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      The way people come into your life when you need them, it’s wonderful, and it happens in so many ways. It’s like having an angel. Somebody comes along and helps you get right.

      —Stevie Ray Vaughn

      

      I saw the angel in the marble and carved until I set him free.

      —Michelangelo
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      NICK

      Where the bloody hell is Ash?

      Rain lashes the panes with the fury of gods, punctuated with an occasional flash of lightning. In ancient times, men questioned their decisions before such a storm. Weak men perceived lightning as Zeus’s anger.

      Modern man understands nature has no interest in the goings on of a singular species. Neither do the dead gods.

      A bolt of lightning strikes, and the bright reflection draws my eye to the priceless seventeenth-century map hanging in my office, portraying boundaries that no longer align with contemporary divisions. A subtle reminder of the fluid nature of alliances. The faded compass rose yields true north.

      Through the rain-pummeled window faint sparks flicker in the distance. A trick of light?

      No. Headlights. It’s Ash.

      I’m off, barreling through the musty, stodgy corridor and never-used formal rooms, reaching the massive oak door and swinging it open before he knocks. The man’s absolutely drenched. His mop of straw-colored hair is dry, but everything from his shoulders down is soaked. Rain droplets drip from his Barbour jacket, and there’s a field hat in his hand clutched against his stomach.

      “Proper nasty out there,” he says, stepping inside and dutifully removing his muddy boots.

      With the click of the door and one glance around the barren foyer to ensure my sister, Lina, isn’t lurking, I ask, “Is it done?”

      Ash offers me his mobile. The screen is lit.

      I press the arrow and watch as a vehicle slams into a guardrail on a two-lane bridge and careens over the edge.

      On screen, a shadow crosses the road and peers over the railing.

      “Let’s go to my office.”

      Ash pads along in his socks, following me along the corridor. On the off-chance Lina saw a vehicle approach, it’s best we continue our conversation behind closed doors. Once inside the confines of my office, the door closed and locked, I ask, “Who took the video?”

      “It’s from our man’s vehicle.” Ash doesn’t bother sitting. The fireplace is lit, but Ash doesn’t step closer to the heat. He stands at my side.

      “Leo’s truck? It sank?”

      “Right fast.”

      My part’s done. Now we’ll see how good these blokes are at their job. Interpol—that’s the contact Leo left. The conductor of the arrangement. But the players…I’ll wager they’re from all over, the unofficial black ops types who break the law on behalf of governments.

      “Our man’s asking for an additional fee,” Ash says while shoving one hand in his trouser pocket.

      “I beg your pardon?”

      “Cohen. Said he didn’t know the Lupi Grigi were a part of it.”

      Fuckwit. As if he cares about a branch of the Italian mafia.

      “Don’t tell me the bastard’s saying there’s extra risk involved.”

      Ash shrugs. “He didn’t know who the girl was in the truck.”

      I want to keep Cohen as a resource. Ex-Mossad—full name Ashraf Cohen—he’s an asset. But coming back and asking for more…it’s not a good look. And it’s bollocks. The assassin could take out John Wick, if the man wasn’t a Hollywood creation. He’s got mad skills. I don’t buy he’s afraid of Italian thugs.

      Ash takes the mobile, flicks past the video, and hands it back, set to photos.

      I flick through the shots. The snapshots focus on the SUV and the pitch-black river. It’s too dark to make out the embankment from the shots.

      How far away was the team?

      “How’s Lina going to take the news?” I slant an inquisitive eye Ash’s way. Why’s he asking? “Was she close to the girl?”

      “Hadn’t known her long.” Lina isn’t one to get close to friends. She keeps them at arm’s length. She’s rational like that, all thanks to being raised by a stone-hearted scoundrel, me. With an exhale, I pass the phone back to Ash.

      I’ll miss the Texan. The man worked close to me for over five years. Ah, Leo Sullivan. A mole in my midst, yet I still hold he’s a good one. Talk about being good at the job.

      “We’ve got Andrew from Scotland Yard reporting back. With the storm, they’re swamped at the moment. Search and rescue called off. Locating the wreck not a priority.”

      I step up to the window, running through logistics. “If a story develops that may need a burial…”

      I let the sentence fall behind the howl of wind. Ash knows the drill.

      “When you get confirmation on your end, will you let me know?”

      I narrow my eyes at the head of my security. “Getting soft?”

      “I liked them, ya know. She seemed nice. Leo…good guy.”

      Yeah, he was. Turncoat and all.

      “You didn’t tell Cohen about the second part of the plan?” This is an important piece. If anyone has any idea that Leo Sullivan is still alive, he won’t be safe. He violated a code. I’m all right with letting him slink into the night, but others we work with won’t agree with my leniency.

      Ash’s right eye twitches at a rhythmic pace. It’s a side effect of a head injury when serving with the SAS.

      “Of course not.” He sounds both pissed and aghast at the notion.

      “These days, I’ve got to question everyone.”

      He gives a quick nod of understanding. “Cohen might question why the car drove off the bridge, given he didn’t ram it off, but he gave no sign he’s harboring suspicions. If anything, he might be wondering if his bullet caught the driver.”

      The instructions had been to shoot to corral, not shoot to kill. We had a number of routes planned. Cohen believed he acted as a herding dog, but he also believed that after the confrontation, he’d need to dispose of the leak.

      A risky fucking plan. But the message I received from an unknown number forced my hand.

      The American isn’t who you think he is.

      When confronted, Leo confirmed.

      The question remains, who sent that message? Who else knows?

      With Leo presumed dead, does it matter?

      Cohen believes he’s dead. But he’s not likely to talk about it—would be bad for his business. So is asking for money after the deal.

      “How much of a fee are we talking about?”

      “Cohen?”

      I scowl, losing patience. What the fuck else would I be going on about?

      “Extra hundred.”

      “One hundred thousand pounds?”

      “He’s never been cheap,” Ash says, looking about like he’d like to take a seat.

      “Greedy wanker. Unacceptable.” I drop into my desk chair, the spot where I get my best thinking done. “Take care of him. And keep an ear on the accident. We need word to filter.”

      “Our guys? You want them talking about it?”

      “No. We’ll crank suspicions if we know more than the bobbies. Need the story kept close, then, in a couple of days, be certain the victims’ names are released. If for any reason they aren’t⁠—”

      “We’ll leak them,” he interjects.

      “We won’t.” Media isn’t Ash’s strength. “It’s gotta be the proper authorities. It’s got to be natural. Believable.”

      The mobile flashes a flood alert.

      “They’re saying we might lose electricity,” he says.

      I won’t. I have a generator.

      “Why don’t you head home? Check on your old man.”

      He nods, grabbing his coat and hat.

      “When your pop’s ready, say the word. We’ve got land, you know. Can set you up with him out here.” Ash lives in the village, a stone’s throw away.

      He grins. “The old man’s happiest within walking distance of the pub. And while I love the man, I don’t wanna live with him. But I will head on. Make sure the oaf’s stumbled home.”

      I follow him through the house to the foyer, as much out of boredom as anything else.

      “Think this is the end of it?” Ash asks after he’s donned his boots.

      Eliminating the traitor helps. At least, it might satisfy the person who messaged. But that message doesn’t sit right. How did this unnamed person know Leo was the leak? What else does he know? Who is he?

      The wind blows the front door back, and rain paints the entry.

      “Let’s ratchet security up a notch.”

      “You expecting the Grigi boys to come after you?”

      I eye my friend. “Always a possibility. But unlikely.”

      “Possible, though,” he says, a touch too argumentative for my taste. “They were after them, too, you know? Might have saved yourself a mint if you let them take care of it.”

      Ash is wrong. Leo wouldn’t leave Willow behind with an ex-Mossad assassin hunting her. He loved his wife. And he wouldn’t confront Cohen either. The man’s skills precede him. He wouldn’t risk a loss to Cohen knowing he’d be leaving his wife unprotected. If it had only been Italian goons in a car, he might’ve walked outside and blown their brains out. Problem solved. And Leo might’ve exited, following Interpol’s plan—without his bride. No, I needed to act.

      Besides, if I didn’t act, the mystery messenger might have.

      “What’s next?” Ash asks.

      “You’re going home. Tomorrow, when the storm’s passed, beef up the ranks.”

      “I meant the Italians.”

      He’s right to ask. We’re not done with the thieving bastards.

      “Believe it or not, Willow was the winning sacrificial pawn.”

      Ash doesn’t understand what I’m saying, but there’s no need for his understanding tonight. He’ll understand soon enough when I bring Willow’s charming cousin into my home.

      Some plans come together so perfectly, it’s tempting to believe in the gods.
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      SCARLET

      My uncle shoots me a disapproving glare as I sidle up to the bar. I return his glower, a subliminal dare. As expected, he frowns—the gray boss always frowns—and follows my mother, aunt, and cousin into the lift.

      With an exhale, I raise my eyes to heaven and catch my reflection in the mirror behind the bartender. Wrinkles from travel mar my linen blouse, and unkempt tangles twist my otherwise straight strands. A person could be forgiven for believing I traveled through a wind funnel. I blow a blast of air upwards from my mouth to shift the unruly layers away from my eyes and turn my attention to the leather-bound Savoy cocktail menu.

      Winston Churchill, the British bulldog who once redrew Europe’s boundaries and freed Italy, infamously frequented this establishment. Did the great man ever feel feeble and dead-tired from the fight? Probably. Funerals try the soul, and the warrior likely attended his fair share.

      The funeral tomorrow will be the first I’ve attended for someone I love. The heavy weight on my chest differs greatly from the funerals in my past. My husband’s funeral, for one. On that day, I soared. My memories of my father’s funeral are hazy. I’d been too young to comprehend, and the years buried any emotion. This weekend, I fear drowning.

      The bartender approaches in a pressed white blazer, oxford button-down, and black bowtie. Straight bangs hang a hairbreadth over her perfectly sculpted eyebrows.

      “May I help you?”

      I force a cordial smile and, with one last glance at the menu, say, “I’ll have the Cardamom Angel Face.”

      “And you, sir?”

      Startled, I shift to see who she’s addressing. If it’s my uncle…

      “The Dandy Beau,” Nikolai Ivanov answers, holding a credit card out for the bartender.

      The titan’s trimmed auburn beard has grown in along the sides, rounding out his angular jawline, but otherwise, little has changed since I last saw him at my cousin Willow’s impromptu wedding when he swooped in last-minute to offer his services as best man. He’s still got the arrogant angled chin and judgy eagle eyes. He’s wearing a custom three-piece suit that declares he’s obscenely rich as he stands on a pedestal of his own, expecting that all the little people should admire him on bended knee.

      “I’ll pay for my drink,” I clarify for the bartender, but she doesn’t seem to care as she’s already busy with our orders.

      “Nonsense. I’m the host.”

      “The host? Pff.” I lift my hands in disbelief. “Of a funeral?” Two funerals, to be exact. I eye the stools across the bar, but moving to another seat would be childish.

      “Have I done something to offend?” His cultured Oxbridge accent rubs me the wrong way.

      In all fairness, he’s done nothing to me. But I know his type, and pompous, self-absorbed men offend me. I’m also in the shittiest of moods, although he’s not to blame.

      “I’m not in a social mood.”

      “Are you ever?”

      I side-eye him. Given he and I spent less than an hour in the same room at a wedding and had little interaction, he has no ground to stand.

      “My uncle and aunt are in their hotel room. Should I…” I bite back my offer to ring them to join us. Sitting with them would be worse than sitting with the arrogant Brit.

      This is all Willow’s fault. She had to go and die. I pinch the bridge of my nose and scrutinize the bartender, mentally urging her to hurry up and deliver my drink.

      “For someone in mourning, you’re sporting some tough bark.”

      Again, I side-eye him. If I’m quiet long enough, maybe he’ll move along. I don’t get weepy, but it doesn’t mean I don’t ache. Willow was not only my cousin, but she was also my best friend. My only friend, if I’m honest. I’d been happy for her when she married because she dodged a marriage that likely would’ve been worse than mine. I wouldn’t wish my hell on anyone, especially not Willow. She saw the best in everyone. She shunned the dark side of humankind.

      I never expected that she’d be dead a month after her wedding. I can’t quite wrap my head around it. None of this feels real. I keep waiting for my mobile to light up with her number.

      The bartender slides my frothy concoction across the bar.

      “An angel,” she says to me, then she delivers a martini glass to Nikolai.

      “An angel for an angel,” he says.

      “And your drink is inspired by James Bond.” I, too, can read. The menu declared his drink to be what the modern-day Bond would drink. “Do you think of yourself as a 007?”

      “Do you fancy yourself an angel?”

      An unladylike snort escapes. “Some say demon would be more apt.” I stir my cocktail with the glass straw, evading his pointed gaze. “But you’ve heard the stories.”

      “Don’t tell me you care what the monsters say?”

      Is he calling the Italian mafia monsters? I twist in my seat, slightly more interested in the pretentious syndicate member. “Is that how you describe your own?”

      “You think I’m a mobster?” He glances down at his chest as if to ask, do I not see his bespoke suit?

      I run the pad of my finger over the gathering condensation on the glass while taking a moment to drink him in. He doesn’t look like one of the mafia men. There are no visible tattoos. None of his teeth are gold. There are no rings or thick necklaces.

      I know little about Nikolai Ivanov. I never asked and only assumed. The men respect him, and before his death, they respected his employee, Leo Sullivan.

      But he can’t be a good man. My uncle saw a union between Willow and Leo to be advantageous to his business and therefore approved of the hasty union between his daughter and Nikolai’s employee, an American known to be an arms broker.

      Nikolai showed up out of the blue minutes before the ceremony with wedding bands and sent the newlyweds off in a limousine he provided to a destination he picked. I presumed he did it to ensure their safety.

      If Leo was an arms dealer, and he was Nikolai’s employee, then Nikolai is also an arms dealer. My uncle’s specific interest of late is submarines, so perhaps Nikolai deals in more than guns.

      Assumptions are the province of fools. My uncle loves that saying, and the life philosophy has served him well. If the commanding prick is going to sit here, I might as well verify my assumptions.

      “Were you close to Leo?”

      Emotion flickers in his dark eyes. Is he hurting, like me? I suppose even arrogant men can hurt.

      The titan’s lips miraculously bend, pursing. “He was my best mate.” He sips his martini. When he sets the glass back down, the perma-frown is back in place. Did I imagine the emotion?

      “She was mine,” I say.

      There’s no reason to open up to him, but we are at a bar, and tomorrow, we’ll bury our friends beneath six feet of earth. The official cause of death is an auto accident during heavy rains. The brief articles in the local papers refer to unsafe driving during hazardous conditions.

      It’s a coverup. Leo was running from someone, of that, I’m certain. People don’t simply drive off bridges. Besides, Leandro DeLuca, our capo’s brother, had been after her. He’d been angry she chose someone else. There’s no telling what he planned. Maybe he wanted to kidnap her. Maybe he wanted to kill her. But Leo killed him. It doesn’t matter that Leandro was a narcissistic egomaniac who couldn’t handle rejection. Rules are rules, so I’m quite certain his brother, Massimo De Luca, the almighty feared head of our ungodly clan, set about getting vengeance for his brother’s death. His men or whoever he hired chased Willow and Leo to a watery grave. I hate them all. Every single member of the Lupi Grigi and their fucked-up traditions.

      With that thought, anger swells. I could unleash it at the stranger at my side, but he hurts, too. Maybe. The jury’s still out.

      “She’s in a better place.”

      His sympathetic phrase pulls me back to the conversation, but it stirs agitation.

      “Because she’s not in this fucked-up world, you mean?” I shift away from him, losing the desire to learn more about him. “I thought when she married, your lot would provide her safety.”

      He keeps his poker face. The bastard doesn’t even blink. And yes, I’m blaming him because why not? He was higher in rank than Leo, so it should’ve fallen on him to protect them. That’s the world order.

      “Is everything all right between us, love?”

      “I’m not your love.”

      “It’s an expression.”

      I roll my eyes as much out of habit as anything. While I know little about the man sitting beside me, Massimo is the one I hate most. Hate for one doesn’t mean I can trust the man to my right, or that I shouldn’t hate him, too.

      “What’s with the anger?”

      “Was there nothing you could do to keep them safe? Is the Lupi Grigi that powerful?” My insides churn, dreading his answer.

      “What have you heard?”

      His elbows are on the bar, and he leans closer, so close I inadvertently inhale his cologne. The woodsy scent clears the fog of fury and sorrow, and I remind myself that he might have answers.

      The bartender is occupied with other patrons, leaving us to our tense conversation.

      With the staff far away, and no one seated nearby, I share my reservations in the hopes he will respond with information. “The rain wasn’t so heavy that he drove straight off a bridge. There were no other accidents on bridges that night.”

      “You’ve heard nothing,” he says in a biting tone. “But you’re a clever one. Twisting the angles to sort them.”

      I sip my drink, studying him over the rim.

      He doesn’t shy away from my blatant perusal. No, he swivels on the stool, opening his chest to me.

      It’s no secret that criminal organizations have been expanding throughout Europe. It’s not a stretch to believe they’d have authorities in their pocket, even in England, to provide cover.

      He rubs the side of his neck, digging his fingers into the muscle that binds to his shoulders and releases a guttural, throaty noise. He scans the room and leans closer. “You’re correct. It wasn’t an accident.”

      I knew it!

      “You didn’t expect the interception?” Yes, I’m coming back to placing their deaths at his feet. As Leo’s boss, he should’ve protected them. I may not agree with the mafia traditions, but I understand protocol.

      The tables are filling up with patrons, yet we’re alone at the bar for the moment. The low hum of unidentifiable conversation lends a dubious sense of privacy.

      “Do you want revenge?” His voice is low and deep, and the rumble delivers chills. “Because I do.”

      Oxygen leaves my lungs. I force myself to swallow and process his words. I want nothing more than to see every single one of those hateful freaks die a torturous death, but…how does the titan fit in?

      “Help me understand. How do the Grigi work with your organization? It’s called the syndicate, right?”

      “First, there is no syndicate.”

      I shift back on my stool, putting space between us. He’s lying to me.

      “The first rule of the syndicate is there is no syndicate.” His dark eyes sparkle with mirth. He’s playing.

      “Fight Club? I might be Italian, but I’ve seen the movie.”

      A maddening smirk flashes across his face. This is not a humorous situation. His lips flatline once again, and all evidence of humor evaporates.

      “If such an organization existed, the Grigi would be one of many that exist under its protection.”

      “You protect the monsters?” My gut churns with wariness. I can’t trust this man. I lift my clutch to leave.

      My gaze falls to a suited man in the corner. His back is to the corner. He’s angled to observe, and he’s far too obvious. My skin chills.

      Is he here for me? Would they break protocol?

      “No.” Mr. Ivanov reaches for my wrist, and my gaze cuts to the point of contact and the heat penetrating my chilled skin.

      “Do not touch me.”

      Wisely, he obeys. The sensation of his touch remains after he lifts his fingers, and I stare at the tingling area.

      “I want you to help me take them down.” His measured words are both preposterous and promising.

      I glance over my shoulder, but the suited man is gone. To the restroom, or for good? Am I being paranoid?

      The ice clinks against Mr. Ivanov’s glass, bringing me back to the moment and his claim.

      In a hushed voice, I ask, “Did you not just say that they’re protected? By your organization?”

      He can deny the syndicate all he wants, but we both know it exists. And he’s a member, if not the leader. Is he looking to trick me?

      “They targeted someone I love.”

      “Leo?”

      He chuckles and swirls his drink. I raise an eyebrow. My patience is nonexistent. His sexuality is not a concern of mine. He’s teasing, but I’m not in the mood. I want to learn his purpose. And if he won’t be honest with me, then I’d rather be alone.

      “I speak of someone else.” He traces the base of his glass with his index finger, giving me a moment to process. “It’s my understanding that you possess knowledge that could be beneficial to my purposes.”

      I’m the bookkeeper for my uncle’s business, Titan Shipping, and a handful of other small-scale mafia-run businesses, laundromats, and tours. Understanding dawns.

      “Are you amenable to my proposition?” Dark, sinful eyes center on me, and the earlier chills intensify.

      “What if I told my uncle about your proposal? Why risk your life?”

      “First, I’d deny it. Second, from what Leo shared, you have reason to hate them more than I do. Even more so now. Your logic is spot on. Bad weather was not a contributing factor to the accident.”

      “Massimo,” I whisper, and the name rings of an evil incantation.

      “Let’s work together, angel.” His deep voice drips with temptation.

      He can’t possibly know how desperately I’ve wanted to bring them all down, or how I’ve trained and positioned myself to accomplish the task.

      Energy buzzes between us as I weigh the risks. Nikolai has no reason to lie, unless Massimo put him up to it, but Massimo has disregarded me for years. I’m dead to the man. A useless, spent woman. Do I believe Nikolai? Would Massimo risk creating an enemy? Yes, Massimo is foolish enough to forge a dangerous enemy. I am living proof.

      When I look into Nikolai’s gray eyes, I see determination. He’s intent, and so am I. Nikolai Ivanov may be the partner I didn’t dare pray would arrive. I’ve been planning a solo war, and now I’ve been gifted a powerful knight.

      I tap my glass against his. “Let’s.”

      “Would you care to come up to my room?”

      “No.” I look directly at him, wiping that too-confident and smarmy expression right off his face. My free hand rises in full orchestra mode, insisting he pause. “You may be the ally I’ve been seeking, but there will be no bedroom visits. Nothing of the sort. That is not what I am agreeing to.”

      He holds both hands up in a defensive gesture, sloshing his drink with the movement.

      “I understand. I meant nothing by it. I was simply suggesting we could talk in private.”

      Bull.

      “Let’s talk tomorrow in my office.” He lowers his hands, and I slide off my stool and get the bartender’s attention.

      “Can I carry this to my room?”

      “Oh, that’s unnecessary,” Nikolai rushes to say.

      I pointedly shoot him a glare. I am not one of those women who feigns politeness. No, I have zero fucks to give. I ran out years ago.

      “Stay. Enjoy your drink with company,” he urges.

      “I’d rather not.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      “Go up to my room and enjoy my drink with my book.”

      “Oh, come now. Surely I’m more entertaining than a book.”

      “I assure you that’s not the case.”

      He laughs.

      I depart.

      On my way to the lift, I find myself smiling.

      Come up to my room to talk business.

      What does he take me for? Regardless, he’s likely the ally I’ve been seeking. He’s also a pompous, arrogant prick who wields his handsome face and wealth to get whatever he wants, something I’d best remember.
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      NICK, AKA FALCON

      The gravestones date back centuries, or so I’ve been told. The weathered dates are impossible to read on the diminutive marble slabs. A stacked stone fence marks the perimeter. It, too, bears the ravages of time. Brown dried leaves litter the ground, and a crisp breeze carries an earthy scent.

      When I first acquired this estate, I invited a historian to visit. She found the cemetery fascinating. I rather enjoyed fucking her.

      The resting place I selected for Leo Sullivan and Willow Gagliano Sullivan affords a view of rolling hills beneath a sprawling oak. Alessio Gagliano wanted to bring his daughter home, but I pushed for my dear friend and his young wife to be buried with my family. Alessio didn’t put up a fight.

      Timing was on my side. Plus, the old man’s heartbroken. He and his wife’s red-rimmed eyes and dazed expressions speak of parents living a nightmare.

      The inconvenient truth that his capo’s brother died at the hands of Leo Sullivan might have played to my advantage, as well, even if it was self-defense.

      Sources claim the marriage of Alessio’s daughter to Leo proved to be a sore point with Massimo, the capo, and if the rumors are true, holding the funeral far from Italy is a wise political move.

      I permitted the Gaglianos to bring their family priest, an Italian Catholic, who requested a significant donation to travel to England to perform the ceremony. I considered having someone else perform Leo’s service to spite the greedy priest, but this isn’t the time to wage petty battles. This is a time for grieving and for making amends.

      Caskets encased in a watertight steel capsule rest in deep holes, and black folding chairs are lined up opposite them. Lina and I stand in the back to give privacy to the Gaglianos and to ensure we’re far enough away that the priest’s sermon is indecipherable.

      This graveside service follows a lengthy church service. These Catholics could take a lesson or two in efficiency.

      Scarlet’s fiery strands shift along her back every time she casts a furtive glance in our direction. What is she thinking? If she’s reconsidering my proposal, I’ll need to sharpen my powers of persuasion.

      From what Willow shared, Scarlet doesn’t have much of a personal life back in Italy.

      I casually asked a bartender back in Italy about Scarlet. I’d been curious after meeting her at Leo’s wedding. The man claimed no Lupi Grigi man would marry the ginger widow, given she cut off her husband’s dick and let him bleed out. Rumors say when he was in and out of consciousness and unable to fight her off, she placed his dick in his mouth and clamped a hand over his lips, forcing him to die choking on his penis.

      Centuries ago, she would’ve been burned at the stake, possibly accused of being a witch. His death was ruled self-defense—with no mention of a dick in the mouth—so she’s free to roam the streets, but the court of popular opinion didn’t rule in her favor. Many of the Lupi Grigi men teach their wives lessons, so my source explained that while it is generally agreed that her husband took his lessons too far—breaking her jaw, fracturing her wrist, and slicing her with a knife—the Neanderthals believe she deserved punishment for unruly behavior. Right or wrong, none of the Lupi Grigi trust her touching the crown jewels.

      The story of her past draws me to the metaphorical black widow. The beauty is strong enough to play the hand that rights her wrongs. An admirable trait.

      Scarlet Gagliano is one avenue I’m exploring in my quest, and she’s quickly becoming my favorite. She stands out from the other mourners. Her vibrant coppery hair and pale skin are distinctive, as are her green eyes. Those green eyes are shaped similarly to her mother’s blues, but that’s the only resemblance I detect. Her father passed away years ago. I’ll have to dig up a photo because she looks so different than the rest of the Lupi Grigi with their dark hair and brown eyes; her uniqueness reeks of an affair.

      Scarlet’s mother hadn’t been forced to remarry after her father’s untimely death. Sister-in-law status to the wealthiest legitimate businessman in the family might offer privileges. It’s also possible that, like her daughter, her marriage activities left her with few willing suitors. I could be off. Any mafia man high enough up the chain desires a young virgin bride.

      The mafias and cartels create one fucked-up world. Their seemingly archaic rules and expectations allow them to function in a society that would otherwise lock them up like the brute monsters and drug lords they are. In my world, these vast, organized criminal organizations are a necessary evil—a military for ambitious leaders. Perhaps enforcer is the most apt designation for the protected underworld.

      Governments around the world publicly claim to endlessly strive to dismantle organized crime, yet criminal organizations have never been stronger—by design.

      Successful strategists deal in solid business fundamentals. But some mergers and agreements need greasing. Moscow rules apply. Old-fashioned kompromat boasts a high success rate, especially among politicians. Even so, all the world’s problems can’t be solved with persuasion. No, sometimes, people need to die.

      I check my wrist, wondering how much longer the priest will drone on.

      Security passes in the distance, presumably out for a stroll. I requested no patrols out of respect for the ceremony, but we’re on alert. Someone out there knows Leo betrayed us, and until I know who that person is, I can’t be certain what else they know.

      “I still can’t believe this. So surreal. Have they learned anything more about the accident?” Lina dabs her eyes with a folded tissue. Perhaps she grew closer to Willow than I realized.

      I clock the small family group. Heads down, dressed in shades of black, lost in the wake of their mourning.

      “I’ve been checking the news,” Lina continues. “It’s odd, right? That there’s not more about two people crashing into the Thames and drowning?”

      “More pressing news stories, I suppose. Happened in a crime-ridden area.”

      “You don’t seem particularly distressed.”

      She’s bent on judging me.

      “Have you ever seen me cry?” The answer is no, because I don’t show weakness.

      My sister’s teary, but her mascara remains in place. Her dowdy chestnut dress would blend marvelously with pumpkins. It’s November, but still. “Is brown the new black?”

      “I’m hungover.”

      Do I even want to know?

      “And brown is darkish. It’s acceptable.”

      “Who were you drinking with?”

      “Wouldn’t you like to know, brother dearest?” Lina has the wisdom to maintain a somber expression, but there’s no doubt she’s grinning like a deranged lunatic on her devilish inside.

      I’ll need to ask Ash. As head of my security, he’ll know. I spent the night in London and flew the Gagliano clan to our estate this morning.

      “Please do me a favor⁠—”

      “I’m not abstaining from alcohol.”

      I release a deep breath to lower my skyrocketing blood pressure. “Please cozy up to Scarlet. Befriend her when the service ends? I need to speak with her uncle.”

      “The ginger?”

      “Yes.”

      “Pretty sure you can speak to whoever you like. Don’t need me to act on your stage.”

      “Lina.” Her eyes flit up to me, giving me a direct view of a mascara clump on her right upper lash.

      “You’re quite serious.” Her eyes widen with realization.

      No fuck.

      “Don’t get your knickers in a twist. I’ll cozy.” Her words aim to placate me, but her tone does the opposite.

      My mobile vibrates in my outer coat pocket. No one’s paying us any attention, so I pull out the device and check it.

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Unknown number

      

      
        Light drizzle and winds expected this evening.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me

      

      
        Shall we reschedule?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Unknown number

      

      
        Your call. You’re the one flying.

      

      

      

      

      

      

      The family rises and surrounds the priest.

      A black sedan rolls into view, parking behind the line of limousines stretching along the lane.

      The driver exits, and recognition flairs. Dorian. My old mate from school. An American. What’s he doing here? And he’s driving himself. He must’ve showed up at the house and they sent him here.

      I gesture with my hand, letting him know he’s been seen. Chap has terrible timing. The funeral is wrapping up, and there are things I need to say. He’ll need to wait.

      I position myself between the family and the limousines.

      Alessio sees me and steps away from his wife. Lina, for once, does as I ask and approaches Scarlet.

      “The service was beautiful,” I say.

      He sniffs into a handkerchief. “It’s a beautiful resting spot.” He lifts his spectacles, wipes below his eyes, and lets the spectacles fall back into place on the bridge of his nose.

      “Thank you for flying us out here, but we’ll take the car back.”

      Given his wife was rather green during the helicopter ride, his statement isn’t surprising. The hired driver, dressed in a black overcoat, waits by the back of the limousine. Alessio’s wife meanders toward the car. His sister-in-law, Scarlet’s mother, stands near the folding chairs, watching Lina and her daughter.

      “I appreciate your offer for Scarlet to stay back. She’s taken the events hard.”

      I nod, both hands behind my back.

      “Catarina agrees it’s a good idea to give her time to grieve. This coming weekend will be eventful, and…” Overtaken with emotion, he places the white linen handkerchief over the bridge of his nose and the spectacles slide up to his forehead.

      The level of emotion he’s displaying is unexpected for a mafia man. Perhaps this is a reason he was passed over for the capo position in favor of Massimo. I had a scout attend Massimo’s brother’s funeral, and the capo didn’t shed a tear.

      “I’ll arrange a return flight for her,” Alessio says after he’s pulled himself together.

      This weekend, according to a source, Alessio’s fifteen-year-old son will become a made man. From what I understand of the Lupi Grigi’s methods, this will involve Orlando’s first kill of some poor sap and a boisterous party with hookers and whores.

      I lack empathy for a man mourning his daughter while planning the death of someone else’s son.

      “She’s welcome to stay as long as she wishes. There’s a lot of history in the area, should she choose to explore. And as you can see, my sister and Scarlet are hitting it off.”

      “Scarlet would like to go through Willow’s things. Choose which items to send home.”

      “Of course.”

      “Willow sent her photos of her London flat. Scarlet said she wants to see it in person.” His gaze never tracks to his niece.

      “That can be arranged.”

      “And her studio.”

      “Of course.”

      “I’m not sure her mother or I…” He sniffles, and I clasp his shoulder. I think little of the man, but I’m not a beast.

      The reading of the will will be next week. I inherited everything from Leo Sullivan. He updated his will for his estate to go to his young wife, but in the event she was deceased, the estate passed to me. It’s crossed my mind to gift the flat to Scarlet, but she might discover some unique attributes that would pique her curiosity. Leo’s hidden gun safe comes to mind. Given he had unknown partners, it’s likely he equipped his loft with additional features without my knowledge. With proper adjustments, perhaps it can be gifted. I’ll need to explore it first. Hire the right crew.

      Gagliano wipes his ruddy nose once more and shoves the handkerchief into a coat pocket. He offers me his hand, and I’m grateful for my gloves.

      Dorian leans against the sedan, observing. Someone out there knows Leo was our leak. Did word spread throughout the syndicate? Is Dorian here to verify the funeral? His old man has always used him like a tool. I could see him sending him on an errand. Whatever the reason for his appearance, my mate’s in no apparent rush.

      Scarlet and Willow’s young brother are deep in conversation, and the way her mother is watching, she doesn’t approve. Of the family members, Scarlet’s mother has displayed the least amount of emotion, and now she’s impatient, flitting her gaze between the cousins and the waiting vehicle.

      My gut tells me she wants her daughter to return with her. Perhaps Orlando wishes the same. But unfortunately for those two, the brilliant dame is coming home with me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 4

          

        

      

    

    
      SCARLET

      “Orlando, don’t do it.”

      He looks over my head with a frown, eyes glassy. I wrap my fingers around his wrist to strengthen my plea.

      At fifteen, he’s taller than me, but he has yet to grow into his frame. He swipes at his eyes while peering over my head, no doubt searching for his father, the man he reveres.

      Uncle Alessio rambles, head down, with my aunt. In mourning, the monster appears human. His children love him, as one does with parents, but only because they have yet to see behind the mask.

      “There’s no choice.” Orlando wrenches his arm away, and under his breath adds, “You of all people know that.”

      “There’s always a choice.” As the words leave my mouth, I taste the hypocrisy. “For you, there can be. You don’t have to commit. You’re young. Wait a year. Your sister just⁠—”

      “Don’t say it.” His Adam’s apple shifts below two scraggly black hairs he must have missed this morning when shaving. It feels like yesterday Willow and I ran our fingers down his baby-soft skin after his first-ever shave. “I’m choosing my family.” Dark brown eyes, so different from his sister’s vibrant blue, flash a warning. “You should, too.”

      With that, he departs, head down, and I watch his sad retreat.

      The tall, too-thin woman dressed in clothes that swallow her joins me at the foot of Willow’s casket. “It was a beautiful service,” she says.

      The woman, introduced earlier as Lina Ivanov, inches closer.

      I’ve been told someone will come along and fill the hole with dirt after we’re gone. The scent of damp earth permeates the air, and the mostly bare tree limbs add gloom to the graveyard. Scattered flowers, roses, and a dozen willow branches litter the stainless-steel outer casket, which will keep her remains dry for over a century. Inside the waterproof shield lies an elegant mahogany coffin. I never glimpsed the interior of the coffin, as my aunt and uncle chose a closed casket service. The wreck and river disfigured Leo and Willow beyond recognition.

      I don’t wish to think of that, yet the insidious thought settles into crevices of my psyche and chips away at my heart until it aches. I’ve never seen a waterlogged dead body, yet my twisted mind fills in images that I hope aren’t correct.

      Lina’s heels sink into the soft soil, and leaves crinkle as she shifts, seeking firmer ground.

      I wish to be left alone, but I can’t easily tell this stranger to leave. It’s just as well. I’ll return later. There are things I want to say to Willow, unsaid things that should’ve been said, and I wouldn’t say those things with family milling about.

      “Did the preacher know her well?” Lina asks, breaking the silence.

      “Father Francisco has been at our church for as long as I can remember.”

      Did Willow go to confession and share her darkest secrets with the elderly man? Doubtful. Did she ever have any meaningful interactions with Father Francisco? Again, doubtful. But he serves the famiglia.

      “Good. I can’t stand it when the minister knows nothing about the person and the service becomes a religious lecture.”

      I have no idea what Father Francisco said during the service. My mind wandered, lost in a haze of sorrow.

      “Did you spend time with Willow?” I ask, shifting the conversation away from the service.

      Willow talked little about Nick and his sister, but she called me not too many weeks ago, panicked, wondering what to do to help someone who had lost consciousness from drug use. Lina, Nikolai Ivanov’s sister, had been the one she needed to assist. Poor judgment aside, I sensed Willow liked Lina.

      “I loved visiting her in London. She was a good match for Leo.” Lina glances over her shoulder, and my gaze follows hers.

      The group is dispersing. My uncle and Nikolai are conversing. My gaze connects with Nikolai’s, and the perimeter fades. A heightened sense of awareness strikes. My skin tingles and my eyes burn, and I find myself locked in a trance.

      “My brother fancies you.”

      I blink, breaking the hypnotic state, and focus on her words. Nikolai and I share a common goal, but it’s an aspiration that may culminate with a death knell. I’ll pay any price to put an end to the cycle.

      “Are you feeling the same?” Her teasing tone strikes me as out of place standing next to two coffins.

      “I assure you, there’s no fancying going on.”

      “Oh, no. He’s a dozen years older than me, but I know my brother inside and out.”

      An argument brews somewhere deep inside, but I lack the energy to bring it forward. With one last glance at the pair of flower-strewn coffins, I turn.

      My mother stands awkwardly, hands clasped, disapproval etched on her face.

      “If you’ll excuse me, I should bid farewell to my mother,” I say, but my heels remain rooted to the damp earth. Too often, I don’t wish to do what I should.

      “Are you staying?”

      There’s a spritely happiness to her tone that couldn’t be more inappropriate.

      “I am.”

      “Brilliant.” She clasps her hands together. “We can go to London. Lunch. Shop. You’ll want to go through Willow’s things in the flat, yes? She had trunks of clothes. I’m not even sure she finished unpacking.”

      I place a hand on Lina’s forearm. She’s making my head hurt.

      “I’ll be back,” I say.

      The leaves crunch underfoot, and my heels sink into the soft sod with each step, forcing me to put the weight on the pads of my black leather Louboutins.

      Like a good daughter, I hug my mother. Her ice-blue eyes are frigid, but the lipstick she’s chosen is a warm rose.

      “It’s not proper for you to remain behind,” she says in Italian. “Please don’t do this.”

      My mother has spent almost two decades as a widow. The proper action in our circle would have been for her to remarry. But in our world, proper is best used as a tool to instruct others how to live.

      “Do not worry yourself,” I respond in our native tongue. “I’ll be back under your watchful eye before you know it.”

      Her gaze bypasses me, looking over my shoulder. I don’t follow her gaze, as it’s quite unnecessary. I sense his approach. Heat travels up my spine, emanating across my rib cage.

      “It doesn’t look good,” she says under her breath. “He’s not married.”

      I fail to suppress my snort of derision. “It’s too late for my reputation, Mama.”

      “And whose fault is that?”

      “Yes. Whose fault is that?”

      Surprise widens the whites of her eyes. I’ve never placed the blame at her feet before, but she’s never implied I’m at fault either. I welcome the anger surging in my veins. It’s much more productive than sorrow. I’m taller than my mother, and I lengthen my spine, rising inches above her crown. How dare she?

      “Catarina, come. It’s been an emotional day,” my uncle says, seemingly oblivious to the ratcheting tension.

      He doesn’t wait for her but continues on the path to his wife and son.

      “Better not let them wait. It wouldn’t be proper.”

      Anger flashes in my mother’s eyes. I thrust my chin upwards and glower, daring her to make a scene.

      Nikolai and Lina step forward, flanking me.

      “Return soon,” she says in Italian. “Be good.”
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