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THE PRICE OF ANYTHING is the amount of life you exchange for it...

Mia. 

Mia Romano. 

A name I can’t get out of my head - even though I know I need to.
She’s the daughter of Vincenzo Romano, my boss and one of the most powerful men in the city. No man has ever gotten close to her, but, as the family’s head of security, I’m tasked with keeping her safe.
Except her father now has plans for her I can’t agree with. I’ve vowed to protect her from anything the world dares throw at her. When a violent attack forces us closer than we’ve ever been, I’m not sure I can contain the secrets I’ve been tasked with keeping from her...

In the dark, the monsters hide...
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IF SOMEONE ELSE HAD looked in on this night, they might have taken it for a movie premiere. A new hotel opening. Something like that. 

Glamorous people surrounded by security, all of them drifting in and out of one another’s orbit and making brief, tight conversations, as though they were trying to feel one another out. Everyone was dressed up and holding a glass of something that couldn’t have cost less than twenty bucks a pop, and everyone looked as though they were trying to find some way to navigate what was going on in front of them without getting kicked to the curb. Or something way fucking worse. 

I held back, my eyes scanning the room, searching for whatever it was that had the hairs on the back of my neck standing on end. I wasn’t sure what had set me on edge, but I was damn sure that there was something throwing me off my game, and I was going to figure out what it was.

Vincenzo Romano, after a brief conversation with one of his right-hand men, rose up to the center of the room. He didn’t even have to raise his voice to get the attention of everyone in that place, he just commanded it right away, no questions asked.

“Thank you for coming here tonight,” he announced, and there was a dead silence over the hotel lobby as everyone turned to look at him. 

“And I want to raise a toast to the continuation of the syndicate,” he continued, raising his glass and offering everyone around him a shark-like smile. They echoed his sentiments, lifting their glasses, and I wondered how many were wishing that they could get out of there already, back to their real lives. Because being in a room with all of these people—this had to be one of the most dangerous corners of the city tonight, and everyone there knew it. To get this close to the beating heart of the syndicate, you had to know what you were getting yourself into. 

I knew that I sure as hell did. I had worked for them my entire life, and I would keep working for them as long as they would have me—well, as long as I lasted, which wasn’t likely to be much past thirty-five. Working as a bodyguard was what I had been made for, and Vincenzo had seen that the first time he had laid eyes on me. Ever since then, I had been covering his ass and making sure that nobody in the Romano family came to any harm. And that those who intended to bring it to them weren’t quite so lucky. 

Vincenzo was quick to bring up the dissolution of the Hebraisas, a rival syndicate who had finally been crushed after almost a year of a deadlock between the two parties. Vincenzo had tried to convince me that it had been a friendly agreement, but I doubted that anything he did in his line of work was friendly if it threatened his place in this city. He had worked his entire life to make sure that he got everything he felt like he was owed, and nobody was going to take that from him now that he had it in his grasp.

I scanned the room as Vincenzo talked, trying to identify the location of the bad feeling that had been creeping up my neck from the very moment that I had walked into this place. There was something—or someone—off, but I couldn’t figure out what. I didn’t like gatherings like this one, because they basically gave space for anyone with a bad intention to come and try to take a chunk out of the man who I worked for. I preferred smaller gatherings. Where I could make sure that I got in early, and showed anyone with any intention that they would have to get through me before they could get close to the man I worked for. 

The speech was brief, concise, the way it always was when Vincenzo got the syndicate together. He didn’t want to give away anything other than what he specifically had to, in case there were cops or reporters trying to get their hands on something that they could use to expose us. Vincenzo had been doing this long enough to know just what he had to say to keep the other families in the loop, without giving away anything more than he strictly had to. 

There was a smattering of applause once he was done, and the room seemed to let out a sigh of relief as soon as he was finished. Then a moment later, the women and other less-than family members, who had been shut out of proceedings, were allowed to come join the rest of the group, and I scanned them as they came in. I knew that a lot of men wouldn’t have glanced twice at them, but people relied on going under the radar to get what they wanted. I wasn’t going to let that happen. 

“Hey, Gabe,” a familiar voice called for my attention. I looked around, and saw Vinny Junior, Vincenzo’s son, as he headed over to join me. He already looked a little drunk, and I didn’t blame him. I knew that he hated these things more than anyone, found them boring as hell, and I doubted that he would have stuck around here a moment longer than he had to if he could avoid it.

“Hey, Vinny,” I replied, glancing over his shoulder to make sure that nobody was getting too close to his father.

“You know you can come and be with us when we’re doing these things, you know,” he pointed out, taking a sip of the champagne that he was carrying. “You don’t have to hang back here like you’re trying not to be noticed.”

“I prefer being somewhere I can see the whole room,” I replied, and he chuckled.

“Yeah, I know,” he agreed, and I paused in my reply as I noticed Damien Langford approaching Vincenzo. Vinny glanced over my shoulder to see what I was looking at, and he cocked an eyebrow when he located the source of my attention.

“What do you think of that Damien guy?” he asked me with interest, and I lowered my voice to make sure that nobody else would hear what was about to come out of my mouth. 

“I think he’s getting too big for his boots,” I replied, keeping my voice totally calm. If I changed my tone, someone might click into the conversation, and the last thing I wanted was for someone to overhear me in the middle of this. “I wouldn’t be surprised if he’s talked about trying to shift your father from his position at the head of the syndicate.” 

Vinny snorted with amusement. “You think a little piss-stain like him could pull that off?” he asked, louder than he should have been talking. 

“No, but some of the people he works with might,” I replied. I watched as Vincenzo offered him a tight smile. He could sense what I could, I was sure of it—sense that there was something off about this. I felt a tension in my gut, and I promised myself that I would pounce if I needed to. I didn’t want to cause a seen here, of all places, but if I had to make the move, I would.

“You need to relax,” Vinny told me. “Get a drink or two in you. I’m sure there are a few daughters or sisters or whatevers here who would be willing to enjoy your company, if you just let them.”

“I’m not here for that,” I reminded him. 

“Guess I’ll have to handle them for the both of us then,” he replied with a wink. 

I managed a brief smile. Vinny was one of the only members of this syndicate who had a sense of humor, and sometimes, it was actually pleasant to have someone to share a laugh with.

“Guess you will,” I agreed, and I checked behind me to see if there was anyone else still waiting to come into the main area of the party ... and that was when I saw her.

Anna-Maria Romano. Mia. The one woman that I knew every man in this place would be trying to get a piece of. The daughter of Vincenzo, and freshly adult, she was about the hottest woman I had ever laid eyes on in real life. Long, dark hair, those perfect curves, olive skin, brown eyes, a sharp smile that seemed to pierce everyone she laid it on. Tonight, she was wearing this figure-hugging black dress, which clung to the shape of her, and I couldn’t help but trace it with my gaze. 

“Hey, my father is paying you for protection, not to check out his daughter,” Vinny teased me. 

I pulled my eyes from her as she started toward the party, and I focused back on my job once more. “She shouldn’t even be here in the first place,” I pointed out. 

“Yeah, well, true as that may be,” he agreed, “you know that my father doesn’t bring anyone to these things that he doesn’t have to.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I asked.

“Look,” he replied and nodded to Mia, walking into the room, and the way that the heads around her seemed to turn to take her in as she went by them. Wives were glaring, husbands were staring, but she was the center of attention, and that was for sure.

“What?” I asked again. 

“She’s here to make sure that someone keeps his attention off my father,” he replied, nudging me in the ribs. “You really think that you’re the first person to have questions about Damien?”

I couldn’t help but chuckle. Of course. Mia never came to these things if she could avoid it, but her father wasn’t stupid enough not to know just how much every man in this city wanted her. And he was going to use that to the very best of his ability, to make sure that the slimy little asshole that Damien was kept himself busy all night long. 

“Yeah, fair point,” I agreed, and Vinny took another sip of his champagne.

“Well, if you’re not going to have fun tonight, then I’m going to find someone who will,” he replied good-naturedly. I knew that he didn’t mean it as a jibe. Sometimes I was fairly sure that he forgot what I had actually been hired to do here. He saw me as more of a friend than an employee, but I was never going to let anything happen to the Romano family on my watch. 

“Have a good night,” I replied, and I watched as he turned to head away from me and back into the throng of people once more.

And my eyes were drawn to Mia once again. She looked gorgeous. I couldn’t remember the last time I had seen her at one of these events. Hell if I had ever seen her at one in the first place. There was something strange about her presence here, that much, I was sure of. 

But it wasn’t my job to question the motives that had led Vincenzo to bring his daughter here. It was my job to make sure that they stayed safe, no matter what, and I was going to make sure of that. I had a bad feeling about Damien, and if that was who she was here to entertain, then it couldn’t hurt to keep a little extra eye on her to make certain that she didn’t come to any harm. 

Or maybe I was just looking for any excuse I could find to keep my gaze pinned to her all night long.
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I TOOK A SIP ON THE glass of red in my hand, and then inhaled a long, deep breath. Okay. I could do this. I could totally do this.

I wasn’t going to blow the very first chance that my father had given me to come along to one of his business meetings like this. I knew that I had an important job, and I just had to follow through with it and prove that bringing me here had been the right choice. I knew that my father didn’t like me to be involved with this stuff if he could help it, so I was going to have to work double time to make sure that I stayed focused on what mattered here. Getting the job done and picking up on anything and everything I could about my target for the night.

Damien Langford. He was leaning over by the bar, and he looked as though he wanted nothing more in the world than to be left the hell alone. Well, if he thought he was going to get away with it that easily, he had another thing coming. I bit my lip, ran my fingers through my hair, and sidled up to him carefully, taking my time, keeping that broad smile on my face as I made my way toward him and hoping that he was going to be in the mood to talk to me.

I leaned on the bar a few inches down from him
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