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CHAPTER ONE


Petrov’s Pizzeria was owned and operated by Benito Petrov, a great bear of a man, and his son, Tito. Those who frequented the pizzeria and stood in line, sometimes for an hour just to get in, considered it the best pizza in Chicago—and that was saying a lot. It didn’t seem to matter what night of the week it was, getting a table was always difficult, and on weekends, it was nearly impossible. Takeout was a brisk business, and that was always a wait as well.


The pizzeria was right in the heart of Ferraro territory, a large section of businesses and homes that were owned, rented, or leased and protected by the Ferraro family. There were whispers and rumors about the family and had been for years. It was said one could go to them with a problem and that problem would mysteriously go away.


Stefano Ferraro was head of the family, and he ruled with an iron fist. They owned banks and hotels, race cars and nightclubs, and they ran all sorts of other businesses, but they could be counted on to take care of the small problems in their territory. They knew the business owners by name and often were seen patronizing the local deli or pizzeria.


Benito kept a booth just for their family and a smaller table set aside for their bodyguards. It was always empty for them, even at his busiest times. They’d never asked him to do so, but then they’d helped him out of more than one problem, and he liked their business. They always insisted on paying, and they tipped his waitresses and waiters more than fairly. It was a win-win situation.


Tonight, only the youngest Ferraro had slipped into the pizzeria through the side door, her bodyguards and Elie Archambault with her. Everyone hoped there would be an announcement very soon of an engagement between Emmanuelle and Elie. Emme was a favorite of everyone in the Ferraro territory and she’d seemed far too sad lately. Elie seemed to make her laugh, and they wanted Emme happy.


Emmanuelle Ferraro laughed as she dipped a salty breadstick into oil and took a bite. The booth in the shadows managed to hide her from most of the other patrons in the restaurant, which was why this particular table was always held in reserve for the Ferraro family. She was extremely grateful they had a place to go just to be “normal” when she never felt as if she could truly relax anywhere else. Eating pizza at Petrov’s with Elie Archambault was the most relaxed she could ever get, and she was extremely happy that she could have this little time to pretend her life was ordinary.


“I can’t believe the first thing you put on the plus side of this list was having babies.” Elie glared at her.


Her laughter spilled out again at the feigned horror on his face. He was handsome. Shockingly so. All masculine and hard edges. That black hair that spilled across his forehead and made women want to tame it.


“I am not just a sperm donor,” he stated with great dignity.


She waved the breadstick at him. “Don’t be such a baby. This is very serious stuff. My mother expects little Archambaults running around. Tons of them. Like maybe a dozen. Think about that, Elie. We would make beautiful babies. And since my mother and the devil have some sort of pact between them, and she loves you and the thought of your babies, that tops the list for pros. I hope you’re really good with kids and like the idea of staying home with them. I’m sure she’ll be around a lot because she’s not allowed in any of my brothers’ homes. She’s been banned from every single one of their houses.”


Elie groaned. “That goes on the con list. The staying home with the kids and your mother.”


“You already wrote my mother. She’s at the very top of the con list.” Emme pointed with her breadstick. “Number one.”


“Your mother warrants putting down there twice. Add staying home with a dozen children to that con list. I’m a shadow rider. I don’t stay home with children. That would be your job.”


Emmanuelle made a face at him. “Why? Because I’m a woman?”


“No, because you’re the one with the mother insisting on twelve children. Move on or we’re never getting through the list,” Elie commanded, helping himself to salami and olives. He glanced down at the list and sighed. “Your second pro is that I like the same pizza you do? Emme. Couldn’t it be that I’m really damn good-looking?”


“No, because you already know you’re good-looking and that makes you arrogant.” She gestured toward the “con” list. “I think that’s number like six or seven. Arrogance. I had a difficult time deciding whether or not to put it up at the top of the list. I think I should have.”


He stared at her with his dark, gorgeous eyes. They looked almost velvet in the dim lighting. “Really? You put arrogance on the ‘con’ list?”


“You put ‘moody.’”


“You are moody,” he pointed out matter-of-factly and took the rest of the salami and olives without a qualm.


She made a face at him. “I suppose that could be true. But I have reason to be. See your number one reason on the con list, Elie. My mother.”


“I have reason to be arrogant. My hot good looks that you left off the pro list. That’s an asset to you at any event we attend together. Think of all the women you can make jealous.”


Emme rolled her eyes. “You just ate the last of the olives. That makes me jealous. You know I love olives. I’ve told you a million times to stop hogging all the olives.” She wadded up a napkin and threw it at him.


He caught it one-handed without even looking up. “You shouldn’t talk so much,” Elie said, glancing down at the pro side of the list. “You’re right, we do like all the same things. That’s a big plus. And I can dance. That’s a plus on my list, too. I like that you can.”


“Pie’s up, you two.” Tito Petrov placed a large pizza on the tabletop. “Need a refill on your wine?”


“Olives,” they both said simultaneously and then burst out laughing.


“The double order of olives on your pie isn’t enough?” Tito asked, one eyebrow raised. When they shook their heads, he sighed. “There’s something seriously wrong with the two of you—you know that, right?”


Elie waited until Tito walked away and then he nudged Emme with his knee. “He’s right. We’re sitting in here like two idiots going over a list of pros and cons to decide whether or not we should get married. Bottom line, we can’t have sex with each other. Where does that leave us? I can’t cheat on you, because I love and respect you too much to do that to you, and I’m not going the rest of my life without sex.”


Emme sighed heavily. “I know. I feel the same. What’s wrong with us, Elie? You are gorgeous. Totally attractive. Hot as hell. Why do I have to think of you as a sibling? It’s just not fair.”


“I guess we’re going to have to marry strangers. That just sucks.” Elie picked up a piece of very hot pizza and regarded her with his expressive dark eyes.


“And then what? We cheat on some poor innocent partner because we don’t love them? How fair is that to them?” Emme asked. She broke off a piece of the pizza as well, picked up several loose pieces of olive and added them to the slice.


“When I go with an arranged marriage, I’m not cheating,” Elie said.


Emmanuelle noticed he was already acting as if he’d made up his mind. Really, what was there left to them? She tried to make a joke out of it. Keep the night fun. “So, have you considered bringing in partners to live with us? It would be horrifying to my mother.”


She danced her eyebrows up and down, a wide smile on her face at that mere thought. “As well as scandalous to the rider community. Can you imagine? It would solve all our problems. They could stay home and take care of the dozens of little shadow rider babies my mother will insist we have. And, we won’t be the good couple. All my brothers have managed to be so deliciously bad that my mother wouldn’t dare go unannounced to their homes. If we don’t do something equally as bad, she would be turning up uninvited at all hours of the day or night. Bringing in lovers for us would be so perfect.”


Elie threw his head back and laughed. “Emmanuelle Ferraro, you are a handful.”


She took a bite of the pizza and nodded her head, feeling very pleased with herself. “I am. I had to be, growing up with all those brothers. Stefano especially. No one crosses Stefano, not even my mother. Not even when he was a kid. Now, of course, she doesn’t dare ‘drop in.’ She’s been banned for being so mean to Francesca, but even if she hadn’t been, she wouldn’t have dared just showed up. When Stefano wants sex, it doesn’t matter where he is, what room he’s in, he’s all over that and he’s very inventive and unapologetic. He’s a crazy man, so Eloisa would never drop in on him.”


Elie laughed again. “I have to admire your oldest brother. It feels like he’s always been in charge of the Ferraro riders. Everyone defers to him.”


Shadow riders meted out justice to criminals who fell through the cracks—those with too much money or power or who were just too dangerous to be convicted. Safeguards were in place to ensure no mistakes, and those they assassinated had committed horrendous crimes—at the end of the day, they were trained killers. They had begun their training as toddlers.


There were portals in the shadows. A very few people were born with the ability to be drawn into those portals and move from place to place. It wasn’t a pleasant sensation; in fact it felt as if one’s entire body was being pulled apart, skin, bones, every cell, as one was taken at high speed from one area to another. Those riders had to be trained physically from an early age and have a tremendous amount of stamina to be able to withstand the pressure of the shadow tubes.


“Stefano’s been in charge of our family and our riders since I was born. He was the one taking care of me, not my parents,” Emme said. “My mother wasn’t in the least bit maternal. Stefano got up with me in the middle of the night. He was the one who set all the rules. Once, I remember, when I was about four, she was really angry with me and slapped me. He came roaring out of nowhere, and she backed right out of the room when he scooped me up. She actually left the house, he was so angry. I realized then the balance of power had shifted from her to him.”


“How interesting. Stefano had to have been so young when he started taking care of all of you.”


Emme inclined her head. She’d often wondered if her oldest sibling had ever had a childhood at all. Sometimes it made her sad to think of all the responsibilities Stefano had taken on at such a young age. Still, he had met Francesca, the love of his life and the heart of the Ferraro family. All of them loved her. Who could not? Well, maybe not Eloisa, Emmanuelle’s mother. But then, Emmanuelle wasn’t certain if Eloisa was capable of loving anyone. Now Stefano had Francesca, who doted on him, adored him and had provided him with Crispino, a beautiful son.


“What about Ricco?” Elie asked. “How does he keep your mother from showing up without an invitation? I can’t imagine Eloisa not respecting Mariko. She’s a shadow rider and a darn good one. I’ve seen your mother with her. She’s curt, but at least respectful.”


Emme had a mouthful of pizza, so she nodded while she chewed to indicate Elie was on the right track. Ricco was her second-to-the-oldest sibling, and he was a powerful, fast shadow rider married to a very respected rider who looked like a delicate, beautiful woman when in fact she was a warrior who could cut out the heart of a monster. When Emme managed to swallow the pizza, she flashed Elie a wide smile.


“Shibari. My brother practices the art of Shibari and loves to tie his beautiful wife up without a stitch on. It’s a very erotic practice when they do it together, and apparently after warning Eloisa several times to stop dropping in on them, he didn’t put any of the safety precautions in the shadows to stop her and she walked in on them. As you can imagine, it was embarrassing for her. Ricco was in the zone and acted as if he didn’t even notice her there. She was livid and left, but she never went back.” She took another bite of pizza and watched his face as she chewed.


“Sex seems to be a recurring theme here.”


“You have no idea. Stop putting all the extra olives on your slice. I’m watching you.”


“There are plenty of olives. Giovanni and Sasha? She’s a sweet little country girl.”


Emmanuelle nearly dropped her wineglass. “Really, Elie? You’ve been around our family for how long now? There is no way one of my brothers is going to be madly in love with a woman who doesn’t have the kind of wicked sex drive he does. And if she doesn’t start out that way, he’s going to teach her.”


Elie’s expression shifted. It was subtle, but Emmanuelle had been trained from the time she was a child to notice every detail of anyone around her, and she had come to love Elie Archambault almost as much as she loved her brothers. She hurt for him because, like her, she knew he was heartbroken and he believed whatever had happened couldn’t be fixed. Elie had aligned himself with her almost from the time he had come to Chicago seeking to be trained by her cousin Enzo as a bodyguard. Why one of the best shadow riders in the world would want to be a bodyguard instead of a rider was a mystery, but eventually, when Stefano realized who he was, being Stefano, he had managed to get Elie to take rotations as a rider, pulling him back into their world.


Emmanuelle was grateful Stefano had done so. Elie had improved their speed and technique. He was amazing to train with, but more importantly, Stefano had brought him into the family. He’d needed them as much as she had needed Elie. Shadow riders had to provide children. It was as simple as that. There weren’t enough of them left, and Emmanuelle was getting too close to the age where she would have to accept an arranged marriage.


She had fallen in love. The curse of every Ferraro—they fell in love once and never again. She had very bad taste in men, and her choice had turned out to be a liar and a cheat, and worse, he’d been playing her all along. The pain was still excruciating. Sometimes she could barely breathe, it hurt so bad, but she was a Ferraro and a rider, and she had purpose.


Elie never said what happened—why he had come to Chicago and said he would accept an arranged marriage. By turns there was anger, guilt and pain in him. Of all her brothers—and Emme had six—Elie reminded her most of Stefano. He could be very bossy. Very arrogant. He had charm, but beneath that charm was pure steel.


“I think Sasha and Giovanni are exhibitionists at heart. You don’t dare go to their house, because they aren’t going to be indoors. If you walk up to their car, they might be going at it in their back seat, or front seat. They’re both crazy. Sasha has no inhibitions whatsoever. I called down the elevator once, and he had her pinned against the wall right there. Did he stop? No. He told me to shut the doors and go away.”


Elie laughed. “Yeah, I actually had a little incident with Gee and Sasha once, but I thought it was just me. Caught them going at it in the parking garage. It’s private, but still.” He smacked her hand as she scooped up olives faster than he could get at them. “Woman, that’s going to cost you.”


“You’re lucky it was just once. They’re very inventive.”


“And Vittorio?” Elie lifted one eyebrow. “Grace is as sweet as they come. Well, other than Francesca. Although she’s hell on wheels in that event planning business of hers.”


“Vittorio is very dominant with Grace. He takes excellent care of her. Grace adores him and gives him anything he wants. It drives Eloisa right up the wall. She thinks Grace is a pushover because she doesn’t oppose Vittorio on much. I think Grace brings him much-needed peace, and I love her for that.”


“What you’re really telling me is that Vittorio is a bondage kind of man.”


Emmanuelle rolled her eyes. “I’m not going to say that out loud in a public place ever. Sheesh. He’s my brother. I’m going to pretend I never heard that word.”


Elie flashed another grin. “No wonder I fit in so well with your family. Bondage. Exhibition. Shibari. Having my way whenever and however I want it. Yeah, I fit.”


She glared at him. “Shibari? What do you know about Shibari? Don’t tell me you actually knew what Ricco did all along?”


“Of course. He’s a proven artist. One of the best. I’ve been interested in it for a long time and have gone to him and his mentor since I first came here. I was practicing when I was in Paris.” He sent her a quick grin.


“I’m covering my delicate ears. I don’t want to know anything else you do.”


Elie laughed, but his eyes didn’t light up. They stayed dark, almost lifeless. She hated that for him.


He changed the subject. “Taviano and Nicoletta? They just got married.”


“I honestly have no idea, but I imagine he isn’t any different from my other brothers, although he has to be gentler with Nicoletta.” Her brothers were all very dominant men. Shadow riders had to be, and when one came out of the shadows, the hormones and adrenaline raged. The combination was a very powerful aphrodisiac. She experienced it all the time.


Riding the shadows was extremely dangerous. Moving from one place to another at breakneck speed. Choosing the right tube and ending up at the correct address, usually in a city far from one’s own, in order to bring justice to a criminal who otherwise would get away with a major crime. There was no doubt that shadow riding was both exhilarating and dangerous.


They had lost Ettore, her youngest brother, in the shadows. Stefano had gone in after him, found his body and brought him out. He had warned Eloisa over and over that Ettore had no business in the shadows, that his lungs couldn’t take it, but in their family, imperfections weren’t tolerated. Ettore had been forced to work out longer and harder, to prove himself worthy of being a Ferraro. Had Stefano been aware of what their mother was doing, he would have put a stop to it, but Ettore had never told him. He had practiced and practiced and, in the end, his frail body hadn’t held up under the terrible severity of the shadows.


Emmanuelle leaned toward Elie, taking a chance. Looking at him directly. “Are you going to tell me what you actually did, Elie?” she asked softly. “You don’t have to, but I think you should tell someone, and you know I’ll love you no matter what.”


Elie hesitated. Looked away from her. It was the first time she’d ever seen shame in his eyes. She didn’t like it and felt that particular expression didn’t belong on him.


“I love you, Emme. If I tell you, it doesn’t put me in a very good light. You’re going to think less of me. A hell of a lot less of me, and I deserve it. It isn’t like I have that many people in my life who do love me. I count on you.”


“We all do things we’re ashamed of, Elie,” she assured him. “Everyone. There isn’t a person on earth immune. We’d all like to think so, but we’re not. You don’t have to tell me, but I’m here. I just want you to know that. You’ve held it in a long time.”


He sighed. “You get a lot of pressure being a Ferraro. You have to be the best of the best and train all the time. Can you imagine what it’s like being an Archambault? We go from family member to family member even as toddlers. There’s a hierarchy within the family, and depending on your abilities—and you’re continually assessed—you’re sent to various families to train. They’re all extremely strict, very exacting.”


He stopped when Berta the waitress approached to take the empty pizza pan from the table. “Dessert?” she asked brightly.


Both nodded. “The usual,” Elie said.


“Same with drinks?” Berta asked.


“Yes,” Emme confirmed.


Berta went away happy.


“I never had a chance to know my father. I was one of the really promising Archambaults. I picked up everything fast. Languages, art, anything I studied, including how to kill. First time out. It didn’t matter what it was. That meant I was sent from one family to the next. I liked being in the shadows, and I liked learning. But it didn’t give me a feeling of home. It didn’t ground me.”


Elie rubbed the bridge of his nose and looked at her. “I was taught languages and how to kill. I was taught to ride shadows and keep maps in my head. I didn’t know the first thing about being in a family. Growing up as a teen, you can imagine how they encouraged me to be the best at what I did. Faster, stronger. Not one time did they ever mention family. Not even my own parents. My mother or father. I became arrogant and full of myself. You know how you get coming out of the shadows, coming off a job, so hot you just want to grab the nearest partner and fuck. Well, it was easy for me. I was good at that, too. Really good at it, and from a very young age. That made me more than arrogant in that department.”


Emme nodded. It was the truth. And she couldn’t see too many women turning Elie down. She rested her chin on the heel of her hand and looked at him across the table. His voice was low with self-loathing.


“I’m not exactly Mr. Nice in the sex department, either, Emme. Just so you know. All this was going on while my father had cancer. I didn’t know. The powers that be decided I shouldn’t be told. They asked my mother not to tell me, and she didn’t. I wasn’t even there when he died.” There was bitterness in his voice for the first time. “I was eighteen. They were still deciding my life for me, and I was still letting them.”


“Eighteen is a kid, Elie, and if you had been moved from family to family, of course you were letting them decide your life. You didn’t know any other way to live.”


“My mother needed me and I didn’t go to her.”


“You barely knew her.” Emmanuelle didn’t point out that his mother had allowed the Archambaults to take her baby from her and send him from family to family, never bringing him home. She guessed it was because his mother and father liked being alone together. If they visited their son occasionally, that was enough for them. Not all people were meant to have children, and riders were forced to. It didn’t always turn out for the best—at least not for the child. His mother hadn’t insisted her son come home to her after her husband had died, either—and she could have. Emmanuelle didn’t point that out, either.


“I spent another five years working and learning, riding the shadows and building my reputation,” Elie continued. “I built my reputation with women as well. I preferred models. Tall. Elegant. Long legs. Hot as hell.”


She’d seen the photographs. He’d been all over the magazines, escorting the top runway models in Paris. He’d broken hearts—a lot of hearts.


“I was called into Jean-Claude Archambault’s private home for a formal meeting. He was a member of the council. I was told it was time I settled down. There was a girl. A girl, Emme, eighteen fucking years old. A rider who couldn’t cut it. He actually said that. Too soft. But good genes. The best genes for producing riders. Good family. A virgin. He said that, too. He named her. Brielle Couture.” His voice softened when he said her name.


Elie raked both hands through his hair, shaking his head as if he could somehow stop his thoughts. Take back his history. “I was so damn sick of Jean-Claude and all the rest of the Archambaults running my life. Dictating to me what I could and couldn’t do. They’d been making noises for some time that I’d better stop running through so many models so fast. They’d heard of the nights that I spent in the sex clubs, and they didn’t approve. They wanted it stopped.”


Emmanuelle could believe it. The paparazzi were relentless when it came to wealthy bachelors and scandal. Anyone with Elie’s looks, his money, his penchant for famous models and sex clubs would definitely attract attention.


“They knew my tastes ran pretty dark when it came to sex, but they were going to throw some little girl at me that didn’t know what the hell she was getting into just to prove to me that they were the ones in control of my life. They didn’t like what I was doing, but it didn’t stop them from giving me more rotations than any other rider in Paris, or having me train with younger riders to try to bring them up to skill levels they couldn’t possibly achieve. For Jean-Claude to dictate to me, tell me I had to marry this child who couldn’t possibly handle my brand of sex, was the last straw. I wasn’t having it. I told him off. The problem was, when I told him off, I told him off in entirely the wrong way.”


Berta was back with two Italian sodas and the ice cream they both loved. She put it on the table between them and hurried away to serve the next customers.


Emmanuelle found herself tense, only because Elie was. Whatever had transpired in that house had been bad. It was there on Elie’s face, pressed into the lines that rarely showed.


He picked up a fork and dug at the very outer edge of the ice cream treat, keeping his eyes on the plate in front of them. “I told Jean-Claude that he was out of his fucking mind if he thought he was going to saddle me with a little child that didn’t know the first thing about sex and would faint at the things I’d demand of her. I told him her breasts and hips were too big and once she had a kid, she’d be a cow for certain, that she was well on her way in that department already. I pointed out that I wasn’t in the least attracted to her and what did he want me to do, close my eyes the entire time I fucked her? I ended rather triumphantly, telling him to go fuck himself, that I was done with him telling me what to do, and I stalked out—right out into his sitting room. Where little miss eighteen-year-old virgin Brielle Couture sat with her hands folded in her lap and her face so white it looked like I’d slapped her. She’d heard every single word.”


“Elie,” Emmanuelle whispered.


“I accidentally stepped into a shadow tube that connected with hers. The jolt was unlike anything I’d ever experienced. I knew then what a mistake I’d made, not just in hurting her, because I felt that right down to my bones, but because I knew she was the one meant for me. I tried to backtrack, but there was no way to do that.”


“Eighteen is so young, Elie. She wouldn’t have any confidence in herself, especially if she couldn’t make it as a rider, either. And to hear your evaluation of her as a woman, that would humiliate her beyond all comprehension. No, there would be no way to back out of that one.” Emmanuelle felt terrible for him and for the unknown Brielle. “What did you do?”


“I apologized to her. I told her I was talking out of my ass because I was so angry at Jean-Claude, which was the truth and I hoped she heard that, but I could tell she didn’t. She didn’t even look at me. She just nodded her head, said it was all right, that she understood, and she left. She didn’t run. She walked. Head up. She was actually quite magnificent. I wrote to her several times. My letters came back unopened. I went to her apartment, but she refused to answer the door. I thought about just going in, but that would be wrong, so in the end, I followed my mother to the United States. She was just as tired of the Archambaults telling her what to do as I was.”


There was something in Elie’s voice that alerted her. “What happened with your mother, Elie?”


“Turns out, she wasn’t all that thrilled to see me, either, Emme. She said I looked too much like my father. She didn’t really know me. It was nice to have dinner occasionally, but seeing me every day was just a little too much. It was easier for everyone to think my mother and I have this great relationship and that I came here to be with her after my father died, so I let all of you think that.”


“I can understand, and actually, in a way it’s the truth. The timeline is a little off. Your mother didn’t come here right after your father died, did she?”


He shook his head. “When I realized she didn’t need me hanging around, and I needed action, I joined the military. You know the rest. While I was in the military, I continued to ride shadows because I couldn’t resist them and to stay in practice. I was careful never to get caught. When I came to Chicago, I was going to end my riding career and be a bodyguard, but I guess once it’s in your blood, you can’t just let it go.”


“And you’re needed, Elie,” Emme reminded gently.


He nodded. There was no denying that fact. There weren’t enough riders. There never would be. “We’re back to needing those babies, aren’t we, Emme? The ones we can’t really have together. Are you going to tell me how you managed to fuck up your life? I can’t imagine that you called your man a cow. And how I ever even came up with such a demeaning term for a woman who looks as beautiful as Brielle, I’ll never know. She isn’t a tall, elegant model, and she actually has breasts and hips, but fuck, Emme, what I did to that woman. I hurt her beyond any imagination.” He scrubbed his hand over his face as if he could wipe away the memory.


Emmanuelle studied his expression for a long time, and then she sighed. She had to give him something. “I just chose the wrong man. You saw him dozens of times, Elie.”


He lifted his head and looked at her. “Valentino Saldi is not a rider, Emme. Ferraros fall in love once, same as Archambaults. Saldi couldn’t compromise your shadow.”


She took a sip of her Italian soda, her gaze darting around to the tables closest to them, landing specifically on the one where their bodyguards ate pizza and drank coffee. “I tried to talk to my brothers about this more than once when I was a kid, but they wouldn’t listen to me, Elie.”


She lowered her voice to the point that he would have to hitch forward. If he really wanted to hear what she had to say, she wasn’t taking any chances. Elie, to his credit, leaned toward her, even though he did take a rather large forkful of ice cream.


“You were around the council a lot. Did you ever hear of anything other than pure shadows weaving two people so tightly together they can’t get away?”


Elie sat up straight, his dark velvet-brown eyes moving over her face inch by slow inch as if he was examining her carefully. “What the hell does that even mean, Emme?”


She sighed. “Apparently, you haven’t.”


Elie leaned toward her again. “Is there any evidence? When we look at shadows, we can see the knots tangled. Can you see something in the shadows binding you when they’re reflected on a wall?”


She nodded slowly, her teeth biting down on her lower lip. Once again, she glanced toward the table where their bodyguards sat enjoying food. “From the very first time I was ever around him at a party. I snuck out and went with a friend of mine. I wanted to see if I could do it because my brothers were always going places but I wasn’t supposed to.” She flashed him a little grin. “Naturally, I slipped right past them all.”


“They weren’t expecting it, were they?”


“Nope, not from the good girl, little Emme.” Her breath caught in her throat. “Val was so good-looking, and I was so young and impressionable. I stayed across the room. He was a Saldi, and I was a Ferraro. I knew I shouldn’t be there. I knew Stefano would lose his mind. I didn’t dance. I stayed in a dark corner. I didn’t want him to see me. I don’t know why I was so afraid of him, but I was, and I’ve never been afraid of anyone.”


Elie shook his head. “That should have told you something right there, Emme. You should have acted on your instincts and gotten the hell out of there.”


She nodded because it was the truth. “I know. I knew then. I felt trapped. I was afraid if I moved, I’d call attention to myself.” She swallowed hard, wondering what to tell him. Elie had been so honest, it was only fair she be just as honest. But he was an Archambault and a rider. She didn’t want Val dead, and if she wasn’t very, very careful, if she didn’t walk a fine line, that could be the result of the conversation.


“I could barely breathe when Valentino Saldi looked across the room and his eyes met mine for the very first time—they were extremely intense, Elie, and so damn green. The pit of my stomach dropped away. I couldn’t have moved if my life depended on it. He stood, a casual, almost flowing move, very controlled, and my heart accelerated. I was a trained shadow rider, and I couldn’t stop my reaction. I knew he was going to walk right through that crowd straight to me. His shoulders were broad, his hair thick and glossy black. He was the most handsome man I’d ever seen. I remember every single detail so vividly.”


Emmanuelle pressed the heels of her hands to her eyes. Even now, after all this time, after all the things she knew about Val, her memories of him still had the power to move her.


“I had to fight for air when my lungs were burning. The dim lighting threw shadows on the wall. I’d deliberately sat in the corner near a shadow so I could step into a tube to escape if there was an emergency. I remember thinking maybe it wasn’t such a good idea. Something very peculiar was happening as Valentino approached. He stopped, frowning, when his shadow hit mine. I felt an overwhelming jolt, and I could see it hit him, too. It was a physical, sexual fire-ball rushing through my entire body straight to my sex.”


“How could that happen when he isn’t a rider?” Elie asked in a low voice, frowning. He looked every inch an Archambault in that moment. A member of the famed French family with many branches—the only family that could bring justice to riders when they went rogue.


“I have no idea. I really don’t.” Emmanuelle couldn’t look at him. “I was sixteen, Elie. I’d never experienced anything like that in my life, and I was embarrassed. I looked at the wall, expecting to see our shadows knotting. I’d been told what could happen, of course, but the actual experience was so mind-blowing and frightening for someone so inexperienced, I was stunned.”


She pressed a hand to her hair and found it was trembling, just as it had been that night. “I glanced at our shadows on the wall, expecting to see them tangling together the way it was described to me, but that wasn’t happening.”


Elie frowned, forgetting he had a forkful of ice cream halfway to his mouth. “It wasn’t?”


She shook her head. “There were these ropes, like a million cords rushing toward my shadow. It was terrifying. I could see them coming out from his shadow. Each time one of those ropes touched my shadow, it wrapped around it really fast, almost like a chain. I knew immediately if I didn’t get out of there, and more managed to attach, I was going to be in trouble.”


Her heart had gone crazy. She’d been so scared. “I felt as if I was being taken prisoner. The only thing I could think to do to save myself was get rid of the light throwing the shadow. That meant I didn’t have a way to escape fast, but whatever was happening to trap me would be stopped. Honestly, the phenomenon was so frightening, I nearly had a panic attack.”


“Emme.” He breathed her name and reached over to take her hand. “You didn’t go directly to Stefano?”


She shook her head. “It wasn’t Valentino’s fault any more than it was mine. I could tell he was just as shocked. The awareness between us was very sexual. He was older, and he didn’t like it. We talked for a little while, and I found him to be very sweet and gentle. He was a gentleman the entire time and ended up escorting me home. I thought that would be the end of it, but found myself obsessing over him. Evidently, he found himself obsessing over me.”


“Why didn’t you tell Stefano?”


“I actually tried to. He found out I’d snuck out, and he was furious. I kept trying to talk to him about what happened, but every time Valentino’s name came up, all of my brothers lost their collective minds. I was afraid they might actually hurt Val if I did manage to describe to them what happened to our shadows and how it made me feel. In the end, I kept it to myself.”


“But you continued to see Val after that?” Elie prompted.


She nodded. “It was difficult to stay away. I tried. I was afraid of him, of the way I was so drawn to him, and I didn’t want my shadow anywhere near his. I was careful to stay in the dark or absolute light, where our shadows couldn’t touch. I learned to be very aware all the time.”


“Was he? Did he seem aware of the phenomenon?” Elie asked.


Emmanuelle knew it wasn’t just her friend and almost sibling questioning her now. This was definitely an Archambault. She pulled back, sitting up straight and drinking her Italian soda to give herself time to think before answering. Was she still protecting Val? Why would she be? That made no sense. Still, she was reluctant to talk about this.


“Yes, he was definitely aware of it as well. We both found it disturbing. I couldn’t talk about shadow riding, of course, so I pleaded ignorance as to what it all could mean. Eventually, we couldn’t—or didn’t—ignore the physical pull between us. He waited until I was old enough—eighteen.” That was putting it mildly. The need to be with Val had been raging. Brutal. Irresistible. She had thought he had felt the same way. Most days, she still couldn’t get from one breath to the next without needing him. “I was still as careful as I could be, watching over my shadow.” That was true, although she hadn’t been careful enough.


“Did he, at any time, allude to shadow riding?”


“No. Had he done that, I would have gone to Stefano immediately.” She would have. There was no doubt in her mind. She would never have risked her family. Never. She knew the truth was in her voice for Elie to hear.


“Did he really betray you, Emme? The way you said he did?”


She nodded slowly, the hurt ripping through her every bit as physical as it was emotional. She had stood in the shadows, in his bedroom. She hadn’t been able to hold out any longer, and she’d gone to him, ready to commit to their relationship.


“I was going to tell him I loved him. I would have given up shadow riding for him. Being a Ferraro. Everything I am, to be with him. I went to him, and he was with another woman. In his bedroom. She asked about me, told him she’d heard he was with me. He kind of snickered and said I was just business. He’d been ordered to make me fall in love with him and was fucking me to get me to spill the Ferraro secrets. Did he really want to be with a spoiled baby who didn’t know jack about sex? That’s why Vittorio beat the shit out of him at the hotel that day. I inadvertently said something. I had before, but no one was really listening to what I said, I guess.”


Elie groaned. “For fuck’s sake, Emme. I practically said the same thing about Brielle. How can you even look at me?”


“Clearly, you aren’t Valentino Saldi,” Emme said. “You hate what you did to Brielle and tried to apologize. She just didn’t give you the chance.”


Elie was silent for a long time. He swirled his straw and then looked up at her, his dark eyes pure velvet. “Has Val ever tried to explain to you what he said and did?”


She felt the color drain from her face. Her body went stiff with shock. “Yes. Many times. I can’t listen to him. I don’t dare let myself.” She whispered the confession like a terrified child.


“Why, Emme? You’re a Ferraro. A shadow rider. Why are you so afraid of Valentino Saldi? It shouldn’t matter how sexually attracted you are to him or how emotionally attached. You can hear lies. You can hear them. You know if he speaks the truth. Brielle could have heard the truth if she wanted to hear it. She didn’t. She chose to live with that hurt, and she condemned me and someone else to an arranged marriage because she didn’t have the courage to at least let me explain. Yeah, what I did was wrong. It was so fucked up it wasn’t funny, but she’s not without blame, either, because she didn’t even once let me try to explain in all the times I reached out to her.”


Emmanuelle wanted to put her hands over her ears and drown him out. “Sometimes the cut is so deep, Elie, you can’t bear to ever go there again.”


“Maybe you’re right, Emme. But think about the poor bastard you’re condemning to living with you who will never have real love from you. Your loyalty, yes, but never your love, and he’ll know it. He’ll feel it every damn day of his life.”


“That’s not fair and you know it. You can hardly compare Valentino Saldi, a criminal, with your situation. That’s what you’re doing.”


“Technically, Emme,” Elie said, complacent as always, “we’re criminals. We’re assassins. We kill people, any way we look at it. You don’t know what Val does or doesn’t do. Even Stefano isn’t certain of Val. I know because I asked him.”


Emmanuelle’s phone vibrated, and she pulled it out of her pocket with a little sigh, grateful for the respite. She didn’t want to talk about Valentino Saldi anymore. She didn’t want to think about him. She hadn’t slept in months. She’d cried so many tears she was pretty certain she could have filled a lake. Still, there was an emptiness in her, a pain that just wouldn’t go away. There was no way to explain that to Elie. He’d said hurtful things to a woman, but he didn’t know her. She’d spent time with Valentino for years. He’d made love to her. He’d taken her rough, gentle, slow, fast, looking into her eyes.


She was not going to cry right there in the pizzeria. She clutched her phone like a lifeline and looked down at the message. For a moment she didn’t actually comprehend what she was seeing. Not who it was from or what it meant. Dario. Val’s bodyguard and lieutenant. She thought she’d purged every number. Blocked them all. Why would he reach out to her of all people, even if there was an emergency? This made no sense. Her heart began to pound in alarm.


911. Tell no 1 or he’s dead. Hurry. Place you met last.









CHAPTER TWO


Stupid, stupid, stupid, Emmanuelle,” Emme whispered to herself as she stood just inside the mouth of the shadow she’d ridden to the North Shore home on Lake Michigan that Valentino Saldi’s birth mother had had in her family for generations. The land had never been taken out of that name and transferred to his adopted name. “You should have told someone you were coming here,” she whispered and pulled out her phone with the idea of texting one of her sisters-in-law.


Closing her eyes tight, she knew she couldn’t do it. If Val was really in trouble, then she wasn’t going to make things worse by giving him up. Taking a deep breath, she sent a text. She was laying herself bare. Making herself vulnerable all over again. Maybe even getting herself killed.


I’m here, Dario, where are you?


Thank G. In main bedroom. Hurry.


She had really studied the layout. There didn’t seem to be any guards. No snipers on the roof of the building. Still, she caught another shadow and rode it toward the house. The tube was dizzying, the walls curved, the views going by at such a speed that if anyone was waiting to take her prisoner, they were nothing but a blur. Still, it was necessary to try to look around her as she passed through the gates and down the drive, at the lawns and, in the distance, at the lake.


Twice she had to hastily step from one shadow to another, but she moved fast. She was adept and very skilled at her work. The last portal took her up the long steps and under the door right into the house. She was familiar with the interior. She’d met Valentino there many times. It had been the one place they felt confident they could go without either family finding them.


Emme’s mouth went dry and her heart beat faster. She tried not to allow any memories to get to her. She was only there to make certain he was alive and well. Dario Bosco was Valentino’s bodyguard as well as his lieutenant, but more importantly, he was his cousin. Dario, in her mind, had always been a question mark. She didn’t quite understand his loyalties, but then she didn’t understand any of the workings of the Saldi family.


“Damn it, Emme.” She heard the whisper of Dario’s voice, coming from the main bedroom. “Hurry. Hurry.” He sounded like he was talking to himself.


Looking quickly around for cameras—there hadn’t been security cameras activated before, and she didn’t find any now—she stepped into another, smaller shadow that shot her straight to the main master bedroom. To her horror, there were smears of blood on the door frame. She could smell blood. The door was partially open, and she pushed it, staying to one side in case it was all a sham and she was being set up.


“Thank fuck you’re here, Emme. Hurry up. I didn’t know what else to do. He said not to call you, but he’s going to die if you don’t help him.”


She was already at the bed, staring down at Valentino Saldi, the love of her life, the man she would have died for, killed for, given up her entire life for. There was too much blood on his clothes, soaking into the sheets.


“He needs to be in a hospital.”


“If I could take him to a hospital, I would have,” Dario snapped. “Tell me what to do.”


There was only one thing she could do if she was going to save Val’s life. “You’ll have to trust me, Dario. You won’t like this, but he’s going to die if I don’t get us help now.”


She yanked out her phone and texted the emergency code to the one person she trusted the most in the world. She knew he would come through, no questions asked. He might flay her alive later, but right now, right when she needed him, he would come fast and bring help and get every single item on the list she sent to him to her as quickly as humanly possible without asking why. Even when she said who it was for and that he’d been shot and that he was dying.


“Dario, is anyone else in this house? I need to know now.” Emmanuelle began removing Val’s shirt as fast as she could. He’d been shot multiple times. She needed to see the entry and exit wounds.


“Giuseppi, his father,” Dario added unnecessarily. “He insisted on holding off Miceli’s army when they came at us while I got Giuseppi out to the SUV. It’s armor plated. By the time I got back, they’d nearly overrun the entire house. Valentino had been shot so many times I thought he was dead, but he’d crawled to the door, and I dragged him out and then carried him to the car. I don’t know if any of our boys made it out alive. We knew Miceli was going to make his move, but we thought he’d wait another couple of weeks. We’d heard he had an auction for young girls coming up. This seemed like a stupid time for him to chance fucking that up, so we weren’t really ready for him.”


That was almost more than Emmanuelle could take in. Miceli was Giuseppi’s brother and Valentino’s uncle. And an auction for young girls? Did he mean Miceli was selling young girls? What the hell was going on? She had to concentrate on saving Valentino. He’d lost too much blood. The wounds didn’t look like they were in bad places, only that he’d lost so much blood he could be bleeding out.


“Is Giuseppi armed?” She stuffed the shirt into the worst of the wounds and pressed down as hard as she could.


“Yes. And I am as well.” He lifted the gun in his hand.


“Does Giuseppi need medical care?” Not once had she taken her gaze from Val’s body, trying to assess exactly how bad he was.


Stefano strode into the room, ignoring Dario who spun around, gripping his Glock and nearly landing on his ass. Her brother went straight to the other side of the bed, his gaze moving over Val, and then ripped back the sheet to begin stripping off his bloody trousers.


“Dario? Is Giuseppi wounded? Are you?” Emmanuelle persisted.


“The old man is fine. I took a couple of hits. Nothing major.”


Stefano glanced over his shoulder. “That’s why you look a little gray and nearly fell on your ass when I walked in. Sit down.”


Few people disobeyed Stefano when he used that tone, but just in case, Emmanuelle wanted to reassure Dario. He was set on guarding Giuseppi and Val.


“My entire family will be showing up, and they’ll be armed to the teeth. They’ll make certain no one gets to them, Dario. Just sit down.” Inside she was chanting Hurry, hurry, hurry, much like Dario had been doing.


Vittorio was next, striding in, and with him were Enzo and Enrica, two of their cousins and bodyguards. They were carrying trays of items. Vittorio had a home on the lake and lived close. He had a small medical unit there and thankfully had many of the things they needed to start the lifesaving process for Valentino.


It was Vittorio who put the IV into Val’s vein, not Emme. Her hands were shaking too badly. Fortunately, their surgeon lived on the lake as well. Stefano had sent a car for him and his team. He was on retainer, paid enough that he came, no questions asked.


While they set up for surgery in the master bedroom, Enzo and Enrica began to unload weapons from the trunk of the car and bring them into the house. They found the main security room and turned on the cameras. Ricco and Mariko arrived next, and Mariko immediately went into the bedroom to help the nurses with Dario. Emmanuelle was sent out under protest.


“Baby, what’s going on?” Giovanni turned up, circling her waist with his arm.


“I’m not certain. Dario sent me an SOS, so I came here. Valentino’s been shot several times. Giuseppi’s in the other room. I’m going to go check on him now. He’s probably very concerned about Val. It looks as if Miceli tried a takeover.”


“Can we expect that his men will show up here to try to finish the job?” Giovanni asked.


“I don’t know.” She didn’t. She didn’t want to be away from Val, but she wasn’t of any use in the surgery room. She wasn’t the nurse or doctor type. She was more the assassin type. “But we should be prepared, just in case.”


She walked quickly down the hall to the closest guest room and knocked on the door before calling out, “Giuseppi? It’s Emmanuelle. Dario called me. May I come in? My brother Giovanni is with me.”


She listened for movement. Giuseppi was older. He and Greta, his wife, had adopted their nephew, Valentino, when his parents had been killed. They’d never had children of their own, and they clearly loved Val. She knew they did. Greta had adored him, and Val had reciprocated that feeling, but then Greta had been easy to love. Both Giuseppi and Valentino were mourning her death from cancer.


“Come in, Emme,” Giuseppi called out. His voice sounded stressed, but he also sounded like the Giuseppi that had ruled an empire for decades. He might have been down, but he wasn’t out. His brother had tried to kill him, but worse, Miceli had tried to kill his son.


Emme made certain to keep her body in front of Giovanni’s. As she came through the door, she could see Giuseppi sitting in a leather chair in front of a gas fireplace, the chair turned toward the door. He had a blanket over his lap, but the gun was on top of the blanket and pointed directly at her.


She ignored the gun and went straight to him, her relief at seeing him alive shocking her. Tears burned behind her eyes. “He’s still alive, Giuseppi,” she whispered, as she hugged him. “Stefano and Vittorio are with him. They brought a surgical team. Dario’s wounded. They’ll work on him, too. I didn’t see how bad Dario was. He refused to even sit down until we had Val prepped for surgery.”


“Dario always looks after Val,” Giuseppi assured her, patting her shoulder. “Let me look at you.” He held her at arm’s length, his eyes running over her. “You look scared for him, Emme. Valentino is strong. He’ll pull through.”


She nodded, but Giuseppi hadn’t seen him. There was so much blood. Too much. She wanted to bury her face in her brother’s chest and sob, but they needed to secure the house. “How many men do you have that you can count on to be loyal?”


Giuseppi sighed. “Valentino and Dario shot four that were traitors in our own house. That saddened me greatly. These men were ones I had known most of their lives. I have no idea how Miceli managed to get to them, but I will find out. I would never have believed they would turn on me.”


Looking at him, Emmanuelle felt a small shiver go through her. Giuseppi always seemed to be a sweet old man. He told her stories and laughed with Greta, bringing his wife flowers, sneaking her the occasional doughnut that she wasn’t supposed to have. Right then, looking into his eyes, Emmanuelle saw the killer in him, the head of the Saldi crime family, which he’d ruled with an iron fist for so many years.


“We need to know if Miceli knows about this house, Giuseppi,” Giovanni pushed. “And if we can count on any of your men to aid us if he sends an army after you and Val.”


Giuseppi smiled at her brother—a shark’s smile. “Who would have thought that the Ferraros and Saldis would have to fight together to survive?”


“Why is Miceli so determined to take over?” Emmanuelle asked.


“Human trafficking makes a tremendous amount of money, Emme,” Giuseppi said. “Val tried to tell me some time ago that Miceli was selling women. I thought, at first, he meant the strip clubs. We have plenty of strip clubs. I visited all of them. We have high-class clubs and very raunchy clubs, but the ladies know the score, and no one makes them do anything they don’t want to do. I visited every single one of them with Valentino and Dario. We made surprise visits and talked to the staff and girls. I saw no hint of human trafficking.”


“I thought Miceli had his own territory,” Giovanni said.


Giuseppi steepled his fingers but did so directly over his weapon. “True, but he must answer to me. I checked every one of his clubs. His girls were not treated with the same respect as mine, but they made no complaints, and I made certain to speak to them privately. If they were trafficked women, they certainly did not seem to be, and Valentino didn’t think so, either.”


“Val didn’t drop it,” Emmanuelle guessed. She knew how stubborn Valentino could be when he was certain he was right.


“No, I tried to get him to focus on who was pushing drugs and weapons in Ferraro territory, who was killing and leaving bodies to take us to the very brink of war with Stefano, but he said he was certain Miceli was throwing out red herrings to get us to look at anything but trafficking. I argued with Valentino so many times. Terrible arguments.”


For a moment, Emmanuelle felt sorry for the older man. He looked tired and sad. His wife had been dying, and his son had been angry and accusing his uncle of horrific, vile and treacherous deeds. How many times had Val tried to call her? To text her? She’d blocked him, and he’d found other ways to get around it and had communicated with her until she couldn’t stand it and shut that down as well. He’d needed to reach out to someone he trusted and talk over his worries about what Miceli was up to. She’d been too hurt to listen to him.


Giovanni wrapped his palm around the nape of her neck. “I take it Val found Miceli’s trafficking ring?”


“Someone was abducting beautiful, very young girls, taking them off the streets all over the country. Very young. Underage. Virgins. So, fourteen or fifteen. They would bring them in from other states and hold them in a warehouse. Five to eight at a time. Little, terrified girls, in these tiny, dirty cells for however long it took to bring in five of them, and then they’d clean them up and put them up for auction. Miceli would hold an exclusive event and auction these children to the highest bidder. They’d bring in millions for him.”


Emmanuelle’s stomach turned. “How did Val know?”


Giuseppi frowned. “He knows things. He always has, even as a child. I should have remembered that, but Miceli is my brother, and I didn’t want to think he would do what Valentino said he did.”


Emmanuelle had the feeling the older man wasn’t talking about human trafficking, but she didn’t ask.


“To answer your question, Giovanni, as far as I know, Miceli has no idea about this house, but one can never be certain. As far as my men, I would guess I could gather about twenty-five if needed, but I couldn’t guarantee that they would all be loyal to me.”


“Let’s put that on hold,” Giovanni suggested. “Since we’re just not certain if Miceli got to anyone else. Val would skin us alive if anything happened to you.”


“I need to get an update on his condition,” Emmanuelle said. If she didn’t, she was going to lose her mind. She forced a smile. “If Dario’s good, I’ll send him this way.”


Giuseppi nodded. “You do that, Emme.”


Emmanuelle needed to get out of the room and just take a deep breath. Valentino had been investigating Miceli for human trafficking. More, he’d been risking his life. Miceli was a vicious little weasel and he wanted complete control over the Saldi empire. Valentino had talked about his worries in this very house with her, how he was afraid that Miceli might try to kill Giuseppi and that he was certain it was Miceli who was behind the car bombing that killed his parents, making him an orphan.


He told her Miceli’s legitimate sons, Angelo and Tommaso, had once intimated that it might have been Giuseppi who had disposed of his youngest brother, Valentino’s father, but Val had violently disagreed and wouldn’t even entertain that idea.


Emmanuelle noted that Taviano and Nicoletta, her youngest brother and his wife, were there, talking with Enzo and Ricco about securing the house and grounds. She gave them a wave and a smile of thanks. Her family. They came when called. All of them. There was Elie. He sent her a grin and shook his head, striding toward the back of the house.


Sasha, Giovanni’s wife, strode in, Enrica, Emme’s cousin and a trained bodyguard, at her side. Both women were cool under fire. Sasha was hell on wheels with a rifle. Enrica was the sister of Enzo and Emilio, the top bodyguards of the Ferraro family, and she’d trained with her brothers.


Demetrio, Drago and Leone, all three bodyguards and fierce protectors of shadow riders, split up and walked outside, taking up the assignments given them by Enzo and Emilio. Emmanuelle was fairly certain one or more would be on the roof. She knew they were good with rifles.


Tomas and Cosimo Abatangelo talked quietly with Enzo for a few moments and then went outside as well. Their youngest brother, Raimondo, was sent down the hall toward the security room. He looked a little sulky, but he went without argument; a good thing, or she knew Enzo would have ordered him to leave. They were setting up for possible war, and there was no room for insubordination.


Emme first went into the hallway bathroom and scrubbed her arms and hands, and then used a paper towel to open the master bedroom door. She didn’t want to carry in any more germs than she already was. The smell of blood hit her hard. Dario sat in the leather chair near the door, his gaze fixed on the men and women surrounding the bed and the patient there. Clearly, someone had already seen to his wounds. He had his shirt off and there was a wide bandage around his ribs and another around his left bicep.


“Have they said anything?” Emmanuelle found herself whispering.


“That it isn’t nearly as bad as it looks. Mostly, that he lost tons of blood. They’ve started getting it back into him, and if they can keep that coming, he’ll be fine,” Dario said. “Where did they get all the blood? I mean, it’s clear that your brother is giving him that blood, but …”


Dario took a deep breath. He pulled his gaze from the bed, the blood and the gore with an effort and met her eyes. “Thanks, Emme. I don’t know what I would have done if you hadn’t come.”


“It’s Val. I had to come. You knew I’d come the moment you typed nine-one-one.” She saw on his face that he’d hoped, but he hadn’t known. She’d held out a long, long time. Maybe she’d even made Val believe she was over him, as if that could ever happen.


“How can they know that Vittorio’s blood will match up with Val’s?” There was worry in Dario’s voice. On his face.


She hesitated. He kept looking at her. “Vittorio’s blood matches up with everyone’s. That’s our little secret.”


“That’s impossible.”


“He has a rare blood type, only a couple of people in the world have it. We don’t talk about it, Dario. Just like there’re things you don’t talk about, we don’t talk about that.” She changed the subject. “Giuseppi thinks he has at least another twenty-five loyal men, but I’m hesitant to let him call them. I’m hoping Miceli doesn’t know about this house.” She’d always wondered why Dario was so loyal to Valentino when he was actually Miceli’s son. He was illegitimate, and Miceli hadn’t acknowledged him for years, but he was his oldest son. No one had known about Dario for years.


“Yeah, at this point, I’d be careful. Valentino and I have a few men we know for certain we can count on, but Miceli was really splashing some big money around. Times get hard, and there are bills to pay. I don’t know, Emme, loyalties can get tested. And the younger ones, it seems they’re so easily bribed with money and pussy.” He winced. “Sorry. I shouldn’t talk like that in front of you. Val would beat the crap out of me.” He grinned at her. “Well. He’d try. We’re pretty damned even most of the time.” He leaned his head back against the leather, looking exhausted.


“I have brothers, Dario,” she reminded. “Why don’t you go in with Giuseppi? He could use an update on Val. He’s acting tough, but he’s really afraid for his son.”


“I don’t know, Emme.”


“If you were going to have to shoot someone for trying to hurt him, you would have had to do it already,” she pointed out. “Give yourself a break. I’ll watch over him.”


“I doubt if you’re going to shoot one of your brothers,” he said, his voice a mixture of amused and dry.


“Don’t bet on it. I think about it often.” She sent him a little smirk. “Do you need help getting up?”


“Don’t be a smart-ass, Emme.”


Dario didn’t look as if he could make it out of the chair on his own, so she hadn’t exactly been being a smart-ass, but he was Valentino’s right-hand man, his lieutenant, the enforcer. She didn’t want to think too much about what that meant in the Saldi world. She couldn’t exactly judge him. He protected Giuseppi and Valentino, and he did it in a permanent way. Dario was as tough as they came. She could never tell whether he liked her or not. He didn’t give much away.


He’d briefly shown interest in Nicoletta, but when Taviano had announced she was his fiancée, Dario had seemed to respect that boundary and backed off. That made Emme wonder if his interest had been genuine. She couldn’t imagine anything stopping Dario from going after a woman if he truly wanted her. Dario was a mystery, but right now, he needed to rest as much as possible, because they would need his ability with his guns if they were attacked.


“Don’t shoot Val, either,” Dario cautioned as he pushed himself out of the chair.


Emme stepped back and got the door for him. “Giuseppi is armed. It might be best to let him know you’re coming in. He looks a little trigger-happy.”


“Will do. And I want updates on Val every fifteen minutes. Who’s running the show here? I’ll need him to coordinate with me. Introduce us before you lock yourself away here. I want you to make it clear I’m looped in at all times.” Dario’s voice had turned hard. Scary. He’d gone back to that man she was never certain of.


“Stefano is always in charge, Dario—you know that. But Enzo and Emilio run the control room and will send all orders to every guard, sniper and soldier. They have eyes and ears everywhere.”


She was already texting Enzo to meet them in the wide hallway outside the guest room where Giuseppi was. She also cautioned the bodyguard to treat Dario with the utmost respect. As a rule, the two families were uneasy around each other if not straight-out enemies. The feud went back over a hundred years, which was just plain silly in Emmanuelle’s mind.


She followed Dario out of the master bedroom, and immediately found she could breathe easier. She hadn’t realized she was holding her breath, trying not to take in the scent of blood that hung so heavily in the air. Valentino had lost so much. She couldn’t think about whether or not she’d gotten her family and surgical team there in time. Right now, the most important thing was to set up to protect him and his father from his murderous uncle and nephews.


Enzo came around the corner right as they made it to the alcove just opposite Giuseppi’s door. Dario sank into a chair, his face gray, sweat beading on his forehead. He ignored it as Enzo came straight to them. Emme performed the introductions, although the two men had met multiple times over the years, just not as allies.


“We chose these rooms for a purpose,” Dario stated. “This guest room has a panic room. It’s virtually a vault and has enough supplies for a couple of weeks. I can stash Giuseppi if need be, and no one will be the wiser. If something happens to me, he’ll be there. There’s also a similar setup in the master bedroom, although trying to stash Val anywhere, wounded or not, won’t be easy.”


He indicated his phone and Enzo drew close, so Emme did as well. There was a layout of the inside of the sprawling house, all the rooms, but it looked more like a child’s drawing than an actual professional blueprint. Dario pointed to several places where there were colored scribblings, as if a child had attempted to color but couldn’t stay in the lines and then, becoming frustrated, had just slashed with crayons all over.


“Everywhere you see these, we have armories. Some are in the floor, the walls, the attics. We stashed them everywhere. This place was our last stand. We knew Miceli was going to come at us and we couldn’t trust anyone. Val and I renovated this lake house as fast as we could over the last year.”


Emme hated the way Dario’s voice was so thin. He clearly was hurt. She risked a quick glance at Enzo. Would Dario be telling the Ferraro family details like this if he expected to survive?


Enzo put his hand on the small of her back, a comforting gesture, but he kept his eyes on Dario’s phone. “And these squiggles?”


“Those are doors to get into the walls. Inside, the walls are narrow. All of you are big, much like Val and I are, but the women wouldn’t have any problem moving through the house in the walls. It’s another way to escape. One exit leads to the garage, one to the boats, and one to the vault in the guest room. I can make it through there, but my shoulders hit either side. A bigger man might have trouble if he’s not careful, especially in the pitch dark. They didn’t put any lights in there. You have to have a flashlight or some kind of light.”


“Send this to my phone. I can share with the Ferraros,” Enzo said.


“Give me your fuckin’ word that Valentino and Giuseppi come out of this alive.” Dario sent the information to Enzo’s phone.


“How the hell can I guarantee that? I wouldn’t be here if I wasn’t trying to save them,” Enzo snapped. “I think you lost a little too much blood yourself.”


Emme swallowed down her fear for Valentino. “Dario? You believe Miceli knows about the lake house, don’t you? You really think he’s going to come for Giuseppi, Valentino and you, with an army.”


Dario looked up at her, his dark eyes moving over her face. “Yeah, Emme. Miceli’s going to come. When he does, it won’t be pretty. He hates all three of us. You have no idea the kind of hatred someone like that can have. What he’s capable of and what he’s taught his sons to be. I don’t want them to get their hands on you. Valentino has gone to great lengths to ensure they don’t.”


She frowned. “What does that mean? When did Miceli ever try to get me?”


Dario shook his head. “I’m tired, Emme. I’m fucking tired. Go find out how Val is and send me an update. I’m going to lie down for a few minutes. Enzo, keep me in the loop.”


“You got it.”


“When he comes, Enzo, he’ll try to overrun the place. Boats, ground, maybe even air. He’ll strike hard.”


“We’ll be ready.”


What had she gotten her family into? This was Saldi family business, and now her entire family was involved, other than Francesca, Stefano’s wife, and his son, Crispino, who were safe in their penthouse at the prestigious Ferraro Hotel with Vittorio’s wife, Grace. Emme knew that Stefano would never have left without first securing his wife and child, as well as Grace, surrounding them with protection.


Her phone vibrated, and she yanked it out of her jeans pocket. Stefano. Her heart jumped. Clenched. If something had gone wrong with Val, he would have just said so, right? Without a word, she turned and hurried back to the master bedroom, anxiety making it difficult to breathe.


“Is he alive?” The question tumbled out of her mouth before she could stop it, revealing too much, but then what did it matter? She’d already asked Stefano to come, to put their lives on the line for the man who had betrayed her.


Emmanuelle hurried over to the bed. The doctors and nurses had cleaned up the surgical site. Valentino lay on fresh sheets, thanks, she was certain, to Mariko. Vittorio sat in a chair, legs sprawled out in front of him, an IV in his arm, fluids going into him, just as fluids were going into Val. Val looked pale, his dark hair emphasizing the unusual color, but thankfully, most of the blood had been washed off.


“Bullets didn’t hit anything vital,” Stefano reported. “I never saw anyone so lucky. He was mostly in danger from blood loss.”


“He was hit several times,” Emme whispered. Tears burned behind her eyes. She didn’t want anyone to know. Crying was weakness. He was her weakness. Valentino Saldi. Her failing.


Stefano curled his palm around the nape of her neck. “Vittorio gave him so much blood, he’s more Ferraro than Saldi now.”


“Dario says Miceli has an army and that they’ll come here, Stefano. I didn’t mean to involve our entire family in their war. He was dying, and I just called you. I always call you when things go to hell.” She turned her face up to his. “I’m sorry.” She loved Stefano with all her heart, but she loved Valentino with every breath in her body. “I couldn’t let him die.”


“I know, baby. I would have been very upset if you hadn’t called me. When things go wrong, that’s what you’re supposed to do. We rely on each other. We’re famiglia. That means something, Emmanuelle.”


He dropped a kiss on top of her head. “Valentino is a good man. I told you that before. I know things went south between you, and I don’t in any way approve a relationship just because of what kind of family he comes from, but I know he’s a good man. I have no problem helping Val, especially when he’s been working to take down a human trafficking ring and a high-priced auction.” He touched his phone, the mass text she’d sent when she’d gotten updates of any kind of news on why Miceli had attacked Giuseppi, Valentino and Dario.


She put her arms around her brother and laid her face against his chest, right over his heart. She needed comfort, and Stefano gave it to her without hesitation. He wrapped his arms around her immediately.


“Do you think that’s what Grace was almost caught up in?” She glanced over at Vittorio. He was clearly paying attention.


Vittorio frowned. “I’ve been thinking it. They were very specific that someone wanted Grace. Not just anyone, but Grace. Dario said that these auctions are young girls, and although Grace was a virgin, she wasn’t a teenager, and they had no way of knowing she was a virgin.”


“I thought you knew who wanted her, that Miceli owed him a debt,” Emme said.


Vittorio shook his head. “Stefano and I talked it over many times. That scenario didn’t make sense. No, someone else wanted her, and Miceli wasn’t going to own up that he was involved in any way.”


Alarms began to go off in Emmanuelle’s head. She pressed her lips together as if to hold back secrets. How many secrets could she hold back? And for what? She pulled herself out of Stefano’s arms and leaned over the bed to stare down into Valentino’s face. His eyes were closed. His lashes were as black as night and long, too long for a man to have. She’d always been envious of his lashes. Now they stood out starkly against his pale skin. He normally had the most beautiful dark complexion, as if he had a permanent tan. She loved his coloring.


“You’re awake.” She made it an accusation.


The lashes fluttered but didn’t lift. “Floating. Doc gave me something, but it’s wearing off.” His voice was tinny, faraway.


Good. Maybe he’d tell the truth for a change. “There was a reason you noticed me all those years ago, Val, the same reason Dario noticed Nicoletta and Miceli wanted Grace.”


Stefano stepped closer to her, one hand on her back for support, as if he knew she was guessing and whatever answer Valentino gave her was going to rip her apart even more. Vittorio sat up straighter in his chair.


Val’s lips, the ones that looked chapped and dry but had always been velvet soft and perfect and could kiss like heaven, pulled into a little half smile. “My girl. So smart. Love you so much, Emme.”


“Valentino. Why did you single me out?” She made it a demand. “Why was Dario looking at Nicoletta? What did Miceli want with Grace?”


His hand moved on the bed. Sliding. Seeking. She looked at it, trying not to respond. Hating that she wanted to touch him. That she needed to. She closed her eyes and then let herself feel his skin next to hers. The moment she did, she knew it was a mistake. There was no blood. No trauma to keep her head occupied. There was only Val and Emme. Before she could pull her fingers away, he turned his hand and captured hers with surprising strength. Never once did he lift his lashes.


“Val, I need an answer.”


“You already know the answer, Princess.”


It was another blow, a hard punch in the gut, even though she was expecting it. Now she knew what her sisters-in-law had to have felt like when they first learned they met certain “criteria” to be with Ferraros.


She tried again to pull her hand away, but he refused to relinquish his hold on her. “I saw the bindings tying our shadows together, but I don’t know how, or what it means, Val.” Deliberately, she spoke aloud, even if it came out a whisper, because if she didn’t she would never be able to tell Stefano and Vittorio why there were tears streaming down her face.


She felt her brothers’ shock. Stefano dug his fingers into the side of her waist. She didn’t look at him, or at Vittorio. She could only look at Val. Was there some way to undo it? If so, was it like the riders? Would she forget him? Did she want to forget him?


“Not going to talk about anything that would give you an excuse to run away from me again. Too tired right now, Emme. Give me a couple of hours, babe.” His voice trailed off.


Stefano tightened his hold on her for a moment and then jerked his head toward the door. Vittorio got up, starting to remove the IV from his arm. Mariko came out of the shadows and did it for him, using a much gentler technique than he would have. She remained behind, watching over Val while Stefano led Emme out of the room.


Emmanuelle felt a little like she might be going to her doom. She kept her chin up while she explained to both brothers about how each time she was near Val, and their shadows touched, those little ropes insisted on tying themselves around her shadow, binding her to him, almost as if she was a prisoner. She’d learned to be careful, but the pull between them was so strong that often she didn’t pay as much attention as she should.


“Why didn’t you tell us?” Stefano demanded.


“I tried to tell you,” Emme said. “Often, especially when it first happened. I was terrified. Every time I brought up Val, you were furious, Stefano. You yelled at me before I could find the right words to describe what was happening. I tried over and over to tell all of you that I couldn’t stay away from him, but you acted like I was some helpless female caught up in him because he was hot. No one would take the time to listen to me. Eventually, I’ll admit, I gave up. More, I didn’t want to say anything because I knew I was in love with him and I was afraid of what you’d do. It only just occurred to me that maybe Dario saw something in Nicoletta like Taviano did. Is that possible, Stefano? Can the Saldis bind a rider to them differently, but still bind them?”


Stefano and Vittorio exchanged a long look. Stefano put his arm around her shoulders. “I don’t know, honey. I’ve never heard of such a thing. I’d have to ask a council member. I can ask Alfieri without going into details. I’m sorry I didn’t listen to you, but you know you should have told us.”


Alfieri Ferraro was a distant cousin from Sicily who sat on the International Council of Shadow Riders. He would know, or have access to those who would know, the answer to the question if anyone would. The feud between the Saldis and the Ferraros had started because the Saldis had taken offense when the Ferraros refused to align themselves when asked. They had openly opposed the Saldis and had helped others against them. In the end, the Saldis had made a concentrated effort to wipe them out, every man, woman and child, to stamp out the very existence of the Ferraros. Few other than the shadow riders had escaped, dispersing across the world, vowing to come back stronger to find a way to prevent a massacre from ever happening again.


Emme nodded. Stefano was right, especially if it proved that the Saldis could bind female riders to them for some purpose and Nicoletta and Grace had been unknowingly in danger. Her phone vibrated, and she yanked it out quickly, saw the text and groaned.


“Eloisa just drove up with Henry. Great. That’s all I need. I’m going back in the room with Val. I can’t face her right now, Stefano.”


“She came to help defend him and Giuseppi,” Stefano reminded. “No matter what she says or does, she is famiglia, and when push comes to shove, she will fight at our side.”


That was true, but Emmanuelle didn’t want her there.
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