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This is a standalone full novel. However to enjoy it more fully, it’s recommended to read the UNTAMEABLE series, where Damien plays a major role next to the male MC and Ambrosia is introduced in an important role for the first time as the kidnapped daughter of an international mafia emperor.

“‘Mine is a long and a sad tale!’ said the Mouse, turning to Alice and sighing. 

‘It is a long tail, certainly,’ said Alice, looking down with wonder at the Mouse’s tail, ‘but why do you call it sad?’” 

—Lewis Carroll, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland 
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AMBROSIA
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TWENTY-ONE. I’M FINALLY twenty-one and as we’ve done for aeons, since we were small kids with missing teeth, Vitto and I have moved away from the raging birthday party to have our private moment. 

We’re all over each other on the white couch of the cabana.

He holds my face between his palms, his gaze so close to my face that his eyelashes touch mine. “Cuoricina,” he murmurs, “I’ve watched you grow into this beautiful girl.” He slants his head and pecks on my lips, our eyes open.

I straighten up from reclining on the couch and support myself on my elbows. “Woman, not girl, Vitto.”

He shakes his head, my handsome Vitto with his dark hair and high cheekbones. He’s grown up too. 

“We’re now both man and woman.”

Vitto celebrated his twenty-first eight months ago.

He keeps my face between his palms, brings his head down closer to my face till I feel his long lashes tangle with mine again. 

He murmurs, “Yes, Cuoricina. We’re now ready and able to be husband and w—”

“Antonello!” That thunderclap of a voice booms.

We both aim for whiplashes and freeze.

I’m in a sea of endorphins that suddenly do an incredible about-face and usher in opioid blockers. Vitto jerks and begins to tremble, dropping his hands off my face at the sound of his surname. His surname shot like cannon fire into the evening sea breeze embracing my father’s waterfront property.

The cannon fire continues while we’re turned into breathing motionless pillars of ice. 

“I’ve warned you enough times over the years to keep away from my daughter,” my father says, standing a couple of yards away from us. He’s appeared out of nowhere. “You’re forthwith banned from this property and from getting anywhere near my daughter in a ten-mile radius! Now leave and leave forever! Get the hell—”

I thaw with the heat of my fury as I feel Vitto tremble with fear. “Dad! You’re embarrassing me on my milestone birthday party!” 

He ignores me and continues his riot act, eyes fixed on Vitto.

“—out of my property and never let me catch you here again. Never let me see you near her again or you won’t have your eyes for the rest of your miserable life. Now scram!”

“Dad!” I scream again as Vitto scurries off like a frightened mouse before I can do anything about it.

I shove my hands into my hair and give it a savage yank as Vitto disappears down the walkway leading away from the pool.

I return my gaze on my father, spring up off the couch and stride closer to him. “I’m twenty-fucking-one, Dad. I won’t let you control me anymore. I can do whatever the fuck I want with whoever I want to do it with.” I know who Dad is “saving” me for.

I feel the tears crawling down my cheeks but I let them. The pain inside me for Vitto and the embarrassment Dad once again clobbers me with at the most inappropriate moment possible both stuns and infuriates me. My body is mine, not his to barter with.

I step even closer to my Dad in his perfect patriarchal stance and lift myself on my tiptoes, despite my heels, to spit out at him, right up close to his face, “I’ll never marry Dante Cesarini unless in a fucking coffin, Dad. I want Vittorio Antonello. I’ve loved Vitto ever since I can remember. I’ll never be your bargain object for business acquisition or to square debts owed.”

I storm off.

“Amber,” I hear Dad call out but I don’t turn around.

“Ambrosia!” This time I break into a sprint, blinded by my own tears, sobbing over a painful dry brick wedged in my throat. 

When I burst into the mansion, the sound of music and partying people assault me. But I don’t bother to join my birthday party guests in the banquet hall. I take the wide sweeping stairs and head straight to my bedroom and lock the door behind me. 

Then I drop on my bed and continue to sob my heart out.

Vitto and I go back to toddlerhood. We grew up together like siblings until those so-called difficult years of puberty and early teens. I literally watched Vitto grow up into this amazing Italian god among men that he is now. At least to me he is. But not to Dad who intimidates any and everybody, gods included.

Our love metamorphosed over the years into a different kind of passion. No idea exactly when his cupid shot the arrow my way because I’ve always adored Vitto. But I know that arrow felt more like a kick from a stallion’s hind legs. Or a medieval battering ram, smashed straight against my chest and gut. It rearranged all my internal organs, bathing them in an everlasting golden glow. 

From that moment six years ago, on my fifteenth birthday, every boy and man ceased to exist as such to me. Only Vitto did.

When he looks at me, the intensity pins me in place like an insect trapped in amber. When he smiles at me, that smile that tugs the corner of his mouth up, my skin tingles. He’s my one and only craziness. In fact it’s because of Vitto that I actually tolerated my father’s insufferable control of and obsession with my virginity.

My father is the kind of man who creates any number and manner of problems not just for me and my brother Brad, but for people around the world. Even in his sleep. People he wants to ruin or bend to his will and use for his own gains and purposes. When he wakes up and steps into the shower first thing in the morning he generates abominations like a can of Ebola virus popped open in a crowded hall.

He let his own wife get killed by rivals to square his debts.

Mom was taken away from me when I was fourteen, shot dead by Dad’s enemies as retaliation against whatever abominations he had unleashed on those enemies.

Now he’s lined me up as the most coveted transactional asset in the vast treasure trove of the Giannovecci Derossa clan. An asset to be used as barter to acquire liaison with the powerful Cesarini dynasty. For all I know, I was betrothed to Dante, the Cesarini emperor’s heir apparent, from the moment of my conception.

Maybe even pre-marriage, a la, Oh, dear friend, when you get married your son will be offered my daughter as soon as I get married and sire one.

But I’m through doing only as commanded to do. This wasn’t my first step towards taking control of my life. I’ve made dozens of those resolutions in an effort to gain my personal autonomy over the last few years. In vain. But this time, right now, I feel like my own father feathered and tarred me in the public square.

This was my special day. My twenty-first birthday, for heaven’s fucking sake. My million-dollar party as a mature adult. But now it felt like the biggest fuck-up of my life. It was meant to be symbolic of how I’d reached full adulthood, ready and able to live my life on my own terms.

Then Dad pops up and ruins it all. 

Dad did it again. He tore Vitto Antonello away from me on my twenty-first birthday as if I were still a child and he had to run my life for me. He’d done that once before. Five years ago. 

And at the time—too—it had been on my birthday. My sixteenth birthday party. It hadn’t killed what Vitto and I felt for each other then and it hasn’t even touched a fucking hair on what we still feel for each other now. 

Speak for yourself, Ambrosia, my inner voice screams at me.

Yeah, shut the fuck up.

But each time Dad rips Vitto away from me, it hurts like a motherfucker. Tonight it hurt even more. We’d hoped—Vitto and I—we’d hoped that when I became twenty-one, I’d be an adult woman. I’d have full control of my life. Do whatever I wanted to do however I wanted to do it and with whomever I wanted to do it.

We’d hoped.

My father effectively killed that hope.

Yet again.

Like he’d done when I became sixteen.

And when I became eighteen.

And now when I’m twenty-one.

My three birthday parties ruined by Dad each time. 

On my prom night, courtesy of his wealth and power, Dad managed to usurp the entire event and have it take place here at our home in Hunts Point. He made it extra superlative. Paid for fleets of limousines to those who didn’t have family limousines and chauffeurs. Or heavy SUVs to self-drive. He got the best caterers and the whole estate was aglitter with all manner of high-end decorations. Like a Disneyland estate at Christmas. The caterers were probably flown over from Paris complete with their delicious dozens-course menu that a few of the prom guests couldn’t quite appreciate. Like me, they’d have preferred a nice juicy slab of barbequed steak dripping blood and fat. We were American kids.

But the party was a huge success with Wired Majesties’ music ripping the estate indoors and outdoors, making the air tremble and the colorful lights flashing on trees and bushes twinkle.

To appease me, however, Dad had granted me two things: 

I could choose my favourite boy band, which happened to be Wired Majesties, and Dad had them flown in from London; and I could wear my choice of makeup. So I dressed to the nines in an Aziza Karajan gown and jewelry that cost the price of a Porsche. I and my makeup artist splurged on my dark Goth makeup with black nails and lipstick.

The Goth makeup stayed with me till today.

Benjamin Derossa always rules my life. He rules the lives of everybody around him. His whole family as well as those who work for him and the vast monetary empire he has built for himself and his family over half a century. Nobody moves a fucking inch without his knowledge and approval. I’m surprised anyone around him is even allowed to visit the bathroom without permission from the almighty Benjamin Derossa.

As his daughter, he’s constantly brought nothing but this never-ending pain and darkness into my life. 

Because of him, I lost my mother.

Because of him I’ve now lost Vittorio Antonello.

Forever this time. I’ll never even engage in those sweet stolen make outs with Vitto. The make outs my father would never have tolerated and witnessed for the first time when he sneaked on us in the cabana by the pool and summarily ordered Vitto out of my life for good. 

But I’m the devil’s spawn.

I’m done being his pawn as well, in addition to all else.

No more letting other people decide what’s best for me.

You’ve got this, Ambrosia.

I’ve stopped sobbing. 

I shove myself to a sitting position on the edge of the bed. Squaring my shoulders, I rise and stride to my bathroom. 

Clothes discarded on the tiles, I step into the shower to wash this entire day off me. As I shower, I remember just how my Dad so thoroughly embarrassed me on my own special birthday party.

Vitto, whom I’ve held in my heart all these years. Our parents had been business partners since before we were born.

I have so many memories in this home about us as children searching for Easter eggs, playing in bouncy inflatable castles on my birthdays in the sprawling estate. Huddling around in the foyer Christmas tree and listening to Santa tell us the stories of his journey with Rudolph the reindeer to bring us our Christmas presents because we’d been good. 

The home my mother loved. Even more than she loved the estate in the suburbs of New York City. 

Vitto and I grew up together here on our Seattle property rumoured as the most expensive luxury waterfront home. We fell in love with each other as teenagers. Learnt to play tennis on our tennis court and how to swim in our pool and in the waterfront space large enough for a seaplane, a yacht and jet skis. All at our disposal, surrounded by bodyguards. 

Until falling in love proved to be the no-go-area. 

Taboo. 

Nowhere to even steal a kiss in a five-bedroom, ten-bathroom mansion, plus a beach house, with staff houses and cabana all in one single estate at Hunts Point. 

[image: ]

A MONTH LATER I FOUND a copy of the Seattle Northwest Magazine in my room, conveniently turned to the page displaying the feet-high headline. Vittorio Emanuel Antonello and family announced Vitto’s engagement to Stella Duffield, heiress to the magazine and a plethora of other publications. 

I didn’t doubt this was Dad’s doing. 

I’d watched Vitto scurry off on my birthday party night, as defeated as I was. We stood no chance against a man who lets his own wife take the bullet for his sins. The man who had already arranged my marriage to Dante Marcello Cesarini, a distant Giannovecci cousin, when I was still a child. 

Or maybe even before my conception. Dad married late in his life and made sure his bride was an innocent and naïve little girl from the ruling Giannovecci and Derossa families. To strengthen and consolidate his own wealth and power.

The Borgia family had nothing on my father when it comes to ways and means to consolidate his overriding power.

My father is what people who fear, dread, and respect him refer to as a monster.

A combination of lord and master of this universe as well as monster of the deep dark underworld.

The infamous Phantom who most of the people he controlled around the world had never met in person or seen in photographs. The images kept on changing faster than the seasons in any given year. As did his name. He had dozens of them. So his world of governments and CEO minions across the globe settled for the moniker The Phantom.

Very apt.

Like Socrates wrote: The hottest love has the coldest end. After reading that magazine announcement, I decided to leave home and Washington State for a while. 

My father never stops me travelling. As long as I have his personally chosen PSD staff around me. My only way to retaliate has been to lose millions of his money in casinos and gambling dens around the world. Gambling and playing golf are now my passion, next to shopping for the sake of shopping.

I pursue those passions as and when I feel like.

As far away from wherever my father is as I can manage. Thank God he’s never in one place for long, whether on land or at sea. Or in the air on his way to one or the other.

My father is the very embodiment of everything wrong with and on this planet. He thrives on living in the shadows most times. At best in the deep dark underworld. He wields corruption like other powerful men wield money for power. Which my dad then grabs and corrupts irredeemably. As the Seattle Northwest Magazine – where his fingerprints are all over the map – put it:

The only reason the Phantom doesn’t openly rule the world is that the White House is no longer the seat of world power. The Phantom and his chosen ones have the real power. They are the ones financing the armies or space enterprises. Governments are merely tax collectors. 

The Phantom believes in his invincibility. 

His own immortality. 

And I’m his daughter. The spawn of the devil. He wants to trade my V-card for the expansion of the empire he has built and rules: the Giannovecci Derossa Empire. 

We’ll, I’ll make him—and Dante’s dad, Gianni Marcello Cesarini—work a little harder for it. Because I hold a secret that evokes fear in both my father and the New York Chapter’s Giannovecci heir apparent.

Because it’s a secret the powerful Italian clans suspect I know but can never be sure about it either.

The secret for which my mother had to die.

They can’t be sure whether she revealed it to her little girl or not. Yet they can’t confront me directly and ask me if she did.

I’m done grieving for Vitto. Obviously he has chosen to give up the battle and get on with his life.

I want to go to Europe. To a place where I can gamble, play golf, and ski for the next six months or so.

Far away from America.
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AMBROSIA

––––––––
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TYPICAL OF MY DAD, my private jet—Dad’s private jet—was redirected to change destinations in midair three times. His perennial obsession with security and ensuring I’m never physically harmed or worse. 

This dire precaution finally lands me in a suite at the Foxtrot Casino Club in Staten Island.

“Why Staten Island?” I ask Sergei when he informs me of where we’re landed. “We’re in New York, so why didn’t we just land in Teterboro and drive to the estate in the suburbs? And where’s Roddy anyway?”

Roddy Whelan is chief of my security army.

Sergei clears his voice before he answers me, his eyes all over the place but on mine. 

“Ms Dero—”

I cut Sergei off as we walk to my suite at the Foxtrot.

“Ms Giannovecci Derossa, no hyphen, Sergei. Go on.”

Giannovecci is my mother’s maiden name. She never gave it up after marriage. She merely added Derossa to it. When I was born, she insisted I take on the same name.

“Yes, ma’am. Well, something is up with the New York Chapter, Ms Giannovecci Derossa. There was a shootout in some underground garage in Queens and Roddy was involved in that. He’s gone missing, ma’am.”

“Jesus. But what has that to do with my flight to Europe? You and the other members of the team can look after me, right? You don’t need Roddy to tell you how to do your job.”

“Well, his involvement in the shootout followed by his disappearance seemed suspicious to your dad. So he ordered a stay here in Staten Island until things are sorted.”

If one knows my dad, this makes perfect sense.

“I see,” I say to Sergei although I don’t quite see much. “So how long are we going to hole up here?”

“As I said, ma’am, until your dad has sorted this out. He seems to believe that your current choice of the resort where you want to stay in Europe has been compromised.”

We’ve reached my suite and Sergei steps forward with the card to open the door.

Fuck. I’d wanted to head for Monte Carlo. High-end shopping, luxury hotels, whooping at drivers in Grand prix, and best of all, gambling all night at the Monte Carlo Casino, not fucking Foxtrot Casino Club in fucking Staten Island.

“My very life,” I say as I enter after Sergei has swept the suite, “has been compromised from the moment of my literal fucking conception.”

“We’ll be next door through those connecting doors, Ms Giannovecci Derossa. The keys are on your side so you can lock up if you want to, ma’am.” Sergei indicates the doors on either side of my suite. The connecting doors. 

Standard Derossa procedural.

“And I presume there will be a few of you in the hallway outside my door as well.” 

“Standard procedure, Ms Giannovecci Derossa.”

Yeah fucking yeah. And a very long way away from Europe, my original desired and chosen destination.

Apparently Dad has to make sure I have maximum security in my final European destination. So, Monte Carlo followed by St Moritz in Switzerland, which I’d chosen, apparently once again, don’t cut it for my father. He’d already complained about these “hot spots” having too many celebs who want to see and/or be seen, which interprets into an entire beehive of the cheapest media, as Dad calls them. 

Paparazzo is one of Dad’s worst nightmares.

Not to forget the European celebs, both male and female, salivating to deflower an American heiress to the most powerful and influential mafia family on the planet.

A dildoe would wreak the same havoc—perhaps even worse havoc?—between my legs as would a penis.

Dad’s topmost nightmare is me, as a Giannovecci Derossa, losing my V-card hopping into bed with a person he has neither approved of nor is of any use to him financially or in the brokerage of power.

After Sergei leaves the room, I shower and change.

Then hit the casino circuit.

When Dad messes up my destination to Europe on one of his pet whims or incessant wars, that gives me incentive to hit the gambling milieu at Foxtrot Casino Club.

I decide that if he wastes my time, I’ll waste his money. Unfortunately time can’t be gathered and be hoarded. 

Foxtrot is an entire complex, not just a club in the conventional sense. The place reminds me of similar complexes in Las Vegas. Bellagio or Caesar’s. All sorts of people mill around this early afternoon wearing jeans and Bermuda shorts and Ts as well as formal suits and ties. Some ladies are in gowns that they could wear to the opera. I wonder if they’ve been to a formal do last night and decided to spend the night here.

I watch the scene, trying to decide where to best waste Dad’s money. Of course I do win every now and then. But it’s really not my priority. 

I start doing the rounds, the PSD breathing down my neck as usual. I’ve developed an ace tolerance for them.

Apart from the tables, there are a million slot machines going hammer and tongs all over the place from foyers to the topmost floors and meandering corridors and walkways in between. Crowds migrate with their cups of coins from machine to machine, hallway to hallway, floor to floor.

With all six of my PSD following my ass, I hit every machine and table I can in random order, because my aim is not exactly to win but primarily to gamble away as much money as I can.  If Almighty Dad forces me to stay holed up in places like this until further notice, I have the fucking right to waste as much of his money as I can while I’m holed up. Not that he’d register the difference. I could gamble away and lose a million a week and he’d only tsk at me about it.

So despite my PSD all over my ass, I concentrate on working at least half a dozen machines simultaneously, using them to guard and ward off other players from my machines while I’m busy on others. I can’t occupy half a dozen machines at all and the same time. I practically leap from one to the other, going upstairs, across the walkways, the hallways, back downstairs.

Soap, lather, and repeat.

My PSD, who’re more V-card guardians than personal bodyguards, circle around me the whole time, pretending not to. I’m used to them the way I’m used to wearing my underwear—I know they’re there but I don’t necessarily pay attention to their presence. 

I soon get tired of working the slot machines consecutively, so I hit the tables, adding them to the machines. Same routine of at least half a dozen tables consecutively. It gives the virginity guardians a bit more to do. Most people believe that gamblers are like alcoholics or drug addicts. That whatever contained alcohol was good enough. But I’m not that brand of a gambler. Yes, I do it out of anger and revenge. But I’m well aware of that. I don’t do it out of addiction. Habit, sure. But not the kind that makes me crave gambling for the sake of it. 

I swerve my gaze around every now and then to take in my surroundings. I have at least two of my bodyguards hovering around my immediate vicinity, their eyes swivelling around conspicuously while they try to look inconspicuous. Their other colleagues are spread around the place even in positions I can’t locate, building and keeping their invisible protective cocoon around me. The Giannovecci Derossa family is the most influential. In every domestic city, and some chosen foreign cities too. The whole world knows it. 

Even I, the treasured prisoner kept caged or surrounded by an army when out of the cage to guard a tiny stretch of membrane. A membrane I’ve never seen nor felt, guarded for the day I’ll be made to feel it after it’s bartered for some alliance. 

In the brand of family I was born in, men are gods and women merchandise. Women are tools of trade. Daughters are hard currency, sons are heirs ensuring immortality for their own families, not for another separate family.

The casino cops parade in twos or threes, stop and chat here and there, getting drinks from the vending machines for rickety old people whose trembling hands have trouble slotting in the coins. 

Always on my feet instead of sitting, I flitted back and forth between the tables.

I’ll sit when I get to Monte Carlo.
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I’D KEPT THE TV ON while waiting for the next instructions from Adrian, my Royal Marines mate and comrade-in-arms. I needed the background noise while I went through my list of all the gadgets and chemicals I’d need for our imminent mission.

A high profile but hush-hush kidnapping, no less. 

Adrian and I have been friends for donkey’s years. We’d first met during the obligatory two-and-a-half-day Royal Marines Officer Selection Course where physical assessment designed to X-ray candidates' physique and mental capabilities incorporating assessments of confidence and determination, plus an endurance course. We went through challenging stuff geared towards distinguishing those candidates who have what it takes to be trained as potential Royal Marine Officers.

Adrian and I hit it off from the first handshake.  

We sailed through the selection course and began our initial training at the Commando Training Centre Royal Marines in Lympstone, Devon. Lympstone is the principle training centre where all Royal Marine Officers, recruits, and reserves are selected and trained. After the thirty-two-week programme that focused on developing skills and abilities needed to become the renowned world-class amphibious soldier in the elitist Royal Marines, Adrian and I were thicker than thieves.

We joined a further twenty-nine-week training at Britannia Royal Naval College in Dartmouth. This time the training focused on the practical military and maritime skills as well as leadership, command and management skills including teamwork.

Over the years since then, we’ve worked as a team in mostly covert operations right around the world. In the process, we’ve acquired entire suites of abilities and capabilities that encompass foreign languages. We both speak Pashto, learnt in the mountains of Afghanistan and northern Pakistan, as well as Farsi, Hindi and Urdu, Indonesian and Malay. Adrian even speaks Mandarin and Thai since childhood. His dad had been a Crown diplomat. I only have a smattering of Bengali by way of gratitude and greetings.

While I’m busy with my list, the words shootout in Long Island from the TV gets my attention. I know that Adrian is out there in the borough of Queens and I know that he has some risky but unavoidable meeting in New York City. We both need to be ultra-careful in the streets. We’re on a clandestine mission vested in us directly by the mandarins of Whitehall, London. 

I listen to the news about the shootout.

Adrian and I trusted each other blind, watched each other’s backs like brothers, and have in several occasions saved each other’s lives while carrying out dangerous missions.

My phone rings and I whip it out of my pocket. 

“Adrian,” I say.

“Damien, things went tits up at the UG meeting about two hours ago. Our Phantom contact got hit but he’ll be all right.” UG for underground garage where the meeting in Queens took place.

“I’m watching it being repeated in loops. The Phantom?” 

The Phantom is the moniker for the recluse we’re after who’s wanted especially by the Five Eyes since decades. An international mafia god rumoured to run half of the world. He’s never in one place for long. This is why we plan to kidnap his only daughter in order to smoke him out. She just turned twenty-one years old and our informers reported that she’s planning a holiday in Europe.

“It’s already on TV?” Adrian says and continues, “Hang on a sec.” In a moment I hear his TV turned on to the same American international cable news network that I’m watching. He says, “I see it. You’d better follow my good example right away and start packing, mate. I’ll fill you in later. Europe, we’re back.”

Our private jet had been ready for takeoff since this afternoon.

“Roger. Nothing like flying back home. Talk later.”

“Right. I’ll send you the TEB details.” Teterboro Airport.

“What if I come over and we leave from there together?”

“Negative, mate. Look at the contamination going on there on the TV news. You don’t want any association. I wouldn’t allow it.”

He cut the call. 

I understand him.

Now I turn my full attention on the TV news. Amazing how fast the reporters have pieced together such details considering the fact that the incident was barely two hours ago. Yet it had already become huge in the breaking news divisions of every major channel, I discover as I click on BBC and Sky. 

I watch the cable news while I pack.

The police have identified two men they called “persons of interest” in the mass shooting that took place in an underground garage in Queens, Long Island, just hours ago. Four people are reported dead and two others were hospitalized and are said to be in critical conditions.

The names of the suspects and the deceased and injured have not yet been revealed by the police in order not to jeopardize the on-going investigations. Several firearms have been recovered including AR15s and Glock 9-millimeter handguns, five ammunition magazines, and two gallons of a liquid believed to be gasoline.

Bloody hell, someone had wanted their dead bodies burnt to ashes? Now, who could that be but the marvelous Phantom? 

The police found an abandoned van on a nearby street believed to have been used by the suspects. According to the police, at least two other people involved in the shooting escaped in a different vehicle. 

The Police Department’s chief said in a brief news conference, quote: “We are interrogating the persons of interest and endeavoring to locate those who escaped to determine their connection to the shooting.” Unquote. 

The Chief also added that there is evidence this was possibly a gang war but would not elaborate whether the gangs were involved in drugs or firearms. We’ll keep you informed of the progress of yet another gun violence in our city.

The Committee investigating the electoral...

I click off. 
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ADRIAN AND I ARE ABOARD the LindAir Private Charters Falcon 900B Executive, having just taken off from Teterboro.  

We’re on our way to Switzerland to kidnap the young woman whose name we now know to be Ambrosia Giannovecci Derossa, the Mafia princess whose dad rules the world from the White House—unofficially, of course. We plan to use her as a pawn. 

We’re Royal Marines, the dreaded British force famed as one of the most feared fighting forces in the world. As Royal Marines, it is indeed in our DNA. We’re the Royal Navy’s elite amphibious force. We’re fighters capable of responding rapidly to worldwide threats, and have the skills to move stealthily from sea to land. 

Per mare per Terram.

But this time Adrian and I are on a top secret clandestine mission for the Service. We often are, as I said. We’re both fierce warriors who combine brawn with brain, but Adrian is the fiercer fighter. Think James Bond. I’m more the A-Team and Mission Impossible. Better still, think Q in the Bond films. Only I’m real.

Adrian conveniently calls me “the magician.” 

He has chosen the Falcon not just because it’s the most spacious of executive jets for the original team of eight men that had been planned, but also with Ambrosia’s comfort in mind. 

She’s not the perpetrator we’re hunting, after all, just born in the wrong family. None of us ever gets to choose who sires them. 

The girl is simply a victim hostage for the sins of her father, against God and, more specifically, against the Crown. 

The mandarins in Whitehall decided the team had to be reduced to just Adrian and me. 

By design. Clandestine operations are best carried out with the minimum possible number of agents. As it happens, Adrian also has the task of assisting some American damsel in distress whose murdered mother was an Englishwoman. The murder was staged as a suicide and Adrian’s uncle is the damsel’s lawyer in London. Investigating the murder/suicide case gives us perfect cover for our main clandestine operation of catching and eliminating the Phantom in such a way that he simply disappears from the planet.

It won’t be the first time we do this.

LindAir Charters is the darling company that can arrange any flight permits that are required for flights across the Atlantic swiftly with no delays to flight planning, even at short notice. Now we’re crossing the Atlantic at the speed of 0.85 mach, which means we’ll land at DeFontaine private airport in Switzerland in about eight and a half hours, give or take.

Aboard as crew member requirements are a Captain and Co-pilot, plus an additional pilot and male flight attendant. More than sufficient to meet regulations which limit the time that pilots can fly without a crew change.

We take no chances. The aircraft will cost nearly a quarter of a million dollars for the round trip including the stop in London on the return trip. We aren’t giving the Phantom an inch to wiggle around once we snatch Ambrosia Giannovecci Derossa. Not in the quality of transportation nor that of the accommodation. The Phantom, when we finally contact him via Ambrosia, can rest assured that his daughter is being treated with utmost decency.

We’re British after all.

As long as the Phantom abides by the rules we’ll lay down for him to follow. 

As soon as father and daughter can communicate.

I stop working an hour or so later and close my laptop on the table saying, “I need to stretch my legs, sport. Roam around the aircraft a bit.” 

Adrian, working on his own laptop from across the lounge with tons of files and folders heaped and spilling around him, lifts his head up to me. “Go ahead, old lad.”

“A little reprieve for my eyes from more research, too. Clear my head and figure out my best chemical combinations for optimum results. After all, I don’t want to commit mass murder.”

Adrian laughs, his eyes back on some file he’s leafing through. “That could prove rather daunting, mate. Besides, I’d personally have a hell of a lot more than just a bone to pick with you if you fuck up. As the saying goes, a collateral dead body is fucking hard to make disappear. Multiple dead bodies would be impossible to dispose of in the short time window we have to work with.”

I’m laughing with him as I amble along the aisle, turn around and amble back towards Adrian, then I turn the other way again.

I haven’t met Ambrosia Giannovecci Derossa in person. But I found myself wondering who she really was in person. A spoilt little brat for bloody sure. I doubt I have the patience to teach a brat how to unlearn their hard set I want!/Gimme! attitude. 

Adrian even less so, I suspect.

“Nervous?” he calls after me as if he’s heard my thoughts.

I turn my gaze on him. “Why do you ask?”

“You’re pacing up and down the aisle like an expectant father in the corridor of a maternity ward,” he grins.

“Right now, I’m merely wondering whether some more weaponry could be added to our current capacity.” Well, I’m not sidestepping the question entirely. I have wondered.

“Not in Europe, Damien, and especially not in Switzerland. It’s only Ambrosia and her four bodyguards, according to intel.”

I chuckle. “If you and I are a battalion, Cranford, then four bodyguards of our calibre could prove to be an army.”

“Not even scores of them, mate. We’re Royal fucking Marines, they’re mafia foot soldiers. Universes apart.”

“Right,” I say, pacing. Adrian grunts and returns to his files.

I finally sit back and virtually experiment with my chemicals, exploding stuff virtually in simulation but in imitation of what the real life would be with this or that dosage or concoction. I’m killing people wholesale online, powered by purpose and, above all else, duty to the Service. 

Half an hour later, I spy Adrian deep in thought while staring into space. “A penny for them?” I interrupted. 

“One guess.” Adrian looks at me and cracks his neck.

“The Wall Street queen?” I never thought I’d ever live to see the day when a woman has Adrian by the balls.

“A fucking galactic force,” Adrian says, laughing with me. “I’ve known only one other woman as strong and fierce. A defiant woman who held her own no matter what.”

I know he’s talking about his late mother.

Because Adrian and I go a very long way back and have shared plenty, including our own brushes with deaths a few times. 

“I’m glad,” I chuckle with him. “You’re learning you’re human, Adrian. And you went all out on the expenses and got us this baby. It beats every private flight we had from Her Maj’s government back in the day.”

“Or the government department. We’ve had many missions that bypassed Parliament.” 

“Right, the definition of the Crown’s government.”

“’Scuse me,” he says and grabs his pinging phone.

“Go ahead.” 

Over the years, we’ve worked together in various American, Middle East, and Eastern Europe assignments, making us well-attuned to each other. We’d perfected proprioception especially when we operate blindly. We perform almost as a single unit. 

Because we have complete trust in each other.

“The eagle has landed,” Adrian informs me after the call.

“Great.” 

Our ‘eagle’ was a 4X4 Range Rover with some more well-hidden weaponry of various shapes, makes, and uses. ‘Landed’ means the vehicle was now parked in the hanger of the private airport DeFontaine where our Falcon 900B Executive will land, near the Andermatt Swiss Alps. 

And where Ambrosia Giannovecci Derossa’s jet would land too.

But five hours after Adrian and me.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​​Chapter 3
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AMBROSIA

––––––––
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“HOW MUCH DID I LOSE?” I ask Sergei as we leave Cucina, the Foxtrot Casino Club Restaurant where we’d just had dinner.

We step into the elevator, followed by the four other PSD. We’re the only ones in the elevator. No surprise for me although I never found out how my PSD team always manage to get elevators cleared of any other people but us. Another demonstration of my father’s long powerful but invisible tentacles.

Sergei pulls his phone out of his pocket, swipes and taps.

“About twenty-five grand, Ms Giannovecci Derossa,” he answers me. “But you did win nearly five grand.”

“Great,” I smile. “You boys can have a drink on me, then.”

Whenever I win anything up to ten thousand, my PSD get to split it between them. I don’t know whether they do it according to hierarchy or simply divide it equally between them. Normally it would be Roddy Whelan collecting and cashing the chips or cups of coins or both. But in his absence, Sergei was now leader of the pack. I never bother to touch whatever I win when I gamble.  It’s my rather infantile way of thumping my nose at Dad.  

We reach our floor and the elevator door opens with a gentle ping! My phone chimes right along with it as we step out.

It’s my beloved brother.

“Brad! Hey, brother heart. How’s Seattle?” I say as I walk.

“Hey, angioletta. We’re good out here. Cherisse has some time off so we’re sort of painting the city red. You? Still fuming?”

I laugh with him. Cherisse Jensen is Brad’s girlfriend. They don’t see each other often because Cherisse is a supermodel who sailed past Gigi and her sister, and is often compared in the media with the 1990s top tier supermodels like Campbell, Linley, and Evangelista. She’s also a budding A-lister in Hollywood and dipping her toes into the music world as well. No wonder she had little time to enjoy with my brother.

“Yep. Fuming and just wasted twenty-five grand of Dad’s small change and won a miserly five to buy the boys a drink.”

“How merciful. Usually you blow away a quarter of a mil. Just remember your promise to me, angioletta. Never go overboard.”

Brad always worried my gambling might “turn into a habit.”

“Compared to the sins of her father, I’m a fucking angel. But, no worries, brother heart. You’ll be the first I cry sanctuary to,” I reassure him as Sergei opens my door and I walk in.

I kick off my Valentino Garavani Rockstud heels and flop on the couch on my back while I talk to my brother about nothing and everything. We mock our dad in jest, lament the fact that Vittorio Antonello is banned from our home while the rest of his family are still welcome. Until we get to the thorny subject of Dad and his only biological child – me. The girl who loves to kiss Vitto and enjoys the warmth of his erection through his dress pants. The girl who loves to dance for and with beloved brother Brad.

“That’s Dad’s way of punishing me indirectly. The man is evil. One day I’ll be evil back. He forgets his blood flows in me.”

“I’m sure he means well, angioletta. He’s just being a dad.”

Men, honestly. “Brad, dads don’t cage their beloved daughters in gilded free range dungeons, basically gagged and blindfolded all their lives long because the daughters are hard currency for debts owed to those as close to the dads’ Pluto-high tax brackets. Or those having coveted prime territories to be assimilated. Don’t let me start on the sins of Dad against me.”

When we lost Mom, Brad and I got closest. He’d just hit his twenty-first birthday back then. Dad didn’t have a clue what to do with us as a parent – he was drenched in his role as provider and dictator to his family. He continued in that vein, letting his money take care of his children in the form of the best nannies, PSD personnel and houses fit for the gods.

My brother and I became the best of friends despite the seven-year age gap. Brad was my dashing older brother I adored. He caused the girls in our moneyed circle vie with each other to be my BFF. But they soon had to accept that my brother treated them as his little sister’s girlfriends. Period.

That was one of the many sides of him that I loved. He was a true gentleman with nothing of Dad’s roguery in him when it came to how he treated other human beings.

I was groomed from toddlerhood to be meek and nurturing. Brad was the only one who encouraged me to be fierce and defiant where those traits were warranted. My super smart brother encouraged me to be as fast as he was, and ignored Dad’s admonitions that he’d make a tomboy and a disrespectful young woman out of me. Brad pretended to agree, rolling his eyes when Dad wasn’t looking, making me burst for a giggle my brother denied me by silently holding his finger over his lips.

He was and remains my hero. To the point where I’d even contemplated giving Cherisse a telling off for always leaving him alone so she can pursue her chosen career path. But Brad’s homilies about giving ladies the freedom to choose and run their lives as they see fit checked me. So, grudgingly, Cherisse has become a sort of role model for me. If only Dad’s leashes on me would be a little longer and more relaxed. 

With time, Brad became the more thoughtful character, always in check, mulling words over in his head before freeing them to his tongue to utter out loud. A composed face that belied the deadly eyes waiting to shoot off flames. But I became quite the opposite.

Fiery. Devil-may-care. Speaking my mind without bothering about what effects my words may have on whomever.

Including my dreaded dad.

“Do you know when Dad will give us the okay to fly to Europe?” I now ask Brad, kicking my feet in the air to loosen the ache of flitting around tables and machines in skyscraper heels.

“I’m afraid not. He’s still peeved about the mysterious disappearance of your head of security, angioletta.” 

That peeved me. “What’s Roddy Whelan’s disappearance to do with my flight to Europe, Brad?”

He chuckles. “Your safety?”

I tug at my hair. “I have six guys around me. I’m as safe as ever. Come on, brother heart, you’re sort of the Underboss to Dad’s Capo dei Capi. Can’t you nudge him to hurry up for me? I mean, I have to stay here instead of at our place in New York City suburbs? How can a hotel be safer than our New York home that’s guarded by the New York Chapter? When it comes to this nation’s syndicates, the Giannovecci Derossas are the nobility and the Derossas, Dad’s family, are the royal family. I shouldn’t be holed in here in some run-of-the-mill casino club, brother heart.”

“You’re incorrigible, Ambrosia. You know how it is, being the royal family. We were taught to live in fear of danger day and night since our childhood.”

“I know. Same old sangue per sangue.” 

“Exactly. Blood for blood. But I’ll see what I can do, angioletta.”

“Okay, brother heart. Call me back with good news no matter how late it is over here. I want to be on my way to Europe ASAP.”

“Got it. Bacino, angioletta.”

“Bacino!”
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TWO HOURS LATER, I’M boarding the jet at Teterboro. In my family, unfortunately, men are the movers and shakers. Brad, Mr Underboss and the only male heir apparent, managed to get Dad’s okay for me to proceed to Switzerland. 

As soon as I’m in the jet, I head straight for my bedroom.

Sleep comes as soon as my head hits the pillow, although it isn’t a peaceful sleep. I’m still plagued with nightmares about Vitto being maltreated by Dad. In the nightmares, we’re still together and Dad somehow manages to catch us together in the most inappropriate moments. Moments when I’m lost in Vitto’s searing blue eyes and strong arms. Moments when his hand is under my skirt and doing wonders to me through my panties while he murmurs magical words in the shell of my ear. Words that drive me insane. Whatever ingenious private niches we hide ourselves in at the Hunts Point estate, the lethal danger that’s my father discovers us and embarks on torturing Vitto while I watch in helplessness. 
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DAMIEN

––––––––
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WE SHOULD PROBABLY buy an apartment in this place,” I tell Adrian as I drive the Range Rover in the small hours of the morning from DeFontaine to the apartment building we’d booked in Andermatt. 

We have everything in the 4x4 including the keys to the apartment. The advantage of this same apartment building was that it had two whole top floors booked by the Phantom for his princess.  

That’s how seriously he takes the safety of his daughter; two completely empty floors for his daughter and her four protectors to roam around in.  

The popularity of the Andermatt Alps had risen steadily in the last fifteen years, making it surpass St Moritz. Andermatt Swiss Alps is now the hottest celebrity destination in Switzerland.  The sustainable ski/golf/mountain living resort in the centre of the country has become the place for billionaires to own luxury apartments. Adrian and I both love skiing. So why not snatch ourselves a high end ski holiday apartment here?

“You’re always a nutter when it comes to properties.”

“Hurts none, and we can always lease it out, right?”

“Damien. I just acquired a whopping penthouse  in New—”

“I know. Your whopping sixteen-thousand-square-foot UN Plaza piece of decadence with a private pool. For more than a hundred and forty mil, yes. But the bulk was paid by Emirati Investments, not Xerxes Financial Consultants.”

“That’s why I’ll only claim the smaller penthouse annexed to the larger complex.”

“Right. Good old Prince Jaffer. Maybe you should take his monumental properties in the UAE in exchange. I still fancy a nice little apartment or chalet in Switzerland.”

The huge interest in Andermatt property purchases was partly due to the rare investment opportunity. Switzerland never encouraged foreigners to buy apartments in their land. But Andermatt has developed resorts with year-round boom in skiing and golfing that earns it special concession. 

“We lost nearly an hour,” Adrian changes the subject, the inevitable laptop on his knees. “But we still have plenty of time to lay out the ground.”

Fair enough. “So how did you get us the apartment on the top floor when the Phantom block-booked two entire top floor apartments for his precious daughter, Adrian?” 

“Easy as which came first, the hen or the egg?” says Adrian, his gaze on my famed arresting features.

Normally, I’d never ask him such a question. The two of us functioned like independent divisions of a compound, each performing their individual tasks without explaining themselves to the other. This mission however is different. It’s clandestine and veiled by the Service as private.

But I understood Adrian’s hen and egg allegory. It’s our standard protection of each other.

So I say, “One of those, huh? Like if you told me you’d have to kill me?”

Adrian laughs with me. “More like if I told you and they got hold of you, they’d torture you to tell them before killing you in the end anyway.”

I blow a raspberry making Adrian once again take in my nauseating looks. I’m sodding androgynous, with blonde hair and violet eyes on my six-foot-three, clean-shaven (even before landing a while back I shaved in the Falcon), and well-groomed. Thanks to a mercilessly meticulous mother, I developed the habit of looking like I’ve just sprung clean off one of the Paris fashion week catwalk catalogues. I’m thirty-one but could easily slip off to early twenties when I switch on my air of reckless innocence.

“No, Damien, just pulling your leg. It isn’t some gangster apartment. We have a super penthouse at the top that belongs to our esteemed friend; the future earl of Northcottshire and his gorgeous mega-moneyed wife.”

I whistle. Roman and his wife.

“Nobody, including the Phantom, could ever block-book that. The Lindqvists are a species apart. So we have the Derossa girl and her bodyguards under our penthouse. It’s always preferable to escape from the crime scene upwards instead of downwards.”
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FINALLY, WE REACH OUR exclusive cedar-clad building at the heart of the village. 

It had nine exquisite apartments that captured the essence of magical Andermatt, plus the full-floor penthouse perched on top. Parking the Range Rover in the penthouse’s lockable garage, we activate the private penthouse lift from the basement, haul our luggage and ourselves into it and head up to the penthouse. 

“This is breathtaking,” I say dropping my duffel when we step into the penthouse. “A warm home with all these details for sophisticated simplicity and pleasure.” 

“Are you a fucking real estate salesman these days, Damien?” Adrian is amused at how I run my hands on design features and exquisite finishes and spaces that flow with seamless rhythms. The luxurious open-plan living areas are simply exquisite. The fine details boast the designer kitchen with the latest appliances and natural stone worktops. A bit too ultra-modern for my traditional English taste. I prefer my Etondale Manor.

“Where’s your famous love of the aesthetic, mate? I’m now actually glad things went tits-up with the rest of the original team. I only have you to witness me misbehaving.” I step out through the French doors onto the roof. It’s mid-summer and the sun still rose at around four-thirty in the morning. “Fuck, there’s even a private meadow of wild alpine flowers up here, Adrian.”

“Well then, enjoy your pure alpine adventure holiday.”

Adrian begins to inspect every nook and cranny as always, the purpose of our mission at the forefront of his mind. I join him. We both need to map out the place before the Phantom’s daughter and her little armada of security personnel arrive.

The primary bedrooms feature elements rich in European oak and a window facing the mountains. Nobody could climb up the steep mountain surface to this window unless they were professional mountain climbers armed with the best Bond equipment form my role model, Q. My en suite bathroom, a replica of Adrian’s, has Marazzi stoneware across the wall and floor also facing the mountains, all done up in high-end Hansgrohe fixtures. 

“The epitome of Swiss alpine luxury facing the rugged mountainside,” Adrian says. “And as safe as the Bank of England.” 

He has a point. This prestigious full-floor penthouse is truly unique from the moment you step inside it from the lift. 

Interior inspection done, we head back out to the two roof-top terraces, a roof garden, and the spectacular views of the Ursern Valley where sunrise emerges to greet us.

“You should buy this, mate,” I say to Adrian. Following his plans with that Emirati prince to buy a double penthouse in New York and split it between them, the prince has the dosh for a few penthouses. Adrian doesn’t mind being an Englishman in New York. It doesn’t bother him much that the entire Billionaires’ Row is threatened by subsidence and is sinking more and more annually. “Then I could come here for a holiday with the girlfriend.”

“You mean girlfriend of the moment.”

“Is the kettle calling the pot black?”

“Perish the thought. Let’s get down to the planning, Damien, unless you want to join those horsemen in fancy dress at the Palace posing for tourists.”

Nope. I’m Royal Marine Commandos to the grave.

I laugh as we step back into the open plan. “Has this turned into a government mission officially?” Adrian makes a face. “You’re talking about the Household Cavalry that keep the tourists happy at Buckingham Palace with those shiny breastplates of theirs and plumed helmets, right?”

“Yes. Fancy joining them?”

“Perish the fucking thought.”

Having slept during the flight, we get straight to work. We haul out our papers, pens, blueprints and ground plans and spread them on the rosewood dining table.

The plan is quite simple. Observe Ambrosia Giannovecci Derossa and her entourage for a day, maximum two days, without taking any concrete action. Establish the rhythm of Ambrosia and her PSD’s day, their routine, to help us plan the best way to kidnap her.

A few hours in, we continue with our plethora of blueprints and ground plans, time forgotten as we underline and circle relevant and potential points of entry, break-ins, break-outs, and exits.

Adrian’s phone, sitting on the table, buzz a message. 

We both crane our necks to see and read the glowing screen resting on a pile of photos and brochures. The message is from our contact man at the DeFontaine Airport. All it says is:

Party of six PSD and lady walking from private jet to chopper.

“Six Personal Security Detail?” I ask. “I thought there were to be four, not six, PSD.”

“Well”, Adrian says, “six or not, the dove has also landed now. Changes in plans are why we have Plans B to X, mate.”

Another buzz half a minute later:

Party all boarded in chopper including luggage.

“That was fast loading,” I say.

Sixty-seven seconds later:

Chopper in the air, direction Andermatt.

“That means they’ll be here in less than half an hour,” says Adrian. “Let’s get ready to join the welcoming committee at the Radisson Blu. It’s the only resort here with a rooftop helipad.”

“I’d rather stay to my criminal leanings and mode of bestial Darwinian view of life. Bet the six tossers are fitter than a tennis ball in Wimbledon,” I tell Adrian as I fold papers and sort out the paraphernalia on the large dining table into neat groups, not a corner of a paper longer or shorter than the other. Thanks, Mum.

Adrian is already rummaging in his duffel bag. “That’s the spirit. We can’t have us getting a public embarrassment now, can we?” He yanks out two powerful Zeiss Frankonia telescopes. “We’re high up here on the chest of the mountains and Radisson Blu is down below in the valley with the rest of the town.” 

He slaps the telescopes on the table.

“Spoilsport,” I mumble, grinning as I pick up one of the telescopes. “This shit is hotter than what they supplied us with in the mountains of fucking Afghanistan.”

We soon settled on the Oxford rattan and glass furniture on the rooftop garden with continental breakfast, sipping coffee and an assortment of juices while waiting for the arrival of our American money aristocrat but doing a stellar job of looking like just another pair of wealthy tourists lured to Switzerland by the picturesque mountain village of Andermatt nestled in the majestic Swiss Alps. The narrow streets of the village are dotted with traditional chalets make it hard to decide whether those chalets aren’t a better purchase than an apartment.
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WE NEARLY MISSED TO hear the helicopter.

“Bloody hell,” Adrian spits under his breath and grabs his telescope in chorus with me doing the same. 

“Now I can see why we didn’t hear the damn thing,” he says. “It’s the VIP version of Airbus’s new Blue Edge featuring main rotor blades which reduce exterior noise levels by fifty percent.”

I grunt something as we watch the chopper waltz in the air from side to side as the pilot works the cyclic-pitch. Flying objects are right up my street. 

Adrian whistles softly in admiration. “Now, that’s the baby I’d love to fuck around with like the devil. Do you know the bloody chopper has a cruise speed of 184 mph, and can carry twelve passengers at distances of up to 138 miles?” 

I’d also love to bugger around with that machine so I say, “Me too. But have you noticed what I’ve noticed?”

“Yup,” Adrian says. “That’s the mega rich business dynasties for you. They’re basically high-end whores and whoever can afford them gets them.” 

The chopper had the logo and name of LindAir. Under that in the customary smaller letters were the words HeliCharters.

“Are you including yourself in that whoredom, mate?”
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