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            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Reader,

      

      After completing this series, I went back in time (metaphorically) and wrote a prequel. It’s called Destined for the Mob.

      

      It takes place during Christmastime in 1989, when the colorful lights you draped over the front bushes were huge, constantly blew fuses, and burned your fingers. Hair was big, Keds were all the rage, and Prince was king (at least, according to one of the characters in the book).

      

      Destined for the Mob is about Marco Romano’s parents. You’ll meet him in the first book in this box set. You may dislike him initially, but I promise, you’ll end up loving him, and you’ll be excited to know he gets his own book at the end of the series, Return to the Mob.

      

      If you’d like to read Destined for the Mob, click the link below. You’ll be invited to sign up for my newsletter and then you’ll be emailed a copy of the book. I hope you enjoy it!

      

      Click HERE.

      

      Cheers!

      Tami
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            ABOUT THIS BOOK

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Born into the Mob

      

      

      

      
        
        Deceased mafia boss Gino Sarvilli’s daughter Nina is all grown up. And she’s back in Detroit, exactly where she shouldn’t be.

      

        

      
        She’s looking for closure. A quick tour around town, and then she’ll catch the next flight back to her uneventful, not-dangerous life.

      

      

      

      
        
        That was the plan, until she meets Luca Russo, nephew to the man who kidnapped her when she was a child and sent her life spiraling out of control.

      

      

      

      
        
        Instead of running the other way, she asks Luca out. One date leads to another, and, suddenly, Nina’s in no hurry to leave town anymore.

      

      

      

      
        
        But she has to, because there are dangerous men in Detroit, and they have long memories. And they all remember one thing:

      

        

      
        When Nina’s father died, he left a whole lot of money to…

        Her.

      

      

      

      
        
        Detroit Mafia series, in reading order:

        Destined for the Mob

        Paid by the Mob

        Trapped by the Mob

        Freed from the Mob

        Born into the Mob

        Controlled by the Mob

        Return to the Mob

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      “Nina Swanson Karney! What are you doing in Detroit?”

      “Shit.” Nina fumbled her phone, nearly dropping it as she stepped off the plane and hurried to keep up with the flow of foot traffic pouring out onto the concourse.

      “Seriously,” Hill demanded through the wireless earbuds as Nina made her way through Detroit Metro Airport, following the signs to the car rental area.

      Nina sighed. “You wouldn’t understand, Hill.”

      “Try me.”

      Hillary was her best friend and her adopted sister, and, generally, Nina told her everything—well, everything she could handle hearing, anyway. And this was definitely one of those situations her sister would not handle well. This was a piece of her life from before Hill was part of it. This was the part of her life everyone else in her family liked to pretend didn’t exist.

      “I just need to see it,” she finally said, stepping onto the escalator and moving to the right so people who were in more of a hurry could pass her.

      “See what?”

      Another sigh. “Where I grew up.”

      “You grew up in Sleepyville, New Hampshire. The place you just left, oh, five hours ago.”

      “Before I turned six, I lived in Detroit.”

      “How can you call it ‘growing up’ there when you don’t even remember most of it?”

      She was right. Nina’s memories of this part of her life were hazy at best. And the people who could enlighten her—Mom and Uncle Antonio—didn’t like to talk about it.

      “Hill, he was my father.”

      “Yeah, well, my dad is your father now, and he’s a much better guy. Our dad doesn’t press the barrel of a gun at a little kid’s head and threaten to kill them.”

      Nina winced. Hillary had met Nina’s biological father—once. When they were eight years old, he’d tracked Nina and her family down all the way in Sleepyville, and he’d pointed a gun at Hillary because Uncle Antonio had stolen all his money. And even though Nina was the one who had been born into the mob and had watched her now-adopted dad shoot and kill her biological dad, Hill was the one who’d needed extensive therapy after that incident.

      “I told you, you wouldn’t understand,” Nina reminded her.

      A sigh dragged through the earbuds. “You’re right. I don’t. Nina, your father was the head of the mafia in Detroit. He killed people for a living. And made a ton of money doing it. And from what you’ve told me, he didn’t even love you.”

      Nina winced again, because damn it, Hill was right. Why did she even want a visual representation of her past? What did she expect to accomplish?

      “Maybe I just need some closure,” she suggested.

      “For what? Your father died seventeen years ago. His empire was disassembled by the local police.”

      Hillary was currently working on her Ph.D. in psychiatry. Nina had told her on more than one occasion that it was the perfect career choice for someone who liked to break down and psychoanalyze everything.

      “Look, I’m here now, so I might as well do what I came to do.” She’d reached the rental car area, which was swarming with other passengers, so she held back, preferring to wrap up this conversation before getting in line, where other people might overhear and come to conclusions that might be detrimental to her health.

      “Which is what, exactly?”

      “I’m going to go visit his house. Drive around the neighborhood. Go to the park Uncle Antonio used to take me to when he was sneaking behind my father’s back so I could visit my mom. That’s it. I’m flying home on Sunday.”

      A slight pause. Hill was probably struggling with her own desire to pick apart Nina’s reasons for doing this. To her sister’s credit, though, she finally sighed and said, “Okay, fine. I assume I’m not supposed to tell anyone where you are?”

      Nina blew out a breath that ruffled the lock of hair curling over her forehead. “I’d appreciate it if you didn’t.”

      “I expect to hear from you every single day.”

      She bit back a groan. “You’re worse than Dad, Uncle Antonio, and both our mothers combined. I’ll be fine, Hill.”

      “I’m serious, Nina. I don’t trust that town.”

      “You don’t even know this town. You’ve never been here. You would never in a million years come here, either.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      “It’s just a place on the map, Hill.” If Nina truly believed that, she wouldn’t even be here.

      “Keep lying to yourself. Or better yet, don’t. Just deal with your demons and call me every day, okay?”

      Nina rolled her eyes, even though Hillary couldn’t see the action. And then, as if she were fourteen again and promising she wouldn’t sneak out to go to a concert with that boy who turned out to be as bad as every other guy Nina had ever crushed on, she crossed her fingers. “Fine.”

      “I love you, sis. Don’t do anything dumb. Well, besides going back to that place in the first place.” Hill disconnected the call, and Nina sighed as she popped the earbuds out of her ear.

      It wasn’t dumb to want to see a piece of her past, of the world that had helped to shape her into the cynical, afraid of relationships person she was.

      Was it?
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        * * *

      

      Two hours later, she guided the rental car to the curb in front of a home with a gated entrance. She remembered the thick, stone pillars with black, wrought iron fencing between, but she didn’t recall there being a gate across the driveway. She’d hoped she could drive right up to look at the house, to be honest.

      Climbing out of the car, she walked up to the gate and took in what she could see of the grounds and the building.

      At the top of a slight hill, probably a quarter mile away, was a massive white mansion, as large as a hotel. Fat, cylindrical pillars ran the length of the front, with tall, narrow windows between each one. Massive oak trees dotted the expansive of green lawn on either side of the driveway leading to a circle in front of the pretentious house. It vaguely resembled an antebellum mansion, which felt out of place in a wealthy Detroit suburb.

      Well, here she was. She’d seen it. This was her last stop, after the park and then a cruise through the strip mall where the first dry cleaner her father had ever owned was located.

      She’d done what she’d told Hillary she wanted to do. She should turn around and head back to her car and go to her hotel, maybe even see if she could reschedule her return flight for tomorrow instead of Sunday. She had no other reason to stay in Detroit.

      And yet, she continued to drink it in, this part of her past that she honestly hardly remembered. Her parents had divorced when she was four, and she’d barely seen her dad at all until the end of her kindergarten year, when he’d had his man Frankie kidnap her from the bus stop a couple weeks before the end of the school year.

      She’d then spent a week wandering the halls of that gigantic mansion, bored out of her mind because her nanny—she couldn’t remember the girl’s name, but she recalled that she’d been far more interested in screwing around with Gino’s men than actually being a nanny—was always too busy to do anything with her. And God forbid her father would actually interact with her.

      She was so dumb for taking this little trip. Why had she needed to see this part of her past? There had been nothing good about it. If she’d thought she was going to get some sort of closure, she was wrong.

      She was still a product of the mafia. The single offspring of a man who had once been the most powerful individual in all of Detroit. A man who hadn’t wanted anything to do with her unless he could use her as a pawn to hurt someone else.

      And now that man was dead, and she had a new—and much better—life in New England.

      The gate abruptly started to open from the center, and Nina released her hold on the wrought iron poles. A man stepped onto the driveway from somewhere to her right, strolling toward her with his hands in the pockets of his slacks.

      He was tall and lean yet muscular, as much as she could tell under a pair of well-tailored trousers and a white, button-down shirt that was rolled up over his forearms. His slightly wavy, thick, dark hair, olive skin tone, heavy stubble on his cheeks and chin, and brown eyes screamed Mediterranean heritage. Italian, she suspected.

      She guessed he was around thirty, so five years older than her.

      And holy cripes, was he ever gorgeous. Would it be in poor taste to bite down on her fist while watching him approach as if he had not a care in the world?

      The churning gears of the gate came to an abrupt stop, and the man paused in the middle of the driveway to observe her for a few moments before asking, “Can I help you?”

      “Hey.” She gave a little wave and offered up what she hoped looked like an innocent smile. “I was just admiring your house.”

      He glanced over his shoulder as if to verify what, exactly, she was admiring, and then turned back to her. “Do you do that often? Walk up and stare at people’s houses with longing?”

      She furrowed her brow. “Er…”

      “I’d be careful in this neighborhood. My neighbors have little tolerance for trespassing. Someone is likely to call the police.”

      She glanced up and down the sidewalk. “Sorry. I used to live here. Was in the area, so figured I’d stop by, see if anything has changed.”

      He canted his head and studied her face with significantly more intensity. “You used to live here?”

      She nodded.

      “What’s your name?”

      When she and Mom and Uncle Antonio and Aunt Phoebe had run away in the middle of the night to escape her dad’s clutches, they’d all changed their last name to Swanson. Uncle Antonio knew a guy who, for the right price, gave them all new IDs, including a birth certificate and social security card for Nina.

      From that point until her father found them, she’d been afraid to even so much as whisper her real last name, as if the walls in her bedroom in a little town in New Hampshire might be bugged and had a direct link all the way back to Detroit.

      After Dad died and RJ adopted her, she and Mom took RJ’s last name, and even though it wasn’t something they had to fear anymore, they still rarely spoke of their previous moniker. Even Uncle Antonio, who had been a Sarvilli for thirty-five years, kept Swanson, claiming it was a cleaner name, one he was proud to hand down to his kids.

      Nina opened her mouth. The guy’s interest seemed to have sharpened. Surely, he didn’t suspect… It had been seventeen years since Gino Sarvilli lived here; this place had certainly changed hands more than once since her father died. If this guy owned it, it most definitely had, since he wasn’t that much older than her, so at most may have purchased it ten years ago.

      She almost said Hillary’s name, but that was dumb. She was overreacting. “Nina.” She threw her shoulders back and looked the guy in the eye. “Nina Karney.” She offered her hand to shake.

      He dropped his gaze and hesitated for a fraction of a second before sliding his much larger hand into hers. She liked the way it felt—warm, rough, like he did manual labor for a living.

      “Nina Karney, you say?”

      She could feel her smile wobbling. Could he tell how nervous she suddenly felt? “And you are?”

      “Luca. Luca Russo. Frankie Bianchi’s nephew.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

        

      

    

    
      She immediately tried to jerk her hand out of his grip, and Luca held onto it, just long enough that he knew her heart rate had kicked into overdrive. And then he released her and grinned.

      Nina fucking Sarvilli had returned.

      Who would have thunk it?

      Luca didn’t know her, of course. He only knew of her.

      “I see you remember my uncle.”

      Her blue eyes—definitely from her mother’s side—already huge in her face, widened, and he saw the trace of fear in their depths. Good. She didn’t belong here, so she should be afraid. She’d gotten out almost two decades ago. She had no freaking clue what would happen if certain people discovered Gino Sarvilli’s heir was back in town.

      She didn’t want to know, either.

      He watched as she smoothed her thick, dark hair away from her face and straightened her shoulders again, like she remembered she was supposed to be brave. “I do. I don’t remember you though. Luca, you say? Doesn’t ring a bell.”

      He had to give her credit for admitting it rather than attempting to deny what he knew to be true.

      Although, even if they had ever met, he doubted she’d remember. She’d been just a kid when her mom spirited her—and all of Gino Sarvilli’s money—away in the middle of the night. She looked younger than him, mid-twenties at the most. What would that have made her when she left? Five? Six?

      He shrugged. “We never met. I didn’t hang out with Uncle Frankie back then. Mom wouldn’t let me. Said he was a bad influence.”

      “Your mom sounds like a smart woman.”

      He chuckled. “She is.” Not that he had ever been very good at listening to her advice. What was it they said about the more you told a kid no, the more they wanted what they weren’t supposed to have?

      He watched her throat work as she swallowed. “So, um, you live here?”

      He glanced at the ridiculous monstrosity looming behind him. “Yes.” And then he waved. “Would you like to come in? Walk down memory lane?”

      Why the hell was he inviting her inside? For Christ’s sake, Uncle Frankie had texted, said he might be swinging by to take a look at the alarm system, which had been giving him an error message the last few days. Luca should be telling her to get back into that rental car and take her ass to the airport and go back to wherever she’d managed to hide out for the better part of her life.

      And yet, he held his breath, willed her to say yes. Not because he wanted her to be in danger, mind you. He wasn’t a sadistic fucker like so many he associated with.

      Nope. He wanted to keep talking to her, get to know her.

      Wasn’t that some messed up shit?

      She hesitated, those beautiful blue orbs staring up at the house in the distance.

      “There’s no one else here,” he assured her. “I live alone.”

      Her gaze shifted to the side, and she glanced at him without actually looking directly at him. “Is that safe?”

      He shrugged and stuffed his hands back into his pockets. Otherwise he might give in to the urge to smooth that errant curl behind her ear. “I’m not like your father, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

      Sure, he rubbed elbows with that lot, on the regular, in fact, but that’s because he was a business owner and they were excellent customers. Plus, even though they weren’t organized anymore, their presence did a reasonable job of keeping the Armenians from busting his balls.

      It was, apparently, what she wanted to hear. Her shoulders sagged, and he saw visible relief etched into her face.

      “Hop into your car,” he suggested, “and drive up to the circle drive so I can close the gate.”

      The fear was immediately back on her face. He pointed at a red button to his left. “When you’re ready to leave, just pull up, push that button, and you’re home free.” He lifted his arms, palms out. “I don’t know what you remember about this place, but I swear, I’m not like that.”

      Her gaze darted to the mechanism that controlled the gate. “Your uncle kidnapped me and brought me here after my parents divorced.”

      “No shit?” He knew Uncle Frankie had done some bad shit in his career as Gino Sarvilli’s right-hand man. He had no idea kidnapping was on the list. Especially kidnapping his boss’s kid.

      “He didn’t hurt me or anything. It was really just so my dad could torment my mom.”

      Ah, so Uncle Frankie did it on Gino’s orders. That made far more sense.

      “I’ll come up if you leave the gate open.”

      Luca tried to school his features so she would not see his surprise. What made her think she had any negotiating power whatsoever? What made her think he cared whether she got an inside look at her childhood home?

      “Sure, okay.”

      She smiled triumphantly and, yeah, she had negotiating powers. Because, damn, he would love to witness a few more of those smiles. Her face lit up like a freaking angel when she did it.

      “Okay, come on, I’ll drive us both up there.” Without waiting for his consent, she turned and strutted down the driveway to the vehicle parked at the curb.

      He dragged his hand over his face and followed. What the hell was he doing? Getting friendly with Gino Sarvilli’s daughter was playing with fire. Gino’s old enforcers frequented his club, kept the Armenians off his back, because of Luca’s connection to Frankie.

      But he didn’t kid himself that any of them weren’t still seriously pissed off over how Gino’s empire had crashed and burned so spectacularly nearly two decades ago. Half of them had gone to prison. The other half took plea deals, rolling on their compatriots like they were all participating in a fire drill and learning how to stop, drop, and roll. None of them ended up with any compensation beyond whatever they’d managed to save from their previous work for Gino.

      And they all knew it happened because Nina and her mother and her uncle disappeared with all of Gino’s money.

      It was a little over a quarter mile if one walked the length of the driveway, but of course, in a car, it took only a moment until they were parked in the circle with the ridiculous fountain shaped like a naked woman in the middle and the ostentatious entrance to the house on the right.

      As they mounted the steps, she asked, “How did you figure out who I was?”

      “Your father is the only other person who’s ever owned this house, so when you said you used to live here, it was pretty obvious.”

      Her eyes widened again. “Really? That was seventeen years ago. You’re—you look really young for your age.”

      He chuckled. “I’m not that old. Hit thirty a couple months ago. I bought it at auction three years ago.”

      “Auction?”

      He nodded. “When Gino died and no heir stepped forward…” He arched his brows, not that he expected her to tell him anything about how she’d managed to escape or where she’d been for all these years. Truthfully, it was far safer if she didn’t tell him a damn thing.

      “Actually, my mom came back and testified after he died and they started arresting the guys in his organization. But she didn’t want anything that belonged to him. Neither did my uncle. He even gave away all the money he’d made working for my father.”

      “Jesus.” Luca pressed his hand to his heart. “That had to be a lot of fucking money. Sorry.”

      “It’s okay, f-bombs don’t offend me. And yes, it was a lot of money. I assume so, anyway. I was obviously not involved in any of the decisions because I was only eight at the time, but we still get invited to go to this fancy charity ball every year from the organization they gave everything to.”

      She lifted her shoulders, let them drop, like it was no big deal to give away what had to be millions of dollars to a freaking charity. Hell yeah, they’d better get invited to a fancy ball every year. That charity ought to be kissing their damn feet every chance it got.

      She glanced up at the double doors. “It really sat empty all that time?”

      She studied the exterior of his residence. He’d had it repainted last year. “Yeah, it was pretty disgusting, to tell the truth. You’d be surprised how much wildlife actually lives in the suburbs. I’m pretty sure I had to exterminate every single one of them after I bought it.”

      “Why did you buy it?”

      She sure knew how to ask exactly the questions he didn’t want to answer. “It was the right price and good for my image.”

      And yet, he answered truthfully. Huh.

      Naturally, saying that piqued her interest, and as he opened the door and motioned for her to enter first, she asked what he meant by that.

      “The price was right because anyone who wasn’t connected to your father’s organization wouldn’t touch this place with a ten-foot pole, and anyone who was would never go to a police auction.”

      She stepped into the center of the massive, two-story foyer, with its white marble flooring and that stupid chandelier that cost him a small fortune to get cleaned every six months. At least he’d trashed all the portraits of naked women that had been on display everywhere. Truthfully, they were perfect for the image he was trying to portray, but most hadn’t handled well the fifteen years or so of this house sitting empty, and despite what he did for a living, that kind of art wasn’t his thing.

      If he were honest with himself, a small cottage on a lake was more his style, but appearances were everything in the industry he’d chosen. This house fit the bill perfectly.

      Which was why, other than cleaning it up, modernizing the appliances and furniture, and taking down the moth-eaten naked pictures, he’d done little else to change it. The only room he’d updated to fit his own style was his bedroom, but then again, no one else ever went in there, so it didn’t matter. Even when he had lady “friends” over, he used one of the myriad other bedrooms for those activities. He didn’t want to sully his personal space with the sort of women he tended to sleep with.

      “I remember this,” Nina whispered, her voice sounding far away, her gaze taking in the huge, whitewashed space. He’d had parties in which the guests filled this area when he first bought the house and was promoting his club to all the wrong people. Except those were the people who spent the most money there, so he’d had no choice.

      He stood where he was as she wandered about, those huge eyes absorbing the minute details, her mouth forming a perfect little O. She was feminine and confident and…he struggled for the word.

      Dainty. That was it. It was an odd combination, to be sure, but it worked for her. With those big eyes and cupid’s bow, rosy lips, high cheekbones, and that mass of dark hair, she reminded him of the elfin princess from the Lord of the Rings movies. Without the pointy ears, of course.

      Her body was decidedly feminine too, although not in the overtly sexual way of most of the women he associated with these days. Hers was more of a quiet elegance, with her long, narrow neck and smallish breasts, slight curves, and long, lean legs. He was definitely a leg and ass guy, so yeah, he appreciated the way hers looked in those form-fitting, casual pants. They weren’t quite leggings, and they weren’t sweatpants. Yoga pants, maybe? Whatever, he liked the way she filled them out.

      And all of these observations were pointless, considering who she was and the fact that she should get the hell out of town as quickly and quietly as possible.

      He slipped his phone out of his pocket. Nothing more from Uncle Frankie. Maybe he wasn’t coming over after all. Still…

      “When are you planning to leave?”

      She had wandered over to the hall that led toward the back of the house, where Gino’s ornate and oversized office was located. Luca didn’t use it; he preferred to keep work at work, but when he threw parties, the guests always wanted to see it, so it was yet another area he’d changed very little. This place was like a museum, a monument to Gino Sarvilli. The craziest part was, most of the people who came to ogle it hated Gino.

      Or at least, hated the way their way of life had ended, which brought Luca back around to the elegant woman standing across the room from him.

      She glanced over her shoulder. “Trying to get rid of me already?”

      “Yes and no,” he admitted. One would expect, in his line of business, that he’d be a chronic liar, but no, he much preferred things be on the up and up, if at all possible. It was too hard to keep track of all the lies. That was one of the last pieces of advice his dad had given him before he left, after Mom kicked him out for cheating on her.

      Dad had literally disappeared off the face of the earth after that, and while no one would admit it out loud, Luca was convinced he’d been one of Gino Sarvilli’s many hits. Seventeen years ago, when Gino was killed and his men started scrambling to save their own asses, all the missing persons cases that had been open in Detroit were finally closed, but there were plenty of others that had never been reported to the authorities.

      “Cryptic answer,” she murmured and then pointed. “Can I go down here?”

      He strode toward her and indicated she should follow him down the hall. He didn’t ask why she wanted to go this way, and he took her straight to her father’s old office. She paused outside the door, which was closed.

      “I remember standing out here the day after my dad, well, your uncle, kidnapped me. I didn’t understand what was going on, but I already knew I didn’t like it here and didn’t want to stay. But my father wouldn’t let me go home.”

      She glanced at the wall across from the office door. There used to be a black-and-white, vaguely abstract painting of two naked women there. He’d replaced it with a truly abstract black-and-white painting.

      “And then Uncle Antonio showed up. I hadn’t seen him in two years. He didn’t recognize me at first.”

      Uncle Antonio. Gino’s younger brother. The money man. Stupid of Gino to let someone else control all of his assets. Because that person tended to spirit away in the middle of the night with your dough, your wife, and your kid.

      “You still call him uncle.” He would have assumed she’d eventually start calling the guy “Dad.”

      She barked out a laugh. “My mom and Uncle Antonio never got together, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

      That was exactly what he was thinking.

      “Would you believe my mom married a cop?”

      “No shit?”

      “Yep. And after he killed my dad, he adopted me.”

      “That’s fucked up.”

      She lifted that thin shoulder again, let it drop. “Gino found us and threatened to kill my sister. Well, Hillary. She wasn’t my sister yet at the time. But she was already my best friend. And I can’t believe I’m telling you all this.”

      “I’m a good listener.” Christ knew he’d heard plenty of sob stories from the girls at his club, and he’d managed to keep his cool through all of them.

      “Yes, but my story is a dangerous one to tell. And to know.”

      “This is true, which is exactly why I’m wondering how long you plan to be in town. It’s doubtful anyone would recognize you after all this time, but if you start throwing around your last name, well, you’d be surprised how small the metro Detroit area is. And how many ears there are. And how long the memories are. And how poorly it would go over if people knew you were in town.”

      She batted her eyelashes. “You mean people around here don’t like the Karneys?”

      He smirked and then waved at the door. “Do you want to see the office?”

      She gave the slab of wood an almost fearful look. “Sure.”

      He opened the door, stepped over the threshold, and moved to the side. She moved hesitantly, like she was afraid the boogeyman was going to jump out at her.

      Once she apparently was confident that was not going to happen, she walked straight through, behind the massive desk that sat facing the door, and then turned to face him.

      He liked the way she looked there. Powerful. In control.

      Sexy.

      “This is the first time I remember ever coming into this room.”

      “Really?”

      She nodded. “Maybe I did when I was really little, but I don’t remember. All I recall was that week he kept me here because he was mad at my mom and wanted to punish her. The week before we all disappeared. He spent a lot of his time, most of it, actually, in here, but he never allowed me in. If he wasn’t pawning me off on my lousy nanny, he was making me wait out in the hall while he had some meeting or another.”

      “I’m even more intrigued by you now than I was five minutes ago.”

      She smiled, a small, fleeting lift of her lips. Did she feel this curious attraction too? Because it was curious. She was nothing at all like the sort of women he mingled with. Although, if he were honest with himself, he’d admit that he deliberately sought out a certain type.

      The sort with which there was no risk of emotional attachment.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

        

      

    

    
      Nina dropped her gaze to the desk, her heart beating far too rapidly for her liking. Yes, Luca Russo was attractive. And charming. And he was allowing her to wander about his house, despite the fact that she was a perfect stranger and, as he’d said, a dangerous person to befriend.

      He was also from Detroit, was connected to her father, and lived in his freaking house, for God’s sake. Interesting that he didn’t seem to really like the place, yet he’d still bought it, deliberately, she suspected. He said it was the right price, but there had to be more to it than that.

      “Oh,” he said, striding toward her. She admired his smooth, determined gait. Long, muscular legs. Gorgeous forearms under those rolled-up sleeves. Almost too-long, thick, black hair that was just this side of curly. Enough stubble on his face to give him a slightly dangerous look.

      And 100 percent Italian. She’d discovered she liked boys around the age of fourteen, and ever since, she’d been trying to convince herself that she wasn’t attracted to Italian men.

      At the moment, she was failing spectacularly. Because if Luca Russo asked her out, she would absolutely say yes.

      Even though she should absolutely say no.

      Stepping up next to her, he tugged open a drawer in the desk and pulled out a framed picture. “I assume this is you?”

      She took it out of his hand and stared. The child in the picture looked to be three or four years old. She wore a purple, flowered sundress, and she was waving a wand, a stream of bubbles dragging behind her. The look on her face was complete and innocent joy.

      She touched the glass protecting the photo. Tried to reconcile the man who had held a gun to Hillary’s head and then trained it on her mother with the man who would frame a picture of her and, she presumed, keep it in his office.

      “Almost makes him human, doesn’t it?” Luca said, and she glanced up swiftly. “That’s what I thought when I found it, anyway.”

      She dropped her gaze to the picture again. “Yeah, you’re right. Which is weird, since I’ve thought of him as a monster since I was six years old.”

      “Don’t kid yourself. He was a monster. This picture just means his heart wasn’t completely shriveled and black. Close, though.”

      She chuckled.

      “Keep it,” he said when she started to place it back in the drawer.

      She shook her head. “I’m sure my mom has a copy. I don’t…I’d rather not have any mementos. Any physical ones anyway. I came here for closure, to be honest.”

      “Closure? For what?”

      Turning away from his inquiring gaze, she wandered over to the shelves where myriad other pictures sat: Gino with what she suspected were a variety of politicians, Gino with a former Detroit Pistons hotshot, Gino with a buxom woman she recognized as an actress who had been in her prime thirty years ago. Had all of these people been pulled in for questioning when he died and the empire he’d built collapsed?

      “It’s going to sound dumb.”

      “Try me. You’d be surprised by what I don’t think is dumb.”

      With her gaze focused, she toyed with a pen she’d picked up from the desk. The silence stretched on, and he didn’t try to break it, didn’t press her or change the subject. He just waited.

      She finally glanced up. He watched her, nothing but simple curiosity on his face. This urge to tell him the truth was surprisingly powerful. She didn’t know this guy. All she had to go on was the earnestness in his voice, on his face. For all she knew, he had been waiting for her to reappear and was now waiting for the right moment to kill her.

      Although that honestly didn’t make sense. Her family hadn’t heard a peep out of anyone from Detroit in seventeen years. Her last name had been changed twice and Nina wasn’t so unusual, especially in the Italian community, that someone who heard it would immediately think of Gino Sarvilli’s daughter.

      But therein lay the problem, didn’t it?

      “I thought maybe if I came here…I would be able to get a sense of how truly notorious he was.”

      Luca furrowed his brows, and she hurried to explain.

      “Aside from when he came to New—when he found us and I thought for a minute he was going to kill my best friend, I was sheltered from who he really was.”

      “Witnessing him try to kill your best friend didn’t give you a sense of who he was?”

      She shook her head. “Of course it did. But that was rage over Uncle Antonio stealing all his money. And yet, as I understand it, the man could be in a perfectly jovial mood and still cheerfully tell one of his men to kill someone.”

      “And that fascinates you.”

      He didn’t ask, he stated it, like it was a fact. Like he understood.

      “Yes,” she admitted.

      He glanced at his phone, then slid it back into his pocket. “Come on.” He motioned for her to stand. “Let’s go to the kitchen and raid the liquor cabinet. I’ve never been very comfortable in this room anyway.”

      He led her down the hall, past several closed doors, and then they turned right and the air became significantly more humid.

      “Pool,” he explained, nodding at a steamed-up glass door. “In the basement.”

      She didn’t recall ever using the pool when she lived here. “That’s cool in the winter, I suppose, although give me a sunny afternoon at the lake any day.”

      “I’m with you.” He turned around and grinned at her while walking backward until he bumped into a wall. Laughing, he opened another door and held it so she could pass through first.

      She remembered the tiny cottage she and her mom lived in after the divorce. And she vaguely remembered this kitchen, too. She definitely remembered, even at age six, thinking it was the same size as the entire house she’d lived in with Mom.

      The appliances and countertops had obviously been updated, and the stools tucked under the island appeared to be new, but otherwise, this room felt like it had when she was a child. Gigantic double fridge. Two ovens. A walk-in pantry the size of a small bedroom. It was all so much, especially for only one person.

      She turned to face him. “Are you really happy here?”

      He chuckled. “Do you prefer wine or spirits? Or are you a beer girl?”

      “Wine. Thank you. Are you going to answer my question?”

      “Yes. Eventually. How does pinot grigio sound?”

      “Fine.”

      She watched him pluck two glasses from a rack hanging above a wine fridge as large as most people’s food refrigerators. The muscles on his forearms flexed and bunched as he tugged the cork out of the bottle.

      She never realized how much she liked forearms until now.

      He handed her a glass generously filled with wine, and then lifted his own in toast. “To two people who think they know what they want, but really they have no clue.”

      She touched the rim of her glass to his and took a sip of tart yet smooth wine. “What do you mean?”

      “Once upon a time, I was just like you. Well, not just like, I suppose. I never ran away and hid from the life I was born into. I only watched from the sidelines and wished I could be like my uncle. And the man, who I thought was a legend, that he worked for.”

      “Is that why you bought this house? Trying to get a sense of that life without actually living it?”

      He lifted his glass. “Perceptive of you, although not exactly spot on.” He glanced around at their surroundings. “People who were—and probably still are—part of that lifestyle are my clients. I entertain them a lot, and this house? It’s the perfect backdrop.”

      She opened her mouth to ask him what he did for a living, but he spoke first. “I want to ask about you, get to know you, even though I shouldn’t.”

      “Because of all this?” She motioned at the kitchen with her wineglass.

      He nodded.

      She shrugged. “Other than an unhealthy obsession with mafia books, my life is so completely different from where I came from. Even I have a hard time believing the man who once was the most powerful mob leader in this city is my biological father.”

      “Ah. So you’re having an identity crisis.”

      She laughed. “It’s like you’re inside my head, only you actually know what’s going on, whereas I’m floundering around, trying to figure out why I’m doing the things I’m doing.”

      He slid onto a barstool, and she sat down next to him.

      “That’s because I’m not all that different from you. Frankie is my mom’s brother. Although he got caught in Gino Sarvilli’s web, she went in the other direction, met a guy, had a normal, mob-free life. But she and Frankie stayed close, and she was forever badgering him about his choices, the things he was doing for Gino. And I’m pretty sure she didn’t even know the worst of it, or, at least, she pretended not to be aware.

      “Uncle Frankie used to come to family gatherings, and he was this total badass, a real antihero. He was so cool, all the kids loved him. And every time, after the party was over, my mom would lecture me and my two sisters about staying away from him because he was bad news.”

      “Which only made you more curious about him,” Nina guessed.

      “Yep. It didn’t help that me and Uncle Frankie got along really well. And after my dad left, he really stepped up, helped my mom take care of us. But then, after Gino was killed, he went to prison. Was gone for about ten years. Which only made him seem like even more of a badass when he finally got out.”

      He shook his head. “Kids—and young adults—are so easily impressed, often by the wrong thing.”

      “Isn’t that the truth.”

      “Gino’s empire is gone, of course, but those guys, they’re still around, still scary as fuck. It’s like they’re living legends.”

      She nodded. “I’m not sure how old I was, but I remember one day I was wandering around this house by myself, and I heard a weird noise. Like a wounded animal. I headed toward it, thinking that was exactly what it was, and I walked in on my father and some other guy beating up this man, who was on his knees with his arms behind his back. He was bleeding and crying and begging them to stop, and they just laughed. I turned around and rushed back to my bedroom and hid in my closet.”

      Staring into the pale liquid in her glass, she said, “It’s the fear factor, isn’t it?” She looked up at him, caught the wince that told her he could relate. “Since my father died, my life has been boring almost to the point of tears. No excitement whatsoever.”

      “None?” He arched his brows. “Nothing at all?”

      She could feel her skin warming.

      “I’ve done an amazing job of dating losers. I think, during college, that’s where I went looking for that excitement I was missing. I deliberately sought out guys who I thought were really bad for me. But it turned out, they were all just really bad.”

      She made a face and he laughed. And then he said, “Not all bad guys are bad.”

      “I think you mean not all guys who think they are bad are actually bad.”

      He paused and took a drink. “Maybe.”

      “And maybe that makes them really good.”

      She was playing with fire here, and she damn well knew it. So did he, she was sure of it.

      Except this didn’t feel like every other bad dating decision she’d ever made. Luca was different. It was obvious he didn’t think he was, but this conversation, the comfort level, her very real desire to carry on, to talk into the night, to get to know him to the point where they were as close as she and Hillary were… she’d never experienced anything like this before.

      Luca noticed her empty glass and stood, walking around the island to pull the bottle of wine out of the fridge.

      “Does anyone in your family know you’re here?” he asked as he refilled her drink.

      “Just Hillary. Which was an accident. I wasn’t planning to tell anyone. I intended to come, wander down memory lane, and then go home and pretend I’d just gone to the coast for the weekend or something.”

      “What does Hillary think?”

      Nina rolled her eyes. “She thinks I’m a fool. She still has issues associated with that day my father showed up and threatened to kill her. She was in counseling for years.”

      “The difference between those of us born into this life and the rest of them. It’s just another day for us.”

      She gulped wine. He gave a little jolt and then pulled his phone out of his pocket, frowning as he read whatever was on the screen.

      “As thoroughly enjoyable as this afternoon has been, unfortunately, I have to cut it short.”

      “How come?”

      He glanced at his phone again before returning it to his pocket. “I, uh, have to head into work soon.” He cleared his throat and wouldn’t look her in the eye.

      “Go into work? On a Friday afternoon?” After drinking half a bottle of wine?

      He shrugged. “Not every job is a nine-to-fiver.”

      She pushed away her nearly empty glass. “Thanks for letting me have a look around.”

      “Thanks for trusting me enough to do it.”

      He herded her out the front door and bid her goodbye without so much as a hug or handshake or, better yet, a kiss, which was silly of her to even think about.

      She went to her hotel, feeling bereft. Whatever she’d hoped to accomplish with this trip, she hadn’t done it. There was no closure. In fact, she wanted more. She wanted to spend more time with Luca. Get to know him better.

      A lot better.

      She stopped in the hotel bar and bought a glass of wine, then carried it upstairs to her room where she sat on the bed and pulled up Google on her phone.

      And she did a search on “Luca Russo.”
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      Knuckles rapped on the door to his office. Luca glanced up from the schedule he’d been working on. “Come in.”

      Serendipity—few of the staff used their real names here—leaned her upper half into the room. Her bleached blonde hair was teased so high she would have fit in perfectly in the nineties. She wore a sequined bikini top that drew the eye to her more than ample assets.

      “There’s a smokin’ hot chick who just walked in the door, and she totally doesn’t look like she belongs here.”

      Luca arched his brows. “Every single woman who works here is smokin’ hot. Including you.”

      Serendipity smirked. She and Luca, as it turned out, had the same taste in women. Well, women to hire to work in a strip club, anyway.

      She was a fantastic dancer-slash-bar-manager, one of the few Luca would call friend rather than simply an employee. She was also an excellent judge of character, so he often had her sit in on his interviews, and her opinion mattered when it came down to whether the person was hired.

      “That’s just it. She doesn’t look like a dancer. Or someone’s little plaything. She looks kind of lost, truth be told.”

      “Okay, you’ve piqued my curiosity.” He closed the laptop and followed her out the door, down the hall, into the bowels of the club.

      It was still early, but the place was already kicking. Exactly as it should be on a Friday evening. He noticed a cluster of Uncle Frankie’s buddies front and center by the stage. They’d probably be camped out all night.

      Even though he owned the place, he didn’t get the lure of strip clubs. It was basically deliberately giving yourself blue balls.

      Serendipity touched his shoulder and nodded toward the bar. It took less than three seconds for Luca to know exactly who she was talking about. Because, yeah, that woman most definitely did not belong here.

      Despite the smooth, sleek hair, the extra dose of smoky shadow around her eyes. The burgundy lipstick. That off-the- shoulder, form-fitting dress that fell to mid-thigh. It felt like it took half an hour to peruse his way down her lean, lightly tanned legs until his gaze reached a pair of stiletto sandals with a strap around the ankles.

      Christ, Serendipity was right. She was smokin’.

      And she stood out like a sore thumb. Or, more accurately, a freaking siren.

      He stalked across the room, brushing off customers who tried to chat, and he didn’t stop until he reached out and grabbed her arm.

      “Hey,” she said, jerking away from him until, apparently, she realized it was him and not someone else. “Oh. Hey.”

      The difference sounded a little bit like “Get the fuck away from me” and “Want to take me to bed?”

      “What the hell are you doing here?” he practically snarled, glancing around. So far, the group near the stage were the only ones from Gino’s old crew in the building. That would change as the night wore on, though. It always did. Normally, he appreciated that because if they weren’t here, the Armenians would be, and that lot didn’t come here to spend money on booze and strippers.

      Tonight, however, he had an entirely different concern.

      “Come on.” He didn’t ask, he simply pulled her along, taking the long way around to be sure the half-drunk, middle-aged Italian men drooling over his dancers didn’t notice them.

      As soon as they were inside his office, he slammed the door and leaned against it. “What the hell are you doing here, Nina?”

      She pretended to inspect the room, which was a pretty typical bar office with lots of shelves stuffed with old equipment and marketing paraphernalia, posters of half-naked women holding beers in their hands taped to the walls.

      “I was looking for something to do. This place isn’t too far from my hotel.”

      “You’re a lousy liar. Has anyone ever told you that before?”

      “Actually, Hill does all the time.”

      “Why did you come here? Seriously.”

      She inspected her French manicure while those far too kissable lips formed a small pout. “I got curious, so I Googled you when I got back to my hotel.”

      “Oh hell.” He dragged his hand through his hair.

      “So you’re a strip club owner, huh?”

      It was his turn to pretend like he wasn’t supremely uncomfortable. “It’s a living.”

      “You wanted to know what the lifestyle was like, but you weren’t crazy enough to truly try it out. But this gets you close, doesn’t it? I’m sure there are plenty of dangerous guys who frequent this place.”

      He stalked toward her, towering over her like he was trying to intimidate her. Maybe he was, although it didn’t look like it was working. If anything she looked…turned on.

      Jesus.

      “Those are exactly the kind of guys who come here, which is why it’s the worst possible place for you to be. What if someone recognizes you?”

      She rolled her eyes, and he had this almost physical pull toward her, like the action was causing his lips to pucker and lean into hers.

      He took a step back.

      “I was a six-year-old child the last time any of those people saw me. No one will recognize me.”

      “I’m not keen on taking that chance. You need to leave.”

      “Do you have to be here?”

      “Huh?”

      She waved at the door. “Do they need you tonight? Or can you leave with me?”

      He blinked, like maybe the action would help clarify her words. “What are you trying to say?”

      She huffed. “I’m asking you to go out with me. Somewhere else. There’s a bar in the hotel where I’m staying, and when I left, it looked like a jazz band was setting up. Could be fun to hang out, have a few drinks. Get to know each other better.”

      Threading the fingers of both hands into his hair, he turned away from her. “This isn’t seriously happening, is it?” He turned back to stare at her. “You aren’t seriously asking me out.”

      “That’s literally what I just did.”

      “Why do you want to go out with me?”

      “Because of the charming personality I saw earlier today. Although if you keep this up, I may change my mind.”

      She was a feisty one. If she were anyone else in the world, it was entirely realistic that he’d have her bent over his desk by now, pumping for all he was worth while thrumming her clit until she fell apart for him.

      But not Nina fucking Sarvilli.

      “Good. Change your mind. Go away.”

      “What the hell has gotten into you?” She had been leaning against the desk, and she pushed off now and stepped toward him. There was a fire in her eyes that should have scared him, except that wasn’t the reaction going on below his belt.

      “What happened between my leaving your house earlier and now?”

      “Well, for one thing, you now know that I own a strip club. And your roots notwithstanding, it sure seems like you are a tad more refined than the type of woman who thinks it’s cool to fuck a guy who owns a place like this.”

      “That’s fair,” she admitted. “I probably wouldn’t give you the time of day if I hadn’t spent several hours getting to know you earlier today.”

      “And let’s not forget that my uncle used to be your dad’s right-hand man. He killed for your father, Nina.”

      “I’m not here because of your uncle.”

      “You’re missing the point.”

      “No, I’m not. Luca, I’m not stupid. I like you, but I know that when I get on that plane on Sunday, I’ll never talk to you again. Regardless of what does or does not happen between now and then.”

      She placed her hands on his chest, smoothed them up to his shoulders and down again. He closed his eyes and tried to remember why he should not enjoy the sensation as much as he was.

      “And if we both know that we are going to walk away in forty or so hours, why not enjoy ourselves in the meantime?”

      There were probably a thousand reasons why this was a bad idea. But with her hands on his chest, her hopeful eyes staring up at his face, he couldn’t come up with a single one of them.

      “First, you promise me that when you do leave, it will be for good. No coming back again. No contact with anyone from Detroit. Understood?”

      “Not even you?”

      He shook his head. “It’s too dangerous. Hell, we shouldn’t even be doing this, let alone talking about hanging out for the rest of the weekend.”

      “Fine. I promise.”

      Her hands were still on his chest. Her eyes were still staring up at him, hope unfurling like a flower.

      He should say no. He should say no. He should…

      He sighed. Dragged his hand through his hair again. It probably looked like he’d stuck his head in a wind tunnel at this point. “Let me go talk to Serendipity. Make sure she can handle things for the rest of the night.”

      “Is she the one in the sequined bra?” Nina wrinkled her nose.

      Luca chuckled. “Yes. And you have nothing to worry about. She’s probably more attracted to you than she is to me.”

      Her eyes widened. “I wasn’t worried.”

      “Uh-huh. Stay here. I’ll be right back.”

      He returned to the front of the club and found Serendipity behind the bar, checking liquor bottles against a spreadsheet pulled up on the iPad in her hand.

      She glanced at him and arched one dark blond brow. “Might be time for a trim.”

      He patted his waves, which were probably beyond help.

      “Did you send the lost little princess home?” she asked.

      “She’s more like a queen,” he blurted without thinking.

      Both eyebrows shot into Serendipity’s hairline. “Fine. Did you send your queen away?”

      “Actually, no. I’m going to take her out tonight.”

      “She doesn’t seem like your type.”

      “No, she really isn’t.” Which was concerning. Not only was she dangerous because of who she was, but she had emotional involvement written all over her in neon highlighter.

      Unfortunately, as his mother would attest, he never was good at doing what he should do.

      “Can you hold down the fort? Do you want me to call anyone in to help?”

      “Nah. I got it. Go have fun with your little queen.”

      He snorted. “Accurate description.” Her father had once been a mafia kingpin, after all.

      Serendipity stared at him pointedly, but he did not elaborate.

      Serendipity wasn’t Italian, and she was too young to have been involved with any of Gino Sarvilli’s men back when they ruled Detroit, but Luca knew better than to utter the truth of Nina’s heritage to any damn person.

      He returned to his office to find Nina sitting in the chair behind his desk, her legs crossed, her attention on her phone, one foot tapping to the muted music coming from the stage. She glanced up.

      “Hey.” Her smile was wide. Hopeful. Excited.

      He suddenly wanted to make sure she had an amazing time tonight. Holding out his hand, he said, “Come on. Let’s go check out that jazz band.”

      She dropped her phone into her purse and jumped to her feet, practically vibrating with anticipation.

      “Did you drive here?” he asked.

      “Nope. Didn’t want to get lost, so I took an Uber.”

      “Smart. My car’s back here.” He led her down the hall to the employee entrance, and when they reached his vehicle, he opened the passenger side door and waited for her to slide into the leather seat.

      “Hill would be so impressed,” she said when he dropped into the driver’s seat.

      “Why’s that?”

      “So far, you’re totally a gentleman.”

      He guided the vehicle out of the parking lot. “That doesn’t impress you?”

      She laughed. “Oh, it does. Remember I hinted at the sort of guys I’ve dated? Hill expects this sort of treatment, whereas it takes me by surprise.”

      He gave her a swift glance before focusing on the road. “It shouldn’t. You should expect to be treated like a queen,” he said. He’d corrected Serendipity’s use of “princess” without even thinking about it. “Now, where am I going?”

      She’d booked a room at a hotel in downtown Detroit. So long as they stayed away from the casinos and dance clubs, they could reasonably expect to avoid anyone he wouldn’t want to run into. She was right; the chance of anyone recognizing her after all this time was low, but he’d still rather avoid any opportunity if at all possible.

      The hotel band was sensual, heavy on the sax while a woman crooned in a sultry tone that made him think of black satin sheets and Nina laid out like a smorgasbord for one.

      The lady he was fantasizing about turned away from the show and canted her head while smiling at him, her dark hair brushing his arm. “I like the way you’re looking at me.”

      They’d claimed a booth with rounded seats, and he sat next to her with his arm draped across the top. Each time she leaned back, he trailed his fingers across her shoulder blades, causing her to shiver.

      “Oh yeah? How am I looking at you?”

      “Like you want to devour me.”

      He’d never had much of a poker face.

      “Maybe I do.”

      “Maybe I want you to.”

      “Maybe we need to go up to your hotel room.”
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in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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