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Summary
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A Yakuza heiress. An Italian dynasty daughter. In a world built on power and loyalty, falling in love might be the most dangerous move of all.
Luce Potter has spent her life preparing for one thing, earning her place in her grandfather’s empire.
Brilliant, calculating, and fiercely loyal, Luce has already proven she can run a club, command dangerous men, and survive in the brutal underworld of San Francisco’s criminal elite. The granddaughter of a powerful Yakuza boss, she knows power isn’t given, it’s earned.
So when her grandfather abruptly orders her out of the country and sends her to Milan under the guise of a university program, Luce knows it isn’t a simple change of scenery. It’s exile.
Stripped of the life she’s fought to build, Luce arrives in Italy determined to prove she’s worthy of the leadership mantel. But Milan has its own rules, its own power structures and its own secrets. As whispers of conflict begin to echo back from San Francisco, Luce realizes her grandfather may have sent her away for a reason far more dangerous than she imagined.
Then she meets Isabella Rossi.
Magnetic, enigmatic, and deeply tied to a powerful family of her own, Isabella moves through Milan’s elite circles with effortless confidence and carefully guarded secrets. Drawn together by chance and curiosity, the two women circle each other in a world where loyalty is currency and trust can be fatal.
What begins as fascination soon becomes something far more dangerous. Because Isabella doesn’t just challenge Luce’s instincts. She forces Luce to question the future she thought she wanted and the kind of leader she is destined to become.
But in a world where loyalty comes at a cost, not every love story ends the way it's meant to.

Some are meant to change the course of a life forever.
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Luce slid her tongue up the slender inner thigh and then across the small blush of hair. Her tongue speared the hard clit as she worked it. Her bed companion slid her fingers into Luce’s hair and pushed her orgasm against Luce’s lips.

“Oh, fuck, baby,” she moaned as her hips bucked against Luce’s mouth. “Oh, god.”

Luce continued until she felt the hand pushing against her head, and a low growl purred, “Stop.”

A knock at the door stopped Luce in her tracks. “Fuck,” she whispered. Pushing up the woman, she wiped her mouth and, leaning back, she looked at her lover. “Expecting someone?”

She smiled at Luce and wiggled her finger at her. “Pizza?” She shrugged. “Ignore whoever it is. Come here.”

A more insistent knock forced Luce to get up, drag on her oversized sweater, and stalk to the door, hand automatically patting for a weapon and finding nothing. Whoever it was, was about to regret it.

Swinging the door wide, Frank – her grandfather’s number one – stood at the door. A disapproving look crossed his face as his eyes glanced over her.

“Your Grandfather would like to speak to you.”

“Could’ve just called,” she said flatly.

“He tried, but your phone is going to voicemail.”

“No, it’s not.” Luce sighed, looked over at her bed companion who shrugged and then jumped further under the covers.

“Right now?”

“Right now,” Frank said, turning on his heel and walking down the hallway. “I’ll meet you in the lobby.”

“Fuck.” Luce slammed the door and walked over to the bed, dropping down on the edge.

A hand reached over Luce’s shoulder and pinched her breast. “Another round, lover?”

Luce pushed it off; the mood was gone. “You turn my phone off?”

“Oh, I just didn’t want us to be interrupted. You know how I get,” she pouted.

“Lindsey, don’t ever touch my stuff again.” She picked up the clothes scattered across the floor and tossed them to her. “You need to go. I have to see my, Grandfather.”

“Seriously, he can’t wait?”

Luce snapped her head around and lowered her face to Lindsey’s. “No one makes my, Grandfather wait. Including me.”

“I’m just saying...”

“Don’t say another thing.” She brought a finger to her lips. “I’ll call you when I get a chance.”

She didn’t need the future drama queen melting down over a breakup she didn’t know was coming. You messed with Luce’s phone, her family, or her business, you were done. Lindsey was nice, but Luce wasn’t in the habit of giving second chances.

As she stepped out of the elevator, Luce saw Frank standing rigid like a sentinel in the lobby. Spotting her, he swung his hand toward the waiting car and the door. She could never read Frank’s expression; everything stayed locked behind those lifeless eyes. He unnerved her, but her grandfather trusted him, so she tolerated him.

She slid along the leather seat opposite Frank, who sat directly in front of her. She always sat facing forward, close to the door, an easy exit if things went sideways. The warm steel of her gun pressed against her kidney; her hand rested next to it on her lap. Grandfather’s number one, not hers. She didn’t trust him.

She watched as the pillowy clouds of fog glided inland. Fog rolled in, thick and smug. She hated the fog; truth be told, she hated the Bay Area. The constant cold, frigid weather wore her down, and the fog hid too much.

She loved going over the Golden Gate north to Calistoga in wine country. Cleaner air, open sightlines, space to move. She’d been looking at property there, waiting for her grandfather to officially move her into the organization before she pulled the trigger. Her inheritance sat ready, but she didn’t want to lock anything in until she talked to him. Besides, she was almost done at university.

“Ms. Potter,” he said, opening the car door.

Frank exited the vehicle and put his hand out for Luce’s. Ignoring it, she jumped down and straightened her clothes, suddenly wishing she hadn’t dressed so casually to meet her grandfather. Two men flanked Luce as she went into the elevator. Frank stood at the front, his broad back blocking any view Luce might have had when the doors opened.

“What’s going on, Frank?”

He ignored her, as usual.

Something was wrong. Too many guns. Too much theater.

More men stood in the hallway of her grandfather’s office. His secretary, Etsuko, stood from her desk and bowed towards Luce.

“Miss Potter, how are you today?” Her smile was always reassuring when she was a child and would visit her grandfather.

“Etsuko, how are you?” Luce bowed back and then walked over and took Etsuko’s hands. As usual a little treat was cleverly handed off to Luce. She smiled and couldn’t avoid the twinkle in Etsuko’s eyes.

“Arigatou,” Luce whispered as she leaned in towards Etsuko.

“Dou itashimashite.” Etsuko squeezed Luce’s hand.

That twist in her gut tightened. Definitely off. Now she was past uneasy and into worried.

“Your Grandfather is waiting for you, Miss Potter.” Etsuko walked to the huge doors of her grandfather’s office and opened them. She bowed as she said, “Miss Potter, Oyabun.”

Luce’s fear kicked in when she saw her grandfather. His expression was drawn, his face had a gray tone to it and he seemed to be struggling to breathe.

Tomiko waved everyone out of the room.

“Grandfather, are you okay?” Luce walked over to him and wrapped her arms around him.

He patted her hand and sighed. “I’m fine, Kaida. Sit,” he said, ushering her over to the couch.

Like clockwork, Etsuko came back in with a tray laden with a teapot and butter cookies, her grandfather’s favorite.

Luce watched as Etsuko took on the role of dutiful wife and poured them tea. Thank you, Luce mouthed as Etsuko nodded and quietly backed out of the room. Being the dutiful granddaughter, she handed Tomiko his cup, a slight bow as he accepted it.

“Grandfather, why are there so many men with guns in the building? What’s going on?”

Tomiko ignored her question and reached into his suit pocket and pulled out an envelope and handed it to Luce.

Luce frowned at the envelope. “What’s this?”

Tomiko refused to look at her. “You’re going to Milan to study abroad, Kaida.”

Not even close to what she’d expected.

“What? What about my classes this semester? No.” She stood up. “I want to work here. For you. I want to learn the business. You called me in here to send me away? What the fuck is going on?”

Tomiko stood, his face a frozen fresco of pain.

Luce stepped back; her progress stopped by the desk. She turned her head as she knocked over a picture on Tomiko’s desk.

Her mother looked up at her from the frame.

“I’ve spoken to your instructors and the university. They agree this would be a great opportunity for you to learn international business, abroad.”

Unbelievable. He’d gone around her, lined it all up. Like she was a kid to be managed.

“Grandfather, please. I’m ready. I’ve proven myself. Don’t send me away. I can help. I know I can.” Her voice didn’t sound as steady as she wanted. It pissed her off almost as much as his words.

“I know you think you’re ready, but I want you to finish your education. That will be more helpful to me. You need to bring some legitimacy to the business.”

“I’m older than you were when you started⸺”

“I want a better future for you than I had. Besides, I made a promise to your mother and then your grandmother before she died.”

Luce looked around the ornate office and then back at her grandfather. “You’ve done pretty fucking well. How am I supposed to do better than this?”

“I’ve made sacrifices that I don’t ever want you to have to make.” He shook his head. “You just don’t understand, how could you? You’re young and naive and not wise to the ways of the world yet. That’s why I want you to go out and experience other cultures, study international business and be ready when I call you.”

Luce grabbed her grandfather’s hand. “Please don’t send me away. Let me help.”

“You’ll help me by listening and not questioning my decisions.”

“I don’t know what’s going on, Grandfather, but you can’t just send me away without an explanation.”

“Kaida, there are things happening and I don’t want you to get caught in the crossfire⸺”

“I can take care of myself. I’ve proven that. Didn’t I handle that issue at the club? We don’t have a drug problem anymore.”

Tomiko sighed. “You’re young and you think you’re invincible. I have a responsibility to your mother. I promised her I would keep you safe and that’s what I’m doing. Sometimes when you’re the boss you must make decisions that won’t be popular.”

“This is bullshit. I won’t go.”

Standing, he moved close to Luce. The fire in his eyes was reserved for her alone. “You will do as I say, or you’ll find someplace else to live. You’ll be removed from the family, and I will not have you defy me, Luce. You think because you’re my granddaughter that I won’t show you the side of me reserved for those that disobey a direct order?”

“I...I...hate you. I hate that you didn’t kill my father when my mother died. I hate that you let JP kill her.”

Luce blamed her father, “the bio unit” as she called him, for her mother’s death. There was no way her mother would commit suicide. Never. He was involved. She just needed proof before she settled that debt.

“Things don’t always go the way we want them to, Luce.” He tapped the envelope in her hand. “There is an apartment rented for you in Italy. It’s by the university so you won’t have to worry about a car. I’ve put some money into your account so you can focus on your studies. You are worth more to me than you trying to prove to me that you can handle yourself in a gang war.”

Luce scrunched the envelope in her hand, temper flaring.

“I have Sammy. He’ll protect me if anything happens,” she spat back.

She’d been building her own team since her grandfather had given her the club to run, and he knew it. Hell, he’d approved it.

“This isn’t up for negotiations, Kaida.”

“I hate you. I hate this family, what’s left of it. I can handle myself.”

Luce started to make her way to the door.

“Your flight leaves at midnight tonight, make sure you’re on it, or don’t come back.” His words had a finality that surprised even Luce.

Slamming the door behind her, she felt tears burn up into her eyes. Betrayal sat heavy in her chest, mean and cold. Etsuko rose from her desk, but Luce put her hand up and shook her head. Frank stood at the door rigid. His face looked like he’d sucked on a lemon. Good. Let him choke on it. Useless bastard.

“Miss Potter,” Etsuko said quietly.

“Don’t, Etsuko.”

The car was waiting in the garage for her, men surrounding it with automatic weapons.

Getting in, she instructed the driver, “Take me home.”

When he was slow to move, she snapped, “Now.”

Closing the privacy window, she pressed her sweater against her mouth and screamed into the knit. The tears kept coming, hot and furious. Her own grandfather didn’t trust her to stand beside him.

Fuck him. She’d show him she was a team player, even if it killed her.
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Chapter Two
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Luce walked through the lobby of her apartment building, tapping the crumpled envelope against her leg. The yapping ankle-biter going for her cuff barely registered. The guy with the newspaper did.

Who the hell still read print?

She walked over, pushed the paper down, and murmured, “If I see you down here when I get back, you go to my grandfather with an extra hole.” She tapped her hip and gave him a thin, sharp smile, taking in his face—bone structure, scar on the jaw, eyes that wouldn’t quite meet hers. Nice suit, polished loafers, standard bulge under the jacket.

“Do you understand?”

“I’m sorry, are you threatening me? I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

Of course. Civilian act. Textbook.

She glanced up and caught Frank watching, that faintly confused look he wore when something didn’t match his script. His hand went into his jacket as he jerked his chin, telling her to move.

She didn’t. No way he was drawing down in her lobby.

Another man came in behind Frank and murmured in his ear. Frank never took his eyes off Luce and the guy with the paper as he shoved his gun back into its holster and folded his hands in front of him. The other man drifted closer to Newspaper Guy.

So, not one of theirs. Or not supposed to be.

Frank flicked his head, dismissing her.

Fine. Grandfather wanted her out of the loop? He could enjoy it.

Italy or exile. Those were the choices. She didn’t need to think too hard about door number two.

How could he lay out her life without a word to her? She was perfectly capable of screwing it up on her own. She didn’t need him micromanaging.

She glanced back into the lobby. Newspaper Guy. Frank. Frank’s shadow. All still in position. Something was off, but he’d made it very clear he didn’t want her “help.”

“You’re on your own, Frank,” she muttered, stepping into the elevator. A man tried to follow her in.

“Catch the next one,” she said, holding up a hand.

“Wait, what?”

She jammed the close-door button and held her ground until the doors shut.

“Asshole,” she muttered to no one in particular.

Stepping off the elevator, she saw Lindsey sitting outside her door before Lindsey saw her.

“Shit.” Luce slid into the side hallway, out of sight. Not in the mood for sex, conversation, or the combination.

She pulled out her phone and called.

“Hey babe,” Lindsey answered.

“Hey. Wanna grab a coffee?”

“Um, sure. Do you want me to wait for you at your place?”

“Nah. Meet me in the Castro. That new coffee shop, Beanie. You know where it is?”

“I can find it. What time?”

Luce checked her watch. Enough time to pack and hit the airport if she moved.

“Forty-five minutes.”

“Okay, I’ll see you in a few.”

Luce hung back, listening to the plod of footsteps down the hall. She slipped into an alcove and watched Lindsey head to the elevator, wine bottle in one hand, takeout in the other.

Different night, she’d have taken the food, the wine, and the girl to bed. Not tonight.

She waited a few more beats, then headed for her door. The key slid into the lock with a soft click. She paused, hand on the knob.

Probably the last time for a while.

Notice or no notice, the apartment held her real valuables. Her mother’s and grandmother’s things. Her grandmother’s Japanese tea service—delicate, stubborn, steeped in more history than any of them ever talked about.

After Salinas, her grandmother used to say when you lose everything, you learn you can live with nothing—as long as you still have family.

“My mother sent it to me when your grandfather and I were released,” she’d told Luce, hands sweeping over the porcelain. “It was very difficult to send anything from Japan, so she sent it to family in Canada, and then it was sent from there to me.” Her fingertip traced the rim of a cup. “I am surprised it arrived without one cup being broken.”

Luce wiped at the tears that slipped free. Her throat felt too tight. She missed them. Both of them.

“Argh.” She grabbed her luggage and flung it across the room. It slammed into the wall with a satisfying thud.

“I fucking hate you, Grandfather. I fucking hate you,” she said, dropping backward onto the bed. The ceiling blurred. The man she’d bled to impress had just cut her out like dead weight.

She’d done everything he asked. Took over the club. Turned a profit in year one. Played the good little soldier. This felt a hell of a lot like betrayal.

Four hours to wheels-up.

“Fuck.”

She yanked the suitcase onto the bed and started packing for six months abroad.

What did you pack when your life got rerouted overseas? Whatever. She didn’t plan on playing tourist. Her face, her height—Korean/Japanese, green eyes—she stood out no matter what she wore.

So, she packed fast and dirty. Mostly black. Black jeans, black pants, black shirts. A couple of white, light blue, and pink button-downs for when she needed to look respectable. Boots and shoes, all black. The color of power, funerals, and not giving an inch.

“Fitting,” Luce muttered, slamming the bag closed. “Feels like a funeral.”

She sat on the edge of the bed and pulled out her phone. She needed a ride to the airport. Someone to take care of her plants. Logistics first, breakdown later.

“Sammy?”

“Miss Potter.”

“I need a favor.”

“Of course, anything, Miss Potter.”

“Ride to the airport in about an hour. And someone on plant duty while I’m gone.”

Technically it wasn’t a favor. Sammy did what she told him to do. Her number one, same way Frank was her grandfather’s. Except she actually liked Sammy. Only man in the organization she thought of as family.

“May I ask where you’re going?” If he’d been briefed, he was playing dumb. More likely he was waiting for her to say it first.

“My grandfather’s sending me to Italy. Study abroad.”

“I see. Yes, I’ll be there in an hour.” No questions. Smart. Prying got you killed.

“What about my plants?”

“Of course, it would be my honor to take care of them while you are gone.”

“Thanks, Sammy.” She scanned the room, mentally checking off what she couldn’t replace.

“Of course. I’ll see you in an hour.”

She could practically feel him bowing through the phone. Sammy was a walking code: respect, honor, hierarchy. No matter how many times she told him to use her first name, he clung to “Miss Potter” like armor.

One stop before the airport.

She pulled up another number. “Hello, Maggie. You busy?”
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The Dungeon was still slow when Luce arrived. The lull before the storm. Parking in the VIP spot out front, she felt her shoulders loosen a notch. This place, at least, made sense.

“Miss Potter.” The bouncer waved her through.

“How are you, Dan?”

“Good, Miss Potter. Thanks for asking.”

“Keep an eye on my wheels, Dan.” She palmed him a fifty.

“Sure thing, Miss Potter. Have a good night.”

The hallway was deliberately dark, bleeding into the club’s gloom. Music punched off every surface. Not how she ran her own place, but she respected the strategy. Fast beats, fast dancing, faster spending. Maggie understood how to turn psychology into money.

“Luce. It’s good to see you.” Speak of the devil.

“Maggie. You too.”

“So, what brings you to the club tonight? Not your usual night.”

Maggie nodded toward the bartender, who slid a bourbon in front of Luce.

“Cheers,” Luce said, lifting the glass and taking a steady sip.

She felt Maggie studying her.

“What?” Luce asked.

“What’s wrong, my friend?” Maggie’s eyes searched her face.

Luce had known Maggie five years, ever since she was old enough to legally drink in the club.

“It’s that obvious?”

Maggie shrugged. “Probably not to anyone else, but I’ve known you a while, Luce. And you know what I do for a living.”

Luce gave her a wicked smile. “Yeah. Professional mind-fucker.”

“Outside the club, outside the club.”

“I know.” Luce threw back the bourbon and set the glass down hard.

Maggie’s disapproving glance said volumes. “So, talking or...?”

“Let’s go with the latter.” Luce’s mouth tugged into a real smile for the first time all day.

Maggie laced her fingers through Luce’s and tucked Luce’s arm under hers. “I like the sound of that.”

Heat slid over Luce’s skin at the simple contact. She needed this. Needed to burn the day out of her system before she got on that goddamn plane.

Maggie ushered her into the private room. Different rules in here. Rules Luce trusted.

She sat on the footstool, eyes closed, hands folded in her lap. A soft blindfold covered her eyes. Clothes slid away, one layer at a time, until she was bare. Ropes cinched her elbows behind her back, forcing her chest forward.

A groan slipped out. The sharp slap across her ass answered it.

Good. Lines were clear.

Luce didn’t consider herself weak. Far from it. Being the granddaughter of one of the most feared men in organized crime meant everyone either wanted something from her or wanted to run from her. Control was non-negotiable.

So, every once in a while, she handed it over—to one person, in one room, with no witnesses.

“Kneel,” Maggie ordered, running leather along Luce’s body.

The click-clack of Maggie’s heels circled her. Then stopped.

Soft leather brushed Luce’s breasts. Then quicker, sharper strokes. Sensation cut straight through, scattering thought. The walls were soundproof—necessary, given the stories she’d heard.

Slap. Slap. Slap.

Her skin tingled where the straps kissed her skin. Her mind emptied, falling into the rhythm.

“Harder,” she said.

The blows came faster, heavier.

“Harder.”

If there was a zone in BDSM, she was in it. Endorphins roared through her veins, fire licking over every nerve. She was burning, and all she needed was the drop.

The whip changed angles, catching her ass, then her pussy.

“Oh fuck—” The orgasm slammed into her before she could lock it down. “Harder.”

The slashes stopped.

Maggie wrapped herself around Luce, tugging a nipple, fingers working between Luce’s legs.

“Let it go.”

Luce’s hips bucked under the practiced touch. She clamped her jaw, refusing to give the groan in her chest any air. She was—.

The orgasm tore through anyway. All she could do was ride it while Maggie kept slapping at her clit, each strike detonating another shockwave.

“Stop,” Luce said, curling inward and rolling to the floor.

Maggie draped a blanket around her, slid off the blindfold, and started untying the ropes.

Luce didn’t open her eyes. Muscles useless, she let herself melt into the floorboards.

“What’s going on, Luce?” Maggie stroked her arm, pulling her into a tight embrace.

“Nothing—”

“Bullshit. What’s going on?” Maggie wrapped the blanket tighter.

“My grandfather’s sending me to Italy.”

“For how long?”

“For a semester. He told me today. I leave in...” She glanced at the ornate clock on the wall. “Three hours.”

“Why?”

“He says it’s to protect me.” Luce stood, letting the blanket fall. Red lines crisscrossed her chest, a few beading blood. She gathered her clothes, sat on the bed, and started getting dressed.

“Shower?” Maggie smiled.

“I don’t have time. I’ll grab one at home, grab my luggage, and go.”

“You don’t sound sure about his decision.”

“I feel like he threw me out. Like he doesn’t trust me yet.”

“Maybe it is exactly what he says. Maybe he wants you safe.”

Luce shrugged into her jacket and headed for the door. “I gotta go.”

“Luce...”

Not today. She didn’t need a shrink, even one she liked. She needed an exit.

Luce pulled into the garage of her apartment building and spotted Sammy’s SUV parked by the entrance. Punctual, as always. Maybe a little too punctual.

“Miss Potter,” Sammy said, opening her door.

“Sammy. You’re early.”

His brows knit as he checked his watch. “No, Miss Potter. I believe I’m on time.”

She checked her phone. “Flight’s in two hours.”

“Understood. Would you like me to wait in the car?”

She tapped the fob, locking her SUV.

“No. I want you watching the car while I’m gone. There’s gear in the back I don’t want walking away.”

Sammy knew exactly what she meant.

“Shall I unpack it and bring it up to your apartment?”

“No. Drive it. Keep the battery live. Make it look like I’m still around.”

“Okay.” He didn’t sound thrilled.

“Problem?” She hit the elevator button and gave him a hard sideways look.

“You’re going to be gone for at least six months, Miss Potter. Are you sure it’s safe to keep your things in the car?”

Her eyes narrowed. “How do you know how long I’m gone?”

“Excuse me?” He stared straight ahead. Tell.

“How long have you known my grandfather was sending me to Italy for school?”

Silence. Jaw tight. Still staring at the doors.

“Sammy, did you hear me?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“How long have you known?”

“Miss Potter, I have strict instructions from the Oyabun to keep my mouth shut.”

“I see.” Everyone was a Judas today. “Since you’re in the loop, maybe you can tell me what’s going on. My grandfather was vague.”

“Miss Potter...”

“Sammy, I want to know. I’m getting shipped out, and I’d like to know why I’m being pushed.” Her temper edged her voice, but she kept it low. “Sammy.”

The elevator dinged and the doors slid open. Sammy stepped forward first, hand extended, the other settling on his gun as he cleared the space. Then he waved her on.

“What’s going on, Sammy? I saw all the armed men at my grandfather’s office. There was a man in my lobby this afternoon, and Frank and one of his guys were watching him when I came back. What’s happening?”

“Miss Potter, I’m under strict orders to make sure you get on that plane tonight. Please do not ask me to repeat a word spoken in confidence. You would not trust me again if I told you what I’ve been asked to keep quiet.”

“But my grandfather only wants you keeping secrets from me.”

“He has not instructed us to keep secrets from you.”

“What would you call it?”

“We have been sworn to secrecy, Miss Potter. I will not dishonor my oath to the Oyabun because you think you deserve to know something.”

The elevator doors opened again. Sammy repeated the same posture—head on a swivel, hand on his weapon—as he stepped into the hallway and motioned her out. Professional. Locked down. Infuriating.

Luce stepped from the quick shower, towel rough against the marks on her chest. A brief smile tugged at her mouth, then dropped away. It’d be months before she saw the inside of The Dungeon again. At least she’d gone out on a high note.

Apparently she was specializing in messy exits. Lindsey. Maggie. Now her own grandfather. Maggie didn’t deserve the way Luce had cut her off at the door. She’d send something over. Make it right.

Grandfather...that was a different wound. That one would have to scar on its own time.

She took one last look around the apartment, then handed a spare set of keys to Sammy.

“Thanks for looking after my bonsais. These two—” she pointed to the two mature trees “—they’re from my grandmother. Whatever you do, don’t let them die.”

“Of course.” Sammy bent for a closer look at the small forest. “Do you mind if I take them to my house to look after them?”

“No, go for it.” She slung her computer bag on, grabbed her two large suitcases and her leather jacket. “Ready?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

She frowned at the title but let it go.

“Let’s move.” She took one last sweep of the place, the fast packing nagging at her. Whatever she’d forgotten, she could replace in Italy.

Sunglasses down, she exhaled. One day and everything had taken a hard left. Impressive, even for her family.

Sammy and Luce made their way to his SUV in silence. She wasn’t done with him. The drive to the airport was long enough to pry something loose.

She pulled out her ticket, noting the gate and the logo on top—United Airways. Twelve-hour red-eye. She’d land in Italy mid-afternoon and pretend this had been her idea.

Settling into the seat, she hooked an arm of her sunglasses into her shirt, buckled in, and turned to Sammy.

“Now that I’m officially Italy-bound, tell me what’s going on.”

“Ma’am, I told you before, I swore to the Oyabun I wouldn’t discuss what’s happening. All I can say is be glad you’re not going to be around. You could be in danger here.”

“What kind of danger?”

“Miss, I can’t say. Could be nothing or it could be something. The Oyabun is making sure that if anything happens, you’re protected.”

“I’m sick of the cloak-and-dagger shit, Sammy.”

“Miss Potter, if you asked me to keep something in confidence and I told everyone, what would you think?”

She didn’t need to answer. He was right. She’d cut him off at the knees. No second chances. She lived by that code. She couldn’t fault him for doing the same for someone else.

“I got you a little gift for your trip.” Sammy handed her a wrapped package. “Open it.”

She peeled the wrapping off carefully, folded the paper, and shoved it in her pocket. Habit. No evidence.

She couldn’t help the smile. “An Italian/English dictionary. How appropriate.”

“Perhaps you can study a few phrases on the plane. You’ll have hours to kill.”

“Thanks, Sammy. Very thoughtful.”

“I just thought, you know...I mean...well, you know I’ll miss you, boss.”

“Thanks. I’ll miss you too.” She flipped through the pages. “I’d ask you to keep me updated on my grandfather, but I won’t put you in that spot. If anything happens to him, though, I expect a call. He’s the only family I’ve got left.”

“I will.”

She thumbed the dictionary again, the weight of it oddly reassuring.

“You’ve got my email?”

“Yes, boss.”

“If you need anything, you reach out. I’ll get there as fast as I can.”

She frowned, catching her own hypocrisy. “Not that I’ll need saving. I can take care of myself.”

“Boss, you’re not in the States. Be careful over there.”

“What could possibly happen to a college student?” She snorted. “What kind of trouble would I get into?”

Sammy shot her a look. Serious side-eye. “Seriously?”

“Keep it to yourself, Sammy.”

He smiled, turned into the departure lane, and chuckled. “Just saying, boss. Italy is a different country and your grandfather is far, far away.”

Luce checked her luggage, glided through security, and found her gate. Flight in thirty minutes. Not enough time for much more than a bathroom run.

She skipped the coffee and pastry. Maybe they’d have something edible on the plane. She pulled out the envelope from her grandfather and studied the ticket. First class on the Airbus.

Out the window, the plane crouched on the tarmac like a metal whale. Too big to make sense.

Anxiety flickered at the edges. She didn’t hate flying; she just didn’t do it much. 

She inhaled, held it, let it out slow. One of the tricks the shrink had given her after her mother died. When she couldn’t hit the heavy bag, this had to do.

A drink on the plane wouldn’t hurt either.

“Now boarding flight 3045 for Milan. All first-class passengers please make your way to the gate now.”

Luce swung her backpack over one shoulder and walked to the gate. She flashed her ticket under the scanner. The attendant smiled and winked.

“Welcome aboard,” she said, smile widening.

“Thank you.”

“Enjoy Italy. I hear it’s beautiful this time of year.”

“I’m about to find out.”

Luce headed down the gangway, a small, sharp smile tugging at her mouth.

Still got it.
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Chapter Three
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The turbulence woke her.

Luce's eyes snapped open as the Airbus shuddered through a pocket of rough air somewhere over the Alps, her fingers already curling around the armrest before her brain fully caught up with her body. For three disorienting heartbeats she was back in San Francisco, Maggie's ropes still warm around her wrists, her grandfather's voice echoing through the haze of bourbon and submission: You will go to Milan. Tonight.

Then the captain's voice crackled through the speakers, something about descending altitude and Italian airspace, and reality reassembled itself around her like armor clicking into place.

Milan. She was going to Milan.

Her neck ached from the angle she'd slept at, her mouth tasted like recycled cabin air and regret, and somewhere beneath the numbness that had carried her through the twelve-hour flight, a coal of rage still burned. She'd let Maggie beat it down to embers before boarding, but it was there. Waiting.

Luce straightened in her seat and pulled the window shade up. Below, the Italian countryside unfolded in geometric patches of green and gold, vineyards and farmland giving way to the industrial sprawl that marked the approach to Malpensa. Nothing like the fog-shrouded hills of the Bay. Nothing like home.

This isn't a punishment, she told herself for the hundredth time. It's training.

The lie tasted as stale as it had in San Francisco.
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The terminal was a fish tank, glass on all sides, the people inside swimming in tight, agitated circles. Slightly different from SFO, but not by much. Luce stepped off the jet bridge into the slipstream of Malpensa’s international arrivals, the air sticky with the sweat of the displaced and the anxious. Every muscle in her body vibrated just under shatter. The last time she’d been forced to leave home it was in the back of an SUV with a gun pressed against her left kidney; this time she’d done it upright, in first class, but the effect was the same. Exile. And it felt like everyone in this fucking place could see it in the way they seemed to stare.

She moved on autopilot, shoulder-checking a man in a wine-red jacket who didn’t have the sense to get out of her lane. He reeled away, protesting in rapid-fire Italian, but Luce had already clocked the nearest security post, the position of every blue-shirted agent, a cop with his hand hovering near his rifle. Exits. Weapons. Who moved, who watched. She never looked back.

The Italian sun was setting behind a wall of clouds, painting the terminal windows in dirty tangerine. It didn’t look much different than the one she’d left in San Francisco, but it felt different. The shine on the floor had the edge of a just-slick blade. Luce stalked past gleaming duty-free shops and leering perfume reps, barely registering the chemical haze of Chanel and Dior. She didn’t need signs; she could smell baggage claim the way a shark smelled blood. Down the escalator, her boots hitting each metal step with the certainty of a death sentence.

She’d packed light. Two suitcases, one carry-on, all black. The only color came from her hands, skin raw and red from hours of white-knuckling the armrest, thinking about her grandfather and the information Sammy didn’t quite share. Grandfather was the one in danger, and she wouldn’t be anywhere near the blast. She swiped her bags off the carousel in one smooth motion and scanned the crowd. Every face a blur, every suit a possible problem. In the old days, her grandfather would have sent Frank or half a dozen men. Luce was alone.

A man near the doors held a placard: “POTTER, L.” Midnight suit, blood-red tie, sunglasses. He looked Asian, but not quite. Maybe a half-breed like her. Appropriate. His appearance lacked any visible markers of “gangster,” but he was too clean to be civilian. Luce gave him the once-over and saw the bulge of a holstered pistol under his jacket, left side, just above the kidney. Mirror image of where she liked to carry.

She smirked and strode over.

“English?” she said, voice flat.

“Of course, Miss Potter.” The man inclined his head, motion smooth and practiced. “I am to bring you to the apartment. Your grandfather’s instructions.”

Of course. Her grandfather didn’t leave things to chance. He knew she’d obey. The driver reached for her bag. She let him take it, but watched his hands, waiting for a wrong move. None came. She followed him through the terminal, past a gauntlet of staring travelers, up to the curb where a black Mercedes idled with the arrogance of old money. Her grandfather’s old money. Luce recognized the model. Tinted windows and the subtle bulk of discreet armor plating. Her grandfather had similar vehicles in San Francisco. Bulletproof glass, reinforced doors, the kind of modifications that didn't advertise themselves but could stop small arms fire if the need arose.

She slid into the back seat and let the leather embrace her exhausted body while Marco loaded the luggage. Through the window, Milan's industrial outskirts scrolled past: warehouses, trucking depots, the unglamorous infrastructure that kept beautiful cities fed and supplied. Then the highway curved, and the outskirts gave way to something else entirely.

Stone facades rose against the late afternoon sky, their weathered surfaces glowing amber in the dying light. Tram wires crisscrossed above narrow streets where Vespas darted between cars with suicidal confidence. Balconies dripped with ivy. Cafés spilled onto sidewalks. The architecture was older than anything in San Francisco, older than anything in America, and it pressed against her consciousness with the weight of centuries.

Her tactical brain mapped routes and choke points automatically, this bridge, that intersection, the way the streets narrowed near the canal district, but another part of her, a part she rarely acknowledged, simply absorbed the beauty. Milan at dusk was golden and melancholy, a city that had seen too much history to be surprised by anything.

Including me, she thought. Including whatever game grandfather is playing.

"Marco."

"Yes, Miss Potter?"

"How long have you been on Potter detail?"

His eyes flicked to the rearview mirror, then back to the road. "I work for a firm that assists Mr. Tanaka's European interests. This is my first time serving directly."

Diplomatic. Professional. The kind of answer that revealed nothing.

"And what exactly are you told to do if I vanish? If I decide to take a train to Rome, or a flight to Barcelona, or just disappear into the Italian countryside?"

A pause. Longer than the question warranted.

"My job is transportation and safety, Miss Potter. Nothing more."

"That's not an answer."

"It's the only answer I'm authorized to give."

Luce smiled, though there was no warmth in it. Sammy would have said the same thing. Loyalty to Tomiko meant loyalty to silence, and silence was a language she'd grown up speaking.

"Mr. Tanaka has other friends in the city," Marco continued, as if offering a consolation prize. "Lawyers. An accountant. A contact at the university who's been informed of your enrollment. You won't lack for support."

Support. Another word for surveillance. Another layer of the web her grandfather had spun around her life.

"I'm sure I won't," Luce murmured, and turned her attention back to the window.

[image: ]

The Navigli district announced itself with canals.

They appeared suddenly as the Mercedes turned onto a narrow street: dark water reflecting the amber glow of streetlights, bordered by cobblestones and converted warehouses now home to bars and restaurants. The neighborhood had the energy of a place that knew how to have a good time while pretending not to care who was watching.

Marco pulled to a stop outside a modern building that somehow managed not to clash with its historic neighbors. Glass and steel, yes, but restrained. Tasteful. The kind of architecture that whispered money rather than shouting it.

"Your apartment is on the fourth floor," Marco said, handing her a key and a slim folder. "The building has security, concierge service, a parking garage if you need it. Mr. Tanaka has arranged a six-month lease."

Six months. The length of her exile, already decided, already paid for.

Luce took the key and stepped out of the car, her boots finding the cobblestones with satisfying weight. The evening air smelled of water and cooking meat and something floral, jasmine maybe, or night blooming something. Different from San Francisco's fog and diesel. Different from anything she knew.

Across the narrow street, directly in her sightline, a cozy café occupied the ground floor of a converted row house. Warm light spilled through its windows, illuminating small tables where patrons lingered over espresso and wine. A hand painted sign above the door read: IL FIORE NERO.

The Black Flower.

Something about the café registered, good sightlines to her building's entrance, an outdoor seating area that would allow observation without obvious surveillance, the kind of place a person
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