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ECHO

Navy SEAL.

 

Mercenary.

 

Ghost.

 

Joining the military wasn’t a choice. It was survival. The Navy was the last place they’d think to look for me. Hiding in plain sight, I lived in the shadow of deployments… until an off-the-books mission put me in the crosshairs of my past.

 

My cover blown, I walked away from the SEALs and sought refuge at the one place where I’d be more invisible than on the Teams—Alpha Elite Security. As a black ops government contractor, AES was the world’s leading provider of security solutions. High stakes, higher price tag, and complete anonymity. Trained to kill long before the military put a gun in my hand, I fit right in.

 

But then I made a mistake. A single misstep, and I was face-to-face with the one woman who could kill me faster than a bullet.

 

Code name: Echo.

Mission: Evade.
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For my only child, my beloved son, Oliver.

You were my greatest gift. The world was a better place with you in it.

Everything in my life was better because of you.

Thank you for teaching me unconditional love, perseverance, and compassion.

You are and will always be my entire world.

I love you, Sweet Boy, and I miss you beyond measure.

 

Oliver Shane Bartel 2004–2020
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For my readers, thank you for all of your love and support.

Gratefully yours, XOXO
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Nine years ago
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Erico

Palermo, Sicily

 

Sighting, I exhaled.

Then I pulled the trigger.

A second later, my round hit the stronzo, the fucker’s head exploded, and bystanders in the crowd across the piazza screamed as they dispersed.

Quickly unscrewing the stock and folding the bipod, I broke down my TAC-50 as my cell vibrated. Stowing the sniper rifle in my bag and zipping it shut before shouldering it, I answered Giancarlo’s call. “What?”

“Is it done?”

“Yeah.”

“Did you do it how I asked?”

My oldest brother was an asshole. He was also the Don of our famiglia. I was a lot of things, none of them good, but a walking death wish wasn’t one of them. If Giancarlo told me to pull the trigger, I fucking did it. Not that I respected him or his methods, but it was kill or be killed in this life. “Don’t I always?”

“You need to learn some respect,” Giancarlo warned.

“You need to earn some,” I shot back, descending the stairs.

“I am Don Mantovani. I fucking have it.”

No, he didn’t. He had a reputation. A violent one thanks to me. “Fear isn’t respect.”

“‘It is better to be feared than to be loved,’” he spewed, citing the quote our father had drilled into us.

Ignoring his bullshit, I quickly glanced around a corner, checking the hallway on the first floor of the residential building. Empty. “You never bother me when I’m on a job.” The arrogant prick demanded I call him and report in once my hits were executed. “What do you want?” Leaving the stairwell, I headed to the alley behind the building.

“Get back to the estate. You’re coming to a dinner with me tonight.”

“Not happening.” I was the trigger. “I don’t do bullshit dinners.” I didn’t show my face anywhere I didn’t need to.

“You are not a guest. You’re reinforcement. Dinner is at eight, but we need to leave at seven. You’re driving.”

Scanning the alley and the street beyond, I tossed my bag into the back of my Mercedes AMG G63 and got behind the wheel. Glancing at my watch, I turned the engine over. “Won’t make it. That’s in less than a half hour. Get Ademaro to drive you or, better yet, Caio. That asshole lives to drive.”

“That stronzo is your brother, and Caio drives like he is on the racetrack no matter the circumstance. I’m not stupid enough to get into any vehicle with him behind the wheel. Ademaro is attending the dinner with me. I need you there.”

Translation, he needed someone intimidating and willing to pull the trigger, and he didn’t want this leaking beyond immediate famiglia. “What kind of dinner is this?” I pulled onto the busy city streets of Palermo.

“The business kind.”

Business my ass. “You said extortion wrong.”

“I am Don Mantovani,” he spit out, as if I needed a reminder of who the fuck my brother was.

“Say no more,” I deadpanned.

His anger hitting as fast as his temper, he brought up the one thing he thought he could hold over my head. “If you don’t like your last name, then go swear omertà to the Arcuri or Vincenzo famiglias.”

In other words, become a pussy. “You done?”

“Get back to the estate,” he ordered.

Driving out of the city proper, already on my way, I lied. “Like I said, won’t make it. We have dozens of soldiers you can call last minute. Use someone else. I need to handle some shit.” Mainly my rifle and clothes. Never trust anyone to clean up after you. I not only needed a shower, I needed to destroy trace evidence of both gunshot residue and blood because my last bullet hadn’t been my only target today.

“Your affairs can wait. I am not asking,” Giancarlo warned.

“I’m covered in blood.” Not technically untrue.

His pause was only a fraction of a second, but it was enough to tell me he was strung tighter than usual. “What happened?”

“Nothing.”

“Then why are you bloodied?” he demanded.

“Another day in the life.” What the fuck else was new?

“You are hit?”

“Would you care?”

“I would call in the dottore.”

I snorted. “I don’t need a doctor.” Asshole. “But good to know you got my back.” He didn’t, not unless it benefitted him. I didn’t give a damn what he or anyone else in this life said, loyalty was an illusion.

“I will have Consigliere waiting with a clean shirt. Meet me in the driveway of the main house.” Giancarlo hung up.

Cursing, I turned down the dirt lane that cut through the vineyards on the back half of the sprawling estate that overlooked the Mediterranean.

Not giving a shit about kicking up dust on Giancarlo’s prized grapes that were ready for harvest, I drove too fast toward the house that had been in our famiglia for over a century.
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Sancia

 

I stared unseeing at the pages of the book in my hand.

I did not need to read it.

Same as most of the books in the library, I had read it a dozen times already.

But I needed a distraction.

Papà was not doing well.

He had woken up noticeably worse.

His cough was heavier, and his voice was hoarser, but he would not let me call the doctor. He would not even let me help him. Saying he had a dinner to get ready for, he had banished me to my room and told me to stay upstairs, and I knew what that meant.

Stay out of sight no matter what.

It was a directive had given me many times, but tonight I had not liked the tone in his voice. Something was wrong. More wrong than… I could not bring myself to finish the thought.

I did not want to.

I was only glad that we had come to the country villa yesterday. That meant I did not have to deal with Papà’s horrible house staff, especially one maid in particular who had been hired a year ago. I hated her. She was awful to me. But despite my complaints to Papà, some as fresh as yesterday before the driver had brought us out here, Papà had sternly dismissed them and said she was “needed.”

That had not sat right with me either.

Papà had never sided with house staff over me before.

It was only me and him, and Papà was rarely harsh, let alone dismissive of my concerns, which only made me that much more upset with his stern behavior earlier when he had banished me to my room.

Overly aware of every moment, wondering each day if it would be my last with him, I dropped the book and stood.

I could not allow things to remain how our last conversation had ended. Dinner or not, I needed to speak to him.

Going to my door and slipping my flats on, I opened it and rushed across the carpeted hall to his room.

Before I could knock, his door opened and Papà blinked, showing a moment of surprise. “Cara mia.”

That was how I knew he did not feel good. “Nothing surprises you, Papà.” He always heard me coming. I used to think his hearing was so good, he could detect my movements through the walls.

“Sancia.” In a rare display of frustration, he grasped my upper arm. “I told you before—stay in your room.”

Tears welled. “You were stern with me, but I was only worried about you.”

“I know, cara mia.” His shoulders deflating, his thin arms did not look half as strong as they used to. “Forgive me.”

I wanted to tuck my head against his chest to make sure I could still hear his heart beating, but I did not dare. Papà was not an affectionate man. I could not remember a time when he had ever embraced me. “Always, Papà.”

“That’s my Principessa.” He forced a smile before quickly dropping it. “Now, please, do as I ask. You do not need to worry about me tonight. I am merely having a business dinner. You can fret over me after it is over and my guests have left.”

I did not ask who was coming. I had learned a long time ago that Papà did not discuss anything related to business or his colleagues. I was not even sure who his colleagues were. I had caught glimpses of different men coming and going over the years, and of course I had heard the whispered rumors from the house staff, but I had always dismissed them. Papà only relegated me to my room because he was protective of me.

Especially since the accident.

I did not remember Mamma or my brother. I was too little to walk when it had happened, but I felt their loss, and I saw it in Papà’s haunted expressions when he thought I was not looking. The car accident that had taken them both weighed on Papà like the heaviness of the dirt pressing down on their graves.

He took time every day to give me his attention, but no matter how many times he smiled, I always saw it in his eyes. He missed them.

So I missed them.

But in truth, the only life I knew was Papà and the house staff, and I had been content—until two years ago.

That was when Papà’s cough had started.

The cough that was worse today.

“When will your company leave?” Normally, I would never ask, but we were alone out here in the countryside. As much as I loved this villa over the bigger home in the city, I could not deny that it worried me that we had come up here with only the driver and the cook. Papà’s doctor was an hour away. Everything was an hour away. Surrounded by rows and rows of lemon and olive trees as far as the eye could see until the horizon dipped into the Mediterranean, it was beautiful, but it was isolated.

“When we are done conducting business.” Papà gently grasped my arm and gave me a little push back in the direction of my room. “Now go, Sancia. Read your books or draw me a picture as beautiful as my only daughter. But keep to yourself, and I will let you know when we are alone again.”

I still could not let it go. “But you are tired today. I think you should postpone your dinner.”

“Cara mia, I am about out of time to postpone business dinners.”

Alarm rang through my nerves like an unexpected sharp toll of a bell tower. “What does that mean? What did the doctor say to you last week?”

Papà straightened his shoulders and posture. “Bedroom, Sancia. Now.”

“Let someone else from the bank handle the business.” Surely there were other people who could step in.

His small grunt was tired but no less authoritative. “I am the bank.” He turned toward the stairs. Then he did something he had never done before. He threatened me. “Do not make me send Vittorio up here.”

Before I could cover my surprise, Papà was descending the stairs and calling out for the driver. “Vittorio!”

Papà’s too-tall, too-big driver appeared almost immediately in the grand entry hall that was more suited to a city palace than a country villa. His steel gaze focused on me, letting me know he had heard our conversation, he replied to Papà. “Signore?”

I did not linger.

Quickly retreating to my room and closing the door, I leaned against it, pressing my ear to the cool wood, but it was of no use. All I could discern was the faint, muffled sound of their voices, neither distinguishable from the other, let alone what was being spoken.

Worried, resigned, I pushed off the door and glanced at my small desk and the open window overlooking the front courtyard. The cook had come up earlier, leaving a plate with cheese, bread, olives and figs. I knew whatever she was making for dinner would be much more elaborate, but I did not mind my meal. I preferred my food the same way I preferred my life—simple.

Warm sun, the libraries in each home, a sketchbook, and Papà healthy.

That was how I liked things.

But life had not been that simple for two years.

As it if were a forewarning instead of a spectacular golden-peach and pink-hued sunset, the last of the waning rays slipped away beneath the dusk and succumbed to the night. The artfully arranged architectural lights came on in the courtyard below and cast an artificial glow that made the sky even darker by contrast.

Sighing at the loss of another day, I paused with a horrible thought as I pulled out the chair from my desk.

Was counting down days making Papà sicker?

Was I cursing his longevity by quantifying it?

Guilt crested, then washed through me so thoroughly, my legs became weak. Taking the seat, my thoughts berated me.

I was cutting my father’s life short by deeming days as lost instead of a gift. I needed to stop that. I needed to—

The telltale, distant crunch of tires on gravel sounded.

A moment later, a sleek, black Mercedes SUV with heavily tinted windows pulled up to the front steps and stopped right in my line of sight.

Leaning back from my desk, I briefly thought of shutting the window and pulling the drapes. But I had not yet turned on any lights in my room, so I would not be visible—not unless someone really looked.

Staring at the SUV, my hand automatically going to the closest pencil, I opened my sketchbook to a new page and readied myself.

For what, I did not know, but same as everything else about today, this felt… different.

No doors had opened yet. The engine was still on. I could not see any passengers, and the dark lines of the large vehicle looked more sinister than expensive, as if it had its own breath, and that breath was as angry as a bull.

Then the engine cut off, the driver’s door opened, and a man stepped out.

I gasped.

Inky black hair, square jaw, muscles straining the sleeves of his shirt, he stood at the open door as he scanned the entire courtyard.

Staring at the most beautiful man I had ever seen, I dropped my pencil and grabbed charcoal. Desperate to capture his image, my hand began to move across the page.

Then he took off his shirt.

The charcoal fell from my fingers, and I pushed back in my chair.

His gaze immediately cut to my exact window on the second story as his fierce stare wrapped around my throat and gripped my heart, stealing all my air.

Shirtless, a gun at his waist, his body sculpted by the gods, he did not move.

He stared.

A moment that dissected my entire life passed.

Then he flicked his wrist and became a symphony of controlled motion.

Pushing his impossibly strong arms through the sleeves of a new shirt, kicking his door shut, deftly doing up the buttons, he rounded the front of the SUV.

By the time he opened first the rear, then the front passenger doors, his shirt was neatly tucked in, he had scanned the courtyard again twice, and his right hand was resting on his gun.

He said something I could not hear to someone in the front seat that I could not see, then he lifted his chin.

Simultaneously, as if it were choreographed, two men got out of the front and rear passenger seats. With their heads down, they walked to the portico and disappeared from my line of sight.

Glancing up toward my window, the muscled man closed the SUV’s doors.

Then he followed his passengers.

I did not know who looked more sinister, the Mercedes or its driver.
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Scanning the courtyard, wondering who the fuck lived here, irritated as hell Giancarlo hadn’t given me time to change at the estate, I took my shirt off and tossed it in the back seat.

A scraping sound faintly echoed, and I looked up.

Open window, dark room, the silhouette of a woman with long hair. I didn’t know if I was looking at a ghost or an angel.

Either way, she didn’t move, and darkened, open windows were perfect sniper positions.

Giancarlo glanced at me from the front passenger seat. “Problem?”

Not answering him, my reflexes primed, I stared another moment at the open window, waiting.

The woman still didn’t move.

Shaking out the clean shirt and shoving my arms through it, I kicked the driver’s door shut. Scanning the courtyard again, I strode to the passenger side and opened first Ademaro’s then Giancarlo’s door.

“Whose villa is this?” I demanded of Giancarlo.

“No one you need to concern yourself with.” Not making eye contact, he straightened his tie. “Clear?”

“Yeah.” Except for some woman in a window, no fucking security anywhere, an unmanned gate at the bottom of the driveway, and the fact that we were in the middle of nowhere. I tipped my chin. “Let’s move.”

“Ademaro, come,” Giancarlo ordered.

I glanced at my other brother as he got out of the back seat. Three years younger than Giancarlo and eight years older than me, Ademaro was never a talker, but he’d been especially quiet tonight.

Closing both passenger doors of the G-Wagon after Giancarlo and Ademaro got out, I glanced again at the open second-story window.

Nothing.

Catching up to my brothers under the protection of the covered front entrance, I glanced at Ademaro. “You haven’t said two fucking words since we got in the car,” I accused. “What’s going on?”

His voice quieter than both mine and Giancarlo’s, his expression unreadable, he looked at me, and for a split second, I thought I saw the same damn resignation I felt every day. “When have you ever known me to be talkative?”

The past few months, the fucker had been plenty talkative, just not to us. When he thought Giancarlo wasn’t watching, he took calls out back by the pool. “You really want me to answer that?”

“You really want me to ask why Consigliere had to bring you a clean shirt?” he countered.

Fucker. “If you think you can do my job better, have at it.” I’d like to see him try.

“Have at mine,” Ademaro replied dryly, not missing a beat.

“I can hit a target at twenty-three-hundred meters. How fucking hard can writing numbers in a column be?”

Turning on us, Giancarlo issued an irate command under his breath. “Silenzio!” His glare fell on me. “Do your job. Patrol, guard, make sure we are not interrupted.” He looked at Ademaro. “Ready?”

“Si.”

“Andiamo.” Giancarlo glanced back at me. “Secure the courtyard, then wait in the foyer.” Opening the front door, he walked into the villa like he owned the place.

Ademaro followed.

Cursing under my breath, I stepped back from the portico to look up at the open window.

No ghost. No angel.

Dusk gone, only half a moon, the night was dark as shit. For a second, I wondered if I’d actually seen a woman or if paranoia and too many years of pulling the trigger were finally catching up to me. Maybe it was this place. It was so damn quiet, it was fucking unnatural.

Dismissing my thoughts, I walked the perimeter of the courtyard and circled the garage, taking note of the single vehicle—a late-model Maserati Quattroporte. Expensive when it was new, well kept, but nothing worthy of Giancarlo’s level of secrecy.

Heading back to the front of the villa, I glanced up again at the window.

The curtains had moved.

Now partially closed, they obscured half the view into the room.

Pulling out my cell, I sent Giancarlo a text.

Me: Location?

Giancarlo: Why?

Me: You want me to do my job or scratch my ass?

Giancarlo: Downstairs dining room. Busy.

I didn’t give a damn if he was meeting with the Pope.

Me: Who’s on premises?

Giancarlo: I said I was busy.

Asshole.

Me: Headcount?

Giancarlo: Everyone is accounted for.

Me: Not an answer.

Giancarlo: Fine. Shoot anyone armed who comes through the gate or front door. I am conducting business. Do not disrupt me again unless we need to evacuate.

Not leave. Evacuate.

Cristo.

Mentally shaking my head, I eyed the two sidelight windows flanking the front door and checked the line of sight to the driveway and gate. Then I looked back up at the open window and thought about it.

Enter the villa, go upstairs, find out who the fuck was there.

Find the woman.

Then ask her why the hell she was hiding in the dark. Except those weren’t my orders, and no matter how off shit felt about this whole setup, I wasn’t here to investigate. I was reinforcement.

Glorified guard duty.

Fucking Giancarlo. Any asshole soldier we had could’ve done this bullshit. Unless….

I looked up at the window again.

Two things made Giancarlo cagey. Money and women.

This villa wasn’t small, but it wasn’t old money. Not the kind that would make Giancarlo salivate.

Staring at the open window, I waited.

A breeze hit the curtains, but nothing else inside the room moved.

I gave it another thirty seconds.

Then I told myself to drop it because I didn’t need the complication. Except something about that single glimpse of the woman, and knowing Giancarlo’s predilections, wasn’t sitting right with me. In fact, it was starting to piss me off, and I didn’t get pissed.

I wasn’t the fucking emotional quotient of this famiglia.

I was the trigger.

“Just the goddamn trigger,” I muttered, forcing myself to look away from the window before doing one more perimeter check of the courtyard. Then, using a closed fist so I didn’t leave prints, I pushed open the front door and walked in.

Double-height entry hall, marble floors, library to my left, hallway and stairs straight ahead, reception room to my right. Sparse furniture, old-looking art, rich but not opulent. Everything I saw reconfirmed my previous assessment—money, but not the kind that would make Giancarlo nut himself.

Fuck.

Leaving the front door cracked for both the barrel of my Glock and a quick exit, I moved to the wall just right of the south sidelight. Angling so I could see the courtyard, the interior stairs and the hallway I presumed led to a dining room, by the sounds of it, I took up a watch position.

Leaning a shoulder against the window frame, I drew my Glock and sighted down the driveway.

Then I glanced up the stairs.

Cursing under my breath and lowering my arm but not holstering my piece, I settled in to wait for whatever bad shit was about to go down.
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As I hid behind the curtain I had pulled partway closed, my hand flew across the paper.

Desperately trying to capture every sinuous movement of his muscles while he walked around the courtyard, I was still drawing him when he disappeared under the portico and I heard him come inside the house.

My breath caught, and my hand stilled.

But my heart leapt into an even faster pounding rhythm that beat so hard, I could feel it in my ears and my throat.

The man with the impossibly big muscles and gun was downstairs, below my very bedroom.

The thought was so shocking I was on my feet before I registered what my body was doing.

What was I doing?

Standing, moving, going downstairs to demand that he leave, to ask his name?

Rooted in place by indecision, I glanced at my sketchbook.

Then I was no longer thinking.

I was drawing.

Bracing the sketchbook against my chest, filling in the broader details before I picked up a pencil and sharpened every one of his features, I drew and I fantasized.

It was not until my very last stroke of pencil across paper that it struck me.

I had not been thinking of Papà.

I was not worrying about his illness, the days or my time with him. I was not wondering what would become of my future once he was gone, or fretting about how and when to ask him what I was to do without him. My entire life for two years had been nothing except worry and Papà.

Guilt squeezed at my conscience as I stared at the only thing that had completely distracted me from Papà in my entire life, and I knew it before I could push the thought away.

I could not keep this.

Raw, wild, and untamed yet full of dark, controlled movement, it was the best drawing I had ever done, but it felt… dangerous.

The man in the image felt dangerous.

And the longer I stared, the more that feeling grew.

With suddenly unsteady hands, I carefully tore the paper from my sketchbook and reached for the can of setting spray. Giving the drawing a once-over with the fixative, waving it to dry it faster, I desperately looked around my room for any sort of reason.

Except I did not find reason.

Temptation mocking me, my book sat on my nightstand as the perfect excuse, and reason fell through the last of my resolve like water through a sieve.

I should have immediately destroyed the drawing. Burn it. Draw over it. Dispose of it in the bathroom. But as I held the single sheet of paper and stared at a man who was both imposing and so handsome he took my breath, I knew I would do none of those things.

I was going to give the man his drawing.

Every warning of Papà’s over the years filled my head and, rationally, I knew they were full of merit. I was not worldly or formally educated, but I was not completely ignorant either. Papà had money, and that alone made me vulnerable. Not to mention, I had heard the hushed whispers about the famiglias of Sicily from the house staff over the years. I had secretly listened to their frightening stories of violent men with guns who were called soldiers but wore no uniforms. I knew the term they all gave organized crime. I knew you were never supposed to say the word aloud.

But this was my home, Papà was a banker who did not associate with any of those men, and I was almost of legal age.

I could give a man a piece of paper.

Just because he had a gun did not mean he was dangerous to me.

Papà had hired bodyguards with guns before. Papà even had guns himself. I had seen them in his desk and in his nightstand drawer. He had said they were merely a precautionary measure of protection because he had money in the house. It made sense. Papà was sensible. I was not frightened by a man who had a gun.

But I was afraid of this drawing.

Before I could talk myself out of this, or admit that I wanted to see the mysterious man’s unusual eyes up close just once so I could remember them forever, I grabbed the book.

Carefully slipping the drawing between the pages, I turned toward the door and caught a glimpse of myself in the mirror.

My simple summer dress from last season covered my shoulders, but it was neither stylish nor sophisticated. My long, dark brown hair had not been trimmed in two years. My face was void of any blush or mascara, and suddenly, I was not seeing myself as Papà’s daughter.

Consumed with a man I had only just laid eyes on tonight, I was comparing my worth to every pretty woman I had ever seen and realizing I was not them.

I was not a woman at all.

Not yet. Not technically.

Wishing for the first time that I knew more about makeup and clothes and how to style my hair than I did about classic literature and art, I opened the book and stared at my drawing.

I was no match for the image of the shirtless man staring back at me as he stood at the open door of his SUV with a gun at his waist.

Maybe I was no match for any man.

Papà never talked about me marrying one day, let alone what would happen to me once he—I could not even think the thought.

Inhaling sharply, I closed the book and forced down my reality as I glanced out the window at the dark SUV that sat like a silent beast waiting for its prey, and I wondered. What would it be like inside? How would the seats feel? What would it smell like?

What would its owner smell like?

Closing my eyes, imagining sitting in the imposing vehicle, envisioning his strong arms as he drove, I wondered what his voice would sound like beyond the deep tones I had heard from my window.

That last thought was my final undoing.

Clutching the book to my chest, my heart beating to the tune of a thousand drums, I grasped the door handle and slowly turned, but then I stopped to listen.

No Papà. No Vittorio. No voices at all.

Slipping out of my ballet flats, making as little sound as possible, I tiptoed down the stairs.
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Scanning the driveway for the tenth time, I heard it.

Footsteps.

Light as hell, but I still heard them.

My fingers tensing on my Glock, I turned my head, and there she was.

Her hand on the banister, one foot poised to take the next step down, she froze. With huge brown eyes and waves of thick, dark hair covering her shoulders and half her back, she looked at me with equal parts stunned shock and curiosity.

No shoes, no makeup, no pretense.

Gesù Cristo, she was fucking beautiful.

She was also young as hell, and she definitely wasn’t a ghost.

She was a goddamn angel.

A stunning, untouched, unsullied angel who was blushing at me.

“Mystery solved,” I muttered.

Quiet, soft, and so damn innocent, she spoke. “I am sorry?”

“You are?” I demanded, my hand still on my Glock.

Fair for a Sicilian, color flamed her cheeks, and I got her voice again. “Sancia.”

Sancia.

I fucking repeated it. Out loud. “Sancia.” Latin. Sacred. Cristo. Now I suspected why the hell my brother was being a cagey prick, and rage I didn’t know I was capable of flooded my veins.

Tentative, she took a halted step, then another. One more and she stopped at the bottom of the stairs. “What is your name?”

I purposely ignored her question. “How old are you?”

Whatever the hell her age was, if my brother was here to use her in some bullshit power move, I made a vow right then and there.

I was going to stop it.

She was too goddamn young and innocent for Giancarlo’s scheming, let alone his proclivities. Hell, she was too innocent for any of us Mantovani brothers, Caio included. Our world would chew her up and spit her out.

Lines formed between her eyes like I’d asked the last thing she was expecting. “You want to know my age?”

Sarcasm and bad fucking manners my norm, I didn’t catch myself. “That’s the general idea when I ask how old you are.”

She flinched.

The irony wasn’t lost on me that I was the last person to give a damn about anyone or anything, let alone play guardian angel, especially if it meant going up against the famiglia. Unfortunately for her, her response to my sarcasm only sealed her fate. Outside whatever small reality this girl had grown up in, she wouldn’t last a day in the real world.

Perversely, I didn’t want her to.

I’d never met a woman so innocent, and I sure as hell had never laid eyes on one so beautiful. The thought of another man even looking at her, especially my brother, was already pissing me off, which was a bad fucking sign.

I didn’t get pissed.

I pulled the trigger.

It was a hell of a lot more uncomplicated than emotions, which was how I lived my life. No complications.

Or I had, until two fucking minutes ago. Now a brunette with doe eyes was doing my head in, and I was checking my shit attitude, bringing it down a notch so I didn’t scare her.

“Age?” I needed to know exactly how old she was.

She glanced around the entry and down the hall like she was looking for someone. “Why do you want to know?”

Holding a book to her chest like a schoolgirl, throwing off so damn much purity and virtue it was making my dick hard, avoiding my question like she was begging for a lesson in submission—this was not good. “Who are you looking for?” I demanded.

“Papà.”

The bad fucking feeling in my gut grew. “Who’s your father?”

A frown spread across her pretty face as she answered me with the intonation of a question. “Gallo Santoro?”

I fucking froze.

She didn’t notice. “You are here, but you do not know my father?”

Barely hiding my shock, the pieces falling together, I scanned the damn hallway and the courtyard. “Haven’t seen Santoro in a while.” Not since I was a kid and he’d gone into hiding after the murder of his wife and son. The unsanctioned hit that had been disguised as a car accident to throw off the authorities had caused a fucking war. Not to mention, I never knew Santoro had a daughter, and I knew all the players in this world. I had to.

Which meant Santoro had been purposely hiding her, and that could only mean one thing.

I asked the damn question. “Was your mother Sofia Santoro?”

Color drained from her face, and she dipped her head. “Yes. She was my mamma.”

Figlio di puttana.

Sofia Vincenzo Santoro.

Married off to old man Santoro, the Vincenzos’ banker and money launderer, to both keep him in check and tie him irrevocably to the Vincenzo famiglia, Sofia Vincenzo had been the daughter of the Vincenzos’ Don. Then someone had killed her and her son, arguably to get at the Vincenzo fortune, and all hell had broken loose.

The Vincenzos accused both the Arcuris and my famiglia. We all denied it. Santoro went into hiding. The Vincenzos went on a killing spree, and retaliation ensued. It was a fucking bloodbath and the last war between the three Cosa Nostra famiglias before a volatile truce had been called. One that wasn’t any more stable today.

And here I was, standing in front of Don Vincenzo’s blood as my fucking brother took a meeting with her father.

Giancarlo was out of his goddamn mind.

Even stepping foot in this house was an act of war.

“Sorry for your loss,” I clipped, sounding no fucking better than my asshole brother as I holstered my Glock and pulled out my cell.

“I was a child.” Her voice went quiet as her gaze dropped to my hands. “I do not remember her.”

She was lucky. I remembered my mother. “You’re better off.” I fired off a text to Giancarlo.

Me: We need to leave. NOW.

Her head whipped up, and she looked at me with those big, dark, innocent eyes. “You are the very first man to say that to me.”

That got my fucking attention. “You talk to a lot of men, Principessa?”

She sucked in a sharp breath, then went stock-still. “Wh-what did you call me?”

Exactly what she was. “Principessa.” Cosa Nostra royalty with Vincenzo blood. Probably about to turn legal marrying age.

“That is what my papà calls me.”

“Because that’s what you are.” I glanced down at my cell. No reply text. I focused back on her. “Do you know who I am?” Cristo, the confusion on her face made me question if she knew who the hell she was.

She hesitated. “I am sorry. Should I know you?”

I tried a different question, but I already saw the picture this entire conversation was painting. “Do you know who’s meeting with your father?” If Giancarlo was up to what I thought he was, I was going to fucking kill him.

Her slender shoulder lifted once. “Colleagues?”

Colleagues. My rage grew. “Do you meet many colleagues of your father’s?”

Her face flushed bright red. Then her voice came out in the form of an embarrassed whisper. “No.”

“Good. Keep it that way.”

“Are you not a colleague of my father’s?”

I looked her right in the eye. “No.”

“A bodyguard?”

The irony growing right along with a possessive rage I needed to fucking check, I snorted. “No.”

“But you carry a gun.”

“And you knowingly approached me anyway.” Did she have any idea how dangerous that was? “You do that often?”

“I am not afraid.”

“You should be.”

“My father has guns. He says they are for protection.”

“Right.” Fucking protection.

She stared at me.

I stared back.

Heat flushed across her cheeks. “So, you are a driver?”

“Do I look like a driver, Principessa?” Part of me no fucking better than Giancarlo, I wanted to consume every sheltered inch of her.

“You look like a very tall, very strong man who carries a gun and drove two other men here.”

Not an ounce of attitude or sarcasm in her tone, her statement and what it implied still pissed me off. “If driving my own vehicle makes me a driver, then sure, go with that, Principessa.”

Her frown came back, making her look even younger. But then the shit that came out of her mouth next proved she saw right through my sarcasm. “I have angered you.”

“I don’t get mad.” At least I hadn’t until a barefoot Principessa snuck up on me.

“I think I disagree, but I apologize, nonetheless. I did not mean to insult you.”

“Do I look insulted?”

Her eyes searching my face, she studied me a moment as if she were cataloging details. Then she wisely ignored my question. “You are neither a colleague, driver, nor bodyguard for the men you came with, but you are here?”

“So are you.”

“I live here.” She glanced toward the room with all the books. “Well, some of the time.”

I tested her. “And the other times?”

“In the….” Looking back at me, she caught herself. “Closer to a city.”

“Brava.” Good girl. “Don’t tell me.” I was glad her father had taught her at least that. “Don’t tell any man where you live.”

She dropped her gaze, but she nodded. Then she gave me her sweet, innocent voice again. “I know.” She glanced toward the closed door of the dining room. “Do you know how long Papà will be?”

“Why?” Before I could think about what the fuck I was doing, I asked the last thing I should have. “What do you need?” There wasn’t a damn thing I could do for this girl that’d be good for her, including having a conversation with Giancarlo the second we were back in the G-Wagon, but I was going to do it anyway. The only question was what action I’d take if he’d already struck a deal with Santoro.

Heat hit her face again. “I… I do not need anything, thank you.” She fidgeted with the book as she traced an invisible circle on the tiled floor with her painted toe before inhaling and looking back up at me. “But I have something for you.”

My gaze narrowed.

Silent, ethereal, she came toward me as she pulled a folded piece of paper from the book. Stopping a foot away, so damn small she barely came up to my chest, she held the paper out. “Here.”

I didn’t move.

I fucking couldn’t.

Her scent hit me faster than a bullet, and I was suddenly seeing a woman instead of an innocent Principessa. Full breasts, small waist, and those fucking eyes that were sinking me further every damn time she looked at me. Fresh, floral, citrus, she didn’t smell like any of the overly perfumed women I fucked. She smelled like a life I’d never had.

Untainted, uncorrupted, and pure.

“What is this?” It wasn’t a question. It was an accusation. This angel had gotten under my skin, and I should’ve been walking the hell away, but I wasn’t.

She tucked her book under her arm. Then, slow and cautious, like she was reaching for a wild fucking dog, she grasped my wrist with her small fingers and turned my palm up.

Her eyes on mine, she set the paper on my hand. “A gift. For you.”

My gaze locked on hers. Forgetting who the hell I was, the thought hit my sick, twisted mind.

I wanted to fuck her.

I wanted to sink inside an innocent Principessa with Vincenzo blood more than I wanted my next breath. The only thing that made it worse was the fact that I didn’t want to just fuck her.

I wanted to save her.

I’d never saved a damn thing in my life.

I destroyed.

With my hands, my aim, I killed. I’d taken so many lives, I’d lost count. There wasn’t an ounce of humanity left in me, but I wanted this girl. Cristo, I wanted her.

“Take it back,” I ordered.

With her big eyes and waves of thick, shiny hair, she shook her head.

“No one gives me gifts,” I warned.

“Now they have.” With the same whisper of a step, like she was fucking floating, she moved back. Then she turned and headed toward the stairs.

I opened the paper.

Fuck.

Me.

“Stop,” I ordered before I could drag my eyes off the page and look up.

My ghost, my angel, she was already halfway up the stairs. Holding the railing, she looked over her shoulder at me.

“Did you draw this?” Dark, menacing, it was my image. Perfectly captured on paper with pencil and some other medium.

She nodded.

“You’re an artist.” An angel, an artist, and a fucking thief of sanity. I wondered what the hell else she was capable of.

She blushed, but she didn’t smile. “I like to draw.”

That’s when it hit me. That’s what was different about her.

She didn’t smile.

Not once in our conversation, not even a hint. She didn’t flirt. She didn’t bait. She didn’t have an agenda. She hadn’t even tried to get my attention, but goddamn, she had it.

Making the worst decision of my life, one that could get me killed, I bit out an order. “Get your cell phone.”

“I do not have one.”

Gesù Cristo.

I sank myself further. “Come here.”

My barefoot angel floated back toward me.

I pulled the spare burner I always carried out of my back pocket. “You know how to use one?”

“I….” Her full lips closed before her tongue darted out and she pulled the bottom one in, biting it, then releasing it. Wet lips, espresso eyes, she tentatively nodded. “I used Papà’s once.”

Already going to hell, I programmed my number into the burner and held it out for her. “You’re going to do two things for me.”

She was shaking her head before I finished my sentence. “I cannot take that.”

“Why?”

“I am not… allowed.”

Of course she fucking wasn’t.

I held the drawing up. “Did you give me a gift?” I didn’t wait for an answer. “Now I’m giving you one.” Grabbing her wrist, I put the damn thing in her hand, same as she’d done to me, but I didn’t let go of her. Not yet. “This comes with two rules. First, you tell no one about the phone. Second, you use this to contact only me. No one else. Understand?”

Staring up at me, a slight tremor shaking her small-as-hell body, she nodded.

“You know how to text when you can’t risk a call?”

She glanced down at the phone. Looking back up at me, she shook her head.

“I’ll show you.” Reluctantly letting go of her and grabbing my cell, I shot off a quick text to the number. One word. Test.

The burner lit up with a notification, and she dropped her head.

Leaning over her, the scent of her hair as intoxicating as she was innocent, I showed her. “Hit the notification, swipe with your finger and bring up the text. Then type your reply and hit the arrow to send. Practice one now so I know you know how to use it.”

Slow and careful, she typed a reply and hit Send.

I glanced at my cell.

Unknown: Thank you.

“You’re welcome.” My voice thick, I slid the drawing into my pocket.

Her head dropped toward the screen, and she typed again.

Another text came through on my end.

Unknown: Why are you doing this? Why are you giving me a phone?

Fuck this. Grasping her chin, I tipped her head up. “In case you need protection.”

“From what?”

Practically tasting her innocence, I should’ve said me. But I didn’t. I also didn’t tell her my brother was most likely in her father’s dining room, negotiating a fucked-up merger, Cosa Nostra style. If Giancarlo had something on Santoro, the old man didn’t stand a chance, and neither did his daughter. Which was why she needed protection. I wasn’t going to let my fuck of a brother get his hands on her. I didn’t give a damn what I had to do. Giancarlo wasn’t touching her, not while I was still breathing.

Reluctantly letting go of her, avoiding her question, I gave her an order instead. “Get back upstairs.” I didn’t want her anywhere near the entry hall when my brother reemerged. “Before I leave tonight, I’ll hide the charger for the cell in the room with the books. Bottom shelf, closest to the window.” Grabbing her shoulder just so I could fucking touch her one last time, I turned her toward the stairs. “Go, Principessa.”

Without comment, she obediently did exactly as I said.

I couldn’t stop myself. Fucking high from her innocent submissiveness, mesmerized by the sway of her hips, I thought about every dirty thing I wanted to do to her to make her mine and mine alone. My cock hard, I watched her until she disappeared around a corner at the top of the stairs.

Shaking my head, I pulled out my cell, brought up the contacts and quickly typed. Deleting Unknown, I replaced it with a new name—one I stared at for five fucking seconds.

Then I cursed under my breath and scanned the hall and courtyard before going to my SUV for the charger.
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Sancia

 

Lying in the dark, the cell phone in my hands, I stared at it like a lifeline.

Maybe it was.

Or maybe it was the worst mistake of my life.

I did not know.

All I knew was that I wanted to text him.

Was I supposed to text him?

I had been so stunned, I had not asked. I had not asked any of the questions running through my mind so fast, they were making me dizzy. Why did I need to be able to contact him? Why was he giving me a cell phone? What was I supposed to say to him? What was his name? Why did he smell like metal and spice and soap? Why had he asked my age?

How old was he?

I wanted to type every single question out and press the arrow, but I did nothing.

I simply held the phone and stared, waiting, hoping.

My window open, a soft evening breeze blew in the scent of the orchards followed by the distant hint of the Mediterranean. It had always smelled like home to me here, but now another scent was playing across my senses.

The masculine smell of him barely lingering on his phone and my hands was mysterious and elusive. Like midnight and danger, it all swirled around a dark musk that was as forbidden as it was intoxicating.

Wishing I could have leaned into him, just to inhale, to feel if his chest was as hard as it looked, I was foolishly entertaining the fantasy when I heard the front door open.

Rushing to my window as footsteps sounded in the gravel courtyard, I stood back in the shadows.

The same two men who were with him before were beside him now, both keeping their heads down, while my mysterious gift giver looked across the courtyard as he opened the front passenger door of his SUV.

A silent plea played through my mind.

Please. Please, please, please look up.

The two other men got in the vehicle, and he walked around the front.

Moving closer to the window, I leaned on my desk.

Please look up.

He opened his door.

The plea escaping my lips, it whispered on the wind. “Please look up.”

His hand on top of the vehicle, one foot resting on the sill, he lifted his head, and his gaze cut right to my window.

My heart leapt, my breath caught, and I leaned forward.

Moonlight fell across my face, and his eyes met mine.

For one suspended moment, we stared.

Then, with the slightest of movements, he tipped his chin before getting into his vehicle.

The engine roared to life, large tires crushed the gravel and taillights glowed bright red as the SUV swung around and disappeared down the driveway.

I did not realize I had been holding the phone to my chest until I heard Papà’s voice call up the stairs. “Sancia?”

Spinning around, panic struck.

“Are you awake, cara mia?”

Dropping to my knees, I shoved the phone under my bed, then jumped up and rushed to my door. “Coming, Papà!”

My heart pounding, my feet still bare, I flew down the stairs.

Looking rumpled and tired, Papà glanced up and waved his hand. “Slow down, child. You do not need to rush every time I call.”

“Yes, I do.” Guilt tumbled all over my emotions, and I chastised myself. “I always need to rush to you when you call me, Papà.” I grasped his frail arm as he gripped the banister for support. “You need to lie down. Come, I’ll help you up the stairs.”

His exhale was heavy, but his voice came soft. “Principessa.” But then he said no more.
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