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Tires squealed on the hot pavement. Lessa Noelle looked up from her purse where she'd been digging for her keys. The car hadn't been there a second ago, but now it was barreling down on her. She froze for a micro-second.
It was going to hit her.
She stepped back. The driver accelerated and swerved to match her movement. Spinning, she dove for the safety of the small SUV she had walked past a few seconds earlier. Her hands hit the asphalt and she rolled behind the passenger side, her shoulder banging against the front door. The SUV she leaned against jumped as the oncoming vehicle scraped along its front bumper.
Crunching metal rang in her ears and the car raced past. She lunged to her knees to crawl toward the sidewalk. Feet suddenly appeared in front of her and she froze.
"You okay?" The male voice was familiar, but instincts took over and she backpedaled until his face came into view.
He was one of the football players for the Orlando Manatees and had been waiting for his sister, Lily Donato, to finish cheerleading practice. A breath shuddered out of Lessa's gaping mouth as he crouched down next to her.
She nodded slowly and rolled to a sitting position to assess her body for any injuries. All minor. The palms of her hands were skinned a little, and the stinging on her back told her she'd scraped it. Her mind raced. The car had aimed for her.
"She's crazy," Lessa mumbled under her breath. She couldn't believe someone would actually try to kill her because that person didn't make a pro cheerleading team. She wasn't even in charge, just the choreographer and an assistant to the director for the Orlando Mermaids. "But I'm fine, thanks." His name popped into her mind, Carlos Donato, "Carlos."
His eyes were still narrowed in concern as he helped her stand up. "Who's she?"
"No one important." She leaned over and started to scoop up her purse and its scattered contents. Had it been Emily behind the wheel? Her heart pounded so loudly in her ears she could barely think.
"Doesn't seem like someone unimportant if she tried to run you over."
She squinted against the bright Florida sun behind Carlos and stood up straight. "Did you see her?"
He shook his head. "Too far away. I was just getting out of my car when it happened. I thought it looked like a guy behind the wheel."
She paused as she stuffed her lipstick into her purse and considered. The sun had reflected off the front window, and she hadn't been able to see who was in the silver sedan. A typical non-descript car found all over town. She hadn't even thought to look at the license plate number. She'd been more concerned with getting out of its path.
Francie Parker, one of the new cheerleaders, ran over and held out her phone. "I got it on my phone. Not the whole thing, just him driving out of the parking lot."
Lessa looked at the tiny screen. The video was currently waiting to be replayed and displayed a still picture of the car as it raced toward the exit. She touched the arrow on the screen. The car careened around the corner and down the drive to race toward the interstate. Francie hadn't gotten the car actually trying to run her down, but hopefully they could use the image to find out the owner's identity.
"You need to call the police," Carlos said, putting his arm around her shoulders to turn her and guide her back to the football and cheerleading teams' training center.
She closed her eyes briefly against the bright sun before letting him lead her back to the building. Francie trailed behind them. Several of the cheerleaders clustered near the door called out asking if she was okay, and she nodded to try to reassure them as they stepped into the sudden chill of the air-conditioned training facility.
Her bosses weren't going to be happy about this latest incident. She'd already reported the suspicious stalking behavior of Emily Stypes to her immediate boss, Sharon O'Conner, Director of the Cheerleading Division, after she'd gotten the first threatening phone call a week before.
Sharon greeted them at the door of the complex. Judging by the anxious expression on her face, Lessa figured someone had already spread the word she'd nearly been run over in the parking lot.
"I'm fine," she said quickly.
Sharon put her hands on Lessa's shoulders and frowned down at her. "What happened?"
"Someone tried to run her down," Carlos said when Lessa didn't answer right away.
Francie stepped forward and held her phone out to Sharon. "I got the car leaving the parking lot."
Sharon took the phone. "Thank you, Francie." She drew Lessa away from the crowd gathering in the lobby. "We'll talk about this in private." Looking back at Carlos and the group of girls, she gave them a frown that refused any argument. "Nothing to see here, folks. Everyone head on home. Good practice. We'll see you later."
Francie stood with a few other girls who didn't disperse right away, watching Lessa in concern as she followed Sharon to her office.
Sharon shut the door firmly behind them. "Was it Emily?"
Lessa shrugged. "I couldn't see the driver. I assumed it was, but Carlos said he thought it was a man driving. I can't even say for certain it was on purpose. Maybe a drunk driver or someone not paying attention?"
She didn't think so, but it seemed like such a huge jump to think of Emily actually trying to kill her.
Sharon walked to a filing cabinet and pulled a file from the front of the top drawer. "She doesn't list a husband on her application. Did she mention a boyfriend to you?"
Lessa tried to recall the few conversations she'd held with the rookie candidate during tryouts. According to her screening interview, Emily Stypes had lived and breathed the dream of becoming a professional cheerleader. Unfortunately, her dance ability was mediocre, just good enough to slide her way into final auditions with a huge smile, rocking body, and a bubbly personality. But personality and a hot body weren't enough to become a part of the Orlando Mermaids—you had to be able to dance at a professional level as well.
Emily hadn't mentioned anything of a personal nature to her. She shook her head. "No, she never said anything about a boyfriend or ex-boyfriends."
Sharon sat down, propped her elbow on the desk and rested her chin in her hand. Her eyes stared piercingly at Lessa. "If she was involved, she's escalating. We need to call the police and let them know."
Lessa nodded reluctantly. If they called the police it would hit the papers. This wasn't the type of publicity the franchise wanted. It had already been two weeks since she'd found Emily crying in the parking lot after she didn't make the squad. Looking back, she should have kept to company policy and kept walking, especially since she'd agreed with Sharon on cutting Emily from auditions. But she'd tried to comfort the woman instead. And now she was paying the price for her good dead.
"I'll call them," Sharon said. "Go get the letters."
"Yes, ma'am." Lessa stood up and walked out of Sharon's office to where her desk was situated right in front of the office door. As assistant director of the cheerleading squad she doubled as Sharon's secretary when needed. Lessa's ability to multi-task was how Sharon had sold her own boss on creating the position for Lessa.
After five years on the team as a cheerleader and one of a few assistant choreographers, she'd been thrilled when Sharon had offered her this job several months before. She pulled her bottom drawer open and pulled out the envelope she'd put Emily's two threatening letters in. Both were pretty much the same. Accusing Lessa of being jealous of Emily's talent and blaming her for her elimination.
"Lessa!"
She returned to Sharon's office at her summons.
"The police are on their way to take a report." Sharon gestured for her to return to the chair across from her desk. After she sat down, Sharon leaned forward again. "This girl is dangerous. We can only be thankful we cut her when we did instead of putting her on the squad and then finding out about her dark side.
"Lessa, I think you should consider going on vacation for a week or so."
Her stomach clenched. "The new squad was just formed."
"I'm not saying permanently." Sharon nodded. "You've done an excellent job teaching them the new choreography, and I don't want to give her the chance to take another shot at you. Lay low for a few days, away from here. I'll talk to the franchise about getting a bodyguard for you. If we're lucky the police will be able to make a case against her quickly."
"I don't want to run away." Lessa started to shake her head, but Sharon held up a hand.
"Her surprises are wearing on you," Sharon stated, expression serious. "And if she was behind the wheel just now, she's turned into a dangerous nut case. I'm worried about you, Lessa. Disappear for a little while and let the cops take care of it."
Lessa bit her lip as she debated what Sharon had said. She didn't want to run away from Emily. What would hiding accomplish? Emily would just be waiting for her when she came back. But she also didn't want Sharon asking for a bodyguard for her. The franchise didn't tolerate a lot of drama from the cheerleading department. If they decided she was causing too many headaches she could lose her job. "I'll think about it."
Sharon stood up and walked around her desk. Lessa rose in answer and was surprised by the sudden hug from her mentor. "I don't want anything to happen to you, my girl. I've invested way too much time in training my successor to allow some deranged wannabe to get in the way." She winked as she pulled back and raised an eyebrow.
Lessa relaxed. At least Sharon was in her corner. She tried to put aside the worry of losing her job. "Yes, ma'am."
Sharon laughed, but sobered up as heavy footsteps came down the hall. She stepped away and peeked out the open door. "The police are here."
On autopilot, Lessa pulled her car into the driveway of her rented townhouse. Night had descended while she had been at the training center. She was exhausted after more than hour of talking with the police, then another half hour speaking to Sharon's boss. Andy Moore, Director of Marketing and Entertainment, had been less than pleased with Lessa and this new development. He was already plotting his spin control for when the media picked up the story. But he hadn't mentioned firing her, so she hoped that wasn't a part of his plan.
She never would have noticed the car parked in the street in front of her small lawn if she wasn't already jumpy. She didn't recognize the dark sedan. But it was possible the car's owner was visiting Beth Fraser, her neighbor and former cheerleading teammate who was a captain on the squad this year.
Telling herself not to be such a ninny, she turned her car off and reached over to gather her backpack and purse. The dome light of the vehicle on the street glowed as the driver's door swung open. She froze, her gaze locked on her passenger-side mirror. A figure emerged. She sat back up and looked over her shoulder to where the person walked around the car.
Their security lights illuminated the sidewalks to the front doors and the top half of the double driveway. She bit her lip hoping the man would step on the small sidewalk, but he started up the driveway, finally stepping into the security light. She didn't know him.
She reached over again to her purse and thrust her hand inside, feeling for her cell phone as she kept sight of the approaching stranger. Her fingers finally touched the smooth metal of her cell and she yanked it out to call 911.
But the phone slipped from her trembling fingers as she hit the power button. It fell to the floor between her feet, the screen lighting as it dropped.
She leaned forward to retrieve it just as he knocked on the window. Yelping, Lessa abandoned the hunt for her phone. Instead, she reached for her keys to restart her car. Her doors were still locked, but that didn't mean he couldn't break the window. He might even have a gun.
Her stomach ached. His second knock made her jump. She refused to look toward him, afraid to confirm her fear of a gun or another weapon. She shifted the car into reverse as he knocked again and said something. The only word she could make out was "father."
And the tapping this time was softer, almost as if he realized he'd just scared the crap out of her. She left the car in reverse, her foot prepared to jump from the brake to the accelerator if necessary, and slowly turned to look at him.
He held a white envelope against the glass and spoke again. "I have a letter from your father."
She relaxed a smidge. He had the wrong person. Her father had died when she was six. But she couldn't completely relax. He was still a stranger, and after this afternoon . . . . Whoever had tried to run her over still hadn't been caught. And maybe she'd heard him wrong. Her car was running and the windows were shut.
She took her left hand off the steering wheel and cracked her window a quarter of an inch so she could hear him better. "I'm sorry, what did you say?"
"I have a letter from your father."
"I think you have the wrong person."
"Alessandra Noelle?"
Lessa hesitated, her right hand tightening on the steering wheel. "Yes."
"You're the correct person." His voice was low and soothing.
But it had the opposite effect on her nerves. She shook her head. "I can't be. My father died nearly twenty years ago."
He hesitated this time and she focused on his face. The security light cast him in harsh shadows. He wore a dress shirt with the sleeves rolled up and a tie. No suit jacket. Probably a concession to the heat. His dark hair was brushed back off his face and his eyes appeared as dark in the night.
His lips firmed into a frown before he spoke again. "No, he didn't. He died two days ago."
She stared at him through the glass, trying to figure out what sort of game he was playing. She was well aware of when her father died considering one of her most vivid memories from childhood was the ride to the hospital with her mother after his heart attack.
"Look." He glanced around. "I'm sorry to approach you like this, at night, but I'm supposed to hand-deliver this letter to his daughter and escort her to the funeral." The envelope dropped away from her window, and a couple of seconds later he pressed up a card in its place. A California driver's license. She squinted at the tiny picture. It looked like him. "My name's Marco Santos, and I've come a long way. If you're Alessandra Noelle, you're who I need to see."
"Lessa! Is everything okay?" Beth's voice called across from her side of the townhouse.
He took a step back from the car, but didn't run or seem overly concerned with the appearance of the tall, brunette cheerleader. Beth stood on her porch, eyes focused directly on him. Lessa tore her gaze away from the stranger to nod at Beth, but realized she probably couldn't see her clearly or might not be able to hear her.
Several rookies clustered behind Beth on the porch. Lessa sighed, remembering that a couple of rookie cheerleaders were staying with Beth until they could find apartments in the area. Seeing the women bolstered her bravery, and she turned her car off and opened her door to step out. She looked up at the man. She was trapped between him and her car even if she was on her feet. He was at least a foot taller than her five feet, two inches.
"Lessa?" Beth called again, stepping off her porch.
The stranger's lips curved slightly and his eyes went from Beth to her. "I mean you no harm, Alessandra."
"Lessa." She corrected him automatically, not even realizing she'd spoken as she considered him a moment before turning to Beth. She just hoped she didn't regret what she was about to say. "I'm fine, thanks. He just startled me."
"He who?" Beth glared suspiciously at them.
Lessa glanced back at him, but he spoke before she could answer.
"Marc Santos." He flashed a smile at Beth and the girls hovering on her porch. "I'm just here to deliver a message." He raised the envelope up and waved it slightly in the humid air.
Beth raised a questioning eyebrow at her.
Lessa leaned in and snatched her cell phone off the floor. She'd have to climb all the way in to grab her purse and backpack, so she shut the door instead. "Okay, you've delivered your message, though I still say you have the wrong person."
Santos handed the envelope over to her, but didn't depart. "As I said, there's more to the message than what's in the envelope."
She suddenly remembered something about a funeral. "Look," she held the envelope back out to him, "I know you have the wrong person."
He jammed his hands into his suit pants instead of taking the letter back. "I don't."
Couldn't he get it through his stubborn head that there was no way she could be this person's daughter? She sighed in frustration and walked around to the other side of her car to pull her purse and backpack off the passenger seat. "Fine, I'll prove it to you."
As she moved up the driveway, she saw Beth staring at her like she'd lost her mind.
"He thinks I'm someone else," Lessa said as she reached her friend. "I'm just going to show him he has the wrong person, and he can go find whoever this other girl is."
Beth frowned at Santos who'd followed a few steps behind her. "We'll be listening."
Lessa bit back a smile. "Thanks." The walls between the two townhouses were famously thin.
The security light on her front porch flashed on a split-second before she climbed the two steps to unlock her door. She hesitated at the threshold wondering if she should make this Santos guy wait outside. She hit the light switch illuminating the downstairs area of her home and dropped her stuff on the chair next to the door.
"Come in." She held the door open, reminding herself that Beth and the other girls would truly be listening in. "The living room's down there." She pointed to the short hallway.
Santos stepped inside the door and, following her gesture, moved ahead of her. She bit back the urge to offer him tea or water. This wasn't exactly a social call. She just needed to show him who her father was so he could finish up his task.
He stopped at the display of dance shoes on her bookshelf. She was too rattled to take the time to explain them. Walking straight to the family photo on the wall by the kitchen, she took it down and held it out to him.
"This is my father, my mother and me when I was five at Disney World. He died of a heart attack when I was six."
Santos walked the few paces it took to bring him next to her. He looked down at the picture before glancing back up at her face. "Read the letter."
She huffed in irritation. "I'm not going to read some other girl's personal letter from her dead father, even if we do have the same name."
He stared at her a moment before reaching into his front shirt pocket to pull some papers out. He unfolded them and held them out to her. The first thing she noticed was the headshot photo of herself from last year's team pictures. She grabbed the printed pages with her other hand.
"What the heck is this?"
"The information your father provided, so I'd be able to find you and deliver the letter."
She read in disbelief. The paper contained all of her personal information, including her home address and the training facility address, with bold lettering marking one as home and one as work.
"So you see, you can't be the wrong Alessandra Noelle."
She shook her head. "Your researcher gave you information on the wrong person."
He sighed. "Do you need to see your baby pictures?"
She shook her head again, trying to wrap her mind around the information she was reading on the page. None of it was shocking, but it was clearly about her.
"Your father's been keeping tabs on you since you were born."
She jerked her gaze away from the paper to stare at him. "What do you mean keeping tabs on me? This guy's had someone following me around and taking pictures?"
"Yes. Your father engaged a private detective to make sure you were doing well. Mr. Tazio was discreet, so no one in the family knew what he was doing. It was handled through his attorney. Ryan's handling this as well."
"Mr. Tazio?"
"Jiovanni Tazio," he said, then taking a beat, added, "Your father."
Her fingers ached from gripping the family picture she had just showed him, so she set it down. The envelope fell to the floor. She hesitated a moment before picking it up. Noticing for the first time her name written in cursive across the expensive ivory stationary, she fingered the writing and looked back at Marc Santos. She needed more information before opening the envelope. She was having a hard time holding onto her belief that he'd made a mistake, but to even consider he was right? It meant everything she knew about her family was wrong.
Well, one person could straighten out all of the confusion. "I need to call my mom."
"Of course."
She returned to the entryway to retrieve her cell phone from where she'd left it. It sat balanced precariously on the edge of the seat next to her purse. She stepped back into the living room and looked at the clock on the phone's display. Her mother should be working the swing shift at the hospital, so she auto-dialed her mom's cell number. It rang twice.
"Hi honey," Erin Noelle said.
"Hey, Mom." Lessa glanced away from Santos, who was now listening closely to her side of the conversation. "Are you busy?"
"I can talk for a moment. What's up?"
The background noise of the hospital faded out as her mother probably ducked into a room to hear her better.
"I need to ask you something." She struggled for courage to ask the question which could change everything.
"What now?" Erin laughed.
Lessa took a deep breath. "Who is Jiovanni Tazio, and why is he sending me a letter saying he's my father?"
Erin made a startled sound and the line went quiet.
"Mom?" Dread filled her. Her mom was supposed to say she didn't know who the heck Jiovanni Tazio was.
"How did you find out?" Erin demanded.
"It's true?" The line went silent again. Lessa spun to focus on the photo from the long-ago trip to Disney. Of the three of them smiling—her mother, Lessa, and the man she'd thought was her father. Who maybe wasn't.
"Of course it's not true. Peter's your father. You look just like him."
But she didn't. She closed her eyes. She and Peter had similar coloring. Blonde hair, blue eyes, fair skin. But her features were like her mother's.
"Just send the letter back to this man. He obviously got the wrong person."
Her mom's voice was too cool, and Lessa didn't believe a word. "You mean hand it back to the courier?"
Erin gasped a second time. "Get away from him. Jiovanni's men are dangerous."
"Who says it's a man? And who says it isn't Jiovanni himself?" The depth of her mother's lies started to work through her. She pressed her hand against her burning stomach.
"You have to get away from him right now."
She shook her head even though her mother couldn't see her. "You lied to me. All these years, and you pretended Peter was my father."
"Sweetie, listen to me, they're dangerous people. I had to lie to keep you safe. You need to stay as far away from Jiovanni as possible."
She almost choked on her outrage. "That shouldn't be a problem since, apparently, he's dead." And with him dead, she'd never have the chance to find out who her father really was.
"Jiovanni's dead?"
Bile rose up her throat. "I need to call you back."
She barely pushed the End Call button before dropping her cell and darting for the bathroom. She threw open the toilet lid and fought the urge to throw-up. Closing her eyes, she focused on breathing. In. Out. In. Out. Several minutes passed before she was sure she wouldn't lose control.
Once the danger of completely embarrassing herself ended, she stepped slowly out of the bathroom. Santos stood in the same place she'd left him, his expression showing a hint of worry. Then he looked her over and his face went back to its earlier blank expression.
Her cell rang. She glared down at it and the papers and envelope she'd dropped as well. She ignored the phone but walked over to pick up the printouts and envelope then turned back to Santos. Her cheeks heated as she tried to think of what to say to break her embarrassment.
Beth suddenly banged on the adjoining wall. At least she assumed it was Beth. She walked over and knocked on the wall to say she was still doing fine. Her cell rang. After checking the display and assuring herself it was Beth instead of her mother, she answered it.
"All's good."
"He hasn't left yet. I was getting worried."
"It turns out I was the one he was looking for, but I'm fine."
Beth hesitated. "Just yell if you need anything."
"Thanks, sweetie, I will." She set her cell down on the small coffee table next to the love seat instead of dropping it back onto the carpet.
"Well." She sighed, glancing at the large man in her living room. "Looks like you were correct."
He shrugged, expression still void of emotion. "You might want to read Jiovanni's letter now."
Lessa scrunched her nose before reluctantly walking over to grab the envelope off the papers she'd set next to her phone. Turning the envelope over in her hands, she took a deep breath to bolster her nerves, slid the single piece of paper out and unfolded it.
To my dearest Alessandra,
I know this letter is coming as a shock to you. To first be contacted by the father you have never known and then to learn it is posthumously.
Please, understand I love you and have always loved you. I have observed you and your mother at a distance since you were born to make sure you were well.
Though I know there were struggles, I saw what a fine job your mother did raising you. The fine woman you have become is a testament to your mother's care. I don't know if your mother chose to tell you about me or not. That is the main reason I have broken the silence with this letter. I am asking you to come and meet your family.
Marc Santos will have delivered this letter to you and he will be happy to escort you to my family home. I would like for you to learn of your ancestry and meet your brothers and sister. They will want to meet you. Allow some time for all of you to get to know each other.
This is all I have to ask. I know it's a lot, especially since I'm no longer here, but it is my last wish that my lost daughter be brought into the family. You can trust Marc. He'll protect and take care of you on your visit and answer any questions you have.
I love you, Jiovanni.
Lessa laughed nervously. She was reading a letter written by her father. Her dead father. She tried to visualize someone besides Peter in that role, but couldn't. Blinking back tears, she took a deep breath before setting the letter down on the coffee table.
"He wants me to go with you."
Marc Santos nodded, his expression still devoid of emotion. She'd never met someone who was as hard to read as he was.
"Why?" She had a sudden thought and studied his features more carefully. "Are we related?"
"No," Santos replied with a slight smile. "I work for your family."
"Doing what?"
"Whatever they ask me to."
She narrowed her eyes at his evasiveness. "Like fetching a long-lost daughter."
"Yeah."
Dozens of questions swirled in her head, and she grabbed at the first one. "You came here to take me back with you?"
"Yes, that's what I was sent to do."
"So, I can meet my family. My father's gone." She was having a hard time picturing someone besides Peter when she said the word 'father.' "Who's left to meet?"
"You have three half-brothers and one half-sister, along with other various cousins, aunts, and uncles."
She focused on the idea of honest-to-goodness siblings. "How old are they?"
"Jio's the oldest. He's thirty. Tony's twenty-eight. Clarissa's twenty-five."
Lessa was twenty-five, too. Her expression must have shown her shock.
"You're two months older," Santos commented smoothly. "Edoardo is the youngest at twenty-two."
She couldn't get past the idea of having a sister the same age as she was. The idea was harder to wrap her mind around than having a different man for her father. Or maybe it wasn't, maybe it was just as difficult to comprehend.
"Look, Lessa," Santos said, "I don't want to pressure you, but I'm on a time crunch. I need to get back in time for Jiovanni's funeral, and he wanted me to bring you with me."
She thought about his driver's license. "You want me to go back to— Where exactly are you supposed to take me?"
"Your family lives in Napa Valley, California."
"California? You want me to go to California with you, now?" she asked in amazement.
"Your father wanted it. I'm doing as he asked me to do."
This was all coming too fast. She backed up so she could drop down onto the loveseat. Her legs weren't stable at the moment. "You want me to decide now."
"What do you need me to say to convince you to come?"
"Why do you care if I come?" She looked up at him, wondering why it would be important to him whether she went along or not. He wasn't acting like a messenger, but as if he was personally involved.
"Because it's what Jiovanni wanted."
"He told you he wanted me at his funeral. Was he sick? Did he know he was going to die?"
Santos hesitated and his face tightened a fraction. "He was shot dead."
"He was murdered?" she asked, taken aback.
"Yes," Santos said gently. "Shot twice at one of his clubs. We've yet to find the shooter."
"Shooter? Why would anyone shoot him?" Lessa asked in astonishment. "Was it a robbery?"
"No." Dark eyes held hers. "He was the target."
She almost repeated the word target just as she'd repeated shooter, but held it in, still struggling with the concept of referring to a murder victim as a target. "Why?"
"Jiovanni was a very powerful and wealthy man." He paused. "He's made enemies over the years."
She stared at him trying to read between the lines of what he was saying. She had the distinct impression she was missing something because she didn't have the correct context.
"I was hunt—tracking the person who shot him."
"But you had to come and get me." She followed his unsaid comment and then wondered at it. "Are you a private detective?" She didn't think he was a cop since he'd already told her he worked for Jiovanni.
"No." His lips curved a fraction, but a frown quickly replaced his small smile and a hint of frustration crept into his voice "Jiovanni left instructions for me to fetch you and bring you back to meet your family."
"And take care of me." She recalled what Jiovanni had written. "Why do I need to be taken care of?"
"Some of your family will be surprised and shocked to learn of you."
"Won't they all be surprised?"
"Yes, but a few might not take the news well at first. I'll be there to physically show Jiovanni's support and wishes."
She didn't like the sound of that. "What do you mean?"
"Shit," he cursed, pacing away. "This would be so much easier if you hadn't been kept in the dark all these years." He stepped up to her. "Jiovanni's children will respect his wishes to bring you into the family, but they might act rashly when they first learn of you."
"Rashly? What are they, ten?" She regretted the words as soon as she said them, and took a deep breath to focus on the questions that needed asking. "Are you saying they might hurt me? Why would you need to protect me from them?"
"No, I don't think any of them will hurt you," he said carefully. "But there are other considerations, and you'll be going into an already volatile situation. Your father's competitors don't always play by the rules. So, yes, you'll need some protection as you haven't grown up in our world and don't know how things work."
"Your world?"
She'd met her share of wealthy men and women in her years as a pro cheerleader and had never heard a single one publicly refer to being rich and powerful as "our world." But she'd also seen plenty of bodyguards shadowing many of them. She'd never really considered the reason behind the bodyguards' constant presence.
"If I need to be protected, it would probably be best if I didn't go back with you." Of course, she might need a bodyguard whether she went or not, and the possibility of siblings was hard to ignore. "Perhaps you could take a letter back with you and give it to my…brothers and sister."
"You should come back with me." Santos stepped forward and bent down to her level. "Meet your family. I didn't mean to scare you. Your relatives can be loud and impulsive like most Italians, but they aren't bad people. I won't lie and say they'll be thrilled to see you, and a few might have some harsh words, but I'll make sure nothing happens to you during your visit."
He'd completely glossed over the other reason he'd hinted at for her needing to be protected. "I don't find that very reassuring."
"Lessa, this was your father's last request of me. I know you don't know me, but I take my obligations very seriously. I won't make you come, but I'm asking you to help me honor his request and meet your family. Tell me what to say to convince you to come."
She chewed on her lip in indecision. This was coming at her too fast on top of everything else she'd had to deal with today. Sharon's suggestion of taking a vacation popped into her head. The draw of having siblings beckoned to her. It had been she and her mother for most of her life, and although being a part of a cheerleading squad guaranteed plenty of surrogate sisters, she'd always envied those who had a large family. She considered the idea of a true sister almost her exact same age.
And possibly the biggest item running through her mind - could she ignore a last request from her…father? "What would this trip entail?"
"Attend his funeral and meet your siblings. Visit for a while. Get to know your family."
She closed her eyes for a moment, trying to think clearly, but it was getting more and more difficult as each minute passed. Opening her eyes, she focused on what he had told her. "The idea of needing a bodyguard to protect me against enemies of my father and possibly my half siblings is daunting."
Santos smiled. "You won't have anything to worry about. Just get to know your brothers and sister, and I'll take care of everything else."
His confident smile annoyed her. "I haven't said I was going."
"I know."
She had agreed to come. Marc stood alone in her living room as she had run upstairs a moment ago to pack her bag. He'd suggested the sooner they left the better. If they red-eyed it back to Napa, she'd have a full day to acclimate before the funeral. He pulled his cell phone out of his pocket, his spirits lifting now that he'd convinced her to come. He needed to call the pilot in and let him know to get the plane ready. The phone rang once, twice.
"Hello," Bob Kaplin said.
"I'm done." Marc informed him. "Get the plane ready."
"Uh," Bob said nervously.
"What?"
"I'm at a pub. I just had a couple of beers."
"Drink a cup of coffee."
"I can't fly for another eight hours," Bob explained. "FAA regulations. The Bottle to Throttle rule."
Marc clenched his teeth and flicked his wrist to glance at the digital display on his watch. It was just past eight p.m. The pilot wouldn't be able to fly until four in the morning. He was about to order Bob to be ready then, but hesitated. Outwardly, Lessa appeared pretty calm now, but he had a hunch she was holding a lot in.
"Be ready by eight in the morning," he ordered.
"Sure thing—"
Marc cut him off by snapping the phone shut. Drawers thunked softly upstairs. Her cell phone vibrated on the table. It had been vibrating pretty much nonstop since she'd left it there. He wondered if her mother had returned home yet to find the letter he'd left from Jiovanni. Judging by her reaction on the phone, she hadn't. He walked toward the stairs to the second floor, but hesitated on actually climbing them. She'd been nervous in his presence, and since he was supposed to reassure and stay close to her he would need to work on that.
Her voice drifted out her open door. He couldn't make out her words, but it sounded like she was talking with someone and not just to herself, judging by the pauses. He climbed the stairs, trying to walk louder than he normally would to announce his presence.
She stepped into the opening of the doorway to what had to be her bedroom, a cordless phone tucked in between ear and shoulder. Her eyebrows raised in question. She'd changed out of her skimpy blue shorts and workout top into a demure knee-length skirt and blouse. He missed the skin-revealing clothes. Which was completely inappropriate of him, and he pushed the thought out of his mind.
"There's been a slight change of plans."
"Can you hold on a second?" Lessa pulled the phone away from her ear and covered the mouthpiece. "What bomb do you need to drop on me now?"
A spurt of amusement hit him, and he fought the smile wanting to emerge. "Just a little one. The pilot can't have the plane ready 'til morning. We'll take off at eight."
"You didn't mention how long I'm expected to visit."
"As long as you want."
She nodded slowly and put the phone back up to her ear. "I'm back, sorry about that. Yes, I'm packing right now. Maybe if I disappear off the radar for a little while."
He narrowed his eyes, but she had turned and walked back into her room, not paying attention to his presence. Why would she need to disappear?
"A week?" She laughed softly. "Thanks, Sharon. I'll call you as soon as I get back."
She hung the cordless phone up and set it in its base on the small nightstand by her bed. It rang almost as soon as she stepped away. She hesitated, listening to it ring, then hit the speaker button as her answering machine picked up downstairs.
A woman's voice spoke. "This is juvenile to not answer your phone, Alessandra." The woman paused and he guessed it was her mother, Erin Noelle. "If you don't call me back in the next five minutes I'm going to come over."
Lessa sighed and clicked off the speaker phone button. "Are you sure we can't leave tonight?"
"Yeah, the pilot says we can't take off until morning. Some FAA regulation. We could leave earlier, if you want."
"How early?"
"Four."
"Ugh." She sighed. "I can't stay here until then." She walked back over to her bag and zipped it up.
Marc hesitated a moment. "I made a reservation at a hotel near the airport. I can get you a room there for the night."
"That'll work." Lessa slung her bag over her shoulder and walked up to him, an expectant look on her face.
He blanked for a second before realizing she was waiting for him to leave her room first. He headed down stairs with her turning the lights off as she followed. He checked his watch again. Not really to check the time, but to see how long it had been since he'd touched base with his men back home. Two hours.
"Anxious to get back?"
"Yeah," Marc said, hedging. "There are a few things I need to do."
More than a few things. He couldn't hunt for Jiovanni's killer over his cell. He needed to be prowling the alleys. It didn't matter how well the hit man had covered his tracks. There was always someone who knew or saw something.
"What should I expect when we get there?" Lessa interrupted his running thoughts.
He pulled himself together and schooled his face not to show the annoyance and impatience he was feeling. "The family will be keeping Vigil. When we get there Ryan MacDonald, the family's attorney, will call them into the study to explain the trust and his bequests. He'll introduce you then."
"And then?"
"I can't say what'll happen. I'll stay beside you to show Jiovanni's support."
Frowning, she chewed on her lip and looked around her living room.
"You'll have your own suite at the house," he continued, wondering what was concerning her in particular. "It'd be best if I stayed with you. Because it's a suite, there's a sitting room with a couch I can sleep on."
Her gaze came back to meet his. Worry seemed to emanate from her. "You think I'm in danger from them."
"No," he said with certainty. The family would be upset by the news, but they'd respect Jiovanni's wishes whether they wanted to or not, in time.
She didn't move from her stance at the base of the stairs. "Why do you think he wanted me to come?"
He'd been asking himself the same question since Ryan had told him about her. "I don't know why he decided to contact you now, but I'm sure he had his reasons."
"I hope they're good reasons."
"Jiovanni didn't do things on a whim." He assured himself as well as her. "He wanted you to come and be a part of his family."
"After he died?"
He shrugged. Jiovanni's posthumous request for her to come was more than odd, but he wasn't always privy to his boss' thoughts especially on personal matters. He could understand Jiovanni leaving something for his unknown daughter, but to bring her into a world she didn't comprehend where she would be the target of anger directed at him? Marc couldn't figure that part out.
"What'd you do for my father?"
"What he asked me to do," he answered curtly.
It was up to her new family to decide how much she would know. He nearly laughed at what her reaction would most likely be. She'd probably run screaming up the stairs to bang on the wall and call 911 if she had any idea of the things he'd done for her father.
"Like watching over me," Lessa said.
"Yes, like watching over you," he answered, surprised she didn't push the questioning.
"You take your job seriously."
"Nothing will happen to you." As he said it, he realized he was giving her his own personal pledge. He tensed at the vow. His loyalty was to the family. It had always been to the family. Even if she was Jiovanni's daughter, she was an outsider and not a part of that. So, why did he feel so protective of her?
"I guess I'm just nervous."
"Don't be." Forcing a smile he hoped was reassuring, he stepped back to her front door.
She nodded and with a deep breath followed behind him, again flipping light switches as she went. He stepped out. A magazine with a hot woman in a revealing cheerleading outfit on the cover caught his eye. The breeze ruffled the pages, and he grabbed it before it blew off the porch.
"Yours?" He held it out to her.
She froze in the doorway, her eyes locked on the magazine. "No, not mine. But it's meant for me."
She held her hand out, but he hesitated on giving it to her, not liking the tightness that had reappeared around her eyes. She snatched it from him.
"One minute." She stepped back into her house and closed the door in his face.
Surprised, he didn't raise his hand to stop her, but was left standing in the humid heat. He pulled at the collar of his dress shirt as he considered what had just happened then leaned against the railing to wait. He'd give her five minutes. Her door opened on three.
"Sorry." She smiled nervously as she shut her door and locked it.
"What was that about?"
"Nothing, just needed to make a quick phone call. Let's go."
He debated pushing her, but it really wasn't any of his business. His job was to get her back to California. "I'll take your bag."
She shook her head and stepped lightly down the steps. "I've got it. I'll follow you."
"It'll be easier if you come in my car."
"For you. I'll need my car when I come back home." She tossed her duffle bag into the back seat of her car.
"Right," he said, trailing after her. He didn't like letting her out of his control when he hadn't delivered her yet. But she was already climbing into her car.
He jogged to his, anxious to get her to the hotel and secured. He drove carefully, wanting to make sure he didn't accidentally lose her in the night. But she stayed right on his tail and pulled up next to him in the hotel parking lot.
It didn't take him long to add a second room to his bill and make sure it was connected to his own. Now that he was here his sense of urgency was increasing. Not knowing what his men were doing was eating at him.
Lessa trailed after him into her room. He did a quick and automatic safety inspection before handing her the room key.
"If you need anything, I'll be next door."
"Thank you, Marc."
"Be ready at seven?" Lessa nodded. "Then good night."
"Night." She shut the door behind him.
He pulled his cell phone out of his pocket as he locked himself into his own room. Tossing his bag on the bed, he speed dialed Silvio Domani, one of his men currently doing what he should have been doing right then.
"Sir," Silvio answered.
"What do you have?" Marc did a quick walk through of the room before going to the window to look out over the parking lot.
"We've combed the area. The police have been out here in force."
Marc sighed, recognizing what Silvio hadn't said. If the police were there it was hampering his men's investigation.
"Informants?" Marc asked.
"Tony showed up about an hour ago and told us to lay off. That he'd handle it."
He bit back a curse. If Tony messed this up trying to prove he knew better, there'd be hell to pay. They didn't have time to deal with Tony trying to prove that he should be the next head of the family.
"What about Jio?"
"We're keeping him apprised," Silvio said, hesitation in his voice. "He's pretty busy with your mother and the other families."
"Any challenges?"
"Not yet. It's only a matter of time."
He read between the lines. "Any internal challenges?"
"I've heard some grumblings. This isn't the best time for you to jet off."
"No shit. I'm well aware of the timing, Silvio." He kept his voice low and controlled. "There's more going on. Can you keep it together?"
"Yes, sir." Silvio sounded chastised. "I'll let you know if I hear anything more concrete from any of the men."
"You do that." He needed his boys to be focused on finding Jiovanni's killer, not aiming for their next position. He rubbed his temple where a headache was beginning to form. "When are the cops goin' to clear the scene?"
"I'll talk with our snitch. I've been checking who's been coming and going and who's gone under."
"What've you come up with?"
"Nothin's jumped out," Silvio said almost apologetically. "I'll have it ready for you to look over when you get back."
Frustration ate at him. "So, you have zilch."
"It's still early, Boss."
"We should have him by now, Silvio. It's unacceptable. The person who killed Jiovanni will pay."
"We're workin' on it."
"I'll be back tomorrow. Have somethin' by then." Marc closed his phone in exasperation. He needed to be there.
The TV next door drummed softly. She was still awake. He sat on the bed and turned his own TV on to be safe. He didn't think she could hear him clearly, but it was better to err on the side of caution.
Tapping his fingers on the bedside table, he tried to focus on the problem at hand. Finding out who killed Jiovanni and why. Not knowing exactly what was going on back home was driving him crazy. First things first, he'd have to deal with Tony stepping in where he shouldn't. As Jiovanni's second son, Tony was too focused on proving himself to do anything right. Marc needed to find something else for Tony to do so he could put Silvio on the snitches.
A plan began to formulate in his mind, and he hit Redial to set it in motion.
Lessa had been running on nerves since Marco Santos stepped into her life. She'd slept fitfully in the hotel room. He'd been pretty close-lipped in the morning, preoccupied with something. During the flight he'd finally talked a little about her new siblings, telling her various childhood and family stories.
She hadn't been able to relate to any of them. Their life was different from her own in every single way she could think of. She'd listened the closest to the few things he'd said about her sister. Clarissa was still in college working on an MBA. She'd gone to all-female private schools her entire life. The only thing they seemed to have in common was Clarissa had taken ballet lessons in her youth and early teens before going on to other activities.
Her half-brothers were a whole other story. She had no idea how she would relate to them. Even though Marc had chatted off and on about her new family, she'd known he was holding a lot back. He'd carefully kept from saying anything about their professions or anything related. Taking his lead, she'd kept her questions to herself.
Lessa chewed on her nail as the limousine turned through a large gate. She looked out the window and heard Santos shift forward as well. The limo started to slow. At the end of a long, well-manicured driveway, an enormous house appeared. It wasn't even a house. It looked more like a mansion. She hadn't given much thought when he'd said the family home was the Tazio estate, but now she realized Santos really had meant estate.
"Keep going, Hank," he said. "We'll go in the back door."
The driver nodded and pulled around the house to where a series of garages lined up behind the main building. Santos climbed out of the limo and looked around. Reaching his hand in, he helped Lessa out. She looked up and up at the rear façade. It was at least four stories.
"You could have warned me." Lessa smoothed her simple grey skirt.
"What?" He glanced around.
"This is not a house." She pointed to the top floor. "No one would call this a house."
Santos laughed in surprise. "Doesn't matter how big, a home is a home."
She narrowed her eyes at him and he laughed again before turning back to Hank.
"Take her bags to Virginia," he said. "She'll see to them."
"Sir," Hank said, nodding and popping the trunk.
Santos led her up the stairs and she took several panicky breaths. She was here and about to meet her family. Trying to relax, she drew in a long breath as Santos opened the door and guided her into the kitchen. It was massive, with big picture windows letting in the sun. The terra cotta glowed and the stainless steel gleamed in the natural light.
An older woman, a practical black suit hugging her generous curves, stood alone at one of the granite countertops. She turned at the sound of the door, and her face lit up.
"Marco." She rushed forward for a hug. "I was worried. Where did you go off to?"
"Jiovanni sent me on an errand." He pulled Lessa forward. "Virginia, this is Alessandra, but she prefers Lessa. Lessa, this is Virginia Grayson. She keeps the house running. If you need anything you just ask Virginia and she'll see to it."
"Welcome, Lessa," Virginia said, studying her with open curiosity. She turned back to Marco Santos, but didn't ask any questions as Lessa would have expected.
"She's the special guest I called about."
"Oh, yes," Virginia said. "I prepared the suite for her."
"Good. Hank will be bringing her bag in."
"I'll see to them," Virginia said as the door opened again.
Hank stepped in carrying Lessa's bag.
"I'll talk with you later." Santos hustled Lessa out of the kitchen.
"Bye," Lessa called over her shoulder. "It was nice to meet you."
"You too my dear," Virginia said as the door shut behind them.
Lessa found herself in a wide hallway. Her heels clicked on the marble floor and she stumbled to a stop when a man suddenly stepped in front of them.
"Ryan," Santos said in acknowledgement.
"This is her?" Ryan studied Lessa carefully.
Santos just looked back at him in response. She shifted closer to Santos as the red-headed newcomer towered over her, frowning. Suddenly his expression changed into a smile, and he no longer seemed as intimidating--which made her even more wary.
He took her hand to shake it. "Alessandra, I'm Ryan MacDonald, the family attorney." His Scottish accent added a slight lilt to his words. Her enjoyment of it momentarily distracted her."It's nice to finally meet you."
"Finally?" Lessa asked, confused at first by his word choice, but she refocused quickly and recalled Santos mentioning something about Jiovanni using his attorney to keep track of her.
MacDonald looked to Santos and shrugged awkwardly. "I've known about you for quite a while. Jiovanni wanted to be kept up to date on how you were doing."
She felt Santos' hand in the small of her back, as if to reassure her.
"Is the family assembled?" he asked MacDonald.
"They're gathering in the office right now." The attorney offered his arm to Lessa and motioned down the hall.
As if sensing her hesitation, Santos quickly stepped forward and led her down the long hallway himself toward a large door in the middle.
"I thought they were Vigiling?" she whispered.
Santos covered up a laugh with a cough. "They are, but life sometimes interrupts. Ready?"
She bit her lip and nodded. MacDonald opened the door and stepped into the room. Lessa hesitated with Santos waiting patiently beside her. Voices drifted out of the room, but she couldn't see anyone from where she stood.
Closing her eyes, she took a deep breath. "Okay."
Then she opened her eyes, stepped inside, and faced her new family. They sat and stood about a room richly furnished in brown and deep green tones. Besides MacDonald, there were three other men and three women. And none of them looked anything like her. Hair so dark it looked almost black, brown eyes, and everyone a heck of a lot taller than she was. She tried to place in her head who would be who, but feared she'd be wrong.
The family was focused on MacDonald and barely noticed her until Santos stepped in.
"Marc." A lovely young woman with ebony hair jumped up from her seat next to an older woman and rushed forward to hug him.
Once they separated, she gave Lessa a hard look and tried to draw Santos away. He stood firm and gave her a pat on the back before taking Lessa's hand and guiding her over to a chair across the room. That action drew the entire family's attention. She should have asked him if he had any pictures of them to show her on the plane. The pretty woman who'd greeted Santos could be her sister, Clarissa.
"Marc?" one of the men asked.
"Jio," Santos nodded at him.
Lessa noted that the family all referred to Santos as Marc, rather than Marco, a nickname that suggested more than a business relationship. Certainly Clarissa's greeting was more than casual. She glanced at Clarissa again, wondering what her relationship to the tall man at her side might be. Santos drew her attention back as he gestured for MacDonald to get going. Lessa felt even more nervous when she noticed the intensity of her eldest brother, Jio's, attention. He was watching her with narrowed eyes. She swallowed and looked toward the petite and voluptuous woman next to him. Her gaze was more curious than hostile. She appeared to be in her mid-twenties and had to be Jio's wife, Nina.
"Who the hell is she?" The tallest man of the group glared at her with open hostility. He turned to MacDonald. "I thought this was for family only."
"Tony." MacDonald motioned him to sit back down. "We'll get through this as quickly as possible." He picked up a remote and pointed it at the TV behind the desk. "Jiovanni recorded this message for all of you. He updated it every six months, so it's current." He looked at each family member. "He has personal messages for each of you, including his personal bequests."
"He's not even buried yet," said the oldest woman, obviously Jiovanni's wife, before she began to cry. "It-it isn't right we do this," she whispered brokenly, "before he's-before he's buried."
"Mama." Jio moved away from his wife to sit next to his mother and take her hand. "Papa would understand. We must know all the specifics. We can't wait any longer."
Lucia leaned against Jio and wiped her eyes, then nodded for the attorney to go on.
"After, I have copies of the trust for all of you," MacDonald said. "I'll be happy to go over it with anyone individually."
He pressed play on the remote, and the TV flickered to life. Lessa couldn't wrap her head around the fact that she was staring at her father. It wasn't until Santos put his hand on top of hers that she realized she'd been twisting her fingers together.
"Hello, my family," Jiovanni said in a softly lilting accent. "If you're watching this it means I'm dead. Very depressing for me. Hopefully it was something benign. My poor Lucia, you'll be fine. Just give it some time. Though the house will go to Jio, I know your son will respect my wish that you will always be welcome to stay as long as you want. I know how much you miss home, so I've left our southern villa to you. You may go and live there or have it as a place to visit."
Lessa frowned over how dictating he sounded.
"Jio," Jiovanni said. "You and Nina will move into the estate with your children. It's a good home base. Ryan has all the details of the trust, but basically you'll take over my role of running the businesses."
Tony grunted. Lessa glanced over at him and saw him cross his arms in response to that news. It obviously angered him. She wondered if he and Jio didn't get along, or if he had wanted to be in charge of the family business.
"You're younger than I'd prefer as you still have a lot to learn, but it can't be helped," Jiovanni continued. "The organization is well structured. I know you'll want to choose your own lieutenants, but I advise against changing anything."
Lieutenants? What kind of business needs lieutenants, Lessa wondered
"Nina, you've been an excellent daughter-in-law. I can confess now, I was leery about having Jio marry you. Oh, business-wise it was an excellent arrangement to cement the permanent relationship with your father. But I wasn't sure how you would fit into my family. I was pleasantly surprised by you and have set aside some of my mother's jewelry for you."
Nina dabbed at her eyes and looked to her husband. Jio didn't look back, but remained focused on his mother. Lessa felt uncomfortable by the intimate family details Jiovanni was discussing so openly. It sounded as if Nina and Jio's marriage had been arranged by their fathers. Did people still do that sort of thing?
"Tony, by now you're steaming. I know you too well, my son," Jiovanni said sadly. "Your position will remain the same. Perhaps if you learn to control your temper, Jio will allow you more power, but I wouldn't recommend it for now."
"Bullshit!" Tony jumped up. "I've worked my way up from the bottom, just as he asked. I deserve more."
"Shut up, Tony," Jio said with a frown.
Tony growled, but sat back down.
The tape continued. "Clarissa, my darling daughter, you continue to baffle me. Lucia tells me to be patient. You're happy and finding yourself. But really, Clarissa, you should be married and making babies like Nina. Too much education isn't good for a girl. I sincerely hope you'll come to your senses and come home and do what's best for the family. Marc will make you an excellent husband. But at your mother's request, I've left an allowance in the trust for you to continue to go to school if you wish."
Lessa looked in surprise at Santos and then Clarissa. He hadn't mentioned being engaged to her sister, but that explained the intimate greeting.
"Edoardo, the baby of the family," Jiovanni said.
Lessa focused on the only other family member in the room. He was slouched in his chair and hadn't reacted to anything his father had said so far.
"You're mother has spoiled you too much. You continue to dabble in your arts. I trust you'll outgrow this soon and take your place in the family." Jiovanni sighed and tapped his fingers on the table. "There are of course others who aren't present who will be gifted items, and Ryan will make sure they receive letters stating this fact. The only two others who should be present are Marc and Alessandra."
The family turned as one to look at Lessa.
"Marc, though not of my blood, you have been indispensable to me. I never once doubted your loyalty, which is why you're stuck with the task of watching Alessandra. Ryan has the details of what I've arranged for you once you've finished this last job. Ah, little Lessa, I wish I could have met you. I've always wanted to, but it seems fate has intervened. Jio, my son, I'm placing Alessandra and her mother under the protection of the family. You will honor my request. Alessandra is my daughter."
A collective gasp sounded through the room. Lessa dropped her gaze to the ground, unable to look at her family. She was afraid of their expressions of horror. Biting her lip, she waited for Jiovanni to continue.
"Yes, I know this for sure," Jiovanni said. "I'm sorry, Lucia, I never gathered the courage to tell you this before. I know I can't expect you to welcome her with open arms, but I hope you find it in your heart to treat her kindly and not blame my sins on her."
"Bastardo," Lucia whispered.
Lessa glanced at her in surprise.
Lucia stared back, lips trembling. "Potete portare questo piccolo bastardo in casa mia! I will not have it."
"Mama." Jio's gaze was also on Lessa. But his face was carefully masked, not betraying any of what he was thinking.
Jiovanni sighed on the screen. "I'm sure you're all in an uproar and will probably be for some time. I trust Ryan and Marc will settle everyone down. Ryan will explain the details of the trust to you when you're ready. And that, my children and wife, is that."
MacDonald clicked the television off and opened his mouth to speak.
"That is that." Tony interrupted, laughing bitterly. "That's a load of bullshit is what it is. We're just supposed to take this little gold-digger's word for it that she's our half-sister?" He stomped up to Lessa and she shrank back into her seat. "Just because you were able to convince an old man doesn't make it true."
Lessa flinched at his hostility, but couldn't collect her own thoughts fast enough to protest his reference to her as a gold digger.
Santos stood and stepped between them. "She's never met Jiovanni."
"What's your angle in all this?" Tony faced off with him.
Alarmed, Lessa instinctively grabbed Santos' wrist. She didn't want Tony's rage directed at her, but she didn't want these men to fight over her, either.
"What you think doesn't matter, Tony," MacDonald said. "Your father was clear. She'll receive her share of the family estate. The trust can't be unraveled. Anyone who contests the trust will lose his share of the business."
"If she isn't his daughter?" Tony snarled.
Lessa frowned at the accusation, but didn't blame him for doubting it. She hadn't believed it herself until her mother confirmed Jiovanni's claim.
"Her share of the estate isn't based on her paternity," MacDonald said.
"Speaking of paternity, would she be willing to prove it?" Jio asked.
"As I just said," MacDonald stated with controlled patience, "her inheritance is set. Alessandra doesn't have to prove anything."
"How am I supposed to prove it?" Lessa asked, finally gaining the courage to look Jio in the eye. His calm iciness was much more frightening than Tony's rage.
Jio stared at her steadily. "Would you be willing to take a blood test to prove what you say is true?"
"She didn't say it." Santos defended her. "She's never even met Jiovanni."
Lessa didn't reach for Santos again, but held Jio's gaze. He was just as hard to read as Marco Santos, but she knew she was being weighed and judged.
"There's no requirement for this, Alessandra," MacDonald interjected.
"I know." She chose her words carefully. "Yes, I'll submit to a blood test if you insist."
Jio stared at her a moment, then nodded. He looked to the attorney. "Set it up."
"I'll call the doctor," Ryan MacDonald said with stiff displeasure.
"No!" Lucia turned pleading eyes on her son. "You can't be considering letting this interloper into our family."
Lessa flinched at Lucia's shrill voice and could see the pain in the older woman's expression. She'd barely thought about Jiovanni's wife, or the fact that Lucia and Jiovanni had been married when Lessa was conceived.
"Mama," Jio began reassuringly.
"I insist you set her out," Lucia cried. "She is not welcome in my house."
"This is my home," he replied. Lucia pulled away from him. "I will honor my father's request. I won't throw her out."
Lucia sniffed and glared at her eldest son. "Very well." She gathered herself together as she slowly rose. "I must go to Jiovanni."
"I'll go with you, Mama." Tony offered her his arm.
Lucia refused to look at Lessa as they swept out of the room. She watched them depart and was still looking at the door when Jio spoke up.
"You're welcome to stay here, Alessandra. I'll provide protection and shelter for as long as you require."
Unsure of what to say, she glanced at Santos. He nodded in encouragement.
"Thank you." She had no idea if that was an appropriate response to being offered shelter by her half-brother who was also a stranger.
"I had Virginia set up a room for her," Santos added.
Jio maintained eye contact with Lessa. "I'll let you know when the doctor arrives."
"Of course." She tried to put on as cool a front as Jio was exhibiting.
The attorney harrumphed, and she vaguely wondered why he should care before refocusing her attention on Jio.
Jio broke eye contact with her to look at MacDonald in amusement. "Yes?"
"Nothing," the attorney said. "Who needs to go over the trust with me?"
Santos reached down and pulled Lessa to her feet. She wobbled as she lost her balance on more than one account. He kept a firm grip on her, and she could feel the blush creep up. MacDonald smiled and handed him a large thick package with Alessandra's name printed across the top.
"If you have any questions," he said, "Marco knows how to contact me."
She looked uneasily at the package wondering what it contained. She wasn't quite ready to open another message from her father. Lessa nodded to MacDonald.
It was as Santos was leading her out of the room that she again noticed her other two siblings, Clarissa and Edoardo. They had remained quiet during the entire exchange, watching everything unfold. She tried a small smile as Marco Santos walked her past them. They both stared at her in response. Well, at least they didn't snarl or leap at her as Tony had.
"Don't worry about it," he said softly as they exited the room. "Went better than I expected."
"You're kidding." She hurried to keep up with his quick steps. "That's what you expected?"
"I told you they wouldn't take the news well." He headed up the massive staircase in the center of the hall.
Her heels clicked as she climbed up after him. She was too focused on what had just happened in the other room to do more than notice the extravagant staircase with the paintings and statues lining the walls. They reached the hall, and he turned to climb another flight of stairs.
"Why didn't you tell me you were engaged to my…sister?" Lessa blurted out the question suddenly occupying her thoughts. She didn't want to look too closely as to why it was.
Surprised, Santos glanced at her over his shoulder. "It didn't come up."
It didn't come up. They'd sat in a plane for six hours, and he hadn't thought to include his engagement to her half-sister?
"You might have mentioned it when you were telling me about her ballet lessons, college education…"
He stopped and raised an eyebrow. "Okay, Clarissa and I have an understanding which was facilitated by Jiovanni."
She frowned after him as he resumed walking. Jogging to keep up with his long strides, she thanked the hours of exercise required of a professional cheerleader which allowed her to run up a flight of marble stairs in four-inch heels.
"Are you telling me you two are betrothed? Like an arranged marriage?"
"You asked."
She wasn't sure what to say in response, so focused on what they were doing and where they were. "You had to put me on the top floor?"
"You're a dancer," he said in amusement. "I'd think a couple of stairs wouldn't bother you."
Lessa ignored his comment. "Where does the family stay?"
"Each family member has a room on the second floor." He led her down the hallway. "Guests stay on the third."
She wasn't sure whether to be relieved she wouldn't accidentally run into any of them or worried over the designation of guest instead of family. She didn't want to think about what it all meant so chose to focus on his earlier dig. Frivolous banter was much easier on the psyche.
"I'm a cheerleader not a dancer," she said as they reached her room.
Santos stopped, and she thought he held back a laugh as he looked at her. "I'm sorry. I thought cheerleaders were dancers."
"We are dancers, but cheerleaders first and always."
"Ra-ra and all that. So cheerleaders have a harder time climbing flights of stairs?"
She refused to laugh. "I will have you know flying thirty feet in the air takes a hell of a lot more than climbing a couple flights of stairs."
He narrowed his eyes, and she could see the confusion on his face as he tried to figure out her words. It might have been several years since she'd been tossed into the air, because professional cheerleading focused on dance, but she'd been cheering since she was seven and took pride in her years as a flyer.
"I take it you don't know any cheerleaders." Why was she delaying going into her room?
"I dated one in high school for a month." He smiled. "She was going through a bad boy phase."
"Ever watched it on TV?"
"Sure, the Super Bowl." He opened the door and motioned her into the room.
"Not football . . ." She slowly stepped into the room then stopped in surprise. She was standing in a living room, not a bedroom. ". . . Cheerleading."
He crowded in behind her, shut the door and glanced quickly at his watch. "Pom poms and short skirts."
"Okay." She'd lost the thread of what they'd been talking about as she looked around. It didn't take a genius to tell the furniture that decorated the blue- and white-accented room was high quality. A lot more high quality than in her home. The type she'd seen featured in magazines. "This isn't a bedroom."
"It's a suite." Santos led her over to the other side of the room. "You remember I mentioned I'd be sleeping on the couch."
He opened the door to the connecting bedroom. She stepped inside and glanced back out into the living room. It was in the same cozy cottage style, but instead of blue with white accents it was white with blue accents. Seeing the white carpeting, she hoped her shoes were clean.
"How does this work?" Lessa asked, noticing her duffle bag lying next to the fluffy king bed. It and his comment about sleeping on the couch had brought her back to why she was there.
"What?"
She turned to face him. "Us, constantly together."
He smiled briefly then looked serious. "I'll be with you most of the time. Including nights, which is why you got the suite with the couch large enough to fit me. I think that at least means you should start calling me Marc, like the rest of the family."
She glanced at the couch and doubted whether he would fit comfortably on it. He had to be at least six-two. It's not as if she hadn't noticed his tall, dark, brooding handsomeness. And now he wanted her to call him Marc. She wasn't sure why, but she liked that he considered her a member of the family.
"During the day, I'll stick close by you," He continued. "There will be times when I can't be with you, though, and I'd prefer you stayed in your room. Or wherever else I put you."
"Put me?" She raised an eyebrow. "I'm not an object, Marc."
"Sorry, not what I meant." Again, he glanced at his watch. "But this would be one of those times."
"My shadow's abandoning me." She really didn't like the idea of him not being there to reassure her everything would be fine. If she didn't have something stupid to talk to him about, she'd actually have to start thinking about her current situation. And she hated to admit it, but she was getting used to having him around. He made her feel . . . safe.
"I need to speak with Jio. I'll be as quick as I can. Just settle in, unpack, and when I get back I'll show you around the estate so you can get the lay of the land."
Lessa shifted uncomfortably. She wanted to tell him not to leave her, but held back. It wasn't like her to be dependent on another person.
Marc watched her carefully. "Okay?"
"All right," she said with a false smile.
He hesitated a moment before leaving the room. Lessa trailed after him into the sitting room and stared at the shut door. She wasn't sure how long she stood and stared before she started pacing uneasily.
Sighing, she dropped onto the voluptuous couch and sank in about half a foot. Staring up at the ceiling, she wondered if he really intended to stay in the room and for how long. How long did she intend to stay and try to get to know the family who wasn't happy to see her?
Lessa hadn't expected a warm family reunion, but she also hadn't expected outright hostility. She should have. What grieving wife would welcome her deceased husband's bastard child? It had probably been a mistake to come all this way without rationally thinking it through. Running away from a stalker wasn't the best reason to visit long-lost family. Just because she secretly longed for a large family didn't mean they would welcome her into it. They already had their family unit. She didn't understand why her father had wanted her to come.
The envelope stared silently at her from the large coffee table in front of her. She narrowed her eyes and, biting her lip, shifted forward to look at the label a little more closely. A loud and sudden knock at the door made her jump up in surprise.
"Alessandra!" Nina called through the door as she knocked again. "May I come in?"
Lessa hurried over then slowly, hesitantly, opened the door unsure of what to expect. Nina smiled with ease as she juggled an angelic toddler in her arms. The little girl with dark, curly hair smiled as she squirmed in Nina's arms.
"I just wanted to see if you needed help unpacking and settling in." Nina held out her other hand. "I'm Nina, Jio's wife."
She shook her hand in relief, touched at the absence of outright hostility. "Come in." Lessa stepped back so she could. "Please, call me Lessa."
Nina nodded and put down the squirming toddler who immediately began to explore the room. "That's Suzannah. She's our youngest."
"She's adorable," Lessa said truthfully.
"I think so," Nina said, glowing with pride. "Marc got you the good room."
Lessa looked blankly around the sitting room, not exactly sure what Nina meant. The room was beautiful, but everything in the house she'd seen was just as gorgeous and impeccable.
"This room is reserved for only the most important guests," Nina said. "And you are a special guest."
"Thank you." Lessa hoped Nina meant it as a compliment. "Though I doubt anyone else feels that way."
Nina shrugged. "They're always leery of outsiders. You've reassured Jio."
"How?"
"By agreeing to the test. Jio was close to his father and will honor his request to welcome you. He just has a lot going on right now."
"I probably should have waited to come. I hadn't realized . . ."
"You came at the right time. Jiovanni wanted you here." Nina patted Lessa's shoulder gently. "Can I help you unpack?"
"It's nice of you to offer," she said unsure of what to make of it.
"Really, it's no problem," Nina insisted.
"All right." Leading the way into the bedroom, Lessa reminded herself it wasn't like she had anything to hide. If Nina wanted to go through her things . . . and she really shouldn't be thinking such unkind thoughts of someone who appeared to have no ulterior motives.
"I help," Suzannah cried as she ran in behind them. She tugged on the straps to Lessa's duffle bag.
Lessa smothered a laugh, not wanting to hurt Suzannah's feelings as she continued to pull in vain.
"Could you help me lift it onto the bed?" Lessa asked her.
Suzannah stuck her thumb in her mouth as she considered Lessa's request. She nodded slowly, and Lessa lifted one strap while Suzannah tugged on the other one.
Careful not to trip over the toddler, Lessa set the bag on the bed. "Thank you, Suzannah."
Suzannah beamed and ran into the bathroom to explore. The sound of cabinet doors banging open and shut drifted out the open door.
"How long are you staying?" Nina looked at the single bag.
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