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      Basta - that’s enough

      Buon Compleanno - Happy Birthday

      Buongiorno – good morning

      Capisci - you understand

      Capisco - I understand

      Ciao - hello, bye-bye

      Ciao, come sta? - Hello, how are you?

      Chiuso - closed

      Cretino - idiot, stupid

      D’enotti - of unknown origin (parentage)

      Due espresso, per favore - two espresso, please

      Familigia - family

      Gelato - ice cream with higher fat content

      Mangia - eat

      Nessun problema - no problems

      Niente - nothing

      Normalmente - normally

      Perfetto - perfect

      Piazza - square, place

      Polizia - police

      Pronto - ready (used to answer the telephone)

      Salute - health

      Sì – yes

      Va bene - all right, okay
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          DANTE

        

      

    

    
      If only the Ancient Romans could see Florence now, I muse while walking down the uneven cobblestone streets in my brown Ferragamo loafers. I take pride in the fact that my ancestors built these roads, and I'm not ashamed that I've spilled blood on them in my family's quest to carry on the family business.

      Ducking inside a café, I can't keep my mouth from watering as fresh bread is pulled out of the oven and set on cooling racks. I observe commuters standing at circular high tops with no chairs. I order a cappuccino al cacao and watch the attractive fair-skinned woman in her mid-thirties steam milk until it froths. She's my type, dark hair, dark eyes. Italian with a capital I.

      It's harder to find an Italian woman to date. I'm getting older, and getting married isn't my end game. And with good reason. My job is notoriously dangerous. I'd hate to inflict that upon anyone unknowingly. Nor do I wish to have children even though the birth rate of Italians has been in decline for decades. Admittedly, I have no plans to pull those statistics up.

      Based on my profiling capabilities, this barista is cute and probably has a husband, so I check her ring finger. Bingo. She's wearing a thin gold band, and her fingernails are worn down to the quick from hours of serving customers' coffees made to order and washing tiny plates and cups with little conversation. Our transactions are as mundane as taking a piss every morning.

      No flashy engagement ring—that's not the European way. Unless you are incredibly wealthy, that is. And I am. However, would I ever buy an engagement ring? I scoff at the mere thought of it. My family knows I'm never getting married, as much as my mother may hound me. I'm committed to my plans.

      I might be the most sought-after bachelor in the city, but I don’t need to be married to have wicked sex with any woman I desire. I thrive on my freedom and feel no obligations past a hookup. Women tell me what they think I want to hear, hoping to please or appease me—I’m not sure. Nothing will change the fact that I will only give them as much as I want—a night filled with sex as hot as our summer sun and little conversation. I am a poser when I wear my dignified routine in businessman suits tailored for powerful meetings with influential people. I’m in my prime with money to burn, and that causes women to swoon at my feet.

      Like bees to nectar, it’s too easy and boring. My only obligation is to my family and the interests I have to protect. My mission is to ensure our survival in a ruthless, dark world. This sharply contrasts the normalcy afforded most individuals who know what to expect every day of their lives.

      This train station is always busy, so it’s a perfect spot for me to blend in and remain invisible, and for the most part, it works. Only my enemies and my trail of broken-hearted ex-girlfriends would spot me in public. To everyone else, I’m a face without a name, and I like to keep it that way. It’s safer for me. It’s safer for everyone.

      I stay on the move to avoid danger, avoiding repetitive patterns in my daily routine. I learned this strategy early from my grandfather, Diego Micheli. These days, he lives on a tiny island off the coast of Tuscany, where he enjoys beautiful sunsets over the Tyrrhenian Sea, but at one time, he was the most powerful don in Italy.

      I rarely have time to visit him anymore, as I’m too busy to take time away from work, and I know he understands. After all, if my dad hadn’t died so young, I wouldn’t have been called upon to head the family businesses.

      I’m also too busy for love. Love is strictly off-limits, a luxury I can’t afford. It’s a blessing and a curse, but that’s what it means to be at the head of the table.

      I take my eyes off the female barista long enough to check out the sandwiches in the case. The ham and cheese panini looks particularly good. So does the caprese.

      There is a clink as the ceramic saucer is set on the marble counter. The white froth is in the shape of a heart and is dusted with cocoa. Perfetto. I use the sugar crystals on a stick resting on the saucer. I slowly stir the hot brew, giving it a minute to cool. For a moment, I can relax and not think about work.

      I order a chocolate-filled cornetto when she asks if I’d like anything else. This café’s pastries are handmade by local bakers, and I’ve always been partial to them. They aren’t overly sweet, but that doesn’t prevent them from being irresistible.

      The woman brings me the dessert wrapped in wax paper to go. I finish it in two bites before downing my cappuccino in one gulp. I pay the cashier and exit, stepping onto the cracked sidewalk.

      The temperature is still cool and will increase as the sun rises. I stroll back to my Mercedes SUV and ignore the judgmental stares from the elderly men sitting at the outdoor neighborhood café. No doubt they think I’m greedy for having a gas-guzzling vehicle. My tires have been slashed for that in the past. I smile and say, “Buongiorno,” as I pass them. They remain silent.

      Ordinarily, I’m a man of few words, and my work face is stoic. I haven’t met a woman yet who can make me change my ways. I only let my family see the human side of me, the one that is capable of a chuckle if the situation warrants it. Mama worries about me, but she worries about everything incessantly. That’s an Italian mother for you.

      Cars speed past, and horns honk as I approach the city, which is bustling with early morning activity. I have an important meeting with my contact, my bodyguard, and my right-hand man, Riccardo. Normally, he is with me, but I like to keep life simple and enjoy a few minutes in the morning to be myself and not the monster I’ve become to keep things going after Dad died. In most places, he’d be called Papa. In Tuscany, we say Babbo.

      My father’s heart attack two years ago was a blow to my family. I had hoped it might spell the end of the long-standing feud with the Conti family in the South, but it was not. Papa always said, "Once an enemy, always an enemy," and with good reason—he was younger than me when he lost his brother in a turf war with the Contis. Both families lost a son before the killing spilled into the streets.

      I want to think we are more civilized than other countries. Today, I’m not so sure. The Sicilians have contacts in most continents; I’m content with Italy and use other resources on an as-needed basis.

      I make my way down to the non-touristy area of the magnificent city, driving past warehouses owned by Chinese, Russian, and Albanian companies. I am far from my mansion in Fiesole, where the view overlooking the city of Florence is astounding. To get to Fiesole, one must ascend a long, winding road. This provides a good vantage point over possible intruders, which was a selling point for me.

      I maneuver down the crowded streets until I arrive at a café and park on the street. Riccardo is waiting for me, standing by the door, dressed in a black dress shirt and pants.

      I stroll toward him and say, "Good morning." He nods.

      We sit on wooden chairs around a small metal table overlooking a neighborhood park near the Arno River.

      "Well?" I ask.

      "I think we found her. We're just waiting on Michael."

      I nod. Without asking, an espresso is placed on the table—they know me. I pour a sugar packet into the strong brew before siping. Ah, I can never have too many in a day.

      Michael arrives dressed in a tracksuit and pulls up a chair. He's a trusted associate, a hired man to do whatever we need. He's a decent man who accepts the fact his job description is always subject to change.

      "Michael." I nod, acknowledging him and finishing my drink in one gulp. "What's the word?"

      “I found her. She’s in college here in Florence, studying art,” he replies. His dark brown hair is full and slicked back, but his receding hairline makes him look older than his mid-twenties.

      “Are you sure it’s her?”

      “I did all the research, just like you asked. No one knows anything, which is why it took some time. I’m the only one who handled it, so there’s no trail to her—or you.” He emphasizes the last word heavily.

      I run my hand across my mouth and clean-shaven jaw, which I habitually do when deep in thought. I nod again as I play with the tiny spoon on the saucer.

      “You’re fucking kidding me.” Riccardo lets out a low whistle. “Conti is going to shit his pants. His best-kept secret, the jewel of his empire. Has she been discovered?”

      “Keep your eye on her, get to know her routine, but don’t let her see you.” I can’t risk losing her.

      “Done.” Michael stands. Riccardo follows suit and slips him an envelope of cash.

      “Mr. Micheli.” Michael nods to me and disappears. He knows I’m a man who prefers results over extended chatter.

      “So, what’s your plan?” Riccardo sits down again. He’s fit for a man in his mid-forties. His salt-and-pepper beard is impeccably trimmed, and his clothing is always a notch above casual wear. Like all Italians, he likes his designers.

      “First, I’ll put out a feeler to meet with Giovanni Conti. Then we’ll go from there. Not a word to anyone.” I don’t have to remind him, yet I say it anyway. “We have no idea his reaction, and we must tread carefully.”

      I have to push the issue with Conti to get what’s ours. However, a fine line exists between pushing and making him think I don’t respect him. And since he is a known psychopath, I hate having to deal with him at all.

      I have good men like Riccardo around me. I picked him because he knew what to do without me telling him, and he worked his way up the ranks. He follows through without flinching at any task, big or small. He also has a military background, which can’t hurt.

      I see him checking out people walking by, and if I ask him what car just passed us, he will give me the correct answer. The man’s memory, like his loyalty, is never in question, and he always has my back. I demand loyalty above all else because, in the mafia, loyalty and trust are what keep us alive.
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          JULIET

        

      

    

    
      If only my dad liked to travel. But he doesn’t, so I’m stuck in Tuscany. 'Stuck' is the wrong word for it. It’s beautiful, but there are so many places in this beautiful country to explore. Pranzano, Rome, and Siena are just a few I’d love to see. I’ll get there someday.

      “You look like a princess!” My roommate, Ava, gushes as she puts a fake tiara on my head like I’m a ten-year-old. When do girls get over this princess shit, anyway? I don’t see it. She’s from the United States and came for a summer internship in Florence. Now, that’s what I call a princess lifestyle. If one goes anywhere to study art, this is the place for it. Home of the Greats, I like to call it.

      Don’t get me wrong, I like Ava, but she’s only here for the summer. She’s from New York, Long Island, to be exact. She says it funny, overpronouncing the last vowels and dragging them out.

      She giggles. “Well, in New York, all the girls from wealthy Italian and Jewish families are princesses. Then you have the CAP, the Catholic American Princesses, and the JAP, the Jewish American Princesses. The tiara has become a staple for all teenage girls on birthdays.”

      She snags the tiara off my head and plops it atop her long, blond locks. “We are getting a bit old for it, though, aren’t we?” Her nose crinkles as she speaks, and her voice fades out.

      “I’ll say,” I agree, never having fantasized about being a princess. I’m an ordinary girl in an ordinary world. I never imagine any man is checking me out because they are always looking at other girls, the ones who can curl eyelashes without poking their eyes out. The girls who know how to put together a flawless outfit. Girls like Ava.

      Did my father adore me? Yes, of course, and I’m grateful for it. It probably kept me from hanging out with bad boys and pursuing the wrong kind of attention out of loneliness.

      “So, what do you want to do today? Since it’s Saturday, we have the whole weekend ahead of us.” She flits excitedly around the room, using her phone to turn up the music streaming from a portable speaker she logged thousands of miles to use for two months.

      “Whatever you like,” I reply. I don’t have any plans. I live a quiet life compared to most girls my age. I’m more comfortable being alone than I am with a crowd of acquaintances. Maybe it’s because I’m an only child, and the town I grew up in is so tiny it wouldn’t even be on a map if it were not for the handmade pottery the tourists stop to admire.

      Ava’s company is a welcome change from the girls who are more into their boyfriends than their studies. She is a foreigner who came to paint our jaw-dropping scenery, eat fantastic food, and join me in the dorm to live like a local Florentine for the summer.

      I’m happy to have her as a friend. The campus thins out in the summertime, and the number of tourists escalates to the point it’s hard to walk anywhere. The sidewalks are always packed.

      I like hearing about America and hope to visit someday, but I’m content to live here now. This is my home. I can’t imagine living anywhere else. But someday? Put me on a plane, and I’ll go anywhere.

      “Maybe we can find a pretty spot and work on a sketch and then practice with oils on it later,” I venture enthusiastically.

      “That sounds like fun. It’s gorgeous outside. Afterward, we can grab a sandwich at our favorite place and have a glass of wine.”

      “Ava, it’s ten o’clock in the morning!”

      “Oh, don’t roll your eyes at me. You know you love a great Sangiovese,” she teases me.

      I can’t deny it.

      “Okay, let me just pack some art supplies.” I open a cloth tote and put in my 11 x 14 sketchbook and my boxes of treasured charcoals.

      I glance at Ava, who’s fluffing up her hair and painting her smile a little thicker than I would, using bright red lipstick.

      “I’m just going to add some bronzer to my face. Then we can head out,” I announce, so she knows to be ready. What I’ve learned from her is that finding a model takes time. Not that I aspire to be a model, but I wouldn’t turn down an offer of help if it makes me appear more accomplished. I never feel like I fit in.

      Ava is the first roommate I’ve had who doesn’t have a steady boyfriend. I don’t have one, either. I never have. My take on boyfriends is that they consume and monopolize a woman’s life. Girls drop everything when a man comes along. I mean, is it the guy? The thrill of something new? Or is the sex so great that women forget all their dreams and goals when they drop out of school? That’s happened to more than one of my classmates.

      Even though I’m young and have this incredible, vibrant city at my disposal, I find it hard to connect with the other students. I’m not one for joining clubs. Making new friends is intimidating for me. I never get invited to hang out with other students or attend off-campus parties. I have no one to blame but myself. These are hurdles I envisioned I'd have leaped over by this point. At twenty-one, the expectation was to have made more headway toward my career ambitions. Mom dubs me a 'late bloomer.' Perhaps she's right.

      At the end of summer, I'll get another roommate. I don't like not knowing who I'll get in the roommate lotto, but Dad thinks it's safer for me to live in the dorms. I'm sure he knows best. Rent in the city is crazy expensive. I don't want my parents going broke paying for me to pursue my dreams, dreams that may never materialize. It's difficult to break into the art scene anywhere, let alone here! But I want to work in the creative field as that's my true calling. I can't shut down my creative thoughts. Whether it is coloring in a sketch, dreaming up furniture designs, or settling into graphic artwork, I’m creative. I'm savvy with all the software artists use.

      “Ready,” Ava announces as she walks to the door with her tote, one matching mine. They were given to us at summer registration and had our school's emblem on them with the fleur-de-lis. I lock the door behind us before we enter the courtyard, where students gather on benches. They draw the surrounding evergreens lining the banks of the Arno River. The trees provide welcome shade and a touch of nature to the city’s heart.

      It’s warm outside, so I’m wearing a cherry-red sundress. The color complements my olive skin, which is darker than most Tuscans and definitely darker than my parents. We joke that someone in the family tree must have married a Sicilian.

      Students are coming and going in the courtyard, and I hear shouts and car horns honking on busy streets. The noise bounces off the surrounding buildings.

      “It’s the dean,” Ava nudges my arm with her elbow.

      “Really?”

      “Oh, yes, he’s involved in the exchange program. It’s like a goodwill ambassador. And look at that hunk talking to him!”

      I check out the man standing next to Dean Santini. The stranger is dressed in black, and even though it’s just a casual dress shirt and slacks with leather shoes, he looks sharp, like James Bond without the jacket and tie. He preens like a peacock, proud and confident. The dean appears to shrink in his shadow.

      “I wonder who he is.”

      “No idea. I’ve never seen him before, but boy, I wish I had,” she murmurs as we draw closer to him.

      Ava puts one hand casually on her Marc Jacobs tote and slides her canvas bag onto the same arm, leaving one hand free as we approach.

      I shy away, but they are standing near our exit, making it difficult for me not to engage should the situation arise.

      “Good morning, ladies,” the dean addresses Ava with a smile, so we stop and chat.

      It’s such an Italian thing to take time out for a brief chat with an acquaintance or a friend when you casually bump into them. There is never an excuse that you’re in a hurry because in Italy, everything can be a few minutes late, and it’s never a problem.

      “Hello, how are you?”

      “Just fine, thank you. I want to introduce you to Mr. Micheli. He’s one of our benefactors here at the school.”

      “I love the arts,” Mr. Micheli adds without a smile.

      Ava extends her hand to the sexy stranger, who takes it in his before leaning in to exchange the traditional small kiss on both cheeks before turning to me.

      “Nice to meet you . . .” He leaves the sentence unfinished, suspended in the air between us.

      “Juliet. Juliet Accordi.” I gaze up at him through my long lashes, captivated by his intense brown eyes holding my gaze. “It’s nice to meet you.” I notice his face is cold and his voice devoid of emotion.

      “Likewise,” he says as he leans in to kiss my right cheek, then my left. The hair on the back of my neck stands up at his touch. “Are you enjoying your studies here?”

      “Oh, yes,” I assure him. My flesh tingles with mixed feelings. I” ‘m excited on the one hand and scared on the other. I have no idea what is triggering this fight-or-flight response. I want to follow my body’s urge to run and leave immediately, but I don’t want it to look obvious.

      He turns his attention back to Ava and chats with her for a minute, but I can’t help feeling he’s watching me even though his eyes are clearly on her.

      There is something about him, but I can't put my finger on it. He's observant and a man of few words, which implies he's either very smart or used to playing things close to his chest.

      He's sure of himself. His posture exudes strength and masculinity. I bet he has us both committed to memory, and he probably has me pegged right down to my black bikini underwear.

      “Would you ladies like to join us for an espresso?” he asks, looking at both of us as the church bells from the Duomo chime echo down the city streets.

      We wait for the bells to finish before resuming our conversation.

      “Thank you, but we were just heading out,” I explain, putting my arm firmly through Ava's.

      “Another time then, perhaps,” he says, wishing us a good afternoon before he nods and walks away with the dean in the opposite direction.

      After we exit the courtyard, I turn my head to take one more look at the handsome stranger when I overhear him asking the dean about the art program and the future funding needed, but I can't catch any details after that.

      “That was weird.” I still have my arm through Ava's as we hit the narrow sidewalk, making our way to our favorite park near the river. The sky is partially cloudy, so the water will not look blue today, which is a pity. I'll have to tweak the color later. I hate the look of muddy water.

      “What? He seemed perfectly fine,” she replies as we step inside the café on the corner for a quick espresso.

      “Due espresso, per favore,” I pull euros out of my knock-off Gucci purse, which I wear slung from my shoulders and across my chest to prevent it from being ripped off by a professional pickpocket. The city is rife with them.

      I had to teach Ava how to do these things, or she would have lost her expensive camera on her first day of sightseeing.

      I pay the man behind the counter for our drinks and buy bottled water as well. I can feel the day heating up as moisture builds on the nape of my neck.

      “Do I look flushed?” I stir a sugar packet into my espresso and face her.

      “God, I’m addicted to this.” Ava lets her drink cool for thirty seconds before downing it in two gulps before she checks out my face. “Nope, you’re fine. Maybe it was that hot Italian dude making you sweat,” she snickers.

      “Well . . .” I fumble for words as I remember the chance meeting.

      “Well, what? Hottie! He had an air of mystery or danger about him,” she volunteers. “You have everything here in Italy—hot men, coffee, food, tons of antiquities to take in. It’s amazing. I love it.”

      “We’re pretty lucky.” Grateful for the distraction of the mystery man, we stroll down to the park and find a free bench. We need an entire bench as our art supplies fill the space between us.

      Birds chirp in the lush trees overhead as Ava asks me how to say ‘Happy birthday’ in Italian. She tries to say, ‘Buon Compleanno,’ but botches it terribly, and we laugh at her attempts.

      I appreciate that she's trying to learn, but honestly, foreigners can get around easily without knowing any Italian, at least in the city. Most waiters will know English so they can earn better tips. Many under-thirty-year-olds speak English because it was integrated into our schools three decades ago.

      But it helps to know some Italians to get around outside the large tourist areas. Granted, the train stations sell tickets from kiosk machines with English signage. Tickets for the city buses are sold in small shops where one can buy items like newspapers, candy, cigars, and cheap souvenirs. You need Italian to get by in those as the worker is probably from another country and only knows two languages. So, I continue to teach her a little of the language as we go.
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          DANTE

        

      

    

    
      Riccardo remains on the street, inconspicuously leaning against the stone building while I walk under the Roman arches and into my appointment with the dean.

      I find him sitting in his office behind an antique desk that's probably older than he is. As I walked in, we shook hands, and he offered me a tour of the immediate campus.

      It’s funny how a busy dean is suddenly available when the word 'donation' is dropped into his lap like a fresh-baked cookie. I keep my conversation light and superficial, as if I'm here on a whim.

      There's no reason I can't become a patron of the arts. Most people in my circle assume 'the arts' are opera, ballet, or theater, but I believe art is art. What's wrong with helping a school that might inspire a sculptor or painter who goes on to become famous? Or, at the very least, make a living doing what they love? For an artist, it's tough.

      The dean is not a particularly distinguished man in his early sixties, about the same age my dad would be had he survived his heart attack. Does he know I'm a member of the Micheli family, as in the Family? I don’t know, but I follow him around and listen with polite interest, and for his time, he'll get a generous donation.

      When he asks what I do, I say I'm the CEO of Micheli Enterprises, and our main focus is construction. It's a long-running joke in my family after the tiny bathroom in Mama's condo cost a fortune and took forever to remodel. Let's just say you never, ever pay for a job upfront.

      I'm not lying when I say we're in construction. We do have our hand in that, but we're also into guns. By this, I mean our crews run the streets and the drugs. I can't be picky because anything I don't deal with, my competition will. With the euro coming in and the economy hitting the skids, I now have to worry about money and power-hungry factions encroaching on our territory.

      The factions I have to watch today are amateurs from other countries and aren't as organized as we are. They are happy to take any opportunity they see if it means they can pocket a few euros.

      I have a massive list of officials, polizia, and others on my payroll. Everyone can be bought or leveraged. Human trafficking is huge, too, although I have a distaste for it myself and forbid my capos from 'hopping on that bandwagon,' as they say in America.

      Back in the day, it would have been the political party factions, terrorists from other countries, and rogue military upstarts looking for high-grade explosives and tons of guns. Since then, the list has evolved, and with today's open borders, gun sales are never going to go down. Hell, one of our country's largest export sectors is domestically made weapons.

      Even if the dean knew I was the head of the family, one associated with the mafia, he’d be a fool not to take my money. Everyone knows we’re harmless if you treat your mafia friends well and don’t act stupid.

      Today was just an impromptu visit and by sheer luck I stumbled into my mark at the end of the tour. I can’t believe how fortuitous this is, but then again, I’m a very lucky man. Things just fall into place for me at the damnedest times, and I never question it for fear I might jinx it.

      I wouldn’t have minded coffee with the girls, but they declined, so I’m done here. I skillfully evade the dean's invitation for lunch. As I leave the courtyard, I glance both ways, checking my surroundings. It’s instinct and survival.

      “So?” Riccardo questions me with one word as we approach my black Range Rover.

      “I met her as she was leaving. She and another woman, Ava, I think her name.”

      “Must be a friend,” Riccardo says as he slips behind the wheel.

      “Maybe. Ava’s not Italian, I can tell you that. She dresses like an American from a big city.” My brows furrow. “When do we meet with Conti?”

      I’m anxious to get my plan underway, one way or another. I’m not opposed to having Juliet to myself for a week before our plan is enacted.

      “I’ll have everything confirmed today. It’s tricky getting so close to the enemy’s territory.”

      “True. But it will be in broad daylight at a trattoria near the Colosseum among a million tourists.”

      “More blood’s been spilled for less,” Riccardo reminds me.

      I shrug my shoulders and look out the window as we head to lunch. 

      While I go inside the restaurant, Riccardo stays outside to talk on his phone and smoke a vape pen, having given up cigarettes yet again. I can always tell the first few days as he’s cranky and irritated at everything. Hopefully, the vape isn’t as bad for him.

      I order in his absence. I can’t resist the charcuterie board and order one to share. The fresh meat and cheese are just what I need to get through the rest of the day, and it’s a special treat to drizzle honey on the creamy burrata. I never bother at home. It’s plenty of food for both of us, and I order two glasses of red wine to go with it.

      Riccardo sits, and he receives the text he’s been waiting on.

      “Tomorrow. We’ll take the jet to Rome. It’s all set.” For a man who usually’s not nervous, he seems on edge.

      “What’s up?”

      “I’ll be glad when it’s over,” he admits. “We’ll take three more guards with us.”

      I nod. I trust him with my life, and he’s the expert. I bite the bruschetta, and Riccardo dives into the meat.

      He knows better than to ask about my plan, trusting me to fill him in when appropriate. We've known each other for years, and this is how we've always worked together.

      “I'm more concerned about the girl. That will be… laborious.” His grin falls short of a smile. “She is beautiful. I can't believe that ugly Conti produced her. She must take after her mother.”

      “Probably.” I chuckle and take a sip of my red wine, letting it slide down my throat. I'm not in a rush.

      “So, Rome tomorrow. I'm not looking forward to rubbing elbows with the tourists on the streets. No doubt the city will be packed.”

      “We'll buffer for you, boss. It's a quick meet, in and out,” he reassures me as he drinks from his wine glass.

      I asked him to put the University on our list of organizations we'll support and stress that a check won't be going out yet. I'm the only one with the playbook on how to force Conti to give us what we need. But the dean will see his money eventually. It's the least I can do for a preview of Juliet.

      Besides, a check showing up at the university at the wrong time would not be beneficial to me, or to Conti. Today, we're just getting the lay of the land. I'm generally not one to kidnap women, but drastic times call for drastic measures if need be.
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