell me this?” she asked, even as she began her analysis. “If Chen is your asset, why burn him?”

“Because he’s not my asset. He’s Sal’s. And because I meant what I said last night I want to help you.” Marco’s voice carried a note of something she couldn’t identify. Regret? Longing? “Besides, Chen’s outlived his usefulness. Sal was planning to eliminate
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