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            ONE

          

          
            Elena

          

        

      

    

    
      Saturday, September 18

      The island was a paradise, which made it the perfect prison.

      I stood on my balcony watching dawn paint the Mediterranean in shades of rose and gold, counting the guards as they changed shifts. Six on the perimeter. Two at the dock. One—always one—stationed below my window. Seventeen steps from my bedroom to the kitchen. Twenty-three from the kitchen to my office. Forty-seven from my front door to the beach.

      Three months, and I knew every inch of my cage.

      The espresso machine hissed behind me, pulling me from my surveillance. I moved through the motions with the precision of ritual: demitasse cup, single shot, no sugar. The first sip was always the best—bitter and hot, grounding me in the present moment instead of letting my mind spiral into calculations and contingencies.

      My phone buzzed against the marble counter top. 6:47 AM. Right on schedule.

      “Buongiorno, Papa,” I said, bringing the phone to my ear without checking the caller ID. Only one person called this early.

      “Elena.” Vittorio Moretti’s voice carried the weight of old-world authority and new-world impatience. “Your lawyer arrives today.”

      I paused mid-sip. “I didn’t request a lawyer.”

      “No. I’m sending you one.” The distinction was clear: this wasn’t a gift. It was an assignment. “Angelo Costello. He’ll handle some matters requiring… discretion.”

      Matters requiring discretion. On an island where my own father had exiled me. The irony would’ve been amusing if it weren’t so transparent.

      “What kind of matters?” I asked, my voice carefully neutral.

      “The kind that benefit from your particular skill set.” A pause. “And his.”

      I set down my cup with deliberate care. “I’m honored by your trust, Papa.”

      We both knew I meant the opposite. We both knew he knew. This was our dance—the polite fiction that I was here voluntarily. That this was a strategic retreat rather than punishment for embarrassing the family.

      For killing a man who’d tried to rape a server at my father’s (June) birthday gala.

      Self-defense, by any measure. But Dante’s man had been important to someone, and my father’s idea of justice was to send me here “until things cooled down.”

      Three months later, they hadn’t cooled down. They’d frozen over.

      “Mr. Costello comes highly recommended,” Vittorio continued. “Treat him well. We need him.”

      The call ended without a goodbye. It always did with my father. Goodbyes implied affection, and affection was weakness.

      I pulled up my encrypted messaging app and typed a message out quickly to Sofia.

      
        
          
            
              
        Father sending lawyer. Angelo Costello. Need everything on him. Now.

      

      

      

      

      

      The reply came before I’d finished my espresso.

      
        
          
            
              
        Already on it. Sending file in 10.

      

      

      

      

      

      This was why Sofia Russo had been my assistant for six years and my only friend for longer. She anticipated my needs before I voiced them, understood the games we played, and never once asked me to be anything other than what I was.

      I carried my cup to the office, heels clicking against the tile with a sound that reminded me I was still myself, still in control, still Elena Moretti, even if I was Elena Moretti in exile.

      The office was my favorite room in the compound—floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the sea, modern furniture in sharp lines and neutral tones, a massive desk that had been my mother’s. I ran my fingers over the wood grain, a habit I’d developed since arriving here. She’d sat at this desk twenty years ago, reviewing the same kinds of matters requiring discretion my father mentioned.

      Then she’d died. Officially: cancer. Unofficially: a mystery I’d spent ten years trying to solve and another eight trying to forget.

      My laptop chimed. Sofia’s file.

      I opened it, scanning the dossier with the efficiency of someone trained to assess threats quickly.

      
        
        ANGELO LUCA COSTELLO

        Age: 31

        Education: Columbia Law, graduated top 10% of class

        Current Position: Partner, Hendricks & Associates, Corporate Law

        Specialization: International finance, mergers and acquisitions

        Background: Family in legal profession, spotless record, extensive client list…

      

      

      I stopped reading and started analyzing.

      Too perfect. Too clean. Too qualified to be doing “discrete matters” for a crime family on a Mediterranean island.

      Men like Angelo Costello didn’t leave prestigious Manhattan firms to play lawyer for the mob. Not unless they wanted something specific. Not unless they were running from something. Or toward it.

      I pulled up the photos Sofia had included. Professional headshot: sharp suit, confident smile, blue-green eyes that probably charmed clients into signing whatever he put in front of them. Candid shot from what looked like a charity gala: same expensive suit, same calculated charm, hand on the small of a blonde’s back.

      He knew how to play the game. Question was: which game?

      I forwarded the file to my private investigator with a simple message: Deeper.

      Then I stood, smoothed my already-perfect white suit, and checked my reflection in the window. Dark hair pulled back in a sleek twist. Crimson lipstick—my mother’s shade, my armor. Diamond studs that had been a gift from a man who’d later tried to use me for information.

      I’d kept the earrings. Ditched the man.

      The lesson had stuck: everyone wanted something. The trick was figuring out what before they figured out how to take it.

      A knock on my door interrupted my assessment.

      “Signorina Moretti?” Jorge—one of the guards, young and nervous around me. Good. “Your guest will arrive in thirty minutes.”

      “Grazie, Jorge. I’ll meet him at the dock.”

      He hesitated. “Your father said⁠—”

      “I know what my father said.” I smiled, the expression I’d perfected over twenty-eight years of being underestimated. “I’ll be the picture of hospitality.”

      Jorge retreated. Smart boy.

      I had thirty minutes to prepare for Angelo Costello. Thirty minutes to decide how to play this. Welcoming? Suspicious? Bored?

      I settled on curious. Curiosity was honest, and the best lies were built on foundations of truth.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The Mediterranean sun was merciless at 9 AM, turning the dock into a study in contrasts—blinding white stone, impossibly blue water, and the dark shape of the boat cutting through the morning haze.

      I stood at the end of the pier, perfectly positioned. The sun behind me would put Angelo Costello at a disadvantage, force him to squint, make me a silhouette instead of a person. Small advantages mattered in negotiations, and make no mistake—this was a negotiation.

      He wanted something. I needed to know what.

      The boat slowed as it approached, expensive and understated. Of course. A man like Angelo Costello wouldn’t arrive in anything flashy. That would suggest he was trying too hard, and men who graduated top of their class from Columbia never tried too hard. They simply succeeded and made it look effortless.

      I hated that I already knew his type.

      The boat docked with practiced efficiency. The captain secured the lines while a figure stood on the stern, silhouetted against the sun just as I was.

      Interesting. He’d positioned himself deliberately too.

      Then he stepped onto the dock, the sun shifted, and I saw him clearly for the first time.

      The photos hadn’t lied, but they hadn’t told the truth either. Yes, he was handsome in that clean-cut, perfectly groomed way that came from money and good genetics. Yes, he wore his suit like armor—expensive fabric tailored to make his shoulders look broader, his frame more imposing.

      But the photos had missed something crucial.

      His eyes.

      Blue-green in the sunlight, sharp and assessing, cataloging me just as thoroughly as I was cataloging him. Not the eyes of a corporate lawyer looking for a career change. Not the eyes of a man running from something.

      They were the eyes of a man hunting.

      “Ms. Moretti.” He extended his hand, his voice smooth, professional, carefully modulated to project confidence without arrogance. “Angelo Costello. Thank you for having me.”

      I took his hand, noting the calluses that shouldn’t be there on a corporate lawyer’s palm, the firmness of his grip, the way he held on for exactly half a second too long.

      Testing me. Or testing himself.

      “Welcome to paradise, Mr. Costello,” I said, matching his professional tone with my own brand of controlled warmth.

      Our eyes met. Held.

      And I knew with the certainty that had kept me alive in a world designed to kill women like me, Angelo Costello was definitely a problem.

      The question was whether he’d be my problem or someone else’s.

      His hand was still in mine, warm and solid, and neither of us was pulling away.

      “Paradise,” he said, finally releasing my hand and glancing around at the pristine beaches, the luxury compound rising from the cliffs, the armed guards trying to look casual. “That’s exactly what I was thinking.”

      The sarcasm was subtle, almost buried under layers of professional courtesy. But it was there.

      I liked that. Men who spoke in careful truths were more predictable than outright liars.

      “Let me show you to your quarters,” I said, gesturing toward the path. “I trust the trip was pleasant?”

      “Uneventful.” He fell into step beside me, adjusting a leather messenger bag across his shoulder. “Though I admit, I’ve never had a client provide transportation quite this… exclusive.”

      “My father values discretion.”

      “So I’ve gathered.”

      We walked in silence for a moment, and I used the time to observe him peripherally. He moved well—not the careful steps of someone unfamiliar with uneven terrain, but the easy confidence of someone who’d navigated worse. His attention seemed to wander across the landscape, but I caught him clocking the camera positions, the guard rotations, the sight lines.

      Not a lawyer’s observations. A strategist’s.

      “You’ll be staying in the guest wing,” I said as we approached the main compound. “Private entrance, office space, and access to anything you need. My father mentioned you’d be handling some matters requiring discretion. He wasn’t specific about the nature of those matters.”

      “International holdings,” Angelo said smoothly. “Asset restructuring, liability mitigation. The usual corporate work, just with more… interesting clients.”

      Lie. Not in the words themselves, but in the way he delivered them—too practiced, too perfect. He’d rehearsed this answer.

      “Interesting,” I murmured. “What brings a partner at a prestigious Manhattan firm to a Mediterranean island to do corporate work?”

      He glanced at me, and for just a moment, something flickered in those blue-green eyes. Something that looked almost like surprise.

      “Change of pace,” he said finally. “And the opportunity to work on matters with real impact.”

      “Impact.” I let the word hang between us as we climbed the steps to the main terrace. “That’s one way to describe it.”

      We reached the entrance, and I paused, turning to face him fully. The sun was higher now, no advantage to either of us, just two people standing in the doorway of a very expensive prison.

      “Let me be direct, Mr. Costello.” I met his eyes without flinching. “My father doesn’t send anyone to this island without a reason. You’re either very good at what you do, or you’re very useful for something specific. Which is it?”

      The corner of his mouth twitched—not quite a smile, but acknowledgment of the game we were playing.

      “Why not both?”

      Fair answer. Honest in its evasion.

      “Then we’ll get along fine,” I said. “As long as you remember that while my father may have sent you here, this is my island. My rules. My territory.”

      “I wouldn’t dream of forgetting.” He shifted his bag, and I caught a glimpse of something inside—a folder, documents, and what looked like a photograph, though I couldn’t see the details.

      “Good.” I pushed open the door, cool air rushing out to meet the Mediterranean heat. “Sofia will show you to your quarters. We’ll meet in my office at 2 PM to discuss your work here. I assume you’ll need time to settle in?”

      “That would be appreciated.”

      Sofia appeared. She was twenty-seven, sharp-eyed, and loyal in the way that came from choosing to be rather than being forced into it.

      “Mr. Costello,” she said with professional warmth. “Welcome. If you’ll follow me?”

      Angelo nodded, then turned back to me. “Thank you for the warm welcome, Ms. Moretti. I look forward to working with you.”

      “Elena,” I corrected. “If you’re going to be staying on my island, we can dispense with formalities.”

      “Angelo, then.” He extended his hand again.

      I took it. Same calluses. Same warmth. Same half-second too long.

      “Two o’clock,” I reminded him.

      “I’ll be there.”

      Sofia led him away, and I stood in the doorway watching them go. He didn’t look back—points for discipline. But his shoulders were tight, his posture too controlled.

      A man carrying something heavy.

      I pulled out my phone and texted my investigator again.

      
        
          
            
              
        Angelo Costello. Focus on the last six months. Something changed. Find out what.

      

      

      

      

      

      Then I went back to my office, poured another espresso, and sat at my mother’s desk.

      Three months of exile, and finally something interesting had arrived.

      The problem with interesting things, I’d learned, was that they were usually dangerous.

      The problem with dangerous things was that I’d never been very good at staying away from them.

      I pulled up Angelo’s file again, studying the photograph. Those eyes stared back at me from the screen—sharp, assessing, hunting.

      What are you hunting, Angelo Costello?

      And more importantly: am I the prey or just in your way?

      My phone buzzed. A message from Sofia.

      
        
          
            
              
        He asked about you. What you do, how long you’ve been here, why you’re on the island. Very casual. Very interested.

      

      

      

      

      

      I smiled, the expression entirely without warmth.

      
        
          
            
              
        Did you tell him?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        I told him you were on a working vacation. He didn’t believe me.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Good. Let’s see what he does with that.

      

      

      

      

      

      I had four hours until our meeting. Four hours to decide how much of myself to show, how much to hide, how to play this game with a man who was clearly playing his own.

      The smart thing would be to keep him at a distance. Professional. Cold. Untouchable.

      The smart thing would be to not notice that his hand had been warm in mine, that his eyes had held mine with an intensity that felt almost… personal.

      The smart thing would be to remember that everyone who’d ever touched me had eventually hurt me.

      I was very good at smart things.

      But as I sat at my mother’s desk, staring at Angelo Costello’s photograph, I felt something I hadn’t felt in three months of exile.

      Curiosity. Real curiosity, the kind that made you want to pull at threads just to see what unraveled.

      Dangerous. Yes.

      But I’d been bored for so long.

      I closed the laptop and stood, moving to the window. The Mediterranean stretched endlessly blue, beautiful and treacherous, hiding depths no one could see from the surface.

      Angelo Costello was like that, I decided. Beautiful surface, hidden depths, probably treacherous.

      At two o’clock, I’d find out just how deep those waters ran.

      And whether I was going to drown in them or learn to swim.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            TWO

          

          
            Angelo

          

        

      

    

    
      The boat cut through the Mediterranean like a knife through silk, and I watched the island grow larger on the horizon, trying not to think about the last time I’d been on a boat.

      That had been Luca’s funeral. The ashes we’d scattered in the Hudson because he’d always loved the water, always talked about living by the ocean someday.

      Someday had never come for my brother.

      I pulled out my phone, swiping past emails and messages to the photo I kept buried in a locked folder. Luca at twenty-six, grinning at the camera with that reckless optimism he’d never lost, even when he’d been chasing stories that should’ve scared him senseless.

      “I’m here, fratello,” I murmured to the screen. “Finally here.”

      Three years.

      Three years of planning, building my cover, infiltrating the periphery of the Moretti organization. Three years of learning to be someone else—Angelo Costello, ambitious corporate lawyer looking for excitement and money in all the wrong places.

      Not Angelo Luca Costello, whose middle name honored a brother murdered by the woman I was about to meet.

      I closed the photo and pocketed the phone, forcing myself back into character. The six months I’d spent with that private military contractor after Luca’s death had taught me many things, but the most important was this: the moment you broke character, you died.

      And I wasn’t dying until Elena Moretti paid for what she’d done.

      The captain—a weather-worn man who hadn’t spoken ten words during the forty-five minute journey—gestured toward the approaching dock. I could see a figure standing there, perfectly positioned with the sun behind her.

      Smart. Put me at a disadvantage from the first moment.

      I stood, adjusting my suit jacket and the messenger bag that held my carefully constructed life. Real legal documents mixed with the fake ones. A tablet loaded with actual case law and encrypted files containing every piece of evidence Maria Reyes and I had compiled over the last two years.

      And Luca’s photo, because I needed to remember why I was here when Elena Moretti turned those dark eyes on me.

      The photos Maria had pulled didn’t do her justice. Professional headshots showed a beautiful woman—dark hair, sharp features, the kind of face that belonged on magazine covers. But photos couldn’t capture the way she held herself, the absolute stillness that radiated control.

      She looked like a queen. A very dangerous queen.

      The boat docked with a gentle bump, and I forced myself to wait, to not appear too eager or too nervous. Three seconds. Five. Then I stepped onto the dock.

      The sun shifted, and I saw her clearly.

      Fuck.

      She was stunning in a way that had nothing to do with conventional beauty and everything to do with presence. White suit tailored to perfection, crimson lipstick that probably cost more than my first car, diamond earrings catching the light. But it was her eyes that stopped me—dark, assessing, missing nothing.

      Eyes that had signed my brother’s death warrant.

      I felt rage spike hot in my chest and forced it down, deep down where it couldn’t touch my expression. Smiled instead, the easy smile I’d practiced until it felt natural.

      “Ms. Moretti.” I extended my hand, keeping my voice professional, warm but not too warm. “Angelo Costello. Thank you for having me.”

      She took my hand, and I felt the contact like electricity. Her skin was soft, but her grip was firm. She met my eyes directly, no demure glancing away, no playing coy.

      Of course not. Women like Elena Moretti didn’t play coy. They played chess.

      I held on for exactly half a second too long—testing, seeing if she’d pull away first. She didn’t.

      Point to her.

      “Welcome to paradise, Mr. Costello,” she said, and her voice was exactly what I’d expected—controlled, cultured with just enough warmth to seem welcoming without actually being warm.

      “Paradise,” I echoed, letting my gaze drift across the compound, the guards, the obvious security measures. “That’s exactly what I was thinking.”

      I made the sarcasm subtle, curious to see if she’d catch it. Her mouth twitched—barely, but there. She’d heard it.

      Smart. Dangerous. Everything I’d prepared for.

      Everything I’d told myself I wouldn’t be attracted to.

      She released my hand and I felt the absence of contact more than I wanted to.

      “Let me show you to your quarters,” she said, gesturing toward a path that wound up toward a sprawling compound built into the cliffs. “I trust the trip was pleasant?”

      I fell into step beside her, close enough to be companionable, far enough to maintain professional distance. “Uneventful. Though I admit, I’ve never had a client provide transportation quite this… exclusive.”

      “My father values discretion.”

      “So I’ve gathered.”

      We walked in silence, and I used the opportunity to catalog everything. Six cameras visible on the approach path—probably twelve I couldn’t see. Guards positioned at strategic intervals, trying to look casual and failing. Motion sensors in the landscaping. Pressure plates on the main walkway.

      This wasn’t just a luxury compound. It was a fortress.

      And Elena Moretti was either the prisoner or the warden.

      Probably both.

      “You’ll be staying in the guest wing,” she said as we climbed toward the main building. “Private entrance, office space, and access to anything you need. My father mentioned you’d be handling some matters requiring discretion. He wasn’t specific about the nature of those matters.”

      The question beneath the statement was clear: What are you really doing here?

      I delivered the answer I’d rehearsed with Maria a dozen times. “International holdings. Asset restructuring, liability mitigation. The usual corporate work, just with more… interesting clients.”

      Her eyebrow lifted fractionally. “Interesting. And what brings a partner at a prestigious Manhattan firm to a Mediterranean island to do corporate work?”

      Shit. She’d done her homework. Of course she had.

      I met her eyes, letting a hint of something real slip through. “Change of pace. And the opportunity to work on matters with real impact.”

      “Impact.” She let the word hang between us like smoke. “That’s one way to describe it.”

      We reached the terrace, and she stopped, turning to face me fully. The sun had risen higher—no advantage to either of us now. Just two people playing a game where the stakes were life and death.

      Mine. Hers. Probably both.

      “Let me be direct, Mr. Costello.” Her eyes locked on mine, and I felt the full force of her intelligence behind them. “My father doesn’t send anyone to this island without a reason. You’re either very good at what you do, or you’re very useful for something specific. Which is it?”

      Direct. Honest. Dangerous.

      I liked that. Hated that I liked it.

      “Why not both?” I said, giving her truth wrapped in evasion.

      Her mouth curved—not quite a smile, but acknowledgment. “Then we’ll get along fine. As long as you remember that while my father may have sent you here, this is my island. My rules. My territory.”

      Territorial. Possessive. Trying to establish dominance.

      Or warning me. Maybe both.

      “I wouldn’t dream of forgetting,” I said, shifting my bag and feeling the weight of Luca’s photo inside.

      “Good.” She pushed open the door, and cool air rushed out. “Sofia will show you to your quarters. We’ll meet in my office at 2 PM to discuss your work here. I assume you’ll need time to settle in?”

      “That would be appreciated.”

      A woman appeared—mid-twenties, sharp eyes, protective stance. Sofia Russo, according to my briefing. Elena’s assistant, and apparently, her only friend. The kind of person who’d take a bullet for someone she loved.

      I cataloged that. Useful or dangerous, depending on how this played out.

      “Mr. Costello,” Sofia said with professional warmth that didn’t reach her eyes. “Welcome. If you’ll follow me?”

      I nodded, then turned back to Elena. “Thank you for the warm welcome, Ms. Moretti. I look forward to working with you.”

      “Elena,” she corrected. “If you’re going to be staying on my island, we can dispense with formalities.”

      First name basis. Interesting move. Trying to build rapport or trying to control the narrative?

      “Angelo, then.” I extended my hand again because I wanted to test something.

      She took it. Same contact. Same electricity. Same half-second too long.

      Her pulse was elevated. I felt it in her wrist before she pulled away.

      So I affected her too. Good to know.

      “Two o’clock,” she said.

      “I’ll be there.”

      I followed Sofia into the compound, forcing myself not to look back. Discipline mattered in undercover work. Looking back would show too much interest.

      Even if I was interested.

      Especially because I was interested.

      “Your quarters are this way,” Sofia said, leading me down a corridor of marble and modern art. “Private entrance through that door. Office space to the left, bedroom to the right, en suite bathroom and small kitchen.”

      “It’s generous,” I said.

      “Ms. Moretti believes in hospitality.” Sofia stopped at a door and produced a key card. “She also believes in knowing everything about her guests. So you should assume she knows everything about you.”

      Direct warning. I appreciated that.

      “I have nothing to hide,” I lied smoothly.

      Sofia’s smile was sharp. “Everyone has something to hide, Mr. Costello. The question is whether yours will get you killed.”

      She handed me the key card and walked away before I could respond.

      Interesting. Very interesting.

      I unlocked the door and stepped into quarters that were nicer than my apartment in Manhattan. Floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the sea. Minimalist furniture in shades of white and gray. A desk with a laptop already set up, probably monitored. Fresh flowers on the coffee table.

      And cameras. I spotted three immediately, probably five more I’d find once I swept the room properly.

      Welcome to paradise, indeed.

      I set my bag on the desk and methodically unpacked. Suits in the closet. Toiletries in the bathroom. Tablet on the desk, laptop beside it. Everything the successful corporate lawyer would bring.

      Then I opened the hidden compartment in the bottom of my bag.

      Luca’s photo, wrapped in plastic. An encrypted phone with only one contact—Maria Reyes. A flash drive containing three years of evidence.

      Evidence that said Elena Moretti had authorized my brother’s murder.

      Evidence I now doubted was the whole truth.

      I’d spent the last three years certain. Absolutely certain. Elena Moretti had signed the order. Payment had come from her accounts. The timeline was clear.

      But standing on that dock, watching her eyes as she sized me up, I’d seen something I hadn’t expected.

      Intelligence, yes. Danger, absolutely. Control that came from years of having to maintain it.

      But not cruelty. Not the casual disregard for human life that would let someone order a journalist’s murder for getting too close to inconvenient truths.

      Maybe I was wrong. Maybe she was just that good at hiding it.

      Or maybe the evidence I’d built my entire plan around wasn’t as solid as I’d thought.

      I looked at Luca’s photo—that reckless grin, those trusting eyes. He’d believed in people right up until someone proved him wrong. Usually violently.

      “What am I missing, fratello?” I murmured to the image. “What did you find that got you killed?”

      My encrypted phone buzzed. Maria.

      
        
          
            
              
        How’s paradise?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Heavily fortified. She’s smart. Really smart.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Don’t let her get in your head.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Meeting with her at 2. Will report after.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Be careful. These people don’t fuck around.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Neither do I.

      

      

      

      

      

      I put the phone away and checked my watch. Four hours until the meeting. Four hours to prepare, to review my cover story, to remind myself why I was here.

      I pulled out my tablet and opened the file Maria had compiled. Elena Moretti, age twenty-eight. Only daughter of Vittorio Moretti. Educated at the best schools, fluent in four languages, with a mind for strategy that had made her invaluable to the family business.

      The family business being organized crime on a scale that made the old mob families look like small-time operators.

      Scroll down. Incident three months ago—killed one of her half-brother Dante’s men at a family event. Self-defense, according to witnesses. Elena claimed the man had attempted to assault a server.

      Exile to the island, framed as “temporary reassignment.”

      Three months later, still here.

      Prisoner, then. Not warden.

      I closed the file and moved to the window. The view was spectacular—endless blue water, pristine beaches, luxury that most people would kill for.

      Elena Moretti lived in a gilded cage, and I’d just walked into it with her.

      The question was whether I’d leave alive.

      My phone buzzed again. A text this time, from a number I didn’t recognize.

      
        
          
            
              
        Coffee at 1:30. Terrace outside your quarters. —E

      

      

      

      

      

      Elena.

      She’d found my number already. Of course she had.

      I should decline. Maintain professional distance. Not give her any opportunities to get close.

      
        
          
            
              
        See you then.

      

      

      

      

      

      Fuck.

      I sat on the edge of the bed and put my head in my hands. Three years of planning, and I was already making mistakes. Getting distracted by dark eyes and a smile that promised danger.

      Luca’s photo stared at me from the desk.

      “I know,” I said to it. “I know. But there’s something wrong with the timeline, something that doesn’t add up. I need to get close to her to figure out what.”

      The photo didn’t answer. Photos never did.

      But I could almost hear Luca’s voice anyway—that optimistic, reckless tone that had gotten him into more trouble than I could count: Maybe she’s not the villain, Angelo. Maybe you’ve been chasing the wrong person.

      “And maybe she’s exactly the monster I think she is,” I said out loud. “Maybe she’s just very good at hiding it.”

      Either way, I had two and a half hours to prepare for coffee with a woman who was either my target or my mistake.

      I pulled out my laptop and started reviewing the legal documents I’d prepared—real work mixed with the cover story, because the best lies were built on foundations of truth.

      International holdings. Asset restructuring. Liability mitigation.

      And underneath it all: Find out if Elena Moretti killed my brother.

      If she did, make her pay.

      If she didn’t…

      I didn’t let myself finish that thought. Didn’t let myself consider what it would mean if I’d spent three years hunting the wrong person, becoming someone I barely recognized, all for revenge against someone who might be innocent.

      Outside my window, the Mediterranean sparkled in the morning sun, beautiful and treacherous, hiding depths I couldn’t see.

      Elena Moretti was like that, I decided. Beautiful surface hiding something dark underneath.

      At 1:30, I’d start finding out what.

      And whether that darkness would consume me or if I’d be the one doing the consuming.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      At 1:29, I stepped onto the terrace.

      Elena was already there, seated at a small table with two cups of coffee and an expression that gave nothing away.

      “You’re punctual,” she said.

      “So are you.”

      “I value my time. And other people’s.” She gestured to the seat across from her. “Sit. The coffee’s good, even if everything else about this island is a lie.”

      I sat, caught off-guard by the honesty. “A lie?”

      “Paradise.” She smiled, and it was the first genuine expression I’d seen from her—bitter,  knowing, and almost sad. “It’s a very expensive prison. But the coffee is excellent.”

      I picked up the cup. Espresso, perfectly pulled. “If it’s a prison, why stay?”

      “Because leaving means people I care about die.” She said it matter-of-factly, like she was discussing the weather. “My father has a gift for leverage.”

      So. Definitely a prisoner.

      I sipped the coffee, buying time to process. This wasn’t the conversation I’d expected. This was… honest. Raw. Real.

      Maybe a trap. Probably a trap.

      “That’s—”

      “Horrible? Yes.” She leaned back in her chair, studying me with those dark eyes. “But you didn’t come here to discuss my family dynamics, Angelo. You came here because you want something. And I’m trying to decide if what you want will help me or hurt me.”

      Direct. God, she was direct.

      “I came here because your father hired me.”

      “My father hires many people. Most of them are either stupid, corrupt, or useful. You don’t strike me as stupid.” Her eyes never left mine. “So which is it? Corrupt or useful?”

      I held her gaze, feeling like I was being dissected. “Can’t I be both?”

      She laughed—a real laugh, surprised and almost delighted. “I knew I was going to like you.”

      The words hit me harder than they should have. I didn’t want her to like me. I wanted her to trust me just enough to let her guard down, just enough for me to find the truth.

      I definitely didn’t want the small, traitorous part of me that liked the sound of her laugh.

      “Don’t look so worried,” she said, still smiling. “I like very few people. It’s not a declaration of undying friendship.”

      “That’s a relief.”

      “Is it?” She tilted her head, studying me. “You’re very controlled, Angelo. Very careful. Like a man who’s had to practice being someone else.”

      My heart rate kicked up. She was reading me. Actually reading me.

      “Or like a lawyer who’s learned that showing too much gets you in trouble,” I said lightly.

      “Mmm.” She didn’t sound convinced. “Well. Since we have half an hour before our official meeting, and since I’m desperately bored, tell me something true. Just one thing. I’ll trade you.”

      “Trade me?”

      “One truth for one truth. I’ll even go first.” She set down her cup. “I killed a man three months ago. That’s why I’m here. My father’s version of justice.”

      I blinked. “That’s… quite a truth.”

      “Your turn.”

      I considered my options. Deflect. Lie. Give her something meaningless.

      Instead, I heard myself say: “Someone I loved died three years ago. I’m still angry about it.”

      Her expression softened fractionally. “Someone you loved, or someone you were in love with?”

      “Does it matter?”

      “It might.” She studied me again. “That anger—is it pointed at a person or at the universe?”

      “A person.”

      “Ah.” She nodded slowly. “Then we have something in common. I’m very good at anger pointed at people.”

      We sat in silence for a moment, the sun warm on my shoulders, the Mediterranean stretching endlessly blue beyond the terrace.

      This was dangerous. This moment, this conversation, this woman who’d just admitted to murder like it was a Tuesday afternoon activity.

      This was exactly the kind of dangerous I should run from.

      “Thank you for the coffee,” I said, standing. “I should prepare for our meeting.”

      “Of course.” She stood too, graceful as always. “Angelo?”

      I paused. “Yes?”

      “When you figure out what you’re really looking for here, let me know. I’m better at finding things than you might expect.”

      She walked away before I could respond, leaving me alone on the terrace with two empty espresso cups and the uncomfortable realization that Elena Moretti saw far more than I’d expected.

      I looked out at the water, thinking about Luca, about three years of planning, about the evidence that had brought me here.

      About the woman who’d just looked me in the eye and challenged me to tell her the truth.

      The woman I was supposed to destroy.

      The woman who might be innocent.

      Or might be the best liar I’d ever met.

      I picked up my phone and texted Maria.

      
        
          
            
              
        She knows something’s off. Not sure what yet. Proceeding with caution.

      

      

      

      

      

      The reply came immediately.

      
        
          
            
              
        Want me to pull you out?

      

      

      

      

      

      I looked at the doorway where Elena had disappeared, then back at the sea.

      
        
          
            
              
        No. I’m seeing this through.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Remember. Don’t let her get in your head.

      

      

      

      

      

      I pocketed the phone without responding, because it was too late for that warning.

      Elena Moretti was already in my head.

      The question was what I was going to do about it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            THREE

          

          
            Elena

          

        

      

    

    
      I watched Angelo’s shadow disappear into the guest wing and allowed myself exactly three seconds of distraction.

      One: his hands had calluses a corporate lawyer shouldn’t have.

      Two: he’d looked at me like he was cataloging threats, not admiring the view.

      Three: when I’d mentioned killing a man, he hadn’t flinched.

      Most people flinched.

      I picked up my phone and texted Sofia.

      
        
          
            
              
        He’s lying about something. Maybe everything. But definitely something.

      

      

      

      

      

      The reply came instantly.

      
        
          
            
              
        Want me to dig deeper?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Already sent it to Tomas.

      

      

      

      

      

      My private investigator, Tomas, who charged obscene amounts of money and delivered results that justified every euro.

      
        
          
            
              
        But yes. Focus on the last six months. Something changed.

      

      

      

      

      

      I pocketed my phone and headed back to my office, heels clicking a rhythm that usually soothed me. Today, it just reminded me that I was restless and curious. Those two things together had historically led to very bad decisions.

      Like Tomas. Like trusting my father. Like thinking I could have both power and freedom.

      I pushed open my office door and stopped.

      My father was sitting at my desk.

      “Papa.” I kept my voice neutral, even as my mind raced. He hadn’t told me he was coming to the island. That meant this was either a surprise inspection or something had gone wrong. “I wasn’t expecting you.”

      “Clearly.” Vittorio Moretti looked up from the document he’d been reading—one of mine, from the private stack I kept locked in my drawer. “Your security is lacking, Elena. I walked right in. Not one person saw my personal boat.”

      Because you’re my father and the guards answer to you, I thought but didn’t say.

      “I’ll address it,” I said instead, moving to the sideboard to pour myself a drink. Midday drinking was a terrible habit, but having conversations with my father sober was worse. “What brings you to the island?”

      “You. Costello. The Costa situation.”

      Of course. The trifecta of my father’s current concerns: his disappointing daughter, the lawyer he’d sent to babysit her, and the marriage alliance that would solve all his problems while destroying my life.

      “I met with Costello this morning,” I said, pouring amber liquid into crystal. “He seems competent.”

      “He’s more than competent. He’s brilliant.” Vittorio leaned back in my chair—my mother’s chair—and I forced myself not to react. “And he’s going to help you with the Costa negotiations.”

      I turned slowly. “The what?”

      “Lorenzo wants assurances. Legal frameworks, asset protections, guarantees.” My father’s smile was thin. “Things that require someone with Costello’s expertise.”

      “You want me to use Angelo to help negotiate my own marriage contract.”

      “I want you to use the resources available to you.” He stood, moving around the desk with the predatory grace that had made him feared for forty years. “You’re my daughter, Elena. That means you’re valuable. But valuable things can be sold, traded, or—if necessary—eliminated. Which would you prefer?”

      The threat was casual. That made it worse.

      “I prefer to be useful,” I said, taking a sip of scotch I didn’t taste.

      “Then be useful. Work with Costello. Prepare the framework for the Costa alliance. Show me you understand how this family works.”

      He moved toward the door, then paused. “And Elena? Don’t think I haven’t noticed the way you look at him through the cameras.”

      My spine went rigid. “I don’t⁠—”

      “You do. The same way you looked at Marco Santini before he nearly got you killed.” Vittorio’s eyes were cold. “Costello is here to work. Not to be your latest distraction. Am I clear?”

      “Crystal.”

      “Good.” He opened the door, then glanced back. “Two o’clock meeting.”

      The door closed behind him, and I stood frozen for a long moment, scotch glass trembling in my hand.

      I set it down before I could throw it.

      My father had just weaponized Angelo against me. Turned what should have been a strategic asset into a personal warning. And somehow made it clear that he knew—or suspected—that I was already interested in the man I’d met four hours ago.

      Which was impossible. I wasn’t interested. I was curious. There was a difference.

      Wasn’t there?

      I pulled out my phone and called Sofia.

      “He was here,” I said when she answered.

      “Vittorio?” A pause. “Merda. What did he want?”

      “To remind me that I’m a commodity. And to make sure I know Angelo is off-limits.”

      “That’s… specific.” I heard papers rustling. “Did something happen with Angelo?”

      “No. Maybe. I had coffee with him.”

      “Elena—”

      “I was being hospitable.”

      “You were being curious.” Sofia’s sigh was heavy. “What happened?”

      I moved to the window, watching the Mediterranean sparkle with indifference to my problems. “We traded truths. I told him about the exile. He told me someone he loved died three years ago.”

      “And you believed him?”

      “I believed he was angry about it.” I traced a finger on the glass. “But Sofia, his hands have calluses. And he looked at the security setup like he was planning an infiltration, not admiring the architecture.”

      “So he’s lying about being a lawyer.”

      “No. I think he is a lawyer. I just think he’s also something else.” I turned away from the window. “And my father just made him my problem.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I’m supposed to work with Angelo on the Lorenzo contract. Legal frameworks for my own goddamn marriage.”

      Sofia swore in Italian. Creative swearing that would’ve made my mother proud.

      “Exactly,” I said. “So now I have to spend time with a man who’s lying about why he’s here, who my father has explicitly warned me away from, to negotiate the terms of my imprisonment.”

      “When you put it that way, it sounds almost romantic.”

      Despite everything, I laughed. “You have a twisted sense of romance, Sof.”

      “I work for you. It’s a requirement.”

      The laugh helped. Not much, but enough.

      “I need the deep background on Angelo before the two o’clock meeting,” I said. “Everything Tomas can find. And I need you to find out why my father came here without warning.”

      “Already on it. Tomas sent a preliminary report an hour ago.”

      “And?”

      “And Angelo Costello’s background is suspiciously perfect. Too clean, too neat. Like someone built it carefully.”

      My stomach tightened. “Send it to me.”

      “Sending now. Elena?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Be careful with this one. I don’t trust men who appear out of nowhere with perfect credentials and sad stories about dead loved ones.”

      “Neither do I,” I said, but the words felt like a lie.

      Because the truth was, some part of me wanted to trust Angelo. Wanted to believe that the honesty I’d seen in his eyes during our coffee was real, not performance.

      That part of me was an idiot.

      “Thanks, Sof. See you at the meeting.”

      I hung up and opened the file she’d sent.

      
        
        ANGELO LUCA COSTELLO

        Summary: Subject’s background appears authentic but lacks depth in key areas. Patterns suggest careful construction rather than organic development.

        Red Flags:

        Six month gap in employment history (18 months ago)

        Sudden career shift from traditional corporate law to “high-risk clients”

        No social media presence prior to 2 years ago

        References check out but feel rehearsed

        Financial records show significant personal savings depletion during employment gap

        Preliminary Assessment: Subject may be under assumed identity or has undergone significant recent lifestyle change. Recommend continued surveillance.

      

      

      I read it twice, committing details to memory.

      Six month gap. The same six months after someone he loved died.

      What had Angelo Costello been doing for six months? And what had turned a successful corporate lawyer into whatever he was now?

      My phone alarm chimed. 1:45 PM. Fifteen minutes until the meeting.

      I moved to my private bathroom and checked my reflection. Hair still perfect. Lipstick intact. Expression controlled.

      The armor was in place.

      I just had to remember not to take it off.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      At exactly two o’clock, Angelo knocked on my office door.

      “Come in,” I called, not looking up from the documents I was reviewing.

      Let him come to me. Let him see me in my element, in control, unbothered by his presence.

      Even if that was a complete lie.

      The door opened and I felt him enter—not saw, felt. The air in the room shifted, charged with something I didn’t want to name.

      “Elena.” His voice was professional, warm, carefully neutral. “Thank you for making time.”

      I looked up then, and barely managed not to react.

      He’d changed from his arrival suit into something slightly less formal—still expensive, still perfectly tailored, but with the jacket removed and the sleeves rolled to his elbows. Those forearms showed the lean muscle of someone who did more than push papers.

      And those calluses made sense now.

      “Angelo.” I gestured to the chair across from my desk. “Please. Sit.”

      He moved with easy confidence, settling into the chair and crossing one ankle over his knee. Relaxed. At ease.

      Performing relaxation, I corrected. No one was truly relaxed in my office.

      “I assume my father briefed you on the Costa situation?” I asked.

      Something flickered in his eyes. “He mentioned it, yes. Though I’d prefer to hear your version.”

      “My version is simple. Lorenzo Costa wants to marry me to consolidate power. My father wants the alliance. I want neither of those things.” I leaned back in my chair. “But what I want is largely irrelevant.”

      “Is it?”

      “Lorenzo’s getting impatient.” She slid a folder across the desk. “He’s moved up his timeline. The engagement needs to be announced within the month, or he’ll take matters into his own hands.”

      “Matters.” I kept my voice flat. Professional. Dead.

      I should have felt satisfaction. Here it was—the Moretti empire crumbling from within, exactly what I’d worked two years to achieve. Instead, I felt something twist in my chest at the exhaustion hiding beneath her perfect makeup. At the slight tremor in her fingers as she adjusted papers that didn’t need adjusting.

      She ordered your brother’s death, I reminded myself. She’s a monster wearing silk and perfume.

      The question was quiet, but it landed like a stone in still water.

      “Yes,” I said. “What I want is to not be a bargaining chip. But in this family, wanting things and getting them are two very different concepts.”

      Angelo studied me with those blue-green eyes, and I felt dissected again. Analyzed. Catalogued.

      “You’re very direct,” he said.

      “I find it saves time.” I pulled up a file on my laptop. “My father wants you to help me create a legal framework for the Costa alliance. Asset protections, guarantees, escape clauses that don’t look like escape clauses.”

      “Escape clauses,” he repeated. “So you are planning to get out of this.”

      “I’m planning to have options.” I met his eyes. “I’ve learned the hard way that men who claim to want to marry you usually want something else entirely.”

      His expression didn’t change, but something shifted in the atmosphere. “Speaking from experience?”

      “Always.” I turned the laptop to show him the screen. “These are the preliminary terms Lorenzo presented. Tell me what you see.”

      He leaned forward, and I caught his scent—something clean and expensive with an undertone of… cordite? Gun oil?

      What kind of corporate lawyer smelled like weapons?

      “This is a terrible contract,” he said after a moment.

      “I’m aware.”

      “No, I mean genuinely terrible. Whoever drafted this either hates you or is incompetent.” He pointed to a clause. “This gives Costa access to your personal holdings. And this one—” he scrolled down, “—this basically makes you legally powerless in your own marriage.”

      “Hence, why I need someone brilliant to find the loopholes.”

      He sat back, studying me again with that unnerving intensity. “Why are you doing this, Elena? You’re clearly smart enough to see these traps. Smart enough to fight this. Why go along with it?”

      “Because my father will kill people I care about if I don’t.”

      The words came out flat, matter-of-fact. The truth usually did.

      Angelo’s jaw tightened. “That’s⁠—”

      “The reality of my life.” I closed the laptop. “So. Can you fix this contract or not?”

      “I can fix it.” His eyes never left mine. “But Elena, a better contract doesn’t make this situation better. It just makes your cage slightly more comfortable.”

      “I’m very familiar with comfortable cages, Angelo. I’m sitting in one.”

      We stared at each other across my mother’s desk, and I saw the exact moment he decided something. Saw it in the set of his shoulders, the slight lean forward, the way his eyes sharpened.

      “What if there was another way?” he asked quietly.

      My heart rate kicked up. “What do you mean?”

      “What if instead of finding loopholes in this contract, we found a way to make it unnecessary?”

      “You’re suggesting I defy my father.”

      “I’m suggesting you explore your options.”

      “Options that could get people killed.”

      “Options that could set you free.”

      The word hung between us like a promise and a threat.

      Free.

      I’d almost forgotten what that word meant.

      “You don’t know what you’re offering,” I said. “You don’t know these people. What they’re capable of.”

      “Then tell me.” He leaned forward, and his hand moved across the desk, not quite touching mine but close enough to feel the heat. “Help me understand what we’re really dealing with.”

      We. He’d said we.

      Like this was a partnership, not a transaction.

      Like he was on my side.

      “Why?” I asked. “Why do you care whether I’m free or not? You just met me.”

      “Because—” He stopped, and I saw him wrestling with something. Saw the truth trying to break free and being forced back down. “Because no one should be forced into a marriage they don’t want. Because you deserve better than being treated like property. Because⁠—”

      His phone buzzed. He glanced at it and his expression shuttered.

      “I need to take this. Excuse me.”

      He stood and walked to the window, phone to his ear, voice low.

      I couldn’t hear the words, but I heard the tone. Urgent. Tense. Almost… guilty?

      I pulled up the surveillance feeds on my laptop—yes, there were cameras in my own office—and enhanced the audio, quickly putting an earbud in.

      “—told you, I’m handling it,” Angelo said, his back to me. “No, she doesn’t suspect anything. Maria, I know what I’m doing.”

      Maria. That was the second time I’d heard that name. My investigator had flagged a Maria Reyes in Angelo’s background—law school friend, now a detective.

      “I’ll check in tomorrow,” Angelo continued. “And yes, I’m being careful. I haven’t forgotten why I’m here.”
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